


“Th ese thoughtful essays off er us a vivid picture of the Balkans 
experience from the inside, with its richness and complexity, trag-
edy and hope, and lessons from which we can all draw inspiration 
and insight.” —Noam Chomsky, MIT

“Th e history of Yugoslavia is of global relevance, and there’s no one 
better placed to reveal, share, and analyze it than Andrej Grubačić. 
From the struggle of the Roma to the liberating possibilities of ‘fed-
eralism from below,’ this collection of essays is required and radical 
reading.” —Raj Patel, author of Stuff ed and Starved: Markets, Power 
and the Hidden Battle for the World’s Food System

“Th is book of essays shows a deep grasp of Yugoslav history and 
social theory. It is a groundbreaking book, representing a bold 
departure from existing ideas, and an imaginative view to how a 
just society in the Balkans might be constructed.” —Howard Zinn, 
author of A People’s History of the United States

“Don’t Mourn, Balkanize! is a powerful and courageous book refusing 
to let the memory of a long history of colonization of the Balkans 
by the states-architects of Europe be erased or lead to a politics of 
resignation. Its vision of a ‘federalism from below’ sustained by 
networks of autonomous, culturally diverse communities has a sig-
nifi cance that transcends the Balkans.” —Silvia Federici, author of 
Caliban and the Witch: Women the Body and Primitive Accumulation.

“I cannot think of another work that even tries to accomplish what 
Andrej Grubačić has artfully undertaken in this volume. Don’t 
Mourn, Balkanize! is the fi rst radical account of Yugoslav history 
after Yugoslavia. Surveying this complex history with imagination 
and insight, Grubačić’s book provides essential information and 
perspective for all those interested in the recent history of this 
part of the world.” —Michael Albert, author of Parecon: Life After 
Capitalism

“Andrej Grubačić is a rare genuine authority on the recent history 
and politics of the Balkans. I have known him for a decade, have 
followed and read his work with profi t, and corresponded with 
him on matters which I found diffi  cult in doing my own writing 
in this fi eld.” —Edward S. Herman, Wharton School, University of 
Pennsylvania



“I can think of no better person than my close friend Andrej 
Grubačić to put the shattered pieces of a broken region back 
together again in a book that illuminates the abuses of rulers over 
the ruled. Grubačić is a native of the former Yugoslavia, an aca-
demic, and an anarchist historian; his encyclopedic knowledge 
make him a crucial commentator for all interested in this often 
under-reported part of the world. Turning a tragic past upside 
down while agitating for a new emancipatory future, Don’t Mourn 
Balkanize! is the perfect remedy for the elite narrative of domina-
tion.” —Chris Spannos, ZNet, author of Real Utopia: Participatory 
Society for the 21st Century

“Andrej Grubačić returns with another magnifi cent book that in 
the fi nest tradition of Yugoslav Zenitism reinvents a concept of 
the Balkan barbaro-genius and its prefi gurative adventure into 
new and authentic political structures and praxis. Don’t Mourn, 
Balkanize! shouldn’t be read solely as a hidden history of the 
Balkans and inspiring political struggles of the (newest) social 
movements in the region, but also as a much needed epistemo-
logical and methodological manual how to write such a history. 
Peranalogiam with Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Eduardo Restrepo, 
and Arturo Escobar, Grubačić develops other histories/history oth-
erwise that builds on a new epistemological paradigm in attempt 
to visualize the hidden, and, above all, to give credit to all those 
ideas, practices, and subjects that have been for too long margin-
alized, trivialized, and excluded. Finally, we have a book that docu-
ments the Balkan anarchist movements and their share in a global 
struggle for another, better world, and their important contribu-
tion to win, ergo balkanize it!” —Ziga Vodovnik, author of Anarchy 
of Everyday Life and Notes on Anarchism and Its Forgotten Confl uences

“It’s wonderful to read something on the Balkans that goes beyond 
doom and gloom. Andrej Grubačić turns the world on its head, 
especially with his notion of Balkanisation from below—a return 
to ‘what is the most precious part of our history . . . a pluricultural 
vision of multiethnic, indeed transethnic, antiauthoritarian society,’ 
from which he can convincingly call for a Balkanisation of Europe 
and of the world. A delight.” —John Holloway, author of Change the 
World Without Taking Power: Th e Meaning of Revolution Today



“Andrej Grubačić shows that as their civilization collapses we bar-
barians must think anew. To turn the world upside down requires 
an uprooting of our political and geographic vocabulary, capitalist 
and socialist alike. Grubačić, a ‘foreigner’ in his native Yugoslavia, 
does this brilliantly. To ‘balkanize’ once described political, eco-
nomic, and religious fragmentation. After this book it must mean 
anti-capitalist possibility, local autonomy, the organic com-
monwealth, and accompaniment of the Other. Bravo!” —Peter 
Linebaugh, author of Th e Magna Carta Manifesto: Liberties and 
Commons for All.

“Growing up in Austria in the 1980s, I had a number of Yugoslav 
friends; in the 1990s, I had to learn that they were not Yugoslav 
but Serbian, Croatian, Bosnian, etc. It was a confusing time—not 
least because my friends’ new identities meant that some of them 
could no longer talk to one another. In this essential collection of 
essays, Andrej Grubačić describes the unraveling of Yugoslavia and 
its complex politics from an insider’s perspective. By doing so, he 
yields neither to nationalist sentiments nor to the glorifi cation of 
state socialism. Th is is no easy task, as Grubačić treads on diffi  cult 
terrain: the Balkans are arguably Europe’s very own ‘exotic other,’ 
a region that has always been both demonized for its alleged back-
wardness and barbarianism and romanticized for everything from 
freedom-loving mountain bandits to fi ery Gypsy fi ddlers. In Don’t 
Mourn, Balkanize! we meet none of these simplifi cations. Grubačić 
portrays a region haunted by a familiar struggle: that between 
authoritarianism and greed on the one side, and rebellion and sol-
idarity on the other. Where Grubačić stands is never in doubt. May 
the ‘Balkanization from Below’ span all of Europe!” —Gabriel Kuhn, 
author of Life Under the Jolly Roger: Refl ections on Golden Age Piracy 
and Soccer Vs. the State: Tackling Football and Radical Politics

“An absolutely top-notch scholar as well as a highly committed 
activist, Andrej Grubačić has succeeded again in writing a must-
read for those interested in transformative social change.” —Daniel 
Gross, organizer, IWW Starbucks Workers Union



“Here are two books. Th e fi rst book is a searing critique of U.S. 
imperialist aggression and offi  cial hypocrisy. Consider: At a time 
when the United States demanded of other, smaller countries that 
they approve bilateral agreements shielding U.S. citizens from 
extradition to an international criminal court, the United States 
compelled the extradition to just such a court of the president of 
Serbia, a sovereign nation. Further, the U.S. government, unable 
to obtain approval from the United Nations, misused a network of 
states created for another purpose (NATO) to approve the bomb-
ing of Serbia. For three months bombs were dropped from 40,000 
feet on ancient bridges and innocent civilians without the loss of 
a single American pilot. Th ereafter the United States created in its 
new southeastern Europe protectorate a huge new military base 
and, apparently, sites for the interrogation and torture of so-called 
enemy combatants, while insisting on structural adjustment and 
privatization that smoothed the way for investment by multina-
tional corporations. Th ese were the elements of the ‘shock and 
awe’ template that the United States then sought to impose on 
Iraq and Afghanistan. After preliminary invasions of Grenada and 
Panama, the Balkans thus served to launch what has come to be 
called America’s Long War against terrorism. Th e second book-
within-a-book looks at the small green shoots of new life that have 
begun to come up through the fl oor of this fi re-blackened forest. 
Th e courageous, persistent opposition to privatization by workers 
at the pharmaceutical plant Jugoremedija has prompted the feder-
ation of workers of a number of enterprises into a broader resist-
ance front. Meanwhile, survivors of these hard times have begun 
to dream dreams that go beyond illegal diplomatic recognition 
of Kosovo as an independent nation or partition of Kosovo into 
Albanian and Serbian components. Th e hope is that the Balkans, 
precisely because of the many ethnic groups—including the Roma, 
or Gypsies—that have sought to fi nd ways to live together there 
over the centuries, might pioneer for us all a model of regional 
community that avoids the concentration of all the means of com-
pulsion in one centralized state and instead seeks horizontal bonds 
of mutual aid.” —Staughton Lynd, historian, attorney, labor activist, 
and pacifi st, co-author of Wobblies and Zapatistas: Conversations on 
Anarchism, Marxism and Radical History
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Over the many years I have spent writing about Yugoslavia, I 
have been accused of almost everything. Serbian nationalists 
have accused me of treason (presumably against Serbia), or 
even of being a covert agent (presumably of the United States). 
Serbian and other post-Yugoslav pro-Europeans have accused 
me of nationalism (presumably Serbian), or again of being a 
covert agent (presumably of the Serbian state). Distinguished 
British and American liberals and Leftists, after reading my 
commentaries, have referred to my writings as typical of that 

“stubborn, unapologetic Balkan mindset.” Some of this is true. 
I am a stubborn, unapologetic Balkanite. I suppose that if one 
wishes to insist on using the word, I am also a “traitor”: both 
to the ethno-nationalist cause and of the European one.

I grew up in Belgrade—or, more precisely, between Belgrade 
and Sarajevo—but I always considered myself Yugoslav. I do 
not see any reason to stop doing so now. Yugoslavia might not 
exist anymore (after all, this collection includes, as its subtitle, 
the words “after Yugoslavia”), but Yugoslavia for me, and for 
people like me, was never just a country—it was an idea. Like 
the Balkans itself, it was a project of interethnic coexistence, 
a transethnic and pluricultural space of many diverse worlds.

Th e Balkans I know is the Balkans from below: a space 
of bogoumils—those medieval heretics who fought against 
Crusades and churches—and a place of anti-Ottoman resist-

Preface
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ance; a home to hajduks and klephts, pirates and rebels; a 
refuge of feminists and socialists, of antifascists and parti-
sans; a place of dreamers of all sorts struggling both against 
provincial “peninsularity” as well as against occupations, for-
eign interventions and that process which is now, in a strange 
inversion of history, often described with that fashionable 
phrase, “balkanization.”

My family was a microcosm of this deeper Balkan reality. 
My grandparents were socialists, partisans and antifascists—
dreamers who believed in self-management and the Yugoslav 

“path to socialism.” Th is idea—and especially the Yugoslav 
and Balkan dream of an interethnic, pluricultural space—was 
dramatically dismantled in the 1990s, when I found myself 
living in a country that was no longer my own. It was ruled 
by people to whom I could not relate, local tyrants that we 
used to call aparatciki, bureaucrats of ideas and spirit. Th at 
was the beginning of my struggle to understand my own iden-
tity and the problem of Yugoslav socialism. I went on to look 
for another path toward what my grandparents understood 
as communism. It seemed to me that the Marxist-Leninist 
way of getting “from here to there”—the project of seizing 
the power of the State, and functioning through a “demo-
cratically” centralized party-organization—had produced not 
a free association of free human beings, but a bureaucratized 
expression of what was still called, by the offi  cial ideology of 
a socialist state, Marxism.

Given my distrust of bureaucratic Marxism, I became 
an anarchist very early on. Anarchism, in my mind, meant 
taking democracy seriously and organizing prefi guratively—
that is, in a way that anticipates the society we are about to 
create. Instead of taking the power of the state, anarchism is 
concerned with socializing power—with creating new polit-
ical and social structures not after the revolution, but in the 
immediate present, in the shell of the existing order. Th e basic 
goal, however, remains the same. Like my grandparents, I too 
believe in and dream of a region where many worlds fi t, and 
where everything is for everyone.
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I survived the violence of the Yugoslav wars and NATO 
interventions, but in the end it was my political work in 
Belgrade—in the country that I still refuse to call by any other 
name but Yugoslavia—that made it diffi  cult for me to stay 
there. With the kind help of many generous friends, espe-
cially those from Z Communications, I found refuge in the 
United States. Although I moved to the United States in 2005, 
I was already a foreigner well before that moment. I became 
a foreigner in the early 1990s, when the political ideas of 
interethnic cooperation and mutual aid as we had known 
them in Yugoslavia were destroyed by the combined madness 
of ethno-nationalist hysteria and humanitarian imperialism.

Being here, on the other side of the world, away from 
home and reading news from Yugoslavia—or whatever other 
name local elites and foreign embassies now use to describe 
it—was then and remains now equally disconcerting. Th e new, 
former state-socialist republics were neoliberalized, priva-
tized or colonized and caught in an uneasy tension between 
sclero-nationalism and neoliberalism. A foreigner with papers 
to prove it, I remain an outsider trying to make sense of what 
has happened to the idea of the Balkans and to the country 
I came from. At the same time, I have and continue to fi nd 
myself to be a Yugoslav, a man without a country but also, as 
an anarchist, a man without a state.

I feel absolutely no loyalty to Serbian, Croatian, or 
Bosnian national causes. I have no other emotion but utter 
contempt for people who helped destroy Yugoslavia, and I 
feel the same about the people who are now selling what is 
left of it. I stand equally distant from the traditionalists and 
from so-called transitionalists. During the 1990s, some of us 
in Belgrade used to say “Neither Milošević nor NATO.” I still 
believe in this. As you will hopefully discover through read-
ing this book, I believe that the obligations and responsibili-
ties that stand before us (all of us who believe in this deeper 
conception of the Balkans) are to restore and to revive the idea 
of Balkan federalism; to infuse it with a new, contemporary 
meaning; and to fi ght against the interconnected impositions 
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of Euro-American imperialism and provincial ethno-nation-
alism. In other words, we must simultaneously and passion-
ately struggle for another, balkanized Europe and a diff erent, 
balkanized world. Th e future of Europe, should there be one, 
is in the Balkans, not the other way around.

Th is book is a chronological selection of various commen-
taries, interviews and essays written for ZNet and Z Magazine 

“after Yugoslavia” and between 2002 and 2010. Some of these 
essays and conversations were written in Yugoslavia, others 
in the United States. All the essays have been originally writ-
ten in Yugoslav languages and were translated by diff erent 
people. It is important to read these essays chronologically so 
as to see how movements and ideas mature. Th e reader will 
fi nd me contradicting myself, as well as making mistakes and 
trying to correct them, all of which refl ects my own develop-
ment as a protagonist, propagandist, and essayist.

Th e reader will notice that I carefully avoided using cita-
tions and footnotes. Th is book is not a scholarly volume, it is 
not a piece of investigative journalism, and most emphati-
cally it is not a work of theory. It is a selection of commentar-
ies and conversations in the long tradition of Balkan social-
ist propaganda. However, I reference some of the literature I 
fi nd useful in my introduction to each section, and include a 
timeline of relevant historical events.

Th e fi rst part, “Balkanization from Above,” follows the far-
cical trial of Slobodan Milošević; the assassination of Zoran 
Djindjić; the “humanitarian” occupations of Bosnia and 
Kosovo by the “international community”; and the privati-
zation and neoliberalization of the Serbian part of Yugoslavia. 
While writing these essays, I learned and generously bor-
rowed from many writers and magazines on the left, right, 
and center from Serbia and other Yugoslav countries. I used 
insights and facts that I discovered in the writings of Trivo 
Inđić, Slobodan Antonić, Aleksa Djilas, Dusan Kecmanovic, 
Ljiljana Smajlović, Miljenko Jergović, and Boris Buden as 
well as in local anarchist literature and mainstream journals 
such as Reporter, Politika, Oslobodjenje, Vesnik, Rec, Balkanika, 
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Republika, and many others. Th e other part of the book, 
“Balkanization from Below,” consists of essays and conversa-
tions related to the possibilities of anticapitalist, pluricultural 
resistance in post-Yugoslavia. Th is section also includes an 
excerpt from my debate with Dragan Plavsic (who is one of 
the most reasonable regional commentators and one of the 
most pleasant Trotskyists with whom to disagree), as well as 
a part of my conversations with Michael Albert, the American 
theorist of participatory economics, who spent many years 
engaging seriously with the fascinating and understudied 
project of Yugoslav self-management. Th e second interview 
with members of Freedom Fight was a collective work of the 
Global Balkans Network, though mostly the work of my com-
rade Kole Kilibarda. Th e last essay, from which the book takes 
its title, was a talk given at the assembly of the Greek Anti-
Authoritarian movement; it was later republished on ZNet.

I am very grateful to my friend and editor Romy Ruukel for 
all her valuable suggestions. I am very grateful to Larisa Mann 
for all her insightful comments, and to Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz 
for her generous introduction. It is hard for me to fi nd words 
to express suffi  cient gratitude to Staughton Lynd, my mentor, 
co-conspirator, and friend, who worked with me on this man-
uscript as a “guerrilla editor.”

Lastly, special gratitude goes to my friends and com-
rades Ziga Vodovnik, Sani Rifati, Milenko Sreckovic, Ivan 
Zlatic, Marija Ivet, Tamara Vukov, Irina Ceric, and Spencer 
Rangitsch: balkanotopians, co-conspirators, and dreamers of 
another Balkans. Borba se nastavlja.

San Francisco, May 2010
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Like many people in the United States, I fi rst heard of 
Yugoslavia in 1957, when I read Th e New Class, a slim, reada-
ble volume by a communist dissident denouncing Yugoslavia 
and communism in general. Milovan Djilas had joined the 
Communist Party as a student in the 1930s, and then fought 
alongside Tito in the Partisan Resistance against Nazi occu-
pation of Yugoslavia. Th e Partisans took power at the end of 
the war but soon after, the Yugoslav Communist Party broke 
with the Soviet Union and became an independent socialist 
government. Although Djilas served as vice president and was 
headed toward future leadership of the federated Republic, he 
began to be a vocal critic of the Yugoslav system for becoming 
bureaucratic and creating a “new class” of privileged bureau-
crats to replace capitalists. He was expelled from the Party, 
then arrested and imprisoned when he denounced Yugoslavia 
for remaining neutral when the Soviets invaded Hungary in 
1956, suppressing an anticommunist uprising there. His book 
was published at that dramatic moment, becoming a best 
seller in the United States; Djilas became a household name, 
even in my working-class provincial world of Oklahoma. 
Th is refl ected the ubiquity and pervasiveness of anticommu-
nist propaganda in the United States during the Eisenhower 
administration, when the Central Intelligence Agency was 
used to overthrow democratic governments and install dic-

Introduction
By Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz
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tatorships in Guatemala, Guyana, and Iran under the guise of 
preventing the spread of communism. A decade later, I would 
understand that what the U.S. ruling class (as the carrier of 
European capitalist/imperialist domination) feared was not 
the spread of Soviet communism, but rather nationalism and 
the rise of the former colonies in Africa, Asia, Latin America, 
the Pacifi c, and Caribbean—well over half of the world’s pop-
ulation—to a unifi ed bloc or regional federations.

Yet, what I gleaned from Djilas’s Th e New Class was advo-
cacy for Yugoslav-style socialism. Unlike the wildly popular 
work of Russian émigré writer Ayn Rand, his book was not a 
call for capitalism but a criticism of the corruption of social-
ism. At the time, there were few opportunities in “Middle 
America” to hear something positive about socialism. I knew 
that my esteemed grandfather, who died before I was born, 
had been a member of the U.S. Socialist Party as well as the 
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) in Oklahoma for two 
decades, in the organization’s heyday of the early 1900s. I 
had heard my father’s stories about his father’s dream of a 
Socialist Commonwealth, a dream of a critical mass of the 
population of Oklahoma, and the United States, not some-
thing weird or marginal. He spoke of this as people working 
together in mutual assistance, so that there would no longer 
be poor people or rich parasites. At age eighteen, I thought 
that Djilas was condoning such a reality and warning of its 
loss in his country.

My next encounter with Yugoslavia took place at San 
Francisco State College (now University) where I began work-
ing for a degree in history in 1961. My required introduction 
to European history was taught by Peter Christoff —a Yugoslav, 
more precisely a Macedonian, as he made clear. Th e other his-
tory majors considered Christoff  to be a joke, because he only 
lectured about the history of Macedonia. It was true, but as I 
knew nothing about European history other than what I had 
read about the Th ird Reich, studying it from the perspective 
of the Balkans was not alien to me. From Christoff , I learned 
that peoples and nations and states were diff erent entities, 
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and that the “state” was controlled by a ruling class, often 
representing and benefi ting a small minority of the popula-
tion under its rule. I date my interest, even obsession, with 
the “national question,” to Christoff ’s course.

Subsequently, I began to specialize in Western 
Hemisphere and Indigenous histories and studied Europe 
through the lens of colonization and decolonization. I 
returned to thinking about Yugoslavia in the mid-1970s, when 
I became involved with a project to form a lobby for advocat-
ing human rights and decolonization for Indigenous peoples 
of the Western Hemisphere at the United Nations, a project 
that emerged out of the American Indian Movement’s dra-
matic resistance at Wounded Knee in 1973, following a decade 
of recharged Indigenous resistance. At this time, American 
Indian Movement (AIM) leaders already had forged relation-
ships with representatives of national liberation movements, 
six of which held special status as non-voting observers in 
the United Nations General Assembly and all its subsidi-
ary bodies, as well as in the Non-Aligned Movement. Th ese 
organizations were Palestine Liberation Organization, African 
National Congress, Pan-African Congress, Southwest African 
People’s Organization, Zimbabwe African Peoples Union and 
the Zimbabwe African National Union (until Zimbabwe won 
its independence in 1980). Th rough those ties, the Indigenous 
movement had friendly relations with states-members of the 
Non-Aligned Movement and enthusiastic support of some, 
such as the newly liberated Angola and Mozambique, as well 
as Algeria and Yugoslavia. Th e Non-Aligned states make up 
the majority of the membership of the UN, so if they vote as 
a bloc, which they often do, a resolution passes or fails accord-
ingly. When the Socialist bloc existed, it did not always agree 
with the Non-Aligned Movement positions, but on principle 
would never vote against them. Th is then isolated the minor-
ity of Western European and Anglo states along with the U.S. 
client states mainly in Latin America.

Th e Non-Aligned Movement may have never developed 
into a viable body without Yugoslavia and its principled and 
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fi erce neutrality. Founded in 1961 by the heads of four states—
Nasser of Egypt, Nehru of India, Nkrumah of Ghana, and Tito 
of Yugoslavia—most of the member-states had ties either 
closer to the West or to the Socialist bloc. Th ey varied in forms 
of government from electoral democracy to dictatorship; 
some were even at war with each other at times. Th rough it 
all, Yugoslavia remained democratic and refused to become 
embroiled in the USSR-U.S. divide. During the second decade 
of the Non-Aligned Movement in the 1970s, its demands for 
development aid were reframed as “transfer,” actually a form 
of reparations for the arrested development of peoples under 
Western colonialism. Transfer of wealth and technology took 
the form of the New International Economic Order, which 
was linked with the New International Information Order. 
Th e UN passed resolutions to that eff ect, and the Independent 
Commission on International Development Issues was estab-
lished, chaired by Willy Brandt. His 1980 report (later pub-
lished as North-South: A Program for Survival) refl ected the 
work and demands of the Non-Aligned Movement and was 
widely accepted as not only necessary for the Th ird World (as 
Africa, Asia, Latin America, the Caribbean, and Pacifi c were 
called) but also for to benefi t the peoples of the rich countries. 
Th e UN planned a special General Assembly session in August 
1980 to accept the Brandt Report and to establish mecha-
nisms for its implementation. However, the Carter adminis-
tration abruptly withdrew its support and demanded that the 
Socialist bloc assume an equal economic burden as the cap-
italist states with much higher GNP. It was at this time that 
the idea of the “two superpowers” was conceived and became 
currency for describing geopolitics and economies. No such 
initiative could possibly have taken place without the partic-
ipation of the wealthiest country. In 1980, an election year, 
Ronald Reagan roused a new wave of fear and hatred of the 
United Nations that had fi rst taken hold in the 1950s under 
the infl uence of the John Birch Society.

President Tito died the same summer as the UN Special 
Session in 1980. Most Western “experts” attribute the 1990s 
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confl ict in the Balkans to the loss of the strong leader-
founder of Yugoslavia. Although certainly the peoples and 
people of Yugoslavia must have mourned the death of Tito 
and had to make adjustments in governance, the argument 
that Yugoslavia’s demise was afterwards inevitable is not at 
all obvious. From what I observed, Yugoslavia’s construc-
tive role in the world—respect for and full participation in 
the UN; a model of political independence within a frame-
work of interdependence and mutual assistance; promotion 
of nuclear disarmament; and leadership in the Non-Aligned 
Movement, though much more diffi  cult after the failure of the 
New International Economic Order—continued seamlessly 
and dynamically after Tito’s death. Each of the six republics 
of Yugoslavia—Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, 
Montenegro, Slovenia, and Serbia (including the autonomous 
provinces of Vojvodina and Kosovo that after 1974 were largely 
equal to the other members of the federation)—rotated in the 
presidency of the Federal Republic, and the diplomatic corps 
included representative from each of the republics. Yugoslavia 
was uniquely stable among nation-states, because it viewed 
social interaction as endlessly prone to confl ict, not just 
among individuals but the in the divisions along national, reli-
gious, ethnic, and linguistic lines. It took such care that equity 
reigned. Its approach to governing recalls the Six Nations of 
the Iroquois Confederacy in what is now the United States. In 
all these respects, the Indigenous representatives doing inter-
national networking were impressed with Yugoslavia’s model.

Indigenous lobbying and building relationships within the 
UN bore fruit in 1981 with the establishment of the Working 
Group on Indigenous Populations, a body of independent 
experts nominated by states, which met for the fi rst time in 
1982. Yugoslavia nominated Ivan Tosevski, a Macedonian and 
international law professor at Skopje. He employed his ample 
skills of persuasion and meticulous knowledge of the inter-
national law of self-determination to advance the visibility of 
the Indigenous at the UN and to develop protective measures 
in international law.
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When the international Indigenous movement burst into 
visibility in 1992 on the occasion of the Columbus quincente-
nary, many even on the Left were surprised at and had no pre-
vious knowledge of the groundwork being laid during the pre-
vious fi fteen years, much of which was made possible by the 
solidarity formed within the Non-Aligned Movement, partic-
ularly with Yugoslavia (as well as Algeria, Cuba, and, of course, 
the liberation movements). Unfortunately, few in the U.S. 
Left have learned about that connection or about the crucial 
importance of the Non-Aligned Movement and of Yugoslavia 
as a key state, both as a model of regional federation as well as 
its internal socioeconomic relations. So, when confl ict devel-
oped in the Balkans in the period of the collapse of the Soviet 
Union, which led to the dissolution of Yugoslavia, only the 
hardcore anti-imperialists saw the hand of the United States 
and Western European countries, particularly Germany, at 
work. Th is left a vacuum for Western-based human rights 
groups, especially in the U.S. and France—a vacuum to fi ll 
with their calls for “humanitarian intervention,” which made 
the U.S. and NATO military actions much easier, in the proc-
ess guaranteeing a future existence for NATO that had no 
reason for continuing following the disbanding of the Soviet 
organized Warsaw Pact. Th e stage was also set for the mili-
tary interventions and occupations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Why the U.S./NATO determination to destroy Yugoslavia? 
Western European and North American colonialist imperial-
ist states are notorious for using the strategy of “divide and 
rule” in pitting against each other national, ethnic, religious, 
and linguistic groups that prior to colonialism had developed 
institutions and traditions that allowed them to coexist sym-
biotically and often merge through intermarriage or alliances. 
Colonial states, by favoring one group or another, can easily 
create confl ict and even genocide. Consequently, such states 
develop a strong adversity to any signs of regional coalitions 
or to alliances that they cannot control. Four centuries of 
resistance by colonized peoples culminated in freedom move-
ments following World War II that the colonizing states could 
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not prevent, and the United States had a neoliberal, neocolo-
nial strategy to replace. Th at included, and still includes, the 
prevention of the formation of autonomous regional blocs 
and alliances, fi rst fought out on the Korean peninsula, then 
Southeast Asia, then Africa, Latin American, the Caribbean, 
the Middle East, the Socialist bloc, and Yugoslavia.

Although I had more direct political interaction and expe-
rience with Yugoslavia than most people in the U.S. did, and I 
am a scholar and historian, I never undertook a formal study of 
Yugoslavia. It was not until 2002, when I began reading Andrej 
Grubačić’s essays and interviews on Z Communications that 
I began making sense of my own direct observations. Th is 
indispensable collection contains those very essays. Th en, 
I had the pleasure of meeting the writer in 2007, when he 
moved to San Francisco, and we became friends and collabo-
rators on a number of projects. He had moved to the United 
States in 2005 at age twenty-nine but was already deeply 
involved in a doctoral dissertation at SUNY Binghamton on 
utopian moments in U.S. history. I am a historian and univer-
sity professor nearly twice his age, but I learn from him, not 
only due to his comprehensive command of historical and 
theoretical works, but also due to the depth of his wisdom. 
As could be expected, although the essays in this collection 
focus on the Balkans, they also hold lessons and truths about 
larger questions, particularly about the actual eff ects of U.S. 
imperialism and capitalism.

Andrej Grubačić was born to a revolutionary family. His 
grandparents were socialists, and his grandfather represented 
Yugoslavia in the founding and aff airs of the Non-Aligned 
Movement. He grew up nourished on the ideas and reality 
of workers’ self-management and a particular path to social-
ism that was democratic and put people fi rst, celebrating the 
particularity of every person, and the complementariness of 
collectivity and individuality. Th ese qualities are present in 
Grubačić’s writing and his persona as an anarchist, or “liber-
tarian socialist” as he prefers to be known. He has brought a 
new hope of unity in struggle, and the old-fashioned principle 
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of “an injury to one is an injury to all” to the scattered move-
ments in the United States.

Soon after the beginning of the destruction of the 
Yugoslav dream in the early 1990s, Grubačić found new 
life and hope in the uprising of the Maya communities in 
Chiapas, Mexico. Th e Maya, who make up the majority of the 
population of Chiapas (a part of their ancient homeland of 
Mesoamerica, now divided among three Mexican states and 
three other modern states) made themselves visible under 
the banner of the EZLN (Zapatista National Liberation Army). 
Th e immediate cause of their uprising at just after mid-
night on January 1, 1994, was the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA), which went into eff ect at that moment. 
Grubačić, like many others, directed his skills and energy 
to what came to be called the anti-globalization movement, 
traveling to Zapatista-controlled villages in Chiapas and to 
social centers in Italy. At the time, he was a nineteen-year-old 
a university student. He was involved in World Social Forum 
(WSF) from its conception, at the fi rst meeting in Porto Alegre, 
Brazil, in early 2001 to protest the concurrent World Economic 
Forum (WEF) held in Davos since 1971 to produce and pro-
mote neoliberal policies throughout the world. Some twenty 
thousand people from 117 countries attended the fi rst WSF 
gathering. Th e World Social Forum has continued to meet 
throughout the decade in global and national locations, and 
Grubačić serves on its international committee.

After Grubačić moved to the United States, fi rst to New 
York, he happened to read a book by the venerable Staughton 
Lynd, one of the most important radical activists and thinkers 
of the second half of the 20th century and beyond. Staughton 
is most famous for his work in Mississippi with the Freedom 
School, established in 1964 by the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and for his opposition to 
the Vietnam War, which took him to Hanoi and resulted in 
his being fi red from his position as professor of history at Yale 
University. He and his wife Alice studied law and moved to 
Youngstown, Ohio, to provide assistance to industrial workers, 
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and they have remained there while most of the jobs have left. 
Like Grubačić, Staughton and Alice had also been inspired by 
the Zapatistas, as they had been by the Sandinistas in the in 
the 1980s. Grubačić and Staughton began a dynamic conver-
sation, eventually captured in the 2008 book Wobblies and 
Zapatistas: Conversations on Anarchism, Marxism, and Radical 
History, and found they were on a road to discovering what 
Grubačić calls a “libertarian socialism for the 20th century”—
rekindling the early-20th-century dream, among U.S. workers 
and farmers through the IWW and Socialist Party, of a “social-
ist commonwealth.”

Grubačić has adopted the Lynds’ practice of “accom-
paniment,” which they had learned from the Zapatistas. 
Accompaniment means walking side by side with another 
to a destination. One side is rich in experience but lacking 
in formal skills; the other side has those skills, and each 
contributes something vital to the process. Grubačić real-
ized that he had experienced accompaniment in Yugoslavia. 
Th ere, he and other university students had recognized that 
the only organized resistance to the encroaching tide of pri-
vatization and neoliberalism was taking place among work-
ers in the Serbian countryside. Th ey decided to go there and 
approach the workers who were distinctly diff erent from the 
students. Some had fought in the recent Yugoslav wars and 
most were conservative, patriarchal, and traditional. Th e stu-
dents off ered to them their skills in foreign languages, writ-
ing, law, knowledge of and access to the internet, and con-
nections to workers and movements outside Serbia. Students 
and workers started working together and learning from each 
other, and both changed. After a decade of accompaniment, 
which Grubačić continues through the internet and frequent 
visits, the same group of students plays an important role in 
the Coordinating Committee for Workers Protests in Serbia. 
Th is, too, parallels the Zapatista process, which also contin-
ues; non-Indigenous university students went to live in the 
Maya villages in the 1970s, forging a relationship of struggle 
through accompaniment.
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Most of the essays here were written during the period 
of 2002–2007, spanning most of the two terms of the Bush 
administration. Grubačić could have worked the material of 
these essays into an academic tome, but that would have 
robbed us, the readers, of the eff ects of their dynamic rawness.

Balkan history, as written in the West, has so far defi ed 
most readers and even historians. Grubačić demonstrates 
the reasons why, the main one being that they begin with a 
false premise that is racist at its core. Historical and current 
examples of Balkan stereotyping continue to form a thread 
throughout his essays. In his brief but brilliant “Eisenhower’s 
Mistake: A Tale of an Astonishing Letter to the Former German 
Chancellor” (2007), Grubačić gives one little-known example:

Th e fi rst time I heard of Willy Wimmer was during the 
NATO “freedom through bombs” campaign in Serbia 
in 1999. “Never before so few lied so thoroughly to 
so many, as in connection with the Kosovo war,” he 
famously observed. “People died for this.” Wimmer, 
then a member of the Christian Democratic Union 
party in the German Bundestag, was referring to the 
organized media’s attempt to convince the population 
of Germany that there was indeed a humanitarian 
catastrophe in Kosovo, one that would necessitate a 
humanitarian intervention.

Th e attempt was, as we know, all too successful. 
NATO spokesman Jamie Shea said at the time 
that, “Th e political leaders played the decisive role 
with regard to public opinion.” He was referring to 
German politicians, those “democratically elected 
representatives,” who “knew which news was 
important for public opinion in their country . . .”

A well-informed Serbian conservative weekly 
published a translation of the letter from Wimmer 
to the German Chancellor Schroeder. Th e letter is a 
report from a conference held in the Slovakian capital 
of Bratislava, organized by the State Department and 
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the American Enterprise Institute. Th e subject of this 
conference, attended by numerous prime ministers 

“from Baltic to Macedonia,” was the Balkans and 
expansion of NATO.

Wimmer had heard many interesting things in 
Bratislava. For instance, that “Operation Horseshoe”—
the plan allegedly conceived by the Serbs to drive 
the Albanian population out of Kosovo in 1999—was 
a propaganda invention; that the purpose behind 
the Kosovo war was to enable the USA to correct an 
oversight of General Eisenhower’s in the Second 
World War and to establish a U.S. military presence in 
the Balkans with a view to controlling the strategically 
important peninsula. He heard a high-ranking 
American offi  cial saying that the American aim was to 
draw a geopolitical line from the Baltic Sea to Anatolia 
and to control this area as the Romans had once 
controlled it. One would suppose that the American 
mare nostrum, or “our sea,” is not the Mediterranean 
but the Atlantic. Wimmer had a distinct impression 
that everyone agreed (and could have cared less) 
about the fact that NATO humanitarian attacks are 
illegal under international law and were done very 
deliberately, in order to establish the precedent for 
future “humanitarian“ actions without a UN mandate.

Beneath such imperialist opportunism, as well as a justifi -
cation for it, is a long time Western “othering” of the people 
of the Balkans. In a March 2007 essay, “Th e Balkans: Th e 
Independence Will Be Supervised,” Grubačić identifi es some 
contemporary Western offi  cials and commentators (some of 
whom pretend to be journalists). Grubačić writes:

I was reading an EU journal today, I think it was the 
Frankfurter Rundschau, when a curious article attracted 
my attention . . . [It] ended with a rather grim 
prediction of diffi  cult times ahead for state-building in 
the Western Balkans. . . .
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Th e label “Western Balkans” is the latest in a line 
of attempts to defl ect the subversive anticolonial 
connotations of this misbehaving peninsula. 
Renaming the Balkans has a long and fascinating 
history. From Austro-Hungarian balkanologists to 
State Department experts of today, from Southeast 
Europe to the Western Balkans, the idea was always 
the same: to debalkanize the Balkans, for which 
purpose a more neutral language is useful. U.S. 
President Clinton was very clear about the fact that 

“Europe has no other option but to bring the entire 
area of Southeast Europe into the European family 
. . . and debalkanize the Balkans once and for all,” 
even if this takes “bomb[ing] the fuckers” (Richard 
Holbrooke).

One could ask why this attention is so necessary. 
Experts seem to be in agreement that it is because of 
the savage and barbarian ways of the people in the 
Balkans, ways that need to be tamed and civilized. 
However, they disagree about the source of this 

“‘innate savagery.”’ According to Robert Kaplan, author 
of the Balkan Ghosts, it is the absence of light: “[Th e 
Balkans] was a time-capsule world: a dim stage upon 
which people raged, spilled blood, experienced visions 
and ecstasies. Yet their expressions remained fi xed 
and distant, like dusty statuary.”

Others, like one famous British journalist, blame 
table manners:

Th e ferocity of the Balkan peoples has at times 

been so primitive that anthropologists have 

likened them to the Amazon’s Yanamamo, one 

of the world’s most savage and primitive tribes. 

Up until the turn of the present century, when 

the rest of Europe was concerned as much 

with social etiquette as with social reform, 

there were still reports from the Balkans of 

decapitated enemy heads presented as trophies 
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on silver plates at victory dinners. Nor was 

it unknown for the winners to eat the loser’s 

heart and liver. . . . Th e history books show it as 

a land of murder and revenge before the Turks 

arrived and long after they departed.
Vesna Goldsworthy, author of the wonderful book 

Inventing Ruritania, calls this line of argument “racism 
of nuance.” I agree with the racism part, but have to 
say that I don’t see a nuance. Goldsworthy cites one 
former UN representative in Kosovo who wrote in 
the Guardian that governing Kosovo is like “dressing 
a child: you give it the trousers of economy, the shirt 
of education, the jacket of democracy, etc. And all the 
while, the child wants to run out and play outside in 
its underpants. If we let it, it could hurt itself.” Could 
the underpants be at the root of the Balkan problem?

Simon Winchester would disagree. He thinks 
it is something that has to do with the mountains: 

“Just what was it that had marked out this particular 
peninsula, this particular gyre of mountains and 
plains, caves and streams, and made it a byword, quite 
literally, for hostility and hate? What forces were really 
at work here? . . . Th e two [mountain] chains smashed 
into one another to create a geological fracture zone 
that became a template for the fractured behavior 
of those who would later live upon it.” And just 
like “these strange and feral Balkans” are outlandish 
and unlike the rest of Europe, its inhabitants, “the 
wild and refractory peoples of the Balkans,” are 
fundamentally (and anthropologically) diff erent: “One 
might say that anyone who inhabited such a place for 
a long period would probably evolve into something 
that varied substantially, for good or for ill, from 
whatever is the human norm.” Sounds convincing.

Beyond these blunt musings, however, is the deeper truth 
as summed up by the venerable George Kennan, the father 
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of the U.S. policy of containment since the beginning of 
the Cold War, who also considered himself a Balkan expert. 
Grubačić quotes Kennan:

What we are up against is the sad fact that 
developments of those earlier ages, not only those of 
the Turkish domination but of earlier ones as well, had 
the eff ect of thrusting into the southeastern reaches 
of the European continent a salient of non-European 
civilization that has continued to the present day to 
preserve many of its non-European characteristics, 
including some that fi t even less with the world of 
today than they did with the world of eighty years ago.

Th us we see here the so-called Western Civilization’s seem-
ingly instinctive mistrust and fear of the dark and menacing 
East. Grubačić acknowledges that Kennan

is quite right to point out two factors: one is the 
ethnic and cultural mix of the Balkan peoples—a 

“Macedonian salad,” a peninsula always much more 
diverse and tolerant of diversity then the (rest of) 
Europe. Th e other factor is its stubborn refusal of what 
is forced upon us as “Europe” and “civilization.” If 
we are to try to identify some of the most important 
aspects of the history of the Balkans, we cannot 
but point out the persistent vision of a surprisingly 
consistent utopia, of a decentralized communal 
society, in perpetual struggle against centralization, 
colonization, and cultural norms imposed by its 
civilized Western “Other.” Debalkanization of the 
Balkans assumes the attempt to eradicate the history 
of this world turned upside down, a decentralized and 
fragmented world of anticolonial struggles, heretics 
(bogumili), maritime and land pirates (hajduci and 
uskoci), rebels and revolutionaries, anti-authoritarians, 
Romanis, self-governed communities, socialist 
federations, partisans, and antifascists. Balkanization 
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is indeed all about fragmentation, but it is not (only) 
ethnic fragmentation: balkanization implies resistance, 
and a decentralized and federated alternative to the 
violent centralization of states and empires. Th is 
is why balkanization needs to be arrested and the 
Balkans need to be renamed and “debalkanized.”

Grubačić does not believe that integrating the Balkans 
into Western Europe is desirable; on the contrary, he states 
that “we need to get Europe into the Balkans.” He sees the 
need to challenge the contradiction of Western universalism, 
the one between civilizers and savages, and to off er an alter-
native as old as the Balkans itself, an alternative to national-
ism, colonialism, and capitalism. “In this idea, Balkan people 
need to fi nd the strength and orientation for a new poli-
tics for another Balkans. It should be a politics of a Balkan 
Federation. A participatory society, built from the bottom up, 
through struggles for the creation of an inclusive democratic 
awareness, participatory social experiments, and an emanci-
patory practice that would win the political imagination of all 
people in the region. It is a politics that says unequivocally 
to the European Union and its state-architects in Bosnia and 
Kosovo: get the hell out of here.”

Th e most recent essay in the collection, “Don’t Mourn, 
Balkanize! A Vision for the Balkans,” provides more discus-
sion of what Grubačić calls “political Balkan-phobia,” which in 
turn justifi es, “humanitarian imperialism,” particularly une-
quivocal as enunciated by international human rights deni-
zen Michael Ignatieff :

Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan . . . are laboratories 
in which a new imperium is taking shape, in which 
American military power, European money and 
humanitarian motive have combined to produce 
a form of imperial rule for a post-imperial age . . . 
Bosnia after Dayton off ered laboratory conditions 
in which to experiment with nation-building . . . 
the reconstruction of the Balkans has not been an 
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exercise in humanitarian social work, it has always 
been an imperial project . . . because nation-building is 
the kind of imperialism you get in a human rights era.

Taking a historical view, Grubačić identifi es a longtime 
“elite fear of autonomous spaces,” because European colo-
nial modernity arose, in no small part, as a result of success-
ful fi ghts for the formation and territorial unifi cation of a 
regional identity. Th e state-architects of Europe of that time 
were, in fact, obsessed with the demon of the Balkans, bal-
kanization being taken here in the sense of a “balkanization 
from below,” an alternative process of territorial organization, 
decentralization, territorial autonomy, and federalism.

He dates the invention of “Balkanity as a political and 
geocultural concept” to the Congress of Berlin, organized 
by Otto von Bismarck. Carving up the Balkans led to a later 
Congress that carved up Africa and created the “scramble for 
Africa,” which in turn led to World War I following an incident 
in the Balkans. Grubačić cites Maria Todorova, who suggests 
that the adjective “Balkan” ceased to be “a vague geographi-
cal concept and was transformed into one of the most con-
sistently pejorative epithets in Western political discourse.” 
Grubačić adds,

It is interesting to note that the term “Balkans,” 
with its “race of brigands,” was barely used during 
the Communist period. Four of the countries were 
subsumed into the phrase “Eastern Europe” while 
Greece and Turkey were “NATO’s southern fl ank.” It 
is no accident that when Yugoslavia collapsed in 1991, 
the term Balkans came back. At the same time as the 

“savage Balkans” was reintroduced, the propaganda 
myth of the artifi ciality of now former Yugoslavia, and 
its “dark Balkan origins,” emerged from the woodwork 
of metropolitan academia.

Most interesting and thought-provoking in the fi nal essay is 
Grubačić’s off ering of the idea of a “collective and emancipa-
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tory research project” that would benefi t all who struggle for 
profound structural socioeconomic change and a new vision 
of life after the capitalist/imperialist state. He argues that the 
Balkans is one place to begin such a project, a “balkanology 
from below.” He writes:

[I]n unlocking the radical potential for thinking from 
diff erence and towards the constitution of alternative 
local and regional worlds, and taking seriously 
the epistemic force of local histories and thinking 
theory through from the political praxis of subaltern 
groups, radical balkanologists would do well to follow 
in the steps of Peter Linebaugh, Marcus Rediker 
and other historians from below who have been 
adventuring for traces of the “many-headed hydra” 
of rebels and revolutionaries, and hidden stories 
of popular struggles across the proletarian Atlantic. 
Th e beautiful, dazzling history of anti-authoritarian 
Balkans is replete with struggles of pirates and land 
pirates; hajduks, uskoci, and klephts; bogumils and 
partisans; heretics; and agrarian rebels of all kind, 
all misunderstood by communist and nationalist 
historians alike.

Grubačić fi nds historical precedents of expressions of Balkan 
federalism prior to the founding of Yugoslavia in the 20th cen-
tury. Before he proceeds to propose a new kind of federation 
of autonomous peoples, he feels compelled to deal with the 
dark side of nationalism:

Th e history of the Balkans is not only a history of 
interethnic cooperation. It is also a bloody history 
of nationalist atrocities that we are responsible for, 
that are self-infl icted. Not more than anywhere else 
in Europe, perhaps, and not without encouragement 
from outside, but nevertheless very real. Th e 
authoritarian Left in the Balkans, with its stubborn 
insistence on “national sovereignty,” and support 
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for nation-state form as a necessary stage in social 
liberation, played a negative role in defi ning a position 
on nationalism. I would not like to be misunderstood 
here. When I say that I advocate regionalism and 
pluriculturalism, or that I criticize a Jacobin model of 
a monocultural state, I do not mean to say that we 
can evade the violent aspects of our brutal nationalist 
past. We have to confront in the same breath the 
terror visited upon us by Euro-colonial violence and 
our own self-infl icted brutalities. For the past to 
become a principle of action in the present we have 
to stop living in the past and instead integrate it 
into the present in an emancipatory way. In order to 
build a pluricultural Balkans the present has to be 
liberated from the past. It should be clear that I am 
not advocating an erasure of the past, but a work of 
remembrance as part of the work of freedom.

Th e question Grubačić poses and answers is: “But how 
can a national issue be dealt with in a more programmatic 
sense? I believe that nationalism can only be answered 
within a regional framework, and I believe that the Balkans 
can provide a model for another Europe, a balkanized Europe 
of regions, as an alternative to both transnational European 
super—state and nation—states. A balkanization of Europe 
would be premised on the politics of autonomous regions and 
a plurality of cultures.”

Visualizing this regionalization, he sees a Balkans that 
is neither capitalist nor bureaucratic-socialistic, but rather a 
transethnic society with a pluriculturalist outlook, “an out-
look which previously existed but was lost in its incorpora-
tion into nation-state frameworks, an outlook that recognizes 
multiple and overlapping identities and affi  liations charac-
terized by proliferation and multiplicity, an outlook that rec-
ognizes the unity produced out of diff erence.” In a histori-
cal turnaround, Grubačić calls for an understanding that “the 
scandal borne by the word Balkans” can lead to redefi ning the 
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power of its idea: “Th e kind of society we are talking about is 
possible only within the framework of a Balkan Federation, 
with no state, and beyond nation. A world where many worlds 
fi t. If this is not our reality today, it follows that our duty, our 
only duty, is to fi ght to make it our reality tomorrow.”

Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz
San Francisco, 2010



35

1991–1992 By 1992 the Yugoslav Federation, formed as a 
socialist state after World War II, is falling apart. 
The constitution establishes six constituent 
republics in the federation: Bosnia-Herzegovina, 
Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia, and 
Slovenia. Serbia also has two autonomous 
provinces: Kosovo and Vojvodina. Imperialism 
combined with local ethnic nationalism leads 
Slovenia and then Croatia to leave the socialist 
federation, with the encouragement of the 
international community eager to dismantle an 
independent socialist state. The war in Croatia 
leads to a confl ict with other Yugoslav republics, 
a war resulting in hundreds of thousands of 
refugees and reawakening memories of the 
Croatian Nazi brutality of the 1940s. By 1992, a 
further confl ict breaks out in Bosnia, which had 
also declared independence. The Serbs who live 
there are determined to remain within Yugoslavia. 
Yugoslavia fi nds itself under a UN embargo. 
Food and medicine become scarce. By 1993, the 
Bosnian Muslim government is besieged in the 
capital city, Sarajevo, surrounded by Bosnian Serb 
forces who control around 70 percent of Bosnia. 

The Dismantling of Yugoslavia: 
A Timeline
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In Central Bosnia, the mainly Muslim army fi ghts 
a separate war against Bosnian Croats who 
wish to be part of Croatia. The international 
community, spearheaded by the United States, 
makes it impossible for warring sides to reach any 
kind of peace agreement.

1995 Americans succeed in imposing the Dayton 
agreement of November 1995, which 
creates two self-governing entities within 
Bosnia—the Bosnian Serb Republic and the 
Muslim-Croat Federation—with their own 
governments, parliaments and armies. A NATO-
led “peacekeeping force” is charged with 
implementing the military aspects of the peace 
agreement with extensive additional powers. This 
is the beginning of the European occupation of 
Bosnia. In the meantime, Croatia takes back most 
of the territory earlier captured by Serbs through 
ethnic cleansing during U.S.-backed military 
campaigns in 1995. This operation results in the 
mass exodus of at least two hundred thousand 
Serbs from Croatia.

1998–1999 In 1998, the Albanian Kosovo Liberation Army 
instigates a civil war in Serbian part of Yugoslavia. 
The international community again supports 
further disintegration of Yugoslavia. Serbian 
President Slobodan Milošević sends the army to 
Kosovo. The international imperialist community 
responds by launching NATO air strikes against 
Yugoslavia in March 1999, the fi rst attack on 
a sovereign European country in the alliance’s 
history. The strikes focus primarily on civilian 
targets in Serbia and Montenegro. This operation, 
with the Orwellian name “Merciful Angel,” kills 
thousands of civilians, including a journalist and 
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technicians working for the Serbian national 
TV station, and destroys much of the Yugoslav 
infrastructure.

2000 Serbian opposition to Milošević becomes more 
and more serious. After the elections, opposition 
claims victory and Vojislav Koštunica declares 
himself the “people’s president.” Federal Election 
Commission calls for a second ballot, saying 
that neither candidate won an outright majority. 
Hundreds of thousands of opposition supporters 
take to the streets of Belgrade to demand that 
Milošević stand down. Students are organized 
by a group called OTPOR. In October, a general 
strike begins as Milošević remains defi ant. Tens 
of thousands of opposition supporters capture 
the parliament building and take over the state 
TV station. This event becomes known as 
the October 5th revolution. The international 
community acknowledges the legality of 
Koštunica’s victory.

2001 Former president Milošević is placed under 
twenty-four-hour police surveillance in Belgrade. 
Soon after, Milošević is arrested in the early 
hours after a standoff  in his home. He is taken 
to Belgrade’s main prison and charged with 
misappropriation of state funds and abuse of 
his offi  cial position. However, U.S. President 
Bush demands that Yugoslavia hand Milošević 
over to the international war crimes tribunal in 
The Hague, lest the country not receive any U.S. 
aid. As a result of this blackmail, Serbian Prime 
Minister Zoran Djindjić overrules Constitutional 
Court and authorizes Milošević’s extradition to 
the tribunal. This is the beginning of the confl ict 
between Djindjić and Yugoslav President Vojislav 
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Koštunica, a supporter of a Belgrade trial for 
Milošević. Koštunica’s Democratic Party of Serbia 
pulls out of Serbian government. UN lifts the 
arms embargo against Yugoslavia, three years 
after it was imposed over the treatment of ethnic 
Albanians in Kosovo. Ibrahim Rugova, president 
of the nationalist Albanian Democratic League, 
becomes president of Kosovo.

2002 The trial of Slobodan Milošević, on charges of 
genocide and war crimes, begins in The Hague. 
In Serbian part of Yugoslavia, all forty-fi ve 
deputies belonging to Yugoslav President Vojislav 
Koštunica’s Democratic Party of Serbia walk out 
of Serbian parliament. Montenegro moves closer 
to independence after President Milo Đukanović 
takes on the more powerful job of prime minister.

2003 Serbian and Montenegrin parliaments approve 
a constitutional charter for new union of Serbia 
and Montenegro. On February 4, Yugoslavia 
ceases to exist. A new state—a union of Serbia 
and Montenegro—is proclaimed, with Svetozar 
Marović as president. In March of the same 
year, Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindjić is 
assassinated in Belgrade. A state of emergency 
is declared, with many dissidents arrested. 
Slobodan Milošević is indicted in Serbia for the 
murder and attempted murder of two key political 
opponents, Ivan Stambolić and Vuk Drašković 
respectively, in 2000.

2004 In March, former Yugoslav President Vojislav 
Koštunica becomes prime minister of Serbia in a 
center-right coalition government. There are new 
clashes between Serbs and ethnic Albanians in 
Kosovo after an Albanian attack on Kosovo Serbs 
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in the divided town of Mitrovica. NATO sends 
more soldiers. Democratic Party president and 
pronounced pro-European politician Boris Tadić is 
elected Serbian president. His defeated opponent 
is Radical Party nationalist Tomislav Nikolić.

2005 Talks began on a Stabilization and Association 
Agreement with the European Union.

2006 Kosovo’s President Ibrahim Rugova dies. Fatmir 
Sejdiu succeeds him, and UN sponsored talks 
on future status of Kosovo begin. Prime Minister 
Kosumi resigns and is succeeded by former KLA 
commander Agim Çeku. Slobodan Milošević 
is found dead in his cell in The Hague, under 
suspicious circumstances. He is buried in his 
hometown of Požarevac. At the same time, 
European Union calls off  talks on closer ties 
because of Belgrade’s failure to arrest war crimes 
suspect Ratko Mladić. After a referendum to 
separate from Serbia, Montenegro declares 
independence.

2007 United Nations envoy Martti Ahtisaari presents 
a plan for independent Kosovo. The plan is 
immediately welcomed by Kosovo Albanians 
and immediately rejected by Serbia. In Kosovo, 
another former KLA member, Hashim Thaçi, 
emerges as the winner in general elections. Serbs 
seize a UN building in Mitrovica. More than a 
hundred people are injured.

2008 Kosovo declares independence. Serbia says 
that the declaration is illegal. The international 
community immediately recognizes supervised 
independence. Serb opponents of independence 
seize a UN courthouse in Mitrovica, and more 
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than a hundred people are injured in subsequent 
clashes with UN and NATO forces. A UN police 
offi  cer is killed. Kosovo Serbs set up their own 
rival assembly in Mitrovica. Roma and other 
Kosovo people are unrepresented. The UN 
General Assembly votes to refer Kosovo’s 
independence declaration to the International 
Court of Justice. European Union mission 
(EULEX) takes over police, justice and customs 
services from the UN. New “multiethnic” Kosovo 
Security Force launches under NATO supervision. 
The occupation of Kosovo by international forces 
properly begins. This happens much to the 
dismay of ordinary Albanians, Serbs, and Roma.

2009 Serbian President Boris Tadić and his government 
submit arguments to the International Court 
of Justice on the dubious legality of Kosovo’s 
declaration of independence. Ethnic clashes 
break out in Mitrovica. After the local elections in 
two Serb-controlled districts in northern Kosovo, 
violent protests engulf the divided town of 
Mitrovica.

2010 The International Court of Justice in The 
Hague decides that Kosovo’s declaration of 
independence is legal.
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Th e Serbs are two-dimensional people with a craving for 
simplicity and an ideology so basic it can be understood 
without eff ort. Th ey need enemies, not friends, to focus 
their two-dimensional ideas. Life for them is a simple 
tune, never an orchestration, or even a pleasant harmony. 
Animals make use of their resources with far greater 
felicity than these retorted creatures, whose subscription 
to the human race is well in arrears.

Th e above quote does not belong to the days of German prop-
aganda and struggle of the Nazis against Yugoslav partisans. 
It is a recent statement of British humanitarian Sir Peter 
Alexander Ustinov, who, according to the journal aptly named 
Th e European, “had a magical way with children.”

Th e sentence is not altogether surprising. Karl Marx 
referred to the Balkan Slavs as “unhistorical people.” Th ey 
were, in his view, and the one of Engels, “the racial dregs 
of a thousand years confused development,” who “although 
pretending to fi ght for liberty, they were inevitably found on 
the side of despotism and reaction.” Th ey “lack the primary 
historical, geographical, and economic prerequisites of inde-
pendence and ability to exist.”

Th is deep-seated cultural derision of the Balkan peo-
ples is the crucial aspect of what I am here calling “balkani-

Introduction
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zation from above.” I use this expression to describe a project, 
remarkably consistent in history, of breaking Balkan intereth-
nic solidarity and regional socio-cultural identity; a process of 
violently incorporating the region into the system of nation-
states and capitalist world-economy; and contemporary impo-
sition of neoliberal colonialism. Both Europeans and local 
self-colonizing intelligentsia have in common a contempt for 
everything that comes from this “wretched peninsula.” Th e 
events described in the following chapter are nothing but the 
most recent phase in colonial ordering of the Balkans and 
its “retorted creatures.” Th e history of the Balkan peninsula 
is written in blood of the Great Powers’ attempts to prevent 
movements towards Balkan unity. Although essays in this 
chapter cover only the latest manifestations of elite balkani-
zation, my contention is that the destruction of state-socialist 
Yugoslavia was a project of the same century-long process of 
balkanization from above. In contrast, Socialist Yugoslavia was 
a result of a long tradition of movements for Balkan unity, a 
manifestation of balkanization from below. After the defeat of 
real existing socialism, the Yugoslav state, with its indigenous 
socialism, and its global south, nonaligned orientation, could 
no longer be tolerated. Th rough the historically well-estab-
lished pattern of imperialist intervention and local collabo-
ration, this typically Balkan experiment has been destroyed 
in a series of bloody ethnic wars. Europeans and Americans 
have successfully blocked every peace initiative during the 
confl ict. Balkanophobic racism in “the civilized world” has 
diverged into “paternalistic balkanism,” reserved for the help-
less and childlike Bosnians and Kosovars, and “raw balkan-
ism,” exemplifi ed in Sir Peter’s quote, meaning the evil Serbs. 
Former Yugoslav republics were immediately transformed 
into veritable laboratories of “state-building,” “multicultural-
ism,” “truth and reconciliation,” “democracy-promotion,” and 
economic privatization. Political choices became restricted to 
local chauvinist and pro-European options. Alternatives were 
declared non-patriotic or anti-European. Th e so-called non-
governmental organizations and other organs of civil society, 
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that monstrous creation of American democracy- promotion, 
joined hands with nationalists and outright fascistic extrem-
ists against the pro-Balkan Left.

Th e International Tribunal in Th e Hague was estab-
lished in order to promulgate and further refi ne the offi  cial 
(European and American) truth of humanitarian ideology. 
Intervention on behalf of this ideology (“humanitarian inter-
vention”) was wildly popular among Euro-American elites, 
and subsequently used as a justifi cation in every imperialist 
adventure from Iraq to Afghanistan.

Th e essays in the following section hold up for ridi-
cule the almost hysterical tone directed primarily against 
the Serbs, especially extreme in British and French newspa-
pers, in many ways paralleling American public discourse on 
the Middle East. Th is is not to say Americans are innocent 
of defaming the Balkans: Clinton’s advisor Robert D. Kaplan, 
a self-styled philosopher, wrote Balkan Ghosts: A Journey 
Th rough History, a spectacularly vicious book having less to 
do with Balkan reality than the movie Ghostbusters. An offi  -
cial in President Obama’s administration, Samantha Powers, 
perpetuates this fantastical approach in her book A Problem 
from Hell: America in the Age of Genocide. New York Times jour-
nalists, meanwhile, compete to outdo each other in imperial 
arrogance whenever they write on the Balkans and its chron-
ically violent inhabitants.

Th ese imperial and colonial attitudes still defi ne the 
terms “civilized world,” “international community” and “civil 
society.” Balkan people were never too impressed by civi-
lization. As early as 1871, the founder of the Balkan social-
ist movement, Svetozar Marković, ridiculed the entire “civ-
ilized world,” from Times to the obedient Serbian press. Th e 
civilized world, he wrote, “was composed of rich Englishmen, 
Brussels ministers and their deputies (the representatives of 
the capitalists), the European rulers and their marshals, gen-
erals, and other magnates, Viennese bankers and Belgrade 
journalists.” Marković was an anti-authoritarian socialist who 
believed, as do I, in pluricultural Balkan Federation organ-
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ized as a decentralized, directly democratic society based on 
local agricultural and industrial associations. Th is is the kind 
of antinomian imagination that needs to be rediscovered: a 
horizontalist tradition of the barbarians who never accepted 
the civilized world that is now collapsing.

For readers interested in the topic of European univer-
salism, I would recommend Edward Said’s classic Orientalism. 
Another useful book is Immanuel Wallerstein’s European 
Universalism: Th e Rhetoric of Power. Recent scholarship on 
Eurocentrism includes some truly groundbreaking writings 
building on traditions of dependency theory and world sys-
tems analysis, such as Coloniality of Power by Anibal Quijano, 
Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern Knowledges, 
and Border Th inking by Walter Mignolo, and Th e Underside 
of Modernity: Apel, Ricoeur, Rorty, Taylor and the Philosophy 
of Liberation by Enrique Dussel. Among the books devoted 
to Europe and the Balkans, few studies stand out: Maria 
Todorova’s fascinating critique Imagining the Balkans; Vesna 
Goldworthy’s cultural study Inventing Ruritania: Imperialism 
of the Imagination; Milica Bakić-Hayden’s Nesting Orientalisms: 
Th e Case of Former Yugoslavia; and Božidar Jezernik’s anthro-
pological study Wild Europe: Th e Balkans in the Gaze of 
Western Travellers. Bogoljub Šijaković wrote the short but 
powerful A Critique of Balkanist Discourse: Contribution to the 
Phenomenology of Balkan’s “Otherness.” Outstanding work on 
balkanism has been done by Tamara Vukov, whose essay 

“Military Neo-Balkanism” is forthcoming.
Among many excellent works on Balkan history, I would 

single out L.S. Stavrianos’ political history Th e Balkans Since 
1453. Th e most impressive account of Balkan civilization can 
be found in many works of Traian Stoianovich, and especially 
his Balkan Worlds: Th e First and Last Europe. M. Mazower’s Th e 
Balkans is an excellent short rebuttal of the balkanist idea that 
people are born into the Balkans with some special quality 
that makes them want to kill one another.

For those interested in the process of destruction of 
Yugoslavia, Ed Herman and David Peterson provide an 
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extensive bibliography in their essay “Th e Dismantling of 
Yugoslavia: A Study in humanitarian Intervention (and a 
Western Liberal-Left Intellectual and Moral Collapse).” I 
have found particularly useful the works by Susan Woodward, 
Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution after the Cold War and 
Socialist Unemployment: Th e Political Economy of Yugoslavia, 
1945–1990, as well as Robert Hayden’s study of the complic-
ity of the international legal community in Yugoslav break 
up, Blueprints for a House Divided: Th e Constitutional Logic of 
the Yugoslav Confl icts. Misha Glenny authored a couple of very 
informative books, including Th e Balkans: Nationalism, War & 
the Great Powers, 1804–1999.

Among the best works on humanitarian intervention-
ism in Kosovo are two books by Noam Chomsky, Th e New 
Military Humanism: Lessons from Kosovo and A New Generation 
Draws the Line: Kosovo, East Timor, and the Standards of the West. 
A more general work on the subject of humanitarian inter-
vention is Jean Bricmont’s Humanitarian Imperialism: Using 
Human Rights to Sell War. David Chandler gives a thought-
ful and well-researched account of Bosnian humanitar-
ian misadventure in Bosnia: Faking Democracy After Dayton, 
and extends the account further in the more recent From 
Kosovo to Kabul and Beyond: Human Rights and International 
Intervention. Mahmood Mamdani explains how the same civ-
ilizational complex was applied to the reality of Darfur, in 
Saviors and Survivors: Darfur, Politics, and the War on Terror. 
John Grow wrote a useful book on the international commu-
nity during the Yugoslav war in his Th e Triumph of the Lack 
of Will: International Diplomacy and the Yugoslav War. William 
Robinson’s Promoting Polyarchy: Globalization, U.S. Intervention, 
and Hegemony is still one of the few books on the topic of so-
called democracy-promotion and building of civil societies 
in exotic places.
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Th e recent arrest of Yugoslavia’s ex-president Slobodan 
Milošević provides a context in which to off er a brief analysis 
of the current Yugoslav intellectual climate.

It is most expedient, for our purposes, to begin by identi-
fying the phenomenon hereafter referred to as “the Belgrade 
consensus”—a set of positions unanimously advocated by 
non-governmental organizations and liberal intellectuals in 
Belgrade on the question of Milošević’s legal fate, and con-
cerning the somewhat more complicated problem of what 
intellectual engagement in today’s Yugoslavia entails. Th e 
Belgrade consensus is informed by three arguments: the 
argument about the validity of Th e Hague Tribunal; the argu-
ment about the political expediency of cooperating with that 
institution; and the argument about collective guilt. In this 
treatment, I will try to bring into question the legitimacy of 
all three of these arguments which currently exercise public 
opinion in Yugoslavia and which—strange as it may sound—
are almost universally accepted in Belgrade’s progressive cir-
cles. Th e intellectuals and activists who oppose this consensus 
have conveniently been labeled “ultra Leftists” and thereby 
have been successfully eliminated from the public debate.

Is Th e Hague Tribunal really legal and legitimate, as 
Belgrade’s liberals contend? Th e supporters of Milošević’s 
extradition most often begin with the assertion that Th e 

Should Milošević Be 
Tried at The Hague?
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Hague Tribunal is an administrative body created by the UN 
Security Council; they seek the legal basis for the assumed 
duty to cooperate in UN declarations, which require member 
states to accept and carry out its decisions. Furthermore, 
they see no legal obstacle in the Constitution of the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, since, according to article 17, the 
option of extraditing a Yugoslav citizen is excluded only in 
cases involving another state.

And yet, an entirely diff erent picture emerges from our 
own analysis. It is indeed true that UN member states have 
an obligation to carry out decisions of the Security Council, 
but only in cases in which such decisions are legally valid, i.e. 
when arrived at in accordance with the specifi c powers con-
ferred upon it by the UN Charter.

It is well known that the Security Council has been 
entrusted with the “primary responsibility for the mainte-
nance of international peace and security” which implies its 
right to investigate any dispute capable of endangering the 
fundamental values of the so-called international commu-
nity, as well as the right to recommend appropriate proce-
dures with a view to resolving a particular dispute (Chapter 
VI of the Charter.)

In case these recommendations prove ineff ective and, as 
a result, there is a breach of peace, the Security Council has 
the right to apply coercive measures, including those of a mil-
itary nature (Chapter VII of the Charter.)

Evidently, there is no provision for the Security Council’s 
authority to establish any type of international institution, 
especially not one of a judicial nature. For this reason, arti-
cle 29 of the Charter, which the Security Council invoked in 
establishing Th e Hague Tribunal does not constitute a legally 
valid basis, as it merely authorizes it to “establish such sub-
sidiary organs as it deems necessary for the performance of 
its functions.”

However, subsidiary organs can only be considered 
bodies of an expert or operative nature, such as commissions, 
subcommissions, committees or bodies of a similar scope.
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In this respect, as representative bodies would qualify the 
many expert commissions attached to other UN organs (the 
International Law Commission which prepares the blueprints 
for international conventions) or committees like the well 
known Legal Committee. As an international court can in no 
case be a “subsidiary body” but only an independent institution, 
so too can this tribunal have no legal foundation, especially not 
in the above-cited article of the Charter. Consequently, the tri-
bunal is illegal under international law, and all its decisions so 
far can accordingly be considered not legally binding.

Jurists are well acquainted with the tenet that the inde-
pendence of the judiciary is the primary basis for its legal 
competence. Otherwise, courts are subject to the political dic-
tates of another authority (usually the executive), which is an 
element of dictatorship.

Moreover, one of the intrinsic characteristics of the con-
temporary systems of capitalist democracy is precisely the 
strict division of power into three branches—legislative, exec-
utive and judicial—a division that, above all, assumes their 
mutual independence in the exercise of authority.

In the case of Th e Hague Tribunal, however, the principle 
of the independence of the judiciary has been entirely inval-
idated, although it is a legal and political principle that ought 
to be fundamental.

In addition, all previous practice in establishing interna-
tional courts further refutes the claims of those who accept 
the authority of Th e Hague Tribunal: in all cases so far on 
record, the formal and factual shaping of any kind of interna-
tional tribunal has rested exclusively on the will and interest 
of states, thereby securing its requisite legitimacy.

Th us, the UN Charter provided the basis for the estab-
lishment of the International Court of Justice with author-
ity to resolve disputes between states; all the members of the 
Charter are ipso facto members of this court’s statute.

Th e International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea was 
established in 1982 by the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea as a tribunal with a specifi c jurisdiction.
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Th e European Court on Human Rights was established 
by the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms, which was adopted by the members 
of the Council of Europe as long ago as 1950.

Th e Allied agreement of 1945 established the so-called 
Nuremberg trials for the purpose of prosecuting suspected 
Nazi leaders; their statute was adopted by the many states 
with an interest in these trials. Th e 1948 Convention on the 
Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide pro-
vided for the establishment of a special criminal court for this 
type of crime; the fact that it has not been established to this 
day is a direct consequence of the absence of will on the part 
of a number of states.

Th e same reason prevented the establishment of a crimi-
nal court for the prosecution of U.S. crimes in Vietnam, which 
resulted in the formation of the Russell Tribunal as a kind of 

“court of conscience.”
Finally, at the international conference held in Rome 

under the auspices of the UN, the statute for a permanent 
International Criminal Court was adopted by the will of 120 
states (the U.S., of course, voted against it); its taking eff ect 
was conditional upon ratifi cation by sixty signatory states.

Th e examples cited above off er clear insight into the pro-
cedure for securing legitimacy for international courts. In the 
case of Th e Hague Tribunal, this procedure was patently dis-
regarded, whereby this institution was stripped of its legiti-
macy and this tribunal turned into a scandalous precedent in 
international practice of this sort.

Such a precedent indicates the likelihood of future dis-
respect for international standards in this area, particularly 
the use of such quasi-tribunals to eff ect the political interest 
of capitalist elites.

As for the above-cited constitutional article on extradi-
tion, the estimate of it as legal grounds for the extradition of 
a citizen of a sovereign state is more than suspect.

As an instrument of international legal aid for criminal 
cases, extradition applies to citizens of a foreign state; both 
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the procedure itself, as well as the conditions under which 
it is carried out, is subject to strict regulation by internal 
legislatures.

As a rule, however, domestic citizens are not liable to 
such measures, and a statement to such eff ect is usually artic-
ulated on a constitutional level.

International practice has so far shown that the question 
of extradition is most often regulated by bilateral or multi-
lateral contracts or else it is executed under the principle of 
reciprocity.

For our purposes, the European Convention on 
Extradition concluded by the member states of the Council 
of Europe in 1957 and amended in 1975 to extend to [those 
who commit] war crimes and crimes against humanity may 
serve as an illustrative example.

A particularly interesting detail of the convention is 
the contractual provision by which states reserve the right 
to refuse the extradition of their own citizens, even those 
accused of severe breaches of the laws and customs govern-
ing war (article 6. paragraph 1a.)

Here again the standard negative stance on the extradi-
tion of a state’s own nationals has been expressed.

For this reason, I do not see why the FRY (Federal Republic 
of Yugolavia) should be considered outside the established 
framework of such practice.

Keeping in mind these facts, which dispute the legal-
ity and legitimacy of Th e Hague Tribunal and indicate the 
common understanding regarding the option of extraditing 
one’s own citizens, we are free to conclude that there is not 
a single legal basis for the FRY’s duty to meet such demands 
from Th e Hague.

To be sure, this is not a position to be construed as an 
attempt to exempt Slobodan Milošević, or any other Yugoslav 
citizen, from criminal responsibility, if it has been established.

In fact, domestic internal criminal regulations require the 
authorized judicial organs to react in every specifi c case in 
accordance with their offi  cial line of duty.
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Th erefore, claims that domestic judicial organs are not 
competent to carry out such procedures remain unacceptable.

Th e FRY is duty-bound, as a signatory to the General 
Framework Agreement for Peace in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(article 9), to “cooperate in the investigation and prosecution 
of those who have committed war crimes and other breaches 
of international humanitarian law,” but, as can be seen, even 
this article does not provide for the hand-over of Yugoslav 
citizens.

Th e argument for the legality and legitimacy of Th e Hague 
tribunal—an argument that constitutes the fi rst part of the 
Belgrade consensus—has thus been stripped of all factual 
support.

However, is cooperation with Th e Hague tribunal as 
useful and politically advantageous as proponents of the 
Belgrade consensus insist? Hardly. Th e handover of Slobodan 
Milošević to Th e Hague would make the Serbs the only 
people in memory whose president has been extradited and 
sentenced.

From this situation, a host of harmful implications would 
follow. First and foremost, it would legitimize the bombing 
of the FRY by countries of NATO. Th e few hundred Serbian 
and Albanian civilian casualties would be forgotten. Payments 
of war reparations for a completely devastated infrastructure 
would be avoided.

Th e new military humanism, by now a fully ensconced 
ideology, would be given its defi nitive stamp of approval. Th e 
burden of collective responsibility for the wars in the Balkans 
would be borne exclusively by the Serbs. Milošević, a politi-
cian who under no circumstances ought to enjoy our sym-
pathy, would be idolized in Yugoslavia as a sort of socialist or 
nationalist martyr, depending on the interpretation.

Finally, is the extradition of Milošević our moral duty 
by which alone we can atone for the collective sins of our 
nation? In order to fully understand and evaluate this posi-
tion—on which, as a matter of fact, the entire Belgrade con-
sensus rests—it is necessary to uncover the origin of this 
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unusual argument that enjoys so much sympathy among 
Yugoslavia’s liberal intelligentsia.

It seems to us that the answer should be sought in the 
phenomenon of “balkanistic discourse”—the only discourse 
that from the point of view of power has the authority to 
speak about the Balkans.

If we were to approach the problem of “balkanistic dis-
course” from Levinas’s perspective of “otherness” (much pop-
ular these days in liberal intellectual circles in Yugoslavia), 
adopting the primacy of the ethical over the ontological, 
we could apply the relationship I-Other to Europe and the 
Balkans. Forgetting that it can build its own identity only 
through a relationship with the Other, Europe is closing itself 
off  in an essentialist framework and rendering the Balkans 
an impersonal object of knowledge, thereby annulling their 
Otherness.

In this sense, knowledge appears exclusively as an exten-
sion of power, since the establishment of a Balkan identity 
stands in the service of immediate political interests. In our 
view, “balkanistic discourse” is thus a colonialist discourse 
that deprives the Other of the right to self-determination.

Th e historical thesis presented here is not all that origi-
nal; it assumes a centuries-old, deep European involvement in 
the political, ethical and confessional state of the Balkans. Th e 
famous myth of ethnic confl icts—“the Balkan powder keg”—
is not an eff ect of inherent, genetic traits, but of a planned 
revision of the Balkans’ ethnic-confessional image and struc-
ture, and the constant practice of transferring populations by 
Rome, Byzantium, the Ottoman Empire and the Hapsburgs.

Led by the old Roman strategic motto divide et impera, 
which itself incidentally arose during the Roman campaigns 
in Dalmatia, the great powers have always sought to prevent 
the territorial consolidation of the Balkans. “Balkanistic dis-
course” came into existence to obscure this sort of politi-
cal practice. From “balkanology” to assorted “experts on the 
Balkans,” the manufacture of knowledge has produced its own 
reality.
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Th e erstwhile discipline of Austro-Hungarian balkanology 
provides an excellent example of the ties between academic 
institutions and centers of power, as well as of how an “Austro-
Hungarian Balkans” came into being and acquired a referent 
in reality. Today, a renewed connection between knowledge 
and power is evident in the correspondence between the sci-
entifi c and media-produced image of the Balkans, and the 
currently prevailing attitudes in foreign policy.

Th e uniform assessment of the Slavic character as prim-
itive and the Balkans as a “repository of evil” allows us to 
discern an intention to indict as a reliable instrument of 
control/conquest. In this way, “balkanistic discourse” is char-
acteristic of a method of projection in which one’s own sins 
are projected onto the Other. Th e eff ective manufacture of 
knowledge engenders feelings of fear and guilt, and as a con-
sequence encourages uncritical acceptance of imposed, alien 
values, or heterophilia . . .

One aspect of the construct of a new, fi ctional “Balkans” 
is particularly important: the semantic imprisonment with 
which we are confronted as a result of linguistic violence, 
beginning with the verb “to balkanize,” which most of the 
world’s dictionaries defi ne primarily as “to divide.” Linguistic 
terrorism is only one part of the larger process of stigmatiza-
tion that aims to establish social control and the imposition 
of silence upon the Balkan peoples so as to allow others to 
speak in their name.

Th us, everyone can speak about the Balkans but the 
Balkanites themselves: their right to speak has been taken 
away by a “balkanistic discourse” that has imposed upon 
them the idea of a geographically conditioned collective guilt. 
But can such a concept as collective guilt apply to an entire 
people—in this case, the Serbs?

In writing about the German people’s guilt for the crimes 
committed during World War II, the German philosopher Karl 
Jaspers asserts that a people cannot be guilty, be it in a polit-
ical or moral or criminal or metaphysical sense. As Dušan 
Kecmanović has pointed out, the citizens of a state can be 
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held politically responsible for allowing—through voting, pas-
sivity, or conformism—the creation of a regime that will go on 
to perpetrate, in their names, crimes against its own citizens 
or those of another state.

Responsibility, however, is not the same as moral guilt. 
Jaspers rightly points out that moral guilt applies only to cases 
in which people are entirely insensitive to the suff ering of 
other people and have unconditionally identifi ed with their 
army and their state to the extent that they are unwilling to 
know about the misdeeds being committed by their state’s 
army.

Th e very concept of a people’s collective guilt is founded 
on two mistaken assumptions. Th e fi rst is the idea that the 
category of “a people,” as an entity, is equivalent to all those 
individuals who belong to it. Such a categorical, typological 
designation of human beings has, throughout the course of 
history—i.e. even when there were no nations and ethnici-
ties, although there always have been divisions into groups—
brought enormous misfortune upon human beings by turn-
ing them against each other. Th e other mistaken assumption 
treats all members of a given ethno-national group as identi-
cal from the outset, as having always shared the same values, 
and the same objects of love or hatred. Finally, it is worth 
noting that numerous and serious negative consequences 
come with the use of the term “collective guilt.” I will point 
out only one. When an ethno-national group is declared mor-
ally guilty, its members inevitably perceive this sort of label 
as a threat, regardless of whether they believe (and they usu-
ally do not) that they have a reason to feel guilty.

Th e experience of threat to the group causes the group, in 
defense, to strengthen internal ties and to close itself off  from 
the outside; the group becomes exclusive and homogenized. 
Th is paves the way for an ever-greater number of antagonized 
groups as well as increased antagonism between groups.

In the fi nal outcome, those who are marked for collec-
tive guilt suff er as much as those who proclaimed them guilty. 
Th e only benefi t here is derived by those who care to have the 
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peoples of a given region, in this case the Balkans, continue to 
watch each other over the barrels of their guns even after hos-
tilities have ceased. And that is just one, by no means unim-
portant, reason for which collective guilt ought not be used 
as either a concept or an argument.

Let us emphasize in our conclusion the need to establish 
a critical meta-project of “balkanology from below” that would 
examine the historic and institutional “manufacturing of the 
Balkans.” Th is project must become the responsibility of every 
genuinely engaged Balkan intellectual, because what is at issue 
here is the falsifi cation of knowledge—a falsifi cation subser-
vient to the interests of power. One of the most impressive 
attempts in this direction is a recent book by Bozidar Stijakovic, 
published in English as A Critique of Balkanist Discourse.

Stijakovic, in this delightful book, urges us to formulate 
a new idiom, which could be called “balkanology from below,” 
as opposed to various established approaches to the Balkans. 
It is the conditio sine qua non of the struggle for the recog-
nition of our own identity, even our own name—the name 
Balkans has today, surely not for the fi rst time nor by acci-
dent, been supplanted by the formal, geographic designation 
of Southeastern Europe.

Th e principle of “the Balkans to the Balkan peoples” calls 
for an immanent consolidation: the realization of the need 
for Balkan unity, a new internationalist unifi cation that is in 
the spiritual interest of Europe itself. Once seen through the 
prism of our interpretation, all three of the arguments that 
make up the Belgrade consensus have to be rejected.

Neoliberal ideology, the manufacture of acceptance and 
guilt, and the whole complex of ideas that the liberal manda-
rins and so-called non-governmental organizations are trying 
to market, need to be opposed by scientifi c arguments and by 
intellectual and activist engagement.

In this respect, grassroots initiatives like the Initiative for 
Economic Democracy off er reasons for a cautious optimism.
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March 2003

Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindjić was a longtime dissi-
dent. During his student days in the mid-1970s, he left Serbia 
for Germany to join other dissidents who, with the help of 
Western intellectuals, were escaping harassment in Titoist 
Yugoslavia.

After his return to Belgrade, Djindjić abandoned his anar-
chist ideas and in 1989 was among the founding members of 
the Democratic Party, one of the main anti-Milošević parties. 
A master tactician and a ruthless technocrat, he soon took 
over as its leader. Djindjić came to international prominence 
at the end of 1996, when he was one of three opposition 
leaders who inspired and coordinated nearly three months 
of mass street demonstrations against the attempts of the 
Milošević administration to annul the victories of the Zajedno 
(Together) coalition in municipal elections across Serbia.

Th e demonstrations—unprecedented in both length 
and intensity in recent European history—brought victory. 
Djindjić’s prize was to become the mayor of Belgrade in 1997. 
During the Kosovo confl ict, when NATO carried out its aggres-
sion against Yugoslavia, Djindjić took refuge in Montenegro 
and the West; leaving the country, and his suggestions that 

“Serbia should be bombed” were not received with support in 
Yugoslavia. After the aggression against Yugoslavia, Djindjić—
probably the most unpopular of Serb politicians at the time—
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stayed in the background, directing the ultimately successful 
campaign of another opposition leader, Vojislav Koštunica, in 
the race against Milošević.

Koštunica gained the largely honorary post of Yugoslav 
president, while Djindjić took over at the center of power 
as prime minister of Serbia. Djindjić transferred Milošević to 
Th e Hague Tribunal in 2001 in the face of opposition from 
the people and many Serb political forces, including President 
Koštunica. He introduced neoliberal capitalism of the worst 
kind. His media manipulation and his technocratic behavior 
made him more and more unpopular as Serbia was becoming 
one of the poorest countries in the region. Every day, more 
than fi fteen thousand workers were protesting in the streets. 
More than nine hundred thousand people in Serbia (out of a 
population of about seven million) were fi red, unions were 
aroused, and social unrest was brewing.

So-called Workers Resistance from Kragujevac, an 
industrial city of Serbia, was vehemently protesting against 
Djindjić’s neoliberal policies. Coalitions and social move-
ments, such as Another World is Possible and many others, 
were starting to take shape and to resist IMF-iseration of the 
country. A handful of intellectuals and journalists were fi ght-
ing against an imposition of the false debate wherein you 
have to choose between neoliberal “reformists” or “ultrana-
tionalists” and there emerged a so-called Belgrade consen-
sus—a convergence of the neoliberal and nationalistic polit-
ical elite and intellectual commissars who were restoring 
the capacity of coercion against the people who tried to look 
beyond only options of nationalism and neoliberalism.

With regards to political parties, there was a power struggle 
between Koštunica and Djindjić for much of the past two years. 
Koštunica has enjoyed popularity, and Djindjić was detested 
because of his technocratic approach and so-called reforms of 
stabilization, privatization, and liberalization in the spirit of 
the Washington Consensus. Yet Djindjić was very successful 
and used his links with President Đukanović of Montenegro 
to establish a loosely knit union of Serbia and Montenegro.
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Th e power struggle with Koštunica fi nally went Djindjić’s 
way with the replacement of Yugoslavia by the union of Serbia 
and Montenegro over the past month. Th is left Koštunica 
without an offi  ce and transferred him back to the opposition. 
Djindjić was not able to enjoy the fruits of his almost abso-
lute power for more than a few weeks. Th ere are a lot of spec-
ulations about today’s assassination. According to one sce-
nario, perhaps the most probable, Djindjić was a victim of his 
own alliances with organized crime. Post-Yugoslavia, as every 
other “country in transition” (towards complete poverty) has 
seen the formation of a new class, a group of oligarchs who 
made their money under Milošević and found new protectors 
in Djindjić or Koštunica. A virulent element of this new class, 
comprised of business people and politicians, was organized 
crime. Another scenario is to interpret Djindjić’s assassina-
tion as a political plot. Th ere is a suggestion that he was per-
haps executed by Albanian nationalists, who are gaining more 
and more strength in the south of Serbia.

Djindjić’s circle, neoliberal technocrats, will use this sit-
uation and benefi t from it. Th is is not good: I saw it happen-
ing with Milošević, who had become almost a martyr after his 
extradition to Th e Hague. As I am writing these lines, one of 
the TV stations loyal to Djindjić is broadcasting the movie JFK. 
Th ere is also another danger—that of organized crime trans-
forming this situation into gang warfare. After this, gangs 
and mafi a in general, could be encouraged. And a situation of 
complete disorder could be introduced.

In the best scenario, neoliberals in power will use and 
exploit this opportunity for their own benefi t and further 
impoverishment of the country. Nationalist forces could be 
encouraged as well. As for the people who are fi ghting for 
another Serbia and against neoliberalism and nationalism—
for them, the situation doesn’t look very promising, at least 
at the moment.
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Post-Yugoslavia and the Exceptional 
State of Serbia-Montenegro
Tamara Vukov Interviews Andrej Grubačić 
about the Serbian State of Emergency
Translated by Tamara Vukov

April 2003

Th e tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the “state of 
emergency” in which we live is not the exception but the rule.

—Walter Benjamin

Tamara Vukov: On February 4 of this year, the Federal Republic 
of Yugoslavia was replaced by the new state of Serbia and 
Montenegro. Following the assassination of Prime Minister 
Zoran Djindjić on March 12, 2003, this new political entity has 
undergone the majority of its existence in a state of emer-
gency. While the imposition of the state of emergency has 
largely been presented as a progressive opportunity to install 
true democracy and restore order to the nation, can you 
describe what these emergency measures look like and what 
is actually being done in their name?
Andrej Grubačić: Th e state of emergency represents the insane 
attempt of a small group of people to take the house in which 
they live and expand it into a nation-wide prison. Even 
stranger, this insane attempt has succeeded. Th e government 
reacted to the murder of Zoran Djindjić by introducing a state 
of emergency. Th e police were granted the right to arrest and 
imprison people for thirty days without the customary judi-
cial proceedings, while the arrestee is left without any right 
to a lawyer. Th e police have acquired the right to enter homes 
without a warrant, the unfettered right to tap phone conver-
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sations, to follow, to spy, and to search. Th e minister of police 
can now detain whoever strikes him as suspicious. Strikes 
and political assemblies have been outlawed, and the right 
to movement had been seriously restricted. Censorship has 
been introduced, while any public debate about the reasons 
for the introduction of the state of emergency and about its 
eventual repeal has been outlawed. Human Rights Watch has 
already reacted, warning the Serbian government that such 
authoritarian behavior is in contravention of European Union 
directives, not to mention ethical ones.

Th e second serious aspect of this state of emergency is 
that no limits have been set around it. Based on the deci-
sion of the parliamentary president, the state of emergency is 
about the hunt for those guilty of the assassination, but also 
for other guilty parties of several other crimes. It was intro-
duced for a completely unspecifi ed and indefi nite period of 
time. It is diffi  cult to determine when all the parties guilty of 
some unspecifi ed crime will be captured, and which crimes 
need to be resolved according to the government before “ade-
quate conditions” are attained for the withdrawal of the state 
of emergency.

Consider the conduct of the constitutional procedure 
for which the national assembly was automatically con-
vened during the implementation of the state of emergency. 
Th e gathering that was called in the house of the National 
Assembly was not an assembly of sitting members. No one 
ever tried to determine how many members were present, 
and according to several members, the electronic system for 
recording attendance was disconnected.

In short, post-Yugoslav society has had its freedom 
revoked without any clear indications or promises regarding 
when it will be returned. And whether it will be returned at all.

TV: What are some of the domestic impacts of the state of 
emergency politically and in terms of the police crackdown 
you referred to? Is it limited to the targeting of organized 
criminals as has been largely portrayed in the media? Or are 
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broader constituencies and forms of political dissent being 
targeted?
AG: Minister of Justice Vladan Batić has claimed that a modern 
Serbia requires modern prisons with a minimum of two thou-
sand places. It seems that we have arrived! Modernization 
in contemporary Serbia seems to mean the construction of 
modern prisons.

However, I don’t know if there will be enough room in 
these prisons for the seven thousand working people who 
have thus far been detained and imprisoned under the state 
of emergency. Th ey include anarchists, retirees who pub-
licly rejoiced over the murder of the premier, a few folk sing-
ers, newspaper columnists, as well as so-called direct crim-
inals, to borrow the minister’s jargon. Th e former are all 

“indirect criminals”; they are guilty of opposing the so-called 
Europeanization of Serbia.

TV: So if the measures being taken under the state of emer-
gency have not been restricted to the reasons for which it was 
implemented, i.e. tracking down Zoran Djindjić’s murderers 
and targeting organized crime syndicates, is there a broader 
political agenda at play? Is it being recuperated politically at 
all, and if so, in what sorts of ways?
AG: Th ere is no question that the murder of premier Djindjić 
is a hideous crime. But does that justify such a broad and 
total seizure of freedoms of the entire society? I think the 
answer to this question is a resounding no. You cannot jail 
a whole society, yet the implementation of a state of emer-
gency does, in eff ect, put the entire society in jail. Th e simple 
fact that the state of emergency has not been withdrawn after 
several days shows that it is being used to conduct a power-
turf war between diff erent interest groups. Th e interest group 
in power is using its own weapons—terror and violence—to 
eliminate another interest group.

Th e Serbian government is clearly attempting to crimi-
nalize all opposition, all competition, or any dissident, polit-
ical option. It is employing a method of martyrization of the 
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murdered premier, with the help of the disciplined media and 
intellectuals who are granting legitimacy to such an assault 
on human rights and logic, to maintain power even after the 
withdrawal of the “state of emergency,” which is likely to 
become permanent in Serbia.

In a recent interview given to a well-known Belgrade 
daily, minister of justice Vladan Batić presented his own par-
ticular categorization of “evil suspects” in response to the 
question of who the murderers were. To begin with, the min-
ister indirectly put the majority of citizens into question as 
possible suspects in the murder of the premier. He then went 
on to declare how “thankful the citizens are, smiling, in high 
spirits” and, in general, “grateful to the government for the 
introduction of the state of emergency which has allowed 
them to feel more secure.” Is this really the case?

Why, for instance, have strikes been outlawed? What 
could the connection between a strike of discontented work-
ers and the murder of the premier possibly be? Strikers didn’t 
kill the premier. According to offi  cial accusations, the murder 
was the work of criminals who were in secret negotiations 
with the premier.

Furthermore, Batić expressed an intense animosity 
towards “journalists, analysts, and columnists.” Where does 
such animosity come from? Batić considers them to be a third 
category of criminals to be fought. All critics of the reforms 
are likewise equated with murderers. Particularly journalists 
and dissidents.

An incompetent government is spreading panic in order 
to hide its own responsibility. Could this murder have been 
prevented? After the murder, no one tendered his or her res-
ignation. No positions were shuffl  ed. Th e same people are 
leading us through a state of emergency. One party is mis-
using a tragic event. Th e declaration of a state of emergency 
has squelched public debate, tied the hands of all free-think-
ing people while ordinary state functionaries basically lynch 
all non-conforming thinkers throughout the media. Is this 
democracy? It seems that it is.
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A few days ago, the vice president of the government 
announced that we should not complain that there is no 
opposition. Now we are a democracy, so opposition is no 
longer necessary—we are so democratic that no opposition 
needs to exist. Th is is so-called total democracy: a situation in 
which democracy, in its total self-fulfi llment, abolishes itself. 
Th ey are so devoted to democracy that they no longer need it.

TV: In such a context of criminalization and suppression of dis-
sent that you describe, has there been any organized reac-
tion or overall response from so-called civil society? I’m think-
ing particularly of the burgeoning NGO sector often funded 
by Western organizations that massively expanded in post-
Milošević Yugoslavia, and whose mandate it is to monitor 

“human rights.”
AG: It is interesting to note how this suspension of elemen-
tary human rights is being viewed by the so-called non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGO), an exceptionally powerful 
factor in the political life of Serbia, along with a large number 
of so-called rent-a-dissident types.

Prior to the current situation, they knew how to vehe-
mently protest even the smallest of incidents in which the 
rights of a citizen belonging to an ethnic minority were 
endangered, when it came to criticizing “nationalism” (which 
is the issue from which these organizations profi t the most, 
since the foreign aid that sustains most of them is based 
on this). Now when citizens’ basic freedoms and rights are 
denied—not for one individual, not in one community, but 
to the entire society—the NGOs and rent-a-dissidents are 
supporting it, promising complete loyalty to the Serbian gov-
ernment. Th ere is a constant stream of televised exchanges 
between state intellectuals and “dissidents” who discuss how 
Djindjić’s death is “international,” or how “the state of emer-
gency is fi nally severing the umbilical cord from the East.” Or 
in a somewhat more morbid tone, how “Djindjić’s funeral was 
a plebiscite for a public in need of faith and hope,” or how the 

“political murder of the premier is a terrible thing,” because 
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“we have to pay in tears for every joy,” so that we might one 
day attain a “catharsis, a catharsis of the ordinary citizen.”

TV: Given that open media criticism of the state of emergency 
is forbidden and censorship is in eff ect, what has been the 
impact on wider public debate and the many questions raised 
by the state of emergency?
AG: Th e public is being bombarded by unbelievable stupidities. 
Ministers promise that there will be regular provision of water 
and electricity. Why wouldn’t there be? Has war broken out? 
Images of maternity wards are being broadcast in the media, 
with promises that they will defend children’s nurseries. Th ey 
proclaim that water sources are not polluted. Food provisions 
have been normalized. Public transportation, they say, is run-
ning on time. Police curfews have not yet been introduced. 
Economic reforms continue full steam ahead. Th e vultures 
from international bureaucracies have also started arriving, 
promising accelerated entry into the European Union.

Why didn’t this government arrest organized crimi-
nals immediately after the October 5th “revolution”? Who 
was stopping them? Journalists? Columnists? Analysts and 
commentators? Why didn’t they confi scate the property and 
riches of the Milošević-era elite? Why did they allow them 
to get even richer and to acquire everything through accel-
erated privatization? Who are they fi nancing? Why is there 
greater and greater poverty in an already devastated econ-
omy? Ultimately, these are all questions that the current gov-
ernment, gripped by a collective neurosis, will have to answer 
one day.

TV: I want to turn a bit to the wider context of power and 
rule that led up to the current state of emergency. Regarding 
Djindjić’s assassination, Sonja Biserko of the Helsinki 
Committee (a vocal NGO) recently proclaimed that “the 
abject act marks the beginning of liberation from Milošević-
era pathology” off ering an unprecedented opportunity for 
reform. To what extent do these current measures represent 
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a real break from the prior regime as claimed, and what has 
(or hasn’t) changed in the transition between the former and 
current political systems?
AG: In fact, in order to fully understand the current state of 
emergency in Serbia, it is necessary to go back for a moment 
to Milošević’s Serbia and provide a short analysis of what we 
might call “Milošević’s system.”

Milošević’s regime was authoritarian. Th ere existed par-
ties, elections, and a parliament, but not true democracy. Th e 
constitution and many other laws were seemingly democratic 
in nature, but in fact were nothing more than a screen for the 
rule of one person.

Milošević, however, was not a dictator. His style of rule 
was very particular, and could hardly be called totalitarian. He 
tolerated, or was forced to tolerate, some independent press 
and a few very infl uential local television stations. Likewise, 
Milošević did not try to create some sort of Stalinist cult of 
personality. It is striking how rarely he appeared on televi-
sion; many mention his ascetic simplicity, the lack of a need 
to show off  his authority.

Finally, though Yugoslavia is rightly considered to be one 
of the most corrupt countries in Europe, it is not at all the 
case that Milošević ruled solely in order to enrich himself. 
When NATO air-bombers dropped “smart” bombs on Belgrade, 
they also dropped fl yers and leafl ets. I still have a copy of 
one in particular on which they printed a photo with text 
explaining that Milošević had a yacht and a villa “just like 
these” in the picture. Th e inability of the CIA to acquire a 
photo of Milošević’s possessions speaks for itself. I suggest 
you read Aleksa Djilas’s recent insightful writing on this topic. 
Ultimately, Milošević is not, as is commonly claimed, prima-
rily turned towards the East, Moscow, and orthodoxy. He 
speaks English fl uently and does not speak any Russian. In 
an earlier phase of his career, he visited New York regularly, 
and has said that he considers it his favorite city. At one time, 
Milošević had the impression, not entirely unfounded, that 
Washington would accept him despite his authoritarianism in 
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the same way that they accepted Tito. After broken promises 
to both sides, both reckless nationalism and interventionism, 
led to the wars in Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia, and Kosovo, one 
after the other, the situation obviously took a diff erent course.

In any case, Milošević enjoyed a certain legitimacy in 
Serbia, and had a certain amount of support for his political 
project. In time, however, that amount of political support 
dwindled to 20 percent of the electorate. But with that 20 
percent support, Milošević was able to retain 100 percent rule. 
Firstly, thanks to his control over the major media, he con-
fused and demoralized a dissatisfi ed and disoriented citizenry. 
When it would come time for elections, they would stay home, 
or would give their votes to the so-called fake opposition. On 
top of that, the existing electoral system allowed 30 percent 
electoral support to translate into 50 percent parliamentary 
representation. All that was required was a suitable coali-
tion partner, and one would achieve stable rule. And coali-
tion partners were never in short supply, because power and 
rule in Milošević’s Serbia brought great riches.

Th at is how Milošević arrived at a parliamentary major-
ity and domination of rule. Th at is why he did not need to 
resort to any exceptional, dictatorial measures. All political 
projects and decisions were carried out by formal parliamen-
tary means. You can fi nd a more complete analysis in essays 
published by Slobodan Antonic, whose views I am merely 
repeating below.

Th e foundation of Milošević’s power was based in his rule 
of his own party. Th e Socialist Party of Serbia was the true 
seat of Milošević-controlled political rule. As the total master 
of the Party, he achieved control of the Parliament as well. 
By constant changes to electoral laws (1992–1997), he built a 
system in which, at any moment, the party could switch its 
representatives and replace them successively. Control of the 
legislative branch of the government in formulating laws, also 
gave Milošević full control of the executive branch—in other 
words, of the government in general (as the legislative and 
executive branches were not separated).
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Once he gained full control over both legislative and exec-
utive power, Milošević only had to establish control over the 
judiciary. According to the Constitution of Serbia, judges were 
permanently appointed, but were elected and dismissed by 
parliament. Because he controlled the parliament, Milošević 
was also able to control the judiciary. According to a law that 
came into eff ect on July 30, 1991, all judges (2,939) and prose-
cutors (619) were to undergo purges through so-called re-elec-
tion in parliament. Th ese purges, however, were very selec-
tively and sloppily carried out, so that many who were not 
doing their jobs according to basic principles or professional-
ism retained their positions simply because they were follow-
ing orders and directives coming from the top of the govern-
ment. Th is resulted in a situation in which many of the other 
judges opposed the judicial theft of the local elections of 1996.

From then on, Milošević proceeded with a rearrange-
ment of the state of the judiciary. In 1997, when Milošević fur-
ther consolidated his rule, he also set out to further “resolve 
the state of the judiciary.” Th is eff ectively meant the fi ring 
of around sixty “unsuitable” judges, who were guilty only of 
upholding the principal of an independent judiciary.

Th at is how ultimately the entire political and judicial 
elite was put in a position of dependency on Milošević. Th e 
same was true for the police and law enforcement elite. With 
the passage of a 1995 law on the appointment of members of 
MUP-a, the Serbian police force, Milošević consolidated the 
exclusive right to promote police offi  cers to military gener-
als and appoint senior cadre in the police. Under another set 
of special rules, Milošević took over the direct supervision of 
the Department of Interior Security. Th is allowed him to not 
only become one of the main masters of the war in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, but also to control the Serbian opposition.

Particularly important for the functioning of Milošević’s 
rule was the direct political supervision of the economic elite. 
In Milošević’s Serbia, the primary means of capital accumu-
lation did not take place on the market. To the contrary, the 
major fi nancial profi ts to be had were achieved via state inter-
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vention—in other words, through state monopoly, systematic 
privileges, monetary speculation and shady fi nancial transac-
tions, generalized larceny and appropriation of property, illegal 
imports, backroom deals, and bribes. It was a given that, in such 
a system, the power elite could not only easily convert their 
own “political capital” into real, fi nancial gains, but also to con-
trol and infl uence the fl ow and direction of the entire economy.

Th at is how Milošević succeeded in constructing a tight 
clientalistic net around the entire national economy. It was a 
net that spread out to encompass anywhere that capital was 
being produced, starting with himself and his family, all the 
way down to factory workers and vendors on the street. Entry 
into this protected net meant guaranteed fi nancial gain. Th e 
most powerful members of that net, the economic elite, could 
count on rapid accumulation of riches thanks to the market 
monopoly, from rigged participation in state “barter arrange-
ments” (the import of oil and gas), to the illegal trade of cig-
arettes, weapons, and other goods. Th is was achieved via the 
granting of import-export permits, on the acquisition of for-
eign currencies based on a rigged, lowered exchange rate, in 
the privileged granting of land, etc. Th e middle members of 
this privileged net could count on unrestricted trading (even 
on a small scale), on good/full employment and high state sal-
aries, on the right to buy state-owned apartments at an excep-
tionally low price, etc.

In the 1990s, a unique structure of power was installed 
in Serbia. I have called such a structure a kleptocracy. Th e 
dominant paradigm of the “Milošević doctrine” is what we 
might call, from this historical perspective, an authoritarian 
isolationism.

TV: So how did the context change in the post-Milošević era, 
with Djindjić’s ascent to power? What was the legacy of this 
authoritarian isolationism, and what was brought in to replace 
it?
AG: With the petooktobarska revolucija (the October 5th revo-
lution) and the overthrow of Milošević, many hoped for real, 
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progressive change. However, instead of any meaningful 
step towards economic and participatory democracy, which 
many true Yugoslav Leftists had hoped for, a new system was 
installed, with a new authoritarian doctrine: that of Djindjić. 
Djindjić’s system might be called an authoritarian modern-
ism: neoliberalism with a local accent.

Djindjić constructed a chancellery system, to his misfor-
tune simultaneously paralyzing the presidential system, mar-
ginalizing the parliament, and building his own subministries 
within the offi  cial government ministries.

One Yugoslav historian has called this “Djindjić’s naïve 
cunning.” It was also his biggest mistake. He should have 
sought to reduce his rule, and to increase the role of a coordi-
nator or negotiator who would not take absolute power. Such 
a strategy might have held a better future. Instead of that, he 
accrued more and more control, combined with less and less 
popularity and authority. He was not respected even by the 
so-called elite. Had he pursued a somewhat diff erent strategy, 
he might have been able to say: “I’m not popular amongst the 
people, but ‘intelligent’ people, judges, business people, the 
press elite, and well-known intellectuals are on my side.” Th at 
is one possible form of power politics: I do not want popu-
larity but authority. However, he had neither popularity nor 
authority, yet accrued greater and greater power.

Djindjić’s system really showed its true colors in the 
junski udar (the June takeover), which could be considered 
the crucial watershed in the political life of post-Milošević 
Serbia. It should be noted that this takeover was very skill-
fully executed. Djindjić, in other words, was not Milošević, 
who reacted with much greater and more open brutality 
towards his political opponents.

Th e takeover was initiated when the presidency of DOS 
(the coalition of opposition parties that overthrew Milošević), 
which consisted of the presidents and key ministers of the 
various coalition parties, passed a motion on May 24, 2002, 
to revoke the mandates of thirty-six DOS members of parlia-
ment who were “most frequently absent from the regular sit-
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tings of Parliament.” Th e parliamentary majority passed this 
motion on June 12.

At fi rst glance, the motion seemed innocuous: “the aim 
is to establish order in the country, so that elected mem-
bers of parliament actually work suffi  ciently to merit their 
pay,” explained premier Djindjić. In actuality, however, such 
a motion was completely illegal. Among those thirty-six 
unseated members, the majority was from the DSS, the party 
of Vojislav Koštunica, the Yugoslav president and most seri-
ous political rival to Djindjić in his role as prime minister.

In fact, it was understandable that DSS members had 
abstained from these regular sittings of parliament, given 
that the DSS had decided to boycott these sessions in protest 
over Djindjić’s political maneuvering. What was all the more 
humorous, the DSS wouldn’t have been able to replace its 
thirty-six unseated parliamentary members with other DSS 
members even if it had wanted to, because their member’s 
list only had thirteen remaining names on it. Because the 
DSS was unable to replace its revoked seats with their own 
members, those seats went to other parties from the DOS coa-
lition—fi rst and foremost to the Democratic Party of Zoran 
Djindjić. Outraged by this ridiculous theft of parliamentary 
seats, all the sitting members of the DSS, the strongest and 
most popular party in Serbia, resigned from parliament.

Th is is how Djindjić successfully employed an anti-parlia-
mentary takeover to signifi cantly increase his political power. 
For a signifi cant period, he threw his major rival, Koštunica’s 
DSS, out of the game and thereby seized a parliamentary 
majority that would neatly and effi  ciently control the pas-
sage of governmental laws.

So that is how the question of parliamentary quorum 
was eff ectively resolved in Djindjić’s favor. Soon after, the 
rules were further altered to include an exceptional expan-
sion of the parliamentary president’s power. He gained the 
power to punish elected members for “disrupting order in 
Parliamentary sessions” by revoking their parliamentary seats 
for up to ninety days.
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Th e third important advantage gained by premier Djindjić 
in the June takeover was his unchallenged rule of the remain-
der of the DOS coalition. From that point on, not one of the 
remaining parties in DOS had enough sitting members to 
challenge and oppose the government.

Why didn’t Djindjić’s political takeover arouse a seri-
ous public outcry? Firstly, because it was skillfully executed 
through a preplanned and complex procedure that most ordi-
nary citizens did not fully grasp. Secondly, and more impor-
tantly, because Djindjić in the meantime succeeded in gaining 
control of the most infl uential mass media in Serbia. When 
the fi rst open showdown between Djindjić and Koštunica 
took place in August 2001, the extent to which Djindjić had 
succeeded in tipping the balance to his advantage in all the 
media was clear. In addition to the most watched commer-
cial television station, TV Pink, the infl uential TV Politika and 
TV Studio B, the daily newspapers Novosti and Danas, along 
with Nedeljni telegraf all clearly fell into line with his political 
camp. By June 2002, Djindjić had also gained control of the 
daily Politika, the state television (RTS), and the other large 
private television station (BK Telecom). So when Djindjić exe-
cuted his political off ensive, no one had any reason or inter-
est in publicizing or even explaining it, let alone opposing it 
for the patently antidemocratic takeover it was.

Basically, by mid-2002 Djindjić had easily taken over 
Milošević’s entire system of political control of society. He 
had total control of his party. With the government and par-
liamentary majority behind him, he easily secured control 
of the boards of directors of the most important businesses 
from the oil industry to forestry. Likewise, the majority of the 
middle management elite as well as a portion of the social 
elite harboring political-management ambitions rushed in to 
put themselves at his service.

Th at is how a new post-Milošević clientalistic network 
was secured by Djindjić. Moreover, economic “transition” 
and “privatization” became the ideal excuses for its additional 
expansion. Djindjić, exactly as Milošević had, succeeded in 
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gaining control of the legislative, executive, judicial-politi-
cal, economic, and even partly over the military-police elite. 
Milošević’s system was thereby transposed into a new, neo-
liberal Serbia.

I have already described how the executive branch ruled 
the judiciary under Milošević’s rule. Th e new regime contin-
ued that practice. A new purge organized by the loyal minis-
ter of justice, Vladan Batić, took place by precisely the rules 
established under the authoritarian Milošević regime, in 
which the minister of justice acted as the direct head of the 
judicial elite.

On what was Djindjić’s successful expansion of his power 
based? His power base was never among the voters or the 
electorate. Like Milošević towards the end of his rule, Djindjić 
and his party could not count on more than 20 percent of the 
electorate’s support. But, like Milošević, Djindjić was able to 
seize 100 percent rule with 20 percent of the vote.

TV: Following his assassination on March 12, much of the 
Western media participated in a kind of canonization of 
Djindjić, framing him as the only forward-looking, pro-West-
ern politician in the region, as the only one able and commit-
ted to bringing in progressive reforms, hope, and a future for 
the country. You have already pointed out the extent to which 
such a characterization is hardly neutral, not to mention the 
accompanying agenda of political and economic reforms that 
are being vaunted as supposedly assuring the future of the 
country. What are the some of the implications of such a char-
acterization and the agenda of reforms being implemented?
AG: Djindjić installed his own specifi c ideological monopoly 
on neoliberal reforms and reformism. Th e notion that he is a 

“pragmatic reformer,” who is trying to “lead a dark and back-
ward Serbia into Europe”—such ideological nonsense was 
quickly supported not only by Western governments, and all 
sorts of analysts, but also the disciplined media, and mem-
bers of the local “fake” opposition: the infl uential non-gov-
ernmental organizations. Neoliberals had been overjoyed that 
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“justice had been fulfi lled” and that Milošević fi nally found 
himself “where he belongs” (i.e. Th e Hague). Furthermore, 
domestic liberals were sympathetic to the long line of laws 
and policies proposed by Djindjić’s government (on privati-
zation, work, taxes), in order to bring Serbia into the world of 

“strict but just market capitalism.”
Such a logic of power recalls in many respects another 

Eastern European case, that of Slovak premier Vladimir 
Mecijara’s (1991–1998) “pragmatic, pro-Western reform,” 
which very quickly showed itself to be nothing more than 
reckless self-preservation. Mecijara took four years to achieve 
clientalistic control over national resources and the public 
media. Th anks to the already developed clientalistic system 
that he inherited, the Serbian chancellor hurtled down that 
path much more quickly. In the few months prior to his 
murder, Djindjić held absolute power in his hands. Th is abso-
lutism cost him his life.

I have shown that there was no essential diff erence 
between Milošević’s and Djindjić’s system. Th e same outcry, 
from the depths of Milošević’s time, continues to resound 
in the wasteland of transition. A similar, voracious logic of 
power saturated both systems.

TV: Djindjić’s murder has also largely been portrayed in the 
Western media as the terrible price paid by someone who 
was valiantly trying to crack down on organized crime and 
political corruption. Having long ignored and overlooked it, it 
seems that much of the Western media have suddenly dis-
covered “organized crime” as a political factor for which ordi-
nary Yugoslavs have long paid a heavy price. What is the word 
inside Serbia and Montenegro regarding the actual circum-
stances surrounding Djindjić’s murder?
AG: Diff erent scenarios have been proposed to explain the 
murder of Djindjić. Th e one that seems the most realistic to 
me says that Djindjić made “the wrong deal with the wrong 
people,” a deal that he himself probably broke. I believe that 
Djindjić really did go after and tried to liquidate some group of 
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organized criminals, who likely had a good deal of experience 
in war crimes gained in the Yugoslav wars, and were linked 
to state security forces. But the reason for this is not because 
Djindjić had clean hands or that he was on a one-man cru-
sade to rid the country of organized crime. Rather, because 
he eff ectively established absolute power, Djindjić was most 
likely trying to deceive some of the very people with whom 
he himself had collaborated to gain power, and whose names 
could be found on the wanted list for Th e Hague “tribunal.” 
Such people do not forgive double-crossings in their agree-
ments and dealings.

A not insignifi cant number of people also believe that 
Djindjić was the casualty of a “great chess game,” in which the 
German chess piece—Djindjić himself, who was particularly 
tied to German political circles—was simply switched for a 
pro-American one. I consider this version to not be very likely.

TV: To what extent might we be able to connect the current 
state of emergency in Serbia and Montenegro to wider geo-
politics and the global state of emergency we seem to be 
living under in the past few years with the advent of the Bush 
doctrine?
AG: Th e social control through extreme panic that the gov-
ernment is exploiting to keep the population under control 
might be familiar to North American readers. Th is assassina-
tion might seriously be considered a sort of local, Balkan ver-
sion of the September 11th eff ect.

After September 11, 2001, America was introduced to one 
type of state of emergency, which was the starting point for 
a permanent global state of emergency in which the whole 
world lives today. It appeared in its full clarity with the mili-
tary order declared by the president of the United States with 
the decree of November 13, 2001. Th at decree concerned the 
status of non-citizens (those without U.S. citizenship) who 
are suspected of terrorist activity, subject to a special court 
that employs indefi nite detention and the turnover of sus-
pects to military commissions. Th e American Patriot Act of 
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October 26, 2001, had already granted authority to the attor-
ney general to arrest any “alien” suspected of posing a danger 
to national security. Th e innovation in the orders of President 
Bush lay in the radical erasure of the status of these indi-
viduals, and in the very production of an entity whose legal 
status cannot be fully classifi ed, offi  cially described, or named 
publicly.

One could argue by analogy that the state of emergency 
in Yugoslavia in many ways resembles the recent American 
clampdown. Terrorists (or in the Serbian case “organized 
criminals”) are not the only ones to suff er, but all those 
who do not agree with neoliberal reforms are targeted. Th e 
Serbian government has declared a local, preventative war 
on all of its citizens. Th is war is permeated by explicit tac-
tics of psychological denunciation: citizens are encouraged 
to regard one another as potentially suspicious and to inform 
on one another to the police. Th is was a post–World War II 
practice, a technique of social control that was brought in to 
Yugoslavia after the break with Stalinism in 1948, and that, in 
later Yugoslav social history, unfortunately had very serious 
consequences.

TV: What do you think the future political impact of the state of 
emergency will be in Serbia and Montenegro after it is lifted? 
A partial repeal of the state of emergency is currently being 
debated, yet several politicians have indicated that certain 
measures may be retained even after its lifting. For example, 
the police may retain certain powers that they did not previ-
ously have. What are the prospects for the near future polit-
ically speaking?
AG: Th is state of emergency cannot resolve the myriad social 
problems that exist in today’s Serbia. Current social condi-
tions are truly catastrophic. Poverty is deepening vastly and 
spreading widely. Th e number of unemployed is approaching 
one million people. Every day over fi fteen thousand work-
ers demonstrate. Seventy percent of the population declares 
itself to be below the poverty line. In one breath, the smell 
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of poverty and the smell of despair are spreading throughout 
Serbia. Th e depth of citizens’ discontent cannot be put down 
with violence.

If Milošević’s system functioned under a doctrine of 
authoritarian isolationism, and under Djindjić we had author-
itarian modernism, then this is a system of authoritarian 
idiocy!

One well-known journalist wrote the following lines a 
few months before the murder of Djindjić: “In Tito’s Serbia, 
it was dangerous to think because you could always end up 
in prison. In Milošević’s Serbia, it was dangerous to think 
because you could be declared a traitor. Th e danger of thought 
in Djindjić’s Serbia is in creating extreme feelings of loneli-
ness and isolation, to the extent that, if the coexistence of the 
post-Milošević extremists continues, leads one to the inevi-
table question: “Can I retain my sanity?’”

In post-Djindjić Serbia, it is dangerous to think because 
you can end up in prison, you can be declared a traitor, and 
in any case, you will be brought to the brink of total isolation.
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Th e Serbian government often likes to point out that the state 
of emergency had helped rid the country of the most lethal her-
itage of Milošević’s regime—the legitimacy of organized crime. 
To some degree, this statement is most probably true. During 
Milošević, organized crime was integrated into the system. 
However, it has remained so to a great extent even after the out-
standing “Serbian revolution” of October 5, 2000, fi nanced by 
Western governments, articulated by politicians, and facilitated 
by citizens that were fed up with Milošević’s authoritarian rule.

Th e assassinated prime minister and “the hero of democ-
racy,” Zoran Djindjić, wanted to take advantage of the old 
linkage between criminal and state security structures to 
strengthen his own position in power. In 2001 and for the 
most part of 2002, the mob felt very comfortable in the new 
political landscape. Early in 2003, it seems as though a show-
down between the government and the major part of a mob 
with rising political appetites was imminent. Th e mafi a killed 
Djindjić, its former ally, but the late prime minister’s heirs to 
the government, who were also formerly allied to the mob, 
managed to survive in a clash between two antagonized 
power circles—one operating within the institutional frame-
work and the other operating underground.

Th e power has remained in the institutions; some mafi a 
bosses have been arrested, while others that managed to 

Post-Yugoslavia After the 
State of Emergency
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stay on good terms with the authorities are spearheading the 
“transition” and “honest business.” Th e backbone of one of the 
most important structures in Milošević’s regime has appar-
ently been broken. Th ere is no doubt that it will take the mafi a 
quite a long time to recuperate under the present conditions 
and the fact that it has been pushed deep underground is the 
only positive eff ect of government measures during the state 
of emergency.

As for the negative eff ects of these measures, it has to 
be said that the state of emergency had a much more pow-
erful impact on the opposition that it did on the mafi a. Th is 
includes the opposition within political parties, but also the 
radical non-parliamentary opposition. During the forty-two 
days of the state of emergency, the government crossed the 
line that stands between an openly authoritarian regime and 
a formally democratic order.

Th eir confrontation with political opponents and crit-
ics was largely erratic and hysterical, however, and did not 
take the shape of methodical persecution. For example, at 
a government briefi ng for the media held on April 11, 2003, 
they said that “Operation Sabre had entered the most deli-
cate phase: fl ushing out the instigators and fi nancers of the 
assassination on the late Prime Minister Zoran Djindjić” and 
that the investigation had lead towards Vojislav Koštunica’s 
political affi  liates, who is just by chance the leader of the larg-
est opposition party.

It seemed that it was a matter of hours before the main 
political players in the opposition would be labeled as crimi-
nals and their leaders brought in for interrogation. Moreover, 
the Minister of Culture and Media, Branislav Lečić, kept 
announcing a special committee that would aim to fi nd out 
which mechanisms brought the media into a “dark state of 
mind,” while the Minister of Justice, Vladan Batić, accused “a 
part of the independent media of having taken part in plot-
ting the assassination.” During this time, anarchists, pen-
sioners, political opponents, and folk singers all had a unique 
opportunity to hang around together in prison.
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Th e whole ordeal was not only a blatant attempt to break 
the back of the opposition, but also to snuff  out any kind 
of criticism against the government’s policy. But these were 
threats and hysterical fi ts of an organized absurdity called 
State of Emergency. However, this government has system-
atically weakened the institutions of the state through legal 
documents that were deliberately designed for this purpose 
during this period. First of all, the state of emergency was 
introduced in such a way that it violated constitutional and 
other laws. Th is was the common practice of the ruling elite 
even before March 12, 2003, the day Zoran Djindjić was assas-
sinated. Th e explanation was always that it was “Milošević’s 
Constitution” they were violating and kept promising a new 
one in the near future. Consequently, the new Serbian presi-
dent was also elected in complete violation of constitutional 
provisions.

Serbian “reformists” off ered the explanation that it was 
Milošević’s constitution anyway. So, Nataša Mićić, who was 
the acting president of Serbia in violation to the constitution, 
was given the opportunity to declare the state of emergency, 
again contrary to constitutional norms. Mićić selected con-
stitutional and other legal provisions on the state of emer-
gency and state of war that best suited the government and 
fused them in what she (and the government) called the state 
of emergency. Mićić also received orders (as the president 
of Serbia!) to suspend the following human rights and lib-
erties: the legal procedure during arrest (police custody was 
prolonged for thirty days without the right to a lawyer or an 
appeal to a relevant court); the right to the confi dentiality 
of letters and the right to the sovereignty of one’s home; the 
right to strike or gather (in general); the right to political and 
syndic action (if it compromises the state of emergency); and 
the right to the free fl ow of information that deals with the 
state of emergency and the reasons for its declaration.

According to the Serbian Constitution, some of these 
rights should not have been suspended even if a state of war 
had been declared—for example, the right of an individual 
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who was put under arrest to address the court and question 
the legal grounds for his arrest. Th e principles of constitu-
tionalism were not only violated by the suspensions of the 
human liberties mentioned above, but even more so by the 
adoption of several crucial laws in the atmosphere of the state 
of emergency during which the government censored infor-
mation and raised suspicion that the political opposition and 
others who had dissenting opinions regarding their policy 
and actions were the “instigators and passive participants” of 
Djindjić’s assassination.

While the public was in shock following the assassination 
and the opposition was in fear of persecution and independ-
ent information fl ow ended under censorship, the govern-
ment adopted several authoritarian laws in parliament, such 
as the Law on Changes to the Serbian Constitution and the 
Law on Prosecutors; the issue of the judicial system was also 
resolved.

After arresting one judge because of alleged ties to the 
mafi a, the government found an excuse to retain surveillance 
over the remaining 2,200 court judges in Serbia. Th is move 
rescinded a short-lived judicial autonomy that was provided 
by a set of laws in November 2001 and brought the judiciary 
once more under tight control of the authorities.

Amendments to the law on fi ghting organized crime and 
to the criminal law were also adopted. Th e meaning of the 
term “organized crime” was expanded to members of groups 
that do not commit crimes directly, but are still in the func-
tion of organized crime. Members of such ambiguous groups 
(since the term “in the function of organized crime” can have 
a great variety of interpretations) can be kept for ninety days 
in custody by the police, without access to legal representa-
tion or court protection. Potential witnesses can be held for 
up to thirty days.

When the Belgrade Humanitarian Law Centre protested 
against these amendments, claiming they were “in breach 
of basic European standards for protection of human rights” 
and that they “introduced the state of emergency on a per-
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manent basis,” the new Prime Minister Zoran Živković coolly 
answered that the amendments “were not among the most 
drastic examples of such legal provisions in the democratic 
world, since police custody for similar acts of crime could last 
up to 6 months, or even a lifetime period in the U.S..”

Th e Law on Public Information was also passed. Th is law 
allows the government to spread any sort of information that 
could “instigate violence,” while journalists are now obliged to 
reveal the sources of practically all the information they use 
in their writings. When journalists protested to such meas-
ures, the government assured that, since they were a dem-
ocratic authority, they would not misuse the law. A deputy 
prime minister in the Serbian government said that “a dem-
ocratic state does not need an opposition.”

Th e bottom line is that several systemic legal documents 
were brought during the state of emergency that directly vio-
lated the constitutional order and international standards on 
human rights. It’s true that the Serbian Constitution currently 
in eff ect was brought under Milošević. However, the problem 
with Milošević’s rule was not that the constitution was par-
ticularly bad, but that it was used as a facade for his author-
itarian rule. Th e new government, from Djindjić to Živković, 
led by what I have called a paradigm of authoritarian mod-
ernism and disregarded the constitution and the laws when-
ever they saw fi t. Frequent breaches of the constitution and 
the laws resulted in a state of legal uncertainty and an atmos-
phere of a permanent state of emergency.

At present, there are no limitations whatsoever imposed 
by the constitution and the legal system. Th ere are no rules 
that the government has to abide by and they can resort to 
anything. Th e so-called “friendly civil society” and “advo-
cates of human rights” have been transformed into intellec-
tual commissars of the sitting government. All these intel-
lectuals, analysts, and NGO activists chorused that it was our 
government and we just had to trust them.

Th ese are the same “human rights campaigners” who 
gained their reputation and wealth “fi ghting” Milošević’s 
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authoritarianism and Serbian nationalism, now speak of 
“national interests,” “danger to the system,” and “salvation 
for the state and the people.” In this kind of atmosphere, in 
which the majority of information sources were either under 
the direct control of the political elite or their intellectual 
commissars and the entire “friendly civil society,” the new 
authorities upheld a system that is devoid of an independent 
judicial system, public criticism, parliamentary control over 
levers of state power, and free elections.

Th e same pattern of authoritarian idiotism continued 
after the state of emergency was formally rescinded on April 
22, 2003. Th e fact that the Serbian oligarchy did not impose 
a totalitarian order is not a matter of their self-control, or 
the strength of democratic institutions, or the pressure of 
the general public. Th at the government managed to restrain 
itself just before it seemed it would cross the line and uphold 
totalitarian rule has been interpreted by most Belgrade ana-
lysts as a result of strong pressure coming from Western 
diplomats.

Th e ruling coalition clings to the image of “pro-European 
politicians” and to a Serbian state that is supported by the 
West. Th is is why the government had to restrain its authori-
tarian instincts. Serbia has apparently been rescued from “an 
iron broom” (an expression so Bolshevik in nature that it is 
hard to translate it into English) by U.S. and British ambassa-
dors who simply laid down the rules of the game to our boys. 
And the boys obeyed. And although this is some advance-
ment in comparison to Milošević’s era, the fact that the U.S. 
ambassador is protecting Serbian democracy does not give it 
a promising future.

Th e political and social situation in Serbia is very diffi  -
cult. Serbia is a country with the largest number of strikes in 
Europe, a country where more than one million unemployed 
workers march, and a country in which transition boils down 
to the property of eight million people pouring into the pock-
ets of eight people. An atmosphere of poverty and despera-
tion looms over Serbia. Th e fact that more than 50 percent 
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of the population lives at or below the poverty line does not 
upset the neoliberal elite too much, as they maintain their 
course of technocratic reformism.

Th e struggle for a diff erent Serbia is led by a handful of 
dissident intellectuals and a social movement in the making, 
called Another World is Possible (Drugaciji svet je moguc—
DSM) and comprised of a variety of anti-authoritarian collec-
tives. DSM initiated the Belgrade Indymedia project several 
days ago. Th e magazine called Global is distributed at gath-
erings of the unemployed or at forums against privatization.

Can this movement, as well as other similar initiatives, 
succeed in providing a clear progressive articulation of social 
unrest? It remains to be seen whether they will manage to 
turn today’s social monologue into tomorrow’s social confl ict 
that will confront the model of a civil society of intellectual 
commissars and NGOs with a model of a participatory soci-
ety and, by mobilizing a collective awareness and potential 
for subversion, approach the ideal of a politics from below. 
One thing is crystal clear, though: with the situation of Serbia 
today, we have no time or right to be pessimistic.
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In the month prior to the most recent events that rocked 
Serbia, the question posed to me most frequently concerned 
the February 15 antiwar demonstrations and the small number 
of people in Yugoslavia who had protested against the planned 
bombing of Iraq. In Belgrade, unlike Zagreb where over ten 
thousand protestors were mobilized, only around two hun-
dred people assembled publicly to demonstrate against the 
impending military action against Iraq. Th e Belgrade protest 
was organized by the non-governmental organization Women 
in Black.

Th e Yugoslav radical and anti-authoritarian coalition 
Another World Is Possible organized a somewhat diff erent 
protest in the coalition’s tradition of direct action and cre-
ative disobedience. For the Night of the Red Noses, monu-
ments in Belgrade and Novi Sad “shed blood in a sign of soli-
darity with the Iraqi people” by way of washable paint, since 
it would appear that “monuments seem to have more feel-
ings than people.”

So how is it possible that after brutal and direct expe-
rience with the NATO bombing, after many hundreds were 
killed, after the destruction of the RTS Television station (in 
which sixteen people died), only two hundred people gath-
ered for the protests? Is it possible that Yugoslavs do not feel 
solidarity with the Iraqi people, despite the fact that they 

Between Old Yugoslavia 
and “New” Europe
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themselves not so long ago underwent the military and psy-
chological torture of bombing?

Th ere is no doubt that Yugoslav public opinion is against 
the war in Iraq. Although, I have to correct myself here: in fact, 
it is Serbian and Montenegrin public opinion that is in ques-
tion, since, on February 4 of this year, Yugoslavia ceased to exist 
and was replaced by the new state of Serbia and Montenegro.

If Europe today is divided amongst the “old” and the 
“new,” its newest state has once again been left somewhere 
in between. “Old” Europe bombed us, while “new” Europe 
ardently supported them. Both the so-called old and “new” 
Europe’s heartily participated in something that was prima-
rily and ultimately an American war against the Serbs and 
Milošević. Public opinion in Serbia and Montenegro is not 
oblivious to the current diff erences between Paris, Bonn and 
Washington, but it instinctively rejects the notion that the 
current rivalry between Europe and America over Iraq is a 
matter of moral superiority.

Post-Yugoslav public opinion cannot view these diplo-
matic disagreements as a great battle between a peaceful, mul-
tilateral and refi ned Europe on one side, and a militant, isola-
tionist and impudent America on the other. Th e opinion that 
prevails is that the diff erences between Western allies today 
are of an essentially strategic rather than of a moral nature.

Another type of international naiveté engenders resist-
ance in post-Yugoslav public opinion, which is not prone 
to accept the line of reasoning which claims that the most 
sophisticated international policy towards volatile regions by 
well-intentioned foreigners requires the accurate demarcation 
of the good/innocent players from the bad/evil ones, with the 
sorting out of evil tyrants and dictators into an all-together 
separate category. Nor are they inclined to believe that some-
where in the wings awaits a better, more benevolent leader 
whom the grateful people will sweep to power by their own 
hands, as soon as the West helps them to overthrow the tyrant.

Th ey have learned through their own very diffi  cult expe-
riences that things tend not to work that way, and are very 
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distrustful towards Western neoliberal politicians and intel-
lectuals who claim that they can save the village by burning it 
down. Even Belgrade’s neoliberal intellectuals, that otherwise 
highly unsympathetic lot, are opposed to the war. Against 
all expectations, they have not called for the “regime change” 
of Saddam Hussein through bombardment. It is notable that 
even those neoliberals who most vociferously advocated the 
ground invasion, occupation and “denazifi cation” of Serbia 
during the NATO bombardment today shudder and refrain 
from publicly prescribing the same medicine against the 
regime of Saddam Hussein.

People in Serbia remember all too well that they were 
the fi rst upon whom the theory of collective guilt was tested 
and exercised. According to this doctrine, “people bear moral 
responsibility for the ways in which they are governed.” 
Accordingly, the people of Serbia must bear “responsibility” 
(and collective punishment), fi rstly because they voted for 
Milošević, and secondly because they did not overthrow him 
by force, to the extent that they cannot be considered to be 
wholly “innocent under the bombs.’

Albanian intellectuals in Kosovo are in a rather diff erent 
mood. Th ere, we fi nd Veton Surroi, who is considered to be an 
enlightened liberal intellectual among the Kosovo Albanian 
elite, recently proclaiming in the International Herald Tribune 
that the bombing of Kosovo proved false the peace slogan 

“Bombs cannot bring democracy.” Serbian authorities have 
framed this unease and nonalignment with the main ruling 
camps in international relations as Belgrade’s attempt to 
remain “neutral” in the confl ict. Yet such a desired-for neutral-
ity likely has as much to do with the current confl ict between 
the two Europes and one America as with the war against Iraq.

On the other hand, Montenegro, with its already famil-
iar lack of measure and style, tripped over itself to rush into 
the embrace of Washington and introduce itself to the “new” 
Europe. Th e precise content of the letter of support for U.S. 
policy on the Iraq crisis from Prime Minister Milo Đukanović 
to Bush remains unknown to the public. Th e purpose of this 
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exercise also remains unclear, whether his aim was to recom-
mend Montenegro to NATO, to distinguish its policies from 
that of Serbia, to obtain money, or there was some other reason. 
It raises all the contested questions of the political relations 
between Serbia and Montenegro, between Montenegro and 
Europe, and particularly between Montenegro’s own inter-
nal divisions.

Some analysts attribute such behavior to internal politi-
cal confl icts between independentists and unionists regard-
ing whether or not Montenegro should develop an interna-
tional approach and foreign policy that is independent from 
Serbia. In the current case, the Montenegrin government’s 
approach is not only independent but also diametrically 
opposed to that of Serbia, which chose not to take sides in 
the confl ict between America and Europe.

Th us far, the greatest amount of support to the movement 
for Montenegrin independence has come from the United 
States. In his courteous reply to Đukanović, U.S. Secretary of 
State Colin Powell did not explicitly mention the possibility of 
Montenegro, whether with or without Serbia, moving closer 
to the Western military alliance (which, for most of the post-
communist countries that now make up the “new” Europe, 
has always been the most attractive bait.) On the other side, 
French President Jacques Chirac has warned the ex-com-
munist countries that they are diminishing their chances of 
entering into the European Union by throwing their support 
behind the U.S. policy towards Iraq.

Th e Montenegrin Minister of Foreign Aff airs (since 
Montenegro, though belonging to a state union with Serbia, has 
its own Ministry for Foreign Aff airs) stated that, “Montenegro 
has traditionally maintained good relations with Washington, 
and the U.S. have thus far rendered signifi cant fi nancial and 
expert aid to Montenegro. In addition, Montenegro has always 
been on the side of liberating, antifascist movements through-
out its history, and sees its future today in Europe . . .”

But I have yet to answer the question so often asked of 
me, the question with which I started this essay: why did so 
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few Yugoslavs take to the streets on February 15? And why 
now, one month before the assassination of the neoliberal 
Prime Minister Zoran Djindjić that has brought the country 
into a state of emergency, with a systematic clampdown on 
political freedoms and the criminalization of any opposition.

In the domestic neoliberal press, the prevailing attitude 
holds that the poor response of citizens to the “antiwar” dem-
onstrations is caused by their feelings of guilt. According to 
these journalists, Yugoslavs feel “suppressed guilt” for the 
crimes of their military in the wars of the former Yugoslavia. 
Th e journalists argue that people cannot recognize them-
selves in the slogan “not in my name,” because they them-
selves allowed the killing of other peoples on their behalf. 
And so, according to this popular psychoanalytic argument, 
the answer lies in the psychology of guilt. Such is the way in 
which the doctrine of collective guilt developed during the 
NATO bombing continues to be mobilized to support a neo-
liberal agenda in the region.

Th e argument is more than shaky. Serbia and Montenegro 
today are going through the “nightmare of transition,” i.e. 
the economic transition to neoliberal capitalism. Following 
immediately upon the nightmare of over ten years of war, 
the destruction of the country’s industrial infrastructure, and 
over $30 billion in damages from the NATO bombing, over a 
million people in a country of eight million have recently lost 
their jobs under the new economic policies. More than 70 per-
cent of the country’s citizens have declared themselves to be 
poor, while 20 percent of the population is dying of starvation.

When we add the organized ideological attacks of neolib-
eral commissars targeting the total demoralization and depo-
liticization of the people to this picture of upheaval, disloca-
tion and devastation, we begin to get an accurate reading of 
the situation—in other words, a true reply to the question 
posed at the outset of this essay.
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According to articles in several infl uential U.S. magazines 
about strategic matters, the U.S. government is fi nalizing 
plans for the relocation of the entirety of its military forces 
stationed in Germany to new bases in the Balkans: Serbia 
and Montenegro, Bulgaria, and Romania. Th is move has deep 
political, strategic, and economic implications, particularly for 
the formalization of political discord within NATO that could 
either lead to the diminishment of the union’s scope, or to a 
major change of course in its activities.

In essence, this move refl ects the continued and deepen-
ing divergence between what U.S. Defense Secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld recently called “old” Europe (i.e. Western Europe), 
the United States, and what he proclaimed to be the “new” 
Europe, (largely composed of those central European former 
members of the Eastern Bloc located on the western and 
southwestern periphery of the Warsaw Pact). Strategically 
speaking, this would create a new geopolitical bloc—a new 
NATO of sorts—strategically reoriented towards the Middle 
East and the Caucasus, the East Mediterranean and Maghreb 
(the countries of North Africa).

Interestingly enough, Croatia has signaled its disinter-
est in the stationing of American bases on its territories. Far 
from taking a principled stance, however, it instead foresees 
negotiating a separate military agreement with Germany, on 

Yugoslav Absurdistan
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the basis of which it would permanently extend hospitality 
to German military forces for the fi rst time since the short-
lived fascist (Nazi) Independent Republic of Croatia (IRC, 
1941–1945).

Th e Croatian government has chosen to position itself 
strategically and to throw its fate in with a European Union 
headed by Germany. Bulgaria, Serbia and Montenegro, and 
Romania are leaning more towards the United States, as well 
as a more broadly based conception of the European Union 
than the version proposing German leadership. Th e Czech 
Republic—which thus far has not played a role in any of the 
political negotiations regarding American bases—nonetheless 
remains one of the key pillars of American designs on Europe, 
and is soon likely to become the focus of American invest-
ments and diplomatic eff orts.

Th e plan under negotiation also foresees the relocation 
of air and naval bases, as these are key to the transporta-
tion of land forces. Based on proposed plans emerging from 
the negotiations: a) the Danube will represent a key artery 
for the transportation of military resources from Western to 
Eastern Europe, and b) Bulgaria, according to recent press 
reports, is negotiating for the installation of an airbase in the 
vicinity of Varna, near the airport which the U.S. Air Force has 
already used for air transportation to the Middle East during 
the war on Iraq. Varna also houses the North Zone of the 
Bulgarian navy headquarters, as well as an air force station at 
sea. Th is relocation will have serious economic consequences 
for Germany, as well as for Serbia and Montenegro, Bulgaria 
and Romania.

To date, the majority of USECOM (U.S. command for 
Europe) military forces, sixty-fi ve thousand soldiers in total, 
are stationed in Germany. It is expected that up to forty thou-
sand soldiers could be stationed in the Balkans in the near 
future. Th is would provide a signifi cant economic injection 
to ailing local economies, as well as accompanying invest-
ments in the development of infrastructure (and the addi-
tional economic spin-off s of air and navy base personnel). At 
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the same time, the German economy itself would suff er a sig-
nifi cant loss.

No less signifi cantly, the stationing of American forces in 
the Balkans would seek to ensure a certain level of American 
political support and, in a sense, military protection to those 
countries. It would also act as a compensation of sorts for the 
recent shift in Turkey’s relationship towards the European 
Union, NATO and the United States, which is a casualty of the 
war in Iraq. To a certain extent, the stationing of American 
forces further east would reduce their dependence on Turkey, 
and would also signifi cantly reduce the costs of American 
military installations by shifting expenditures away from the 
higher prices of the German economy.

Belgrade, the capital of Serbia and Montenegro, remains 
a major historical hub of the Balkans and this part of Europe. 
Former Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro) of today is a 
country with one name but two diff erent passports, a coun-
try that has no coat of arms, no fl ag, and no national anthem. 
Th ose who currently hold power in this new country are 
called the Opposition. As of yet, it remains unclear who in 
the Opposition works for the government, or who is the pres-
ident of this union of countries. As a result, this new state 
union (which came into existence on February 4 of this year) 
has acquired another name by which it has come to be popu-
larly known among its people: the state of Absurdistan.

Absurdistan’s heads of state have started to prepare the 
Serbian public for a highly unpopular move, which they plan 
to make in the very near future. It involves the signing of 
a bilateral agreement with the United States that would 
ensure the non-extradition of U.S. citizens to the permanent 
International Criminal Court. In the Balkans, such agreements 
have already been signed by Romania (which, in turn, became 
a member of NATO), Bosnia and Herzegovina (not consid-
ered a sovereign state), Macedonia, and Albania. Croatia and 
Slovenia are resisting such agreements for the time being.

In Absurdistan, there is no one left to off er resistance: 
former president Koštunica opposed while he could (prior to 
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having his position eliminated under the new state union), 
public opinion is generally considered unimportant, and the 
present governments in Belgrade and Podgorica are appar-
ently undivided in their intention to conclude such an agree-
ment with Washington. Absurdistan’s Minister of Foreign 
Aff airs has already stated that this is a diffi  cult off er to refuse, 
while the president of the union of the countries has off ered 
a careful, yet suggestive formulation: the decision taken will 
be “realistic.”

Th e country’s leading lawyers have not challenged the 
judgment of those advocating an affi  rmative response to the 
American request, and the so-called human rights advocates 
have voiced no protests. Th e only public critiques issued have 
been made by social movement activists (such as the Another 
World is Possible anti-authoritarian coalition).

Th us far, thirty-four countries have signed such agree-
ments with the Americans. According to an open warning 
recently issued by the American embassy in Zagreb, Croatia, 
stands to lose $19 million in equipment and training if it 
doesn’t sign the contract by July 1.

It is no accident that Absurdistan is the last on the list of 
Balkan countries from which the United States has demanded 
guarantees ensuring that U.S. citizens cannot be extradited 
to the International Court (the jurisdiction of which America 
does not recognize). Th e United States waited as long as it 
possibly could before starting to exert pressure on Belgrade, 
aware that such a demand is particularly awkward and del-
icate for a country that it bombed just a few years ago—a 
country whose people largely believe that the United States 
committed war crimes during said bombing, a country that 
is continually expected to extradite its citizens to another 
International Court with a much more limited and excep-
tional jurisdiction, the one in Th e Hague.

Based on a recent statement by U.S. President George 
Bush concerning the sale of American weapons to Belgrade, 
it might be concluded that Belgrade has been defi nitively 
removed from the list of countries that would jeopardize 
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American national interests, and that there no longer exists 
any obstacle to military cooperation between the two coun-
tries. Yet, immediately following this statement, it turns 
out that one remaining obstacle exists in the form of the 
International Criminal Court.

So where is the problem with the signing of such a bilat-
eral agreement? First, it is in the dissatisfaction it will cause 
in the European Union, i.e. in the “old” Europe to which 
Absurdistan has deep down always counted itself to be stra-
tegically tied. All of the EU countries have recently made 
public appeals to all of the West Balkan countries to, “if at 
all possible,” not sign these bilateral agreements with the 
United States regarding the status of American citizens in 
the International Criminal Court of Law (at risk of imperiling 
their potential accession to the European Union).

Is there a more general guiding principle to this dilemma 
behind which Belgrade could be said to stand fi rm? As far as 
human rights and war crimes are concerned, it is very diffi  -
cult to answer such a question conclusively. Absurdistan was 
bombed in the name of a post-Westphalian principle that 
renounced the absolute value of state sovereignty for the 
sake of human rights. America is now asking Absurdistan to 
confi rm in writing that American sovereignty is the supreme 
principle, while that of Absurdistan is considered by them to 
be exactly the opposite.

What moves are Absurdistan’s statesmen likely to make 
in the coming month? Negotiations with the Americans con-
tinue, with strong prospects for the conclusion of a fi nal agree-
ment in the affi  rmative. Absurdistan’s diplomatic calculations 
will become clearer pending the outcome of several key dates. 
First, June 15 is the deadline for the White House and State 
Department to inform Congress whether or not we have ful-
fi lled their demands for continuance of American fi nancial 
aid and depending on the answer, many things will become 
clearer. Second, it will become clear by June 21 at the European 
Union meeting in Th essaloniki whether or not Absurdistan 
stands a chance of joining the European Union at an acceler-
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ated pace, perhaps as early as 2007. After that, little time will 
be left to put the fi nishing touches on the latest of the U.S.-
Balkan bilateral agreements before the July 1 deadline.
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Th e scandal which erupted after Noam Chomsky’s recent 
Guardian interview (that “exercise in defamation that is a 
model of the genre,” according to Chomsky himself) is not, 
at least at fi rst glance, completely unexpected: the Balkans, 
we can say with some pride, are back in style. Once again, 
we can partake of journalists’ uninformed inanities about 
Kosovo, Bosnia, Serbia and other “permanent focalpoints of 
crisis” (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung)—areas in which, over 
in the distance, on the edges of Europe, on a “doorstep of 
Europe” (Tony Blair), “in the black hole of our own Middle 
East” (Il Manifesto), “insanity giggles” (Milan Kundera) and 
where, in the autumn of European nationalism, peoples 

“imprisoned by history” (Times) still await their “debalkani-
zation” (La Republika).

Th e infl uential Italian political magazine Limes, deprived 
of the gentle auto-irony that sometimes follows imperial-
ist jargon, posed a key question: “Who will debalkanize the 
Balkans?” Maybe, just maybe, are the peoples of the Balkans 
themselves capable of this Herculean task? Or does their 
historical slumber not permit them to do so? After Paddy 
Ashdown, that postcolonial Harry Potter, abandons this 
dark “region marked by unseen evils” (Berlin Zeitung), who 
will protect the Balkan peoples from the black magic of 
ethnic hatred? Is it perhaps smarter that this peninsula, like 

A “New Phase” in the Balkans
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Saramago’s stone raft, be simply cut off  from the Europe to 
which it doesn’t, in any case, belong? To the sorrow and mis-
fortune of the Balkan peoples, Western politicians, journal-
ists and “Balkan experts” have still not given up on their civ-
ilizing mission in this exotic locale.

In his last address to the U.S. Congress, Nicholas Burns 
brought out the past and future of U.S. politics on the Balkans. 
He spoke mainly of Bosnia, which must immediately be given 
“greater stability,” and Kosovo, which may, perhaps, “be ready 
for some form of conditional independence.” In any case, it 
is absolutely necessary, according to Burns, to create a “new 
image of the Balkans.” Th e new historical image of the Balkans 
originated in the aftermath of the Yugoslav wars in which 
the “international community” participated from the very 
beginning by bankrolling “democratic” opposition parties 
(that were in fact rabidly nationalistic, thereby lending legit-
imacy to violent secessionist movements), and by arming the 
ethno-nationalist paramilitaries that would eventually come 
to constitute new armed forces. What does the Balkans look 
like today? It is a patchwork of nation-state remnants, such 
as Slovenia; the vassals of the international community, like 
Croatia and Serbia and Montenegro; and the three protector-
ates under military watch—Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
and Macedonia (the latter facing the serious risk of a new civil 
war, potentially even more brutal than the one that ended 
in 2002). When it comes to the protectorates, the “interna-
tional community” has, to date, had two paradoxical solu-
tions: in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the imposition of a “multi-
ethnic at any cost” approach; and in Kosovo, the preparation 
for a “monoethnic independence,” at least partially due to the 
year-long post-occupation ethnic cleansing in the opposite 
direction (of which we hear almost nothing in the Western 
press) during which nearly all the non-Albanian inhabitants 
were exiled and over 150 monasteries were destroyed.

But how do we explain the newly photogenic Bosnia 
and Kosovo? Perhaps it’s best to start with Bosnia, which 
one Russian journalist (correctly, it seems to me), calls the 
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“model for Kosovo.” In the Balkans, “success is a real rarity,” 
writes Jonathan Steel, apparently relieved of the burden of 
the concerned European. Especially in Bosnia, which is more 
a “patchwork than a real state” (Politika Daily). Two so-called 
entities—the Muslim-Croatian federation and Republika 
Srpska—have remained practically “irreconcilable enemies.” 
Th is “Balkan colony of the international community” is made 
up of 10 cantons, 14 parliaments, and 145 ministries. Sounds 
complicated? Th e peoples of Bosnia themselves remain per-
plexed, more than ten years after they were forced to accept 
this somewhat bizarre arrangement. Government admin-
istration accounts for 70 percent of the national budget. 
Social services and pensions must be paid out of the remain-
ing funds even as the offi  cial unemployment rate in Bosnia 
hovers above 40 percent. What follows from this state of 
aff airs? Empty government coff ers and corruption so wide-
spread that it is not “part of the system but is the system.” 
An American diplomat with enviable cultural sensitivity, par-
tial to invoking picturesque historical parallels, has said that, 

“Bosnia looks like the Wild West of our movies.” He’s right. 
To date, more than two billion euros of international “dona-
tions” and “development aid” have vanished in Bosnia. Bosnia 
is an epicenter for arms and drug smuggling and traffi  cking 
in women, where local and especially international politi-
cians collaborate with local criminals. Organized crime is the 
sole remaining domain of a multiethnic Bosnia. Bosnia has 
been transformed into a protectorate-laboratory in which 
the “international community” observes how to transform 

“failed states” such as Kosovo and Iraq into stable and obedi-
ent ones. Paddy Ashdown remains at the head of “Dayton’s 
Bosnia.” In January, however, Ashdown will be replaced as 
colonial governor, or to put it more formally, as the High 
Representative for Bosnia, by former German telecommuni-
cations minister Christian Schwarz-Schilling with nine years 
of experience as a samurai-diplomat of the international com-
munity. He announced himself with racist, anti-Serb state-
ments. According to the Berlin Zeitung, Ashdown, “a former 
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member of the British Royal Navy accustomed to battling in 
close quarters, is leaving because he was unable to win sub-
stantial support during his mandate.” He has been “criticized 
by Serbs, Croats and Muslims as an arrogant colonial ruler.”

A shift change at the beginning of the year holds more 
than symbolic meaning: in 2006, the whole country is due 
for reorganization at the behest of the NATO leadership 
and according to the plans set by their “Balkan experts.” Th e 
Muslim-Croatian federation and Republika Srpska are to be 
fused into one central state. Th is step is obviously tied into 
independence for Kosovo, which is explained as the wish of 
the “overwhelming majority of the Albanian population of 
Kosovo to form an independent state.” Th e idea is very simple: 
if the Serbian part of Bosnia, as an entity with state-like char-
acteristics, is dissolved, then Kosovo can be granted inde-
pendence without fear that Republika Srpska will do what the 

“overwhelming majority of its population” wants, which is to 
join Serbia and Montenegro. Before we go on to Kosovo, how-
ever, it would be useful to briefl y pause on the question of the 
Bosnian Constitution. Th is document, at fi rst glance, refl ects 
a desire for the establishment of what in conventional polit-
ical theory is sometimes called a “normal state” (the medical 
equivalent would be a “normal cancer”). But, just as in the 
case of the famous Dayton constitution, the new text at issue 
was not only launched but also written outside of Bosnia.

As British historian David Chandler correctly argues,

Bosnia requires a state, government and constitution 
which are the product of the Bosnian people’s 
engagement, interest and determination and I am 
not certain that this American suggested highest legal 
acts is the best solution. I think that the Americans 
are solving their own problems, not Bosnia’s, because 
the Americans and all the others involved in the work 
of the offi  ce of the High Representative for Bosnia 
try to avoid responsibility and blame for the state of 
aff airs in Bosnia, for the terrible economic situation, 
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and especially for the desire of the youth to leave the 
country and their alienation from the political process.

In other words, according to the diagnoses of Balkan experts, 
the people of Bosnia lack the requisite political capacity nec-
essary to be credible on the question of their own consti-
tution. Moreover, the design of the new constitution pre-
supposes a situation in which, at a basic level, decisions are 
made in Washington and Brussels and carried out according 
to the political will of Brussels and the “high representative 
of the international community” who has the responsibility 
to instruct the Balkan tribes in the political culture. Th e truth 
is that “it is time to rethink the way in which Bosnia is organ-
ized.” Equally truly, this project requires the abolishment of 
the insulting colonial institution of the high representative 
and his dictatorial authority, and the granting of decision-
making power over the constitution, number of entities and 
the cantons along with the entire political process to those 
who actually live in Bosnia. I’ve already mentioned that the 
development of the new Bosnian constitutional Frankenstein 
is linked to the “new phase” now beginning in Kosovo. Th e 

“new phase” is a phrase used by Kofi  Annan, warning of the 
“necessity of beginning a new phase in the Kosovo political 
process.” Kosovo, usually mentioned in the Western press 
only when some newsworthy violence erupts, is again a topic 
of diplomatic concern. Th e so-called status talks begin this 
month with an announcement fi rst made by Washington’s 
undersecretary of state in a task that fell to the United States 
after a series of unusual coincidences. Th e UN has nominated 
a special negotiator, as has the European Union.

Does that mean that one phase has already ended? As 
a reminder, the fi rst phase of the “democratic project in 
Kosovo” encompassed no more and no less than the “devel-
opment of democracy,” “economic prosperity” and “recogni-
tion of the rights of minorities.” Moreover, under the over-
sight of the NATO council and the UN, the current situation 
(already one of permanent post-confl ict, especially in the 
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aftermath of the attacks on the non-Albanian residents last 
March) has become increasingly unlivable. Th e disputes can 
be summarized formulaically: as long as what Belgrade off ers 
to Kosovo Albanians is “some more than autonomy but less 
than independence” while Kosovo politicians insist on “more 
than autonomy, not less than independence,” the “interna-
tional community’s” “compromise solution” for this “imma-
ture political ambience” is preparation for “independence 
without autonomy.” Annan has nominated the diplomat and 
former Finnish president Martti Ahtisaari as special envoy 
during the Kosovo negotiations. Th is nomination comes as 
no surprise. Few players on the international political scene 
have such a frighteningly effi  cient reputation as this former 
diplomat. Namibia, Yugoslavia, Northern Ireland, Eritrea, 
and fi nally Aceh: Ahtisaari has always stuck his fi ngers into 
peaceful initiatives. Now it’s Kosovo’s turn. By founding the 
Crisis Management Institute in Helsinki, Ahtisaari sought to 
create a monopoly on peaceful confl ict resolution: where the 

“international community” lights a fi re, Ahtisaari arrives to 
extinguish it. All you need to do is call him. Th is Finnish fi re-
man’s greatest success was the peaceful settlement in Aceh. 
If a “lasting compromise” in Kosovo is reached next year, the 
Nobel Peace Prize will certainly not evade his humanitar-
ian grasp, especially as he was already this year’s frontrun-
ner candidate.

Ahtisaari’s deputy is Austrian diplomat Albert Roan, 
also an expert in “Balkan stabilization.” In an interview with 
Austrian magazine Die Presse, Roan gave an overview of his 
mission to “Europe’s stone raft”: “We have to admit that the 
Europe of the 1990s betrayed the Balkans. We were unable to 
prevent war or extinguish crises. Europe did not exactly dis-
tinguish itself, but now we have a singular opportunity to 
once and for all stabilize the Balkans and the entire region, 
bringing the Balkans closer to the European Union. Diff erent 
obstacles stand in our way—Kosovo, the relationship between 
Serbia and Montenegro, the Bosnian situation. Its imperative 
that its protectorate regime be transformed into a normal gov-
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erning state.” In Kosovo, we have the opposite interests. We 
have to try to include the interests of the majority Albanian 
population in Kosovo, the Serbian population of Kosovo and 
Belgrade, and the interest of the international community in 
stability in the Balkans. Th e solution must not cause confl ict. 
Th e problem arises if one side insists absolutely on its wishes. 
Th en it will be diffi  cult. One must be compromising. Th e solu-
tion must be lasting. It must be a guarantee of stability.”

Undersecretary Burns is also visibly worried about stabil-
ity. Speaking to the U.S. Senate, he opined that NATO will use 
force if any of the parties to the Kosovo status negotiations 
employ the threat of violence as a political tactic. In Burns’s 
thinking, the talks may well “bring about independence.” Th e 
Kosovo Albanians shouldn’t rush to begin independence day 
celebrations just yet though, explained the undersecretary 
and Balkan expert with a schoolteacher’s concern: “they need 
to prove that they are worthy.”

However, when we compare Burns to his colleague, 
former U.S. special envoy for the Balkans Richard Holbrooke, 
the cowboy-undersecretary begins to look like a poster-boy 
for political correctness. Holbrooke, famous for his declara-
tion that the “Serbs are shit people,” on the occasion of the 
same Senate outing, said, with now celebrated candor, that 
Belgrade will have to fi nd a way to let go of Kosovo. To that he 
added that the province’s independence would inevitably lead 
to the dissolution of Serbia and Montenegro’s linkage. Among 
other things, both Burns and Holbrooke have supported a ref-
erendum on independence for Montenegro.

In exchange for Kosovo (a territory to which the people 
of this “primitive country” are somehow inexplicably “histor-
ically tied”) they have off ered to Serbia an institutional prom-
ise: the magical delight of membership in European-Atlantic 
alliances. Th at is to say, as Burns emphasized, nations that 
contain within a “great territorial confl ict” cannot be partici-
pants in this kind of integration. Th is practice is well known 
in the Balkans: in the 1990s, local criminals promised security 
to storeowners in exchange for a cut of the profi ts. Th e Kosovo 
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negotiations, carried out by Serbian and Albanian political 
“elites” and unfolding under strong pressure from the “inter-
national community,” may well conclude with the termina-
tion of 1999’s UN Resolution 1244 under which Kosovo must 
remain a part of Yugoslavia. Th is means that for the fi rst time 
since the end of the Yugoslav wars, a new Balkan border will 
be drawn along ethnic lines. We will have to wait and see what 
sort of an explosive charge this latest gambit by the “interna-
tional community” holds. It may be quick and it will be fi ery, 
in which case Annan may, in some fatal sense, turn out to be 
right: a “new phase” in the Balkans is indeed beginning.
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In ancient times and during the Middle Ages, enlightened 
people spoke de mortuis nihil nisi bene—nothing ill of the 
dead. Th is polite habit can be explained by the fact that the 
Middle Ages saw nothing of the Ibrahim Rugova phenome-
non. Reporter Gojko Beric, of the Sarajevo paper Oslobodjenje, 
himself prone to historical refl ection, conjures up somewhat 
diff erent historical categories. Th ere are, he writes, politi-
cians whom “only death transforms into national legends.“ 

“His death,” according to Beric, “brings us back to the eternal 
enigma of personalities who changed history only to fi nd that 
in the end, history would determine their fate.”

While my humble education as a historian prevents 
me from fully understanding the metaphysical meaning of 
the “eternal enigma” which confuses the Sarajevo reporter, 
I agree that the historical signifi cance of Rugova is a mys-
tery. I remember one my attempts as a student, writing in 
one of those deathly boring academic journals that intellec-
tuals pretend to study religiously, to compose “a history of 
the ordinary person.” I attempted to reconstruct the life of 
one entirely ordinary French peasant whose everyday exist-
ence illuminated and, to some extent, explained, the reality of 
that distant age. When it comes to Ibrahim Rugova, however, 
the intellectual instinct, which presents itself to a historian, 
is entirely diff erent. How to write the history of an entirely 
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insignifi cant man? A man who, like Sellers’s brave Inspector 
Clouseau, is internationally recognized as a genius despite his 
tragic-comedic antics?

No, let’s stop here for a minute. Just who was this Ibrahim 
Rugova? According to the mainstream Western press, he was 
a poet, a writer, and a man of peace, nonviolence, and toler-
ance. According to Kathimerini (Athens), he was Don Quixote 
and a visionary. In the “international community,” as repre-
sented by Globe and Mail, he is most commonly referred to 
as the Balkan Gandhi. Some have also called him the Balkan 
Roland Barthes, after the celebrated French literary theorist, 
who (according to Rugova’s friends) once greeted him in a 
university hallway during a stay at the Sorbonne.

Rugova was also a president. Not of a state, really, at 
least not a real state, but he was president of Kosovo, one 
of the lower rung Balkan international protectorates exercis-
ing a dubious sovereignty. Rugova founded the Democratic 
League of Kosovo, and he was, according to the Independent 
Bangladesh, a leading intellectual in formerly communist 
Yugoslavia. Kosovo Premier Berisa called him, not intend-
ing anything negative, the father of the “Kosovo-Albanian 
nation.” UN Special Representative Søren Jensen-Petersen 
wrote somewhere that Rugova left “a legacy of determina-
tion, curiosity and dialogue.” An article in the Luxembourg 
magazine Tageblat argued that Rugova’s Kosovo showed “gen-
uine progress on the road to democracy, the rule of law and 
a market economy.” Th ey probably didn’t give much thought 
to the persecution of tens of thousands of Kosovo Serbs and 
Roma. Or perhaps ethnic cleansing, when performed by our 
friends, can be considered democratic?

Th e Paris magazine Le Figaro sketches the career of 
the “Balkan Gandhi.” When Rugova won the leadership of 
the Democratic League of Kosovo in December of 1989, our 
Gandhi undertook a whole series of initiatives: a declaration 
of independence (July 1990); the adoption of a constitution 
for the self-proclaimed republic of Kosovo (September 1990); 
a referendum on the independence of the region (September 
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1991); and a victory in parliamentary elections (2000). In 1998, 
the European parliament awarded him the Andrej Saharov 
prize for contributions to democracy and the protection of 
human rights. A reporter for the Independent, Vesna Zimonjic, 
describes Rugova’s “accomplishments”: the Kosovar politi-
cian adopted a Western value system (I’m not entirely certain 
whether this is meant as a compliment); laid the cornerstone 
for an independent Kosovo (in other words, defi ned Kosovo’s 
ethno-nationalist politics); and shaped Kosovo’s “national 
question” at the same time as he planned to erase Kosovo’s 
national divisions (just to be clear: the reporter off ers us no 
argument in support of this thesis).

Zimonjic claims in the same article that in compari-
son with other international statesmen, Serbian offi  cials in 
Belgrade expressed much cynicism at Rugova’s death and 
showed little sympathy. Th is sort of behavior does, of course, 
warrant every condemnation, especially if it actually hap-
pened: yet when Boris Tadić, the president of Serbia, of which 
Kosovo is still a part, announced that he would attend the 
funeral, nationalist Albanian leaders forbade his attendance. 
Zimonjic also writes that Rugova “began his political career at 
a time when the country was sickened by Milošević’s regime, 
and now leaves it completely healed. He took the illness with 
him.” Th is rather unusual metaphor hides the fact that the real 

“illness” suff ered by Kosovo’s politicians is ethno-nationalism. 
And, unfortunately, Rugova did not take that illness with him.

What was Rugova really like? I will try and off er a some-
what diff erent picture. Th is “man with the silk scarf ” was 
some “type of a monument to himself ” (Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung): a caricature of an intellectual, famous for his silk 
scarves (that were apparently popular in Paris at the time 
when Pristina’s existentialist ran into Roland Barthes), for 
his photogenic cigarette, and for his strange habit of present-
ing guests with rocks (at the end of a meeting with Pristina’s 
humble Sartre, each visitor would receive a map of the 

“Republic of Kosovo” and “a piece of independent Kosovo,” a 
gift-wrapped sparkling rock.) Many did not hide their delight 



107

THE DEPARTURE OF THE BALKAN CLOUSEAU

at the “Yugoslavian Havel.” One American diplomat confessed 
to Belgrade journalist Zoran Cirjakovic that “I do not under-
stand how he succeeded, with that fake smile and those 
empty words, to lead on so many diplomats.”

Th e newspaper Der Tagesspiegel writes that Rugova was an 
authoritarian party leader: party congresses were rare, deci-
sions were made in secret, and critics were expelled from the 
party and attacked in the party newspaper, Boti Sot. Th ese alle-
gations are confi rmed by loyalist Baton Hadziu when he says 
of Rugova that he was, “more than a leader, [he was] a politi-
cal symbol who functioned more in keeping with monarchist 
principles.” Burdened by a mania for glory, he would often 
humiliate his colleagues in the presence of foreign diplomats 
in the typical manner of a provincial intellectual. A group 
of his fellow party members warned the International Crisis 
Group (ICG) of Rugova’s “dictatorial inclinations.” Th e ICG 
pointed out Rugova’s utilization of communist party organ-
ization principles and lack of democratic instinct, describ-
ing him as an “inactive and authoritarian like a sphinx.” 

“Homeland Security,” the party’s secret police, announced in 
its second communiqué that its goal was to enforce correct 
behavior on the part of party members. Rugova’s son Ulke is 
one of the party’s key members, but also one of the most priv-
ileged and wealthy businessmen in Kosovo. Nepotism, a lack 
of democracy, and absolute loyalty were the primary prin-
ciples of Rugova’s political behavior. Much more dangerous 
than his political style (and much less entertaining than his 
provincial intellectualism), however, was his ethno-national-
ist politics which we can call the Rugova Doctrine.

Rugova was an intolerant extremist who for years uncom-
promisingly insisted on nationalist goals. He is most respon-
sible for the fact that Kosovo—despite the miners’ strike and 
street demonstrations; notwithstanding the existence of an 
international solidarity perspective; and in spite of social 
struggle, labor resistance, and the work of social movements—
wound up with the cruel nationalism of the KLA. Kosovo’s 
nationalists, together with their Western mentors, played a 
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well-organized game in which they were assisted by the unin-
telligent inert bureaucracy of Slobodan Milošević’s regime. 
Serbian nationalist Milošević is represented in the West as 
the “Balkan butcher,” while the Kosovo nationalist is cele-
brated as the “Balkan Gandhi.” Rugova, as president of noth-
ing, imagined hospitals, schools, parallel universities and 
a tax system, putting in place a nationalist auto-apartheid. 
Th e West, meanwhile, in confl ict with Milošević, needed a 
Kosovo symbiosis of Gandhi, Havel, and Solzhenitsyn. Th is 
false picture was maintained for years. Th e “Balkan Gandhi” 
pretended that he had nothing to do with the nationalist ter-
rorism of the KLA, even suggesting that it was a “provocation 
of the Serbian secret service.”

Opposite of this “man of peace and understanding,” a 
sharper political line was taken by another nationalist politi-
cian, the KLA’s political representative Adem Demaçi, dubbed 
the “Balkan Mandela” by the Western media. A writer for the 
Italian newspaper Il Manifesto, Ennio Remedino, relates an 
interesting anecdote. When two Serbian civil servants, work-
ers at the state radio station, were disappeared, their spouses 
came to the paper to ask for assistance. Remedino, who 
was then in Kosovo, immediately spoke with Rugova. Th e 
supremely uninterested “Gandhi” sent him to Demaçi, but 

“Mandela” simply shook his head and said, “one more widow.” 
After NATO’s aggression—that seventy-eight day terror 
against civilians during which NATO served as the KLA’s air 
force—Rugova conjured, this time as a “near statesman” of 
an international protectorate, a theory of contra-apartheid: 
ethnic enclaves for the small number of stubborn Serbs and 
Roma who refused to leave Kosovo. Th e catastrophic result of 
the fi fteen year long reign of this nationalist politician is the 
creation of a political climate in which freedom from Serbia 
became synonymous with freedom from Serbs and Roma. 
It was this sort of logic that incited the murderous ethnic 
cleansing of Serbs and Roma in March of 2004.

What awaits Kosovo in what Standard-Vienna has called 
“post-Rugova era”? Th e big question is: who could succeed 
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him as president and as the head of Kosovo’s delegation to 
talks with Belgrade on the future status of the region? George 
Vukadinovic, editor of Nove Srpske Politicke Misli, argues that 
in recent times Rugova “did not play an important political 
role. But his death could have a large impact on the negoti-
ations in Vienna. Albanian negotiators will now probably be 
even more extreme . . . In these sorts of situations, and espe-
cially in Kosovo, the question is who will be the new “godfa-
ther,” not only who will be leader.”

According to Rossijskaja Gazeta, suggested candidates for 
the new “godfather” include former leader of the KLA Hashim 
Th açi, Kosovar media magnate Veton Surroi, and Kosovo par-
liamentary leader Nedzat Daci. Le Monde has also put forward 
the name of Ramush Haradinaj, the former KLA commander 
currently enjoying temporary freedom while awaiting trial in 
Th e Hague. He has, according to the French paper, managed 
to unite “young pacifi st intellectuals, guerilla veterans and 
Western diplomats.” Certainly an unusual mix! Also making 
an appearance on Kosovo’s political scene is a true gentleman, 
Behgjet Pacolli: owner of the Mabetex Group who (accord-
ing to a court in Lugano) helped former Russian president 
Boris Yeltsin open an account in a Swiss bank, and (accord-
ing to a court in Trent) laundered several million dollars used 
to buy and sell military aircraft that was later sold to a Latin 
American state with the assistance of the current Russian 
secret service. According to Italian newspaper Il Manifesto, 
Pacolli was involved in transferring mafi a money from 
Russia through various Western banks and off shore compa-
nies. His friend Ibrahim Rugova, our “Gandhi,” often said that 
it was time for him to settle down. Nonetheless, Pacolli is 
now entering politics. He has stepped forward to build the 
new American university in Pristina. Th e cost? Spare change: 
approximately $20 million. Th e university will be built with 
Russian taxpayers’ money so that in addition to the world’s 
largest military base (Camp Bondsteel, where the CIA interro-
gates secret and unlawful detainees) the United States can (at 
no cost) also get its own university in order to build and the-
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orize the future of Kosovo. According to Financial Times, this 
dynamic businessman is also the founder of the Alliance for 
a New Kosovo, a Washington lobby group that counts among 
its sponsors former Secretary of Defense Frank Carlucci, also 
Chairman of the Carlyle Group.

Kosovo’s nationalist leaders transformed Rugova’s funeral 
into a staging of the founding of a Kosovar state. What sort 
of a state will it be? N. Gvozdev, editor of the American mag-
azine National Interest, off ers one answer: “I’m afraid that the 
West, as in Iraq, will be disappointed by the democratic para-
dox, because the Albanian politicians are not prone to multi-
ethnicity or divisions of power in the manner which the West 
would like.” He feels that there is no real diff erence between 

“conditional” and “true” independence. Th is is to say that in 
Washington, “the prevailing feeling is that a united Bosnia 
and an independent Kosovo suit American strategic inter-
ests. Th e Serbs are on the losing side, seen as just punish-
ment for Milošević’s crimes during the 1990s.” Does that 
apply to the Serbian and Roma civilians imprisoned within 
besieged ethnic enclaves? What will happen to them when 
the international forces withdraw from this protectorate born 
of bombing?

Kosovo’s independence is clearly only a matter of time. 
Washington has “already made the call” (Kurier), and only 
the creation of a timeline remains. Th e negotiations over its 
status, postponed by Rugova’s death but likely to begin next 
month, are largely a matter of political theatre. Th ere is no 
chance that UN standards will be fulfi lled. As reported by 
Neues Deutschland, promises about the protection and return 
of Serbian and Roma refugees were false, as were idealistic 
pronouncements of a multiethnic and multicultural Kosovo. 
Independence means the beginning of the Albanization of 
Kosovo, the ultimate triumph of the logic of borders, ethnic 
confl ict, and nationalism. Th at is the true legacy of Ibrahim 
Rugova.
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If you read the mainstream press last week, there is a proba-
bility that you have read that, in Serbia, that “pivotal Balkan 
State,” people went to the polls for a “crucial election,” the 
most important one since the fall of “deceased strongman” 
Slobodan Milošević’s regime in 2000. Th is is an election, 
according to mainstream international news sources, that 
could return Serbia “to the nationalist instability or open up 
better prospects of integration with the EU and the West.”

Both Western and Eastern European leaders, “from 
Slovenia to Slovakia,” urged the Serbs to “reject the nation-
alists.” Michael Polt, the U.S. ambassador to Serbia, advised 
the people to ditch an orientation and “retrograde vision of 
extremists who would be happy to turn Serbia into an iso-
lated island blinded by nationalism.” Th ese extremists are, 
presumably, the “ultra-nationalist” Serbian Radical Party led 
by Vojislav Šešelj, “a former warlord on trial for crimes against 
humanity.”

Th e choice, according to the free press, was simple 
enough: to go back to the “unhappy past,” or to “march 
into a bright, European future.” Th is “Euro-Atlantic agenda” 
would have to encompass removing “the immediate hurdle 
on Belgrade’s way to Brussels”: arrest and extradition of the 
remaining suspects wanted by the International Yugoslav War 
Crimes Tribunal, accepting the independence of Kosovo, “a 

Between Balkan Primitivism 
and European Future
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tiny war-torn territory on the way to full independence,” and 
the continuation of a wholesale privatization in accordance 
with “European standards.”

Th e international community suggested, as the best 
choice, “a highly regarded young former fi nance minis-
ter Božidar Djelić,” who is a candidate of the “pro-Euro-
pean” Democratic Party, and one of the “most capable and 
level headed politicians in the Balkans.” Th e Serbian people 
(ungrateful as always) have awarded him, for his previous 
ministerial eff orts, the nickname Boza Derikoza (“Takes the 
skin of your back”).

Th e other right choice would be Čedomir Jovanović, the 
former Serbian government’s vice president and the chosen 
candidate of the American Embassy on Kneza Miloša Street, 
who is “a leading reformist politician” (also known, among 
the same ungrateful subjects, as “Čeda cocaine”).

Th e alternative agenda would be to simply surrender 
to the macabre forces of Balkan primitivism, campaigning 
on the platform to “end the corruption and keep Kosovo 
within Serbia.” Interestingly and perhaps not surprisingly, 
the voters (perhaps blinded by the eff ects of the “good war” 
in 1999, which left a few thousand dead, while simultane-
ously heralding a “new era of freedom and democracy”) have 
chosen to disobey the advice of the international commu-
nity. Th e “extreme nationalists romped to a comfortable vic-
tory,” taking as much as 29 percent of the vote, a point up 
from the last election in 2003, but, as BBC reports, still failed 
to gain an absolute majority. As the attempt to divert “xeno-
phobic instincts of Serbian masses” have failed, Serbia now 

“faces weeks of political horse-trading and coalition building.”
What has really happened in the Serbian elections? 

Actually, nothing much. Despite the sound and fury of the 
recent elections; despite the apparent struggle between the 

“traditional” and the “transitional,” and despite whatever 
might be the fi nal electoral outcome, in contemporary Serbia 
nothing depends on the local political parties. As a “modern” 
Algerian politician proclaims from the pages of the recent 
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book by novelist Mohamed Moulessehoul, “ever since the 
world has existed, the society has obeyed a threefold dynamic 
of those with an upper hand: those who govern, those who 
crush, and those who supervise.”

Translated into the context of contemporary Serbia, those 
who govern are the so-called reformers: Democratic Party, 
Democratic Party of Serbia, and G17 (a political party of neo-
liberal experts). Th e Democratic Party won sixty-fi ve mem-
bers in parliament, the Democratic Party of Serbia won forty-
seven, and G17 won nineteen. Th e most probable coalition, 
according to the convincing majority of Serbian political com-
mentators, is the one made of the aforementioned parties 
with “Euro-Atlantic aspirations.”

Th ose who “crush” are two extremist political formations, 
the neoliberal and aggressive Liberal Democratic Party (of the 

“Čeda cocaine” and supported by both the American embassy 
and so-called civil society), who won a surprising fi fteen seats, 
and the Serbian Radical Party (a right-wing populist organ-
ization of the familiar sort that mushrooms all over transi-
tional Europe), with a remarkable but insuffi  cient number of 
eighty-one seats. Th e Serbian Socialists have, perhaps unex-
pectedly, won sixteen seats. Th ose who “supervise” are, of 
course, members of the “international community.”

How can we explain the success of the nationalist-popu-
list Radical Party, a monster that excites the Western press so 
much? Is there perhaps a place for an alternative explanation 
to the diagnosis of xenophobic instincts deeply ingrained in 
Balkan body politics?

According to the so-called international defi nition of 
unemployment, there were 475,000 unemployed in Serbia in 
2000. In 2005, after fi ve years of democratic life and neolib-
eral transitional miracles, the number of unemployed went 
as high as 720,000. Th e rate of unemployment was 21.8 per-
cent in October of 2005.

Th e conclusion of the local neoliberal experts? Th e best 
transition always assumes temporary growth of unemploy-
ment. “Transition,” according to one of my favorite local 
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experts, always fond of poetry, “might be defi ned, at the same 
time, as a process of destruction and a process of creating 
good jobs.” But not all the jobs are good, admits our expert. 
Th e sector of the self-employed, created after the privatiza-
tion (the destruction) of public companies, employs fi ve hun-
dred thousand people, which is 20 percent of the national 
employment. We should bear in mind that Serbia has some 
eight million inhabitants, and that the informal economy 

“employs” several hundred thousand people.
Th e same expert off ers an obvious but still ingenious solu-

tion: Serbia has to stop being a “traumatic society” and fi nally 
join the club of “post-traumatic societies.” Th e only way to do 
it, in case you had any doubts, is to continue with the trau-
matic processes of privatization, transition, and European 
integration. Th is sophisticated solution was less obvious to 
the traumatized people voting for the anticorruption program 
of the Serbian Radical Party.

Th e fate of Kosovo, formally part of Serbia (but since the 
“good war” of 1999 an International Community protectorate 
with a colonial viceroy) is in the hands of Western powers; 
more precisely, it is in the hands of Contact Group—an organ-
ization formed during the Bosnian wars in 1994, comprised of 
the states “most interested in the Balkan aff airs”: United States, 
Russia, England, France, Germany, and Italy. Th e very same 
type of international organization was established for Somalia 
and, at the recent NATO summit in Riga, for Afghanistan.

According to the Guardian, UN mediator on Kosovo 
Marti Ahtisaari, has delayed revealing his solution for Kosovo 
until after the election, “for fear of handing the victory to 
extreme nationalists who vow never to give up the province.” 
According to Reuters, his plan, which is still kept in secrecy, 
entails taking Kosovo from the sovereignty of Serbia, and set-
ting it on the path towards independence, with “signifi cant 
autonomy” for the 114,000 Serbs and Roma.

Kosovo would have the right to apply for membership 
in international organizations such as the World Bank, IMF, 
and United Nations. NATO would train a civil defense force 
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that would eventually become Kosovo’s national army. In all 
other areas, Kosovo will continue to be a colonial subject to 
the “international community.” Th e European Union is setting 
up a police force of more than a thousand offi  cers to monitor 
judges (and prison guards). Nobody can tell what’s going to 
happen to the Serbs and the Roma, “the most sensitive part of 
the plan,” once they are left completely unprotected.

If this information is true, Serbia will most likely (and 
quite regardless of the future local constellation of power) 
try to reject the plan in hopes that Russia will use its veto 
power over the proposal in the UN. Agim Çeku, the prime 
minister of Kosovo and a war criminal of Kosovo Liberation 
Army fame, has declared that the Albanian Kosovars will not 
be “entirely satisfi ed.”

Th ere seem to be two perspectives at play here: one 
that might be called a “dangerous precedent,” favored by the 
Russians and based on the expectation that the example of 
Kosovo might provoke other people in the same situation 
to try and realize their “separatist ambitions”; and another 
that might be called “constructive fl exibility,” favored by the 
United States and European Union, that would like to see 
Kosovo as a “transitional laboratory,” a “blank site” inside the 
system of international law and a colonial playground for 
practicing geo-strategic state-building and the extraction of 
lucrative raw materials.

Predictably enough, what nobody talks about is the 
nightmarish situation of Albanian, Serbian, and Roma people, 
living in a state of perpetual transitional chaos of utmost pov-
erty and despair, manipulated by local governments, and 
being left only with the troubling solace of ethnic belonging 
and national antagonism.

In the Serbian province of Vojvodina, a group of rebellious 
workers have occupied a factory. Th is once famous pharma-
ceutical company has been stolen from the workers accord-
ing to the illegal structure of local privatization (and what pri-
vatization is legal?). After a few long months of occupation, 
and after some of the most amazing examples of courage I 
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have ever witnessed in my life, the workers have forced the 
private armies of the new owners, and transitional privatiza-
tion offi  cials, to back off .

A few days ago, after the blockade of the Business Register 
Agency by some eighty workers of the Jugoremedija factory, 
this respectable agency overturned the illegal recapitaliza-
tion and brought the ownership structure to where it should 
be, with workers, as shareholders owning 58 percent of the 
workplace.

A comrade of mine, intimately involved in this struggle, 
sent me an email, saying that the name of the person who 
signed the document is Maglov (“foggy”). Th e last name of the 
director of this surreal Agency is Okolisanov (“to beat around 
the bush”). Th e last name of the director of a related Agency 
is Stimac (“the fraudster”). And the last name of the director 
of Central Depository Agency, yet another Buñuelesque insti-
tution of Serbian transitional system, is Uzelac (“robber”). If 
we were to make a cartoon about this struggle, we wouldn’t 
have to change the names, continued my comrade. Th e prob-
lem is that the name of the cartoon is Serbian reality. And this 
reality is being decided in petty global rivalries between New 
York, Moscow, and the European Union.

And what about the local politicians after the local elec-
tions? Together with local oligarchs they have made a wise 
choice. In the words of Mohamed Moulessehoul’s Algerian 
reformer,

Th e world transforms itself at the whim of its appetites. 
From now onward nationalism is only to be evaluated 
as a function of interests. We got off  to a bad start. 
Our revolution proved as a fi asco. To progress from a 
caricature of a socialist system to the opening up of 
the market, we must pay a customs duty. It is a duty 
we have to pay as not to be excluded from the new 
world order. Th at’s what we are doing at the moment.
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Th e fi rst time I heard of Willy Wimmer was during the NATO 
“freedom through bombs” campaign in Serbia in 1999. “Never 
before so few lied so thoroughly to so many, as in connection 
with the Kosovo war,” he famously observed. “People died for 
this.” Wimmer, then a member of the Christian Democratic 
Union party in the German Bundestag, was referring to the 
organized media’s attempt to convince the population of 
Germany that there was indeed a humanitarian catastro-
phe in Kosovo, one that would necessitate a humanitarian 
intervention.

Th e attempt was, as we know, all too successful. NATO 
spokesman Jamie Shea said at the time that, “Th e political 
leaders played the decisive role with regard to public opinion.” 
He was referring to German politicians, those “democratically 
elected representatives,” who “knew which news was impor-
tant for public opinion in their country. Rudolf Scharping did 
a really good job. It’s not easy, particularly in Germany, whose 
population for fi fty years had known only military defense, 
meaning the protection of their own country, to send German 
soldiers hundreds of miles away.”

Explaining the diffi  culties that the new defi nition of 
security policy entailed, Shea commended “not only Minister 
Scharping, but also Chancellor Schríder and Minister Fischer” 
all of whom provided “an outstanding example of political 

Eisenhower’s Mistake:
A Tale of an Astonishing Letter to 
the Former German Chancellor



DON’T MOURN, BALKANIZE!

118

leaders who don’t just run behind public opinion, but know 
how to shape it.”

Shea was probably at his cynical best when he described 
the reasons behind his optimism: “It makes me optimistic to 
see that the Germans have understood that. And despite the 
very unpleasant side eff ects, the collateral damage, and the 
long duration of the air raids, they stayed on course. If we 
had lost public support in Germany, we would have lost it 
throughout the alliance.”

As readers of ZNet probably remember, among the many 
news items, which “were important for public opinion” in 
Germany, was information provided by Minister Scharping 
in April of 1999 that the Serbs have installed a Nazi-style 
concentration camp for few thousand Kosovo Albanians in 
the football stadium of Pristina, the capital of Kosovo. In 
his eff orts to persuade the nation to “stay on course,” com-
rade Minister Joschka Fischer, the ex-radical German Foreign 
Minister, compared the Serbs to the Nazis, calling for mili-
tary intervention with a crusader fervor: “Th ere must never 
be another Auschwitz!” I remember how, sitting in shelters 
and trying to ignore the buzz of humanitarian tomahawks 
around us, we were joking that in order for Germans to pre-
vent the return of “Nazism” in a region that built its identity 
on the fi ght against German Nazis in World War II, Fisher 
and Schroder had resort to a Nazi propaganda not seen since 
1945.

A few days ago I was reminded of Wimmer, one of the 
few conservative German politicians arguing against the war 
in Kosovo (and predictably criticized by Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung as a “conspiracy theorist”). A well-informed Serbian 
conservative weekly published a translation of the letter 
from Wimmer to the German Chancellor Schroder. Th e letter 
is a report from a conference held in the Slovakian capital 
of Bratislava, organized by the State Department and the 
American Enterprise Institute. Th e subject of this confer-
ence, attended by numerous prime ministers “from Baltic to 
Macedonia,” was the Balkans and expansion of NATO.



119

EISENHOWER’S MISTAKE

Wimmer had heard many interesting things in Bratislava. 
For instance, that Operation Horseshoe—the plan allegedly 
conceived by the Serbs to drive the Albanian population out 
of Kosovo in 1999—was a propaganda invention and that the 
purpose behind the Kosovo war was to enable the United 
States to correct an oversight of General Eisenhower’s in 
World War II and to establish a U.S. military presence in the 
Balkans with a view to controlling the strategically impor-
tant peninsula. He heard a high-ranking American offi  cial 
saying that the American aim was to draw a geopolitical line 
from the Baltic Sea to Anatolia and to control this area as the 
Romans had once controlled it. One would suppose that the 
American mare nostrum, or “our sea,” is not the Mediterranean 
but the Atlantic. Wimmer had a distinct impression that eve-
ryone agreed (and could have cared less) about the fact that 
NATO humanitarian attacks were illegal under international 
law and were done very deliberately, in order to establish the 
precedent for future “humanitarian” actions without a UN 
mandate.

One of the many interesting things about this letter 
is that Wimmer is by no means a Leftist activist, or a Left-
leaning critic of “American imperialism.” He was, at the time 
of writing the document, not only a defense policy spokes-
man of the conservative Christian Democratic Union (CDU), 
but also a vice president of the Parliamentary Assembly of 
the Organization for Cooperation in Europe. After reading 
the published translation of the letter in the Yugoslav lan-
guage, I have tried (not without some diffi  culties) to dig 
out the original. I have discovered that the document was 
published in the government journal Blätter für deutsche 
und internationale Politik (pages 1059–1060). Th e translation 
below, however, is of the text that I found on the website of 
University of Kassel.

Readers interested in the nature of U.S. politics in the 
Balkans, especially in the light of the recent Ahtisaari plan for 
independent-but-not-autonomous Kosovo, as well as those 
more generally interested in the nature of U.S. foreign poli-
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tics, could benefi t from this rough translation (for the qual-
ity of which I duly apologize).

Berlin, 02. 05. 2000
Highly Esteemed Mister Chancellor,

Last week, I had the opportunity to attend a 
conference in Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia, 
organized by the American State Department and 
American Enterprise Institute (Foreign Policy Institute 
of the Republican Party). Th e main subject of the 
meeting was the Balkans and the process of NATO 
enlargement.

Th e conference was attended by high political 
offi  cials, as indicated by the presence of numerous 
regional Prime Ministers, as well as ministers of 
foreign politics and defense. Among the many 
important topics discussed, a few deserve special 
emphasis:

1. Th e organizers of the Conference (U.S. State 
Department and American Enterprise Institute) 
demanded a speedy recognition of Kosovo, according 
to international law.

2. It was explained by the organizers that the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia must be kept out of 
every rule-of-law organ, and especially out of the 
Helsinki accords.

3. European rule of law is a hindrance to NATO. 
Th e American system of law is therefore more suitable 
for Europe.

4. Th e war against Yugoslavia was fought to rectify 
an incorrect decision of General Eisenhower during 
World War II. In this manner, because of the strategic 
reasons demanding the stationing of U.S. soldiers 
in this region, the faulty determination has been 
corrected.

5. Th e European allies took part in the war 
against Yugoslavia in order to de facto overcome the 
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dilemma which presented itself after the acceptance 
of the “new strategic concept” of the Alliance in the 
April of 1999, and to overcome the inclination of 
the Europeans to secure a previous mandate of the 
UN or the Organization for European Security and 
Cooperation.

6. European allies may legally reason that this 
war against Yugoslavia, which was outside the treaty’s 
domain, was an exception. However, it is clear that 
this is a precedent, upon which they can and will call 
at any moment.

7. NATO should now fi ll the area between the 
Baltic and Anatolia as Roman forces fi lled it during the 
height of the Roman Empire.

8. In addition, Poland must be surrounded from 
the north and the south by democratic neighbor 
states; Bulgaria and Romania should provide the 
territorial connection to Turkey; and in the long run, 
Serbia must be kept out of European development 
(probably to further the safety of the American 
military presence).

9. North of Poland, it is important to establish 
complete control of all access routes from St. 
Petersburg to the Baltic Sea.

10. In each process, the right for people’s self 
determination should be given priority before all other 
regulations or rules of the international law.

11. Th e statement that NATO’s war against 
Yugoslavia was a violation of all relevant regulations 
and rules of international law did not encounter any 
opposition.

After this conference, where the discussion was 
very open and candid, we cannot avoid the long-
lasting importance of the conference conclusions, 
especially taking into account the professional rank 
and competence of its participants and organizers.
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Th e American side seems to be conscious of the 
fact that in order to pursue its interests, it needs to 
undermine the rule of law developed as a result of 
the two World Wars. Power must be above justice. 
Where international law stands in the way, it must be 
removed. When a similar development was embraced 
by the League of Nations, the Second World War was 
not far away. A way of thinking that puts self-interest 
in such an absolute position cannot be called anything 
but totalitarian.

With friendly regards,
Willy Wimmer
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I was reading an EU journal today, I think it was the Frankfurter 
Rundschau, when a curious article attracted my attention. 
European defense ministers are meeting in the German 
town of Wiesbaden to discuss “State-Building in the Western 
Balkans.” Javier Solana is going to be there, as well as His 
Excellency the General Secretary of NATO. Th e central problem 
these European gentlemen are going to confront is the set of 

“challenges to state-building in the Western Balkans.” Although 
the so called negotiations over Kosovo’s independence are still 
going on—the real ones between Europe, the United States, 
and Russia, and the formal ones between the colonial elites of 
Serbia and Kosovo—one of the points for discussion is how to 
organize the independent Kosovo. Here, we encounter a new 
defi nition of what negotiations mean in civilized Europe: the 
purpose of negotiations among the “small nations” is to nego-
tiate until you reach the decision that has already been made 
by the important Euro-nations. It also seems like there are 
going to be 2,500 soldiers in Bosnia instead of 6,500. Th at’s 
good. But the article ended with a rather grim prediction of 
diffi  cult times ahead for state-building in the Western Balkans.

I think that I understand the part about new geography. 
Th e label “Western Balkans” is the latest in a line of attempts 
to defl ect the subversive anticolonial connotations of this 
misbehaving peninsula. Renaming the Balkans has a long 

The Balkans: The Independence 
Will Be Supervised
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and fascinating history. From Austro-Hungarian balkanolo-
gists to State Department experts of today, from Southeast 
Europe to the Western Balkans, the idea was always the same: 
to debalkanize the Balkans, for which purpose a more neu-
tral language is useful. U.S. President Clinton was very clear 
about the fact that “Europe has no other option but to bring 
the entire area of Southeast Europe into the European family 
. . . and debalkanize the Balkans once and for all,” even if this 
takes “bomb[ing] the fuckers” (Richard Holbrooke).

One could ask why is this attention so necessary. Experts 
seem to be in agreement that it is because of the savage and 
barbarian ways of the people in the Balkans, ways that need 
to be tamed and civilized. However, they disagree about the 
source of this “innate savagery.” According to Robert Kaplan, 
author of Balkan Ghosts, it is the absence of light: “[Th e 
Balkans] was a time-capsule world: a dim stage upon which 
people raged, spilled blood, experienced visions and ecsta-
sies. Yet their expressions remained fi xed and distant, like 
dusty statuary.”

Others, like one famous British journalist, blame table 
manners:

Th e ferocity of the Balkan peoples has at times been 
so primitive that anthropologists have likened them 
to the Amazon’s Yanamamo, one of the world’s most 
savage and primitive tribes. Up until the turn of 
the present century, when the rest of Europe was 
concerned as much with social etiquette as with social 
reform, there were still reports from the Balkans of 
decapitated enemy heads presented as trophies on 
silver plates at victory dinners. Nor was it unknown 
for the winners to eat the loser’s heart and liver . . . 
Th e history books show it as a land of murder and 
revenge before the Turks arrived and long after they 
departed.

Vesna Goldsworthy, author of the wonderful book Inventing 
Ruritania, calls this line of argument “racism of nuance.” I 
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agree with the racism part, but have to say that I don’t see 
a nuance. Goldsworthy cites one former UN representative 
in Kosovo who wrote in the Guardian that governing Kosovo 
is like “dressing a child: you give it the trousers of economy, 
the shirt of education, the jacket of democracy, etc. And all 
the while, the child wants to run out and play outside in its 
underpants. If we let it, it could hurt itself.” Could underpants 
be at the root of the Balkan problem?

Simon Winchester would disagree. He thinks it is some-
thing to do with the mountains: “Just what was it that had 
marked out this particular peninsula, this particular gyre 
of mountains and plains, caves and streams, and made it a 
byword, quite literally, for hostility and hate? What forces 
were really at work here? . . . Th e two [mountain] chains 
smashed into one another to create a geological fracture zone 
that became a template for the fractured behavior of those 
who would later live upon it.” And just like “these strange and 
feral Balkans” are outlandish and unlike the rest of Europe, its 
inhabitants, “the wild and refractory peoples of the Balkans,” 
are fundamentally (and anthropologically) diff erent: “One 
might say that anyone who inhabited such a place for a long 
period would probably evolve into something that varied 
substantially, for good or for ill, from whatever is the human 
norm.” Sounds convincing.

Although all these opinions of illustrious experts are very 
illuminating, it is George Kennan who in my opinion came 
closest to the truth. Kennan was a key fi gure in the U.S. policy 
of containment, and one of the fi rst and foremost U.S. Balkan 
experts. He had recognized history as a crucial diffi  culty that 
civilized Europeans and Americans are up against:

What we are up against is the sad fact that 
developments of those earlier ages, not only those 
of the Turkish domination but of earlier ones as well, 
had the eff ect of thrusting into the southeastern 
reaches of the European continent a salient of non-
European civilization that has continued to the 
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present day to preserve many of its non-European 
characteristics, including some that fi t even less with 
the world of today than they did with the world of 
eighty years ago.

Kennan is quite right to point out two factors: one is the ethnic 
and cultural mix of the Balkan peoples—a “Macedonian salad,” 
a peninsula always much more diverse and tolerant of diver-
sity then the (rest of) Europe. Th e other factor is its stubborn 
refusal of what is forced upon us as “Europe” and “civiliza-
tion.” If we are to try to identify some of the most important 
aspects of the history of the Balkans, we cannot but point out 
the persistent vision of a surprisingly consistent utopia, of a 
decentralized communal society, in perpetual struggle against 
centralization, colonization, and cultural norms imposed by 
its civilized Western “Other.” Debalkanization of the Balkans 
assumes the attempt to eradicate the history of this upside 
down world, a decentralized and fragmented world of antico-
lonial struggles; heretics (bogumili); maritime and land pirates 
(hajduci and uskoci); rebels and revolutionaries; anti-author-
itarians; Romanis; self-governed communities; socialist fed-
erations; partisans; and antifascists. Balkanization is indeed 
all about fragmentation, but it is not (only) ethnic fragmenta-
tion: balkanization implies resistance and a decentralized and 
federated alternative to the violent centralization of states 
and empires. Th is is why balkanization needs to be arrested 
and why the Balkans need to be renamed and “debalkanized.’

But what is “state-building”? It appears, to me at least, 
to be a new concept. In yet another article, in yet another 
EU journal, I have discovered that the art of state-building is 
inseparable from “good governance”: It involves “good gov-
ernance based on the rule of law, human rights, and civil lib-
erties; a free-market economy; pluralistic democracy; and 
above all, socio-cultural changes and acceptance of new 
values and responsibilities across the board.” According to 
the article, the essence of state-building is “the concept of 
good governance and good society.” Th e essence of good soci-
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ety is “free market and pluralistic democracy.” Th e vehicle to a 
good society is civil society. Th e civil society is everyone who 
agrees to listen to the international community. Th e civil soci-
ety must be educated by the international community. Th e 
international community includes “governments, interna-
tional organizations, non-governmental organizations, devel-
opment and aid projects, etc.” and “is facing the challenge 
of transforming itself in accordance with the requirements 
of diff erent countries” transformation processes.” For these 
processes to work we need a strong state: “a strong state is 
essential to the success of the liberal-democratic project in 
the developing world,” as Francis Fukuyama notes in his State-
Building: Governance and World Order in the 21st Century. Th e 
author of the mentioned article, state-architect Pajic, who 
served as a senior legal adviser to the International Crisis 
Group’s Bosnia offi  ce, is a fan of Tolstoy: “the opening sen-
tence of Anna Karenina may apply to Bosnia: ‘All happy fami-
lies are alike, but an unhappy family is unhappy after its own 
fashion.’” He proceeds to ask: “What makes Bosnia diff erent 
and unhappy?” A naïve native would think that it has some-
thing to do with the presence of occupying forces in his coun-
try. But this is too simple of an explanation. You might end up 
being called a conspiracy theorist by the Guardian.

According to Ian Williams from the Guardian, the solu-
tion for Bosnia is integration, Dostoevsky-style: “Perhaps even 
more responsibility rests with those at Dayton who rewarded 
the ethnic cleansers with control of half of Bosnia, including 
Srebrenica. Even though the Republika Srpska is rushing to 
apologize for the massacre, its very existence in the state of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina enshrines the apartheid principles of 
the ethnic cleansers. It is well past time to revisit the whole 
ramshackle arrangement, and integrate the country.”

If the state-building project for Bosnia is integration, it is 
a supervised independence project for Kosovo. Kosovo, which 
according to Timothy Garton Ash is not under occupation but 
in limbo, needs to be independent, not because this is just 
or legal, but (according to state-architect Paddy Ashdown on 
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BBC) for ethical reasons, as “Serbia has lost it’s moral rights 
to rule Kosovo.” According to Garton Ash, the best way is to 
accept the Ahtisaari plan—the one that both the Serbs and 
Albanians reject and about which Kosovo’s Roma are never 
asked:

Martti Ahtisaari, the UN secretary general’s special 
envoy for the future of Kosovo, has come up with an 
impressive set of proposals for moving out of limbo. 
His plan may not actually use the word independence, 
but everyone understands that it would give Kosovo 
independence. However, this independence would 
be supervised and constrained by a so-called 
International Civilian Representative, and backed up 
by an international military presence.

Revolution will be televised, independence supervised, and 
everything will be advertised (in the Guardian!).

One of the reasons for concern and widespread attention 
in the mainstream media for my troubled region is the recent 
ruling of the International Court on Justice (ICJ) that Serbia 
(those savages again!) is not responsible for the 1995 massacre 
in Srebrenica. Th is “unbelievable ruling” caused quite a bit of 
consternation among latte-sipping Western humanists. Th is 
is from a recent Chicago Tribune editorial: “under the inter-
national court’s ruling, Serbia has escaped the stigma of gen-
ocide and been relieved of fi nancial obligation for the kill-
ings. Th e court pointedly did not absolve Serbia of political 
and moral responsibility, but it’s ruling is a disappointment. 
Many Serbs are, and will remain, in denial about the atroci-
ties committed on their doorstep.” According to state-archi-
tect Antonio Cassese (former president of the International 
Crime Tribunal for former Yugoslavia), in his article for Italian 
La Republica, this is a legal genocide. Let’s hear from state-
architect Ian Williams again:

Judging from the behavior of Serb nationalist 
politicians and those who vote for them, there is only 
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a slender likelihood of acknowledgement, let alone 
contrition, from a disturbingly large proportion of the 
population . . . Th e ICJ judgment on Serbia’s role in the 
Bosnian genocide was, as the diverse comments on 
this site have shown, confusing. Its demand for proof 
of clear instructions from Belgrade to the perpetrators 
of “acts of genocide,” would have exonerated Adolf 
Hitler from the Holocaust—the event that inspired the 
genocide convention.

Let’s bomb the fuckers again. It is interesting that Walter 
J. Rockler, a prosecutor at the Nuremburg war crimes trials, 
takes a very diff erent position from the EU-humanitarians 
and state-architects:

Th e [1999] attack on Yugoslavia constitutes the most 
brazen act of international aggression since the Nazis 
attacked Poland to prevent “Polish atrocities” against 
Germans. Th e United States has discarded pretensions 
to international legality and decency. And embarked 
on a course of raw imperialism run amok . . . In reality, 
when we the self-appointed rulers of the planet, issue 
an ultimatum to another country it is “surrender 
or die.” To maintain our “credibility” we must crush 
any resemblance of resistance to our dictate, to that 
country.

In other words, what needs to be done is to prevent the spread 
of “balkanization.” In the conclusion of his Guardian mus-
ings on desirability of Kosovo’s independence, state-architect 
Garton Ash, between a few sips of latte, expresses an excit-
ing viewpoint:

Kosovo is many things to many people . . . Tell me your 
Kosovo and I will tell you who you are . . . Whatever 
else it is or was, Kosovo is today a small but vital 
challenge to the international community in general 
and the EU in particular . . . Th e EU now needs to be 
clear, united, forceful and strategic—four things it 
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usually fails to be beyond its own borders . . . If ever 
there was an issue which brings together European 
values . . . Th e way forward for Kosovo is not nation 
building or even state-building, but member-state-
building . . . Because only then will peace be secured 
in the Balkans and Europe be whole and free. As it 
approaches its 50th birthday this March, the European 
economic community that became a union has an 
extraordinary story to tell about the spread of peace, 
freedom and the rule of law.

If this is your Kosovo, then you are a serious EU-intellectual.
European values are so complicated. I have just learned 

what state-building is, and now I have to grasp the concepts 
of nation-building and member-state-building. But, unlike 
Garton Ash, I don’t believe that the solution is to get “the 
Balkans into Europe.” Quite on the contrary, I think that we 
need to get Europe into the Balkans. As soon as possible. 
Together with the Yugoslav avant-garde artist Ljubomir Mićić, 
I believe in the need of the “Balkanization of Europe.” Mićić, 
the editor and critic around whom the expressionist move-
ment of “Zenitism” coalesced in the 1920s, created a concept 
of “Barbaro-Genius Decivilizer,” which proposed the Balkans 
as a point of origin for a new kind of civilization. Th e mission 
of the Balkan “barbaro-genius” is to oppose and overcome, to 

“balkanize” its decadent Western other:

European culture is cruel and cannibalistic. Th at is 
why Zenitists work on the balkanisation of Europe 
and want to expand . . . to all the continents in the 
name of the new barbarism, in the name of new 
people and new continents, in the name of a terrible 
struggle: East vs. West! Th e Balkan peninsula is a 
cradle of pure barbarism, which preaches a new 
brotherhood of men. Th at is the idea of our new 
culture and new civilization, which will come of a 
fi nal clash between two old giants, the East and the 
West, whose urge to fi ght each other is in their blood.
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It is an ingenious and typically Balkan-cosmopolitan attempt 
to destroy what probably is the oldest dichotomy inherent to 
European universalism—the one between civilizers and sav-
ages—and to off er an alternative as old as the Balkans itself to 
nationalism, colonialism, and capitalism. In this idea, Balkan 
people need to fi nd the strength and orientation for a new 
politics for another Balkans. It should be a politics of a Balkan 
Federation: a participatory society built from the bottom up 
through struggles for the creation of an inclusive democratic 
awareness, participatory social experiments, and an emanci-
patory practice that would win the political imagination of all 
people in the region. It is a politics that says unequivocally 
to the European Union and its state-architects in Bosnia and 
Kosovo: get the hell out of here!
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On the eve of Condoleezza Rice’s visit to Romania, the for-
eign minister of that country was in a great emotional state, 
almost in tears, as he emphasized the global and historical sig-
nifi cance of the visit in lyrical terms: “Th at which our grand-
parents and parents have been waiting for sixty years, and 
which hundreds of prisoners hoped for back in the time of 
communism, is now happening: the Americans are coming!”

And they have indeed arrived.
It looked like an imitation of Guantanamo, recalls Alvaro 

Gil Robles, the human rights commissioner for the Council 
of Europe. In the largest military base in the Balkans and in 
Europe, camp Bondsteel in Kosovo, Robles saw between fi f-
teen and twenty prisoners. All of them were dressed in orange 
suits. An American soldier who was on the base told him that 
the prisoners had been sent from Guantanamo to Kosovo. Th e 
visit of the Human Rights Commissioner Robles to Bondsteel, 
that “little Guantanamo,” as he called it in his report, took 
place three years ago. Th e report, however, remained almost 
unnoticed until a few weeks ago, when the CIA’s secret pris-
ons in Eastern Europe became international news. Since 
then, there has been talk in the mainstream European press 
not only of Bondsteel but also of Tuzla and other places in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina. Th e spokesman of the American forces 
in Kosovo rebuff ed such charges, saying, “We have no secret 

The Americans Are Coming!
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prisons here.” Robles does not deny this. Because, as he says, 
the prison was public. In an interview given to the magazine 
Der Spiegel, he says, “Th ere was no attempt to hide anything 
or hush anything up. Everyone knew what was going on in 
Camp Bondsteel.” Nice.

Th is has been confi rmed by the Red Cross. Th is year, the 
Red Cross has made only one inspection of the prison at 
Bondsteel. Over the course of 2002, however, the organization 
had made all of fourteen visits to Bondsteel. Th e Red Cross did 
not publish the results of the prison inspections. But, as the 
spokesman of the Red Cross has said, “We can start with the 
fact that our team saw what Robles saw at Bondsteel.”

What, exactly, did Robles see? In the interview cited 
above, he says that he really did see prisoners over there who 
were in a situation

which you would absolutely recognize from 
photographs of Guantanamo . . . prisoners were 
housed in little wooden huts, some individually, some 
in pairs or threes. Each hut was surrounded by barbed 
wire. Guards were patrolling between them. Around 
all of this was a high wall with watchtowers . . . At the 
time of my visit there were fi fteen prisoners. Most of 
them were Kosovo Albanians or Serbs, and there were 
four or fi ve North Africans. Some of them wore beards 
and read the Koran . . . Because these people had been 
arrested by the army they had not had any recourse 
to the judicial system. Th ey had no lawyers . . . I wrote 
in my report: this is no longer acceptable. We must 
introduce democratic standards, based on the rule of 
law.

Courageous. But where is this Bondsteel? Camp Bondsteel is 
situated in the Balkans, according to Th e Economist, that “most 
savage and least stable corner of Europe,” close to the small 
Kosovo town of Urosevac. Let’s be reminded that Kosovo was 
liberated by NATO troops in a humanitarian operation which 
according to Financial Times “forced the Serbs to reject a 
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regime of genocide and domination,” and which caused 1,800 
civilian casualties along the way. Th e liberators” fi rst human-
itarian gift to the local population was the construction of a 
base that is considered the largest U.S. military base built on 
foreign soil since the Vietnam War. It covers over 320 hectares 
of land. About four thousand American soldiers live there; 
they enjoy the use of a library, news kiosk, a beauty salon, a 
Burger King, and a few churches. On November 29, a darts 
tournament was held there.

Th is military base is a symbol of American humanitar-
ian interests in the Balkans, what Th e Economist has called 

“Europe’s last dirty backyard.” It is situated directly over the 
future oil and gas lines which, according to plan, ought to lead 
from the Bulgarian port Burgas—now an American base where, 
it is suspected, “terrorist interrogations” of the not-so-legal 
variety have also taken place—through Macedonia and Kosovo, 
all the way to Valona on the Albanian Adriatic coastline. Th e 
study for this plan was made by the company Halliburton (for-
merly run by American Vice President Dick Cheney), which—
surprise, surprise!—also built Camp Bondsteel.

So it is here in liberated Kosovo (on whose independ-
ence the U.S. government insists for unknown reasons) that, 
according to Robles and other witnesses, one of the “ille-
gal” prisons can be found—in point of fact, a CIA prison for 

“humanitarian interrogations.”
It is very likely that camp Bondsteel isn’t the only site 

for torture (“humanitarian interrogation”) in the former 
Yugoslavia. According to the magazine Neues Deutschland, 
soon after the NATO humanitarian troops liberated Bosnia-
Herzegovina from its own citizens, rumors began to circu-
late that American soldiers were interrogating prisoners from 

“Arab states” (those who, with American aid, had come to 
Bosnia to fi ght on the side of the Bosnian Muslims), impris-
oning them and, if needs be, allowing them to disappear. Th e 
sources of the German paper warn of the signifi cance of the 
American camp next to the town of Tuzla, which provided a 
sort of model for the construction of Bondsteel in Kosovo. Th e 
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camp in Tuzla is logistically better connected than the one in 
Kosovo, for it is here that American Boeing 737 aircraft, which 
the CIA uses to transport prisoners, can make a landing. It is 
not certain whether some of the American “Hercules” planes 
or the C-17 transporters that fl y into and out of Bosnia on a 
daily basis also carry within them the prisoners of the new 
global democracy.

It’s worth recalling that during the 1990s, a decision was 
made within American intelligence circles to form a special 
national intelligence team (NIST). In addition to CIA mem-
bers, it contains specialists of the Pentagon’s secret service 
DIA, NSA and NIMA. NIST is in Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Kenya, 
Israel, Zaire, as well as in diff erent regions of the Balkans 
that are under American control. Th us, in Tuzla, there exists 
a unique bureau for cooperation of the American services. In 
Tuzla, there is also a rather long runway that off ers all the 
conveniences that long runways usually off er to large aircraft; 
it also allows members of the secret services to act within a 
legal framework, in humanitarian fashion, and in the inter-
est of the Bosnian citizenry when “unloading the disappeared,” 
and instruct them in the ways of the new global democracy 
without breaking U.S. law.

As part of “friendly cooperation” U.S. services have con-
structed special centers for the fi ght against terrorism in more 
than twenty states. Th e model for these centers, known in 
abbreviated form as CTICs, were the bases which had been 
formed over the past few decades in South American state-
protectorates as part of the U.S. war on drugs. In true cosmo-
politan fashion, use was made of the experience of French tor-
ture squads that had off ered lessons in democracy in Algiers. 
It is suspected that more than three thousand people have 
been “handed over” to CTICs, as the deputy CIA director for 

“operations abroad” recently hinted. Th e prisoners, who have 
been declared terrorists, are brought in by extralegal means.

All this, however, did not sway the democratic fervor 
of the Romanian minister with which I began my commen-
tary. Upon the arrival of Rice in Romania, a member of “the 
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coalition of the willing,” the elated foreign minister signed 
a treaty (of course a bilateral one) on the regulation of a 

“permanent American military presence” on Romanian soil. 
Romanian dissidents and social movements were also “very 
excited,” though for other reasons: this treaty allows the U.S. 
government to build and maintain military strongholds on 
the shores of the Black Sea. Relations between the states of 
Romania and America have been characterized as a “strategic 
partnership; Until now “no other state of the former Warsaw 
Pact has made such a treaty with the U.S..” A historic achieve-
ment indeed.

Th e withdrawal of the Romanian contingent (which 
numbers about a thousand) from Iraq and Afghanistan is not 
a topic discussed in Bucharest. It remains unclear whether 
the hospitable Romanian hosts have asked Condoleezza Rice 
for an explanation regarding “the unauthorized prison deten-
tions of those suspected of Al-Qaeda membership” on the 
Mihail Kogălniceanu base near Konstanca. Ten days ago, the 
Council of Europe requested an investigation from Romania 
with regard to these charges and, according to Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung, threatened “serious consequences in the event that 
the allegations should prove true.” Rice and the Romanian 
president didn’t appear too perturbed. After the signing of 
the agreement, they off ered no less than an exciting redefi -
nition of the concept of democracy: the essence of the dem-
ocratic process, at the time of “our” war against the invisi-
ble and ubiquitous terror, is refl ected in the cooperation of 
secret services.

Even so, the Romanian president denies the existence 
of secret prisons perhaps because, as in the case of Kosovo, 
they are in fact public. At the same time, he indirectly con-
fi rmed that the landings of American planes (planes that per-
haps have been used for the transport of prisoners) had taken 
place. Such landings will continue in the future, stressed the 
Romanian president with a glimmer of pride.

One gets the impression that the Bulgarian govern-
ment—yet another member of the club of what Rice has called 
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“young democracies”—is jealous of its Romanian neighbor’s 
democratic success (not to mention of Poland’s, whom the 
U.S. president has called “our biggest friend in Europe.”) Th e 
military cooperation of the U.S. and the “young Bulgarian 
democracy” is no secret. During its operations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan, the American military has used the bases in 
Sarafov and in the vicinity of Burgas, the second biggest port 
on the Black Sea. When it comes to the stationing of American 
soldiers in this young democracy, two locations are most fre-
quently mentioned: the military base Novo Selo in the east 
of the country and the Besmer airport. More and more often, 
there is mention of the strategically highly important port of 
Burgas. Th e U.S. fi nancial “support” of Bulgarian-American 
“friendship” is very profi table, for both the military and civil-
ian sectors. After this summer’s fl oods, the Bulgarian gov-
ernment received American aid in the amount of a million 
dollars. And although the Bulgarian government announced 
a planned withdrawal from Iraq at the beginning of next 
year, it simultaneously announced a planned enlargement 
of its forces in Afghanistan. As Vienna’s Die Presse reports, 
accounts of alleged secret CIA prisons in Bulgaria have led 
the Bulgarian president to confess that an investigation into 
such activity is indeed under way, as is the one about “possi-
ble fl y-overs” by CIA planes over Bulgaria.

Rice also managed to fi nd time for a visit to Germany. 
Th ere, she made the acquaintance of Chancellor Angela 
Merkel, that “highly intelligent woman . . . who is so commit-
ted to a Europe that is whole and free and at peace.” Although 
we can agree with Rice that Europe is not free, this statement 
nevertheless comes as something of a surprise. It is evident 
that Rice is talking about a new political concept of “the new 
democracy”: the global form of power in which the cooper-
ation between states” secret services holds the most impor-
tant place.

In her statements to ARD and Deutsche Welle, Rice main-
tains that speculations about secret CIA prisons in Poland, 
Bulgaria, and Romania (she did not mention Bosnia and 
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Kosovo) are only a “product of a misunderstanding.” “Th e 
U.S.,” said Rice, “is only fulfi lling the fi rst and most basic obli-
gation of any state—to protect its own citizens.” Apparently, 
from themselves. For when asked who the adversary is, Rice 
responded: “I would hope to remind everyone that we are 
partners together in this very diffi  cult war on terror, a war in 
which the terrorists live among us and which they clearly are 
determined to kill innocent civilians. Now, that was a wed-
ding party in Amman. It was a railway stop, a traffi  c stop in 
London and in Madrid. Th ey go to hotels and blow up inno-
cent people. So we’re dealing with a diff erent kind of war . . .” 
For which, evidently, we need a diff erent type of democracy, 
too.

Rice then off ered an anthropological appreciation of ter-
rorism that, in addition to her legal and philosophical tal-
ents, revealed the touch of a poet within her: “Th e terrorists 
have no regard for innocent life. Th e terrorists live in a law-
less and law-free society. Th ey live in a world that crosses 
these boundaries in shadowy ways. Th ey’re stateless in a 
sense.” Truly, is there anything sadder than a “person with-
out a state,” unaware of “the many challenges that we face in 
these quite historic times”?

As Rice said: “We don’t condone torture. We are deter-
mined to do everything that we can to protect our citizens 
but within a lawful framework.” Th is, also, is the essence 
of democracy: “And so when these diffi  cult issues come up, 
I would hope that we all go back to the fact that we share 
common values in our struggle. We are always willing to 
engage in the discussion and debate within democratic soci-
eties. It’s only healthy that we do.” Of course.

And so, the war against terrorism opens up a new global/
historical panorama in which so-called democratic socie-
ties are in confl ict with so-called undemocratic societies, or 

“failed states.” Legal obligations that prevail in democratic 
societies do not prevail in the failed ones. Somewhere in 
between those two defi nitions, in the Balkans and in Eastern 
Europe, there exist “young democracies” and “states in con-
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struction.” In these regions, international law applies only to 
a certain extent. Yet even in democratic states, given that “the 
nature of war has changed” and “terrorists now live among 
us” (in the old Eastern Europe, this used to be called inform-
ing on your neighbor), there is a tension which requires that 
the legal framework be periodically shrunk whenever a “state 
reason” demands, so that the state can protect “its own citi-
zens”—if needs be, against their will—from themselves.

With a crusader’s sigh, Rice says: “we are fi ghting an 
enemy that is ruthless, that if we don’t use intelligence 
before the fact, if we don’t get intelligence . . . the sad fact is 
that the terrorists have the upper hand . . . In order to stop 
them, we need good intelligence, we need good intelligence 
cooperation.”

Th is, then, is the defi nition of a new global democracy. 
Intelligence cooperation. Th e torture of prisoners arrested in 
the “black sites” of Eastern Europe. Torture in the name of 
democracy. Occupation in the name of freedom. Bombing in 
the name of humanitarian intervention. Protectorates in the 
name of state-building. Wars of terror in the name of a war on 
terror. Is this really what “those hundreds of prisoners hoped 
for back in the time of communism?”
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I have been receiving a lot of emails recently, asking if there 
is going to be another war in Kosovo. Th is commentary is 
an attempt to respond to these inquires. What are the latest 
developments regarding the future of Kosovo? According to 
the BBC, mediators in talks between Kosovo and Serbia have 
concluded that no agreement can be reached on Kosovo’s fi nal 
status ahead of a UN deadline of December 10. Who are these 
mediators? Th e mainstream media call them the “troika’: 
European Union, United States, and Russia. After 120 days of 
deciding the fate of the Serbian, Albanian and Roma people 
who live in Kosovo, the “troika” was “unable to break a deal” 
and solve the “looming Kosovo crisis.” Kosovo, to remind 
readers, is still a Serbian province, at least under international 
law. It was “liberated” in 1999, in the course of “NATO’s fi rst 
war,” a humanitarian intervention whose aim was to promote 
democracy in this semi-barbaric part of the world, sometimes 
referred to as “Wild Europe” by its civilized Western European 
neighbors. Th e newly established democracy is a colonial pro-
tectorate hosting American military basis and Guantanamo-
like prisons used for interrogation purposes in the “War of 
Terror.” Th e remaining Serbs and Roma are being periodically 
“cleansed,” and pushed to remote enclaves. Roma, for the most 
part, live in camps built on contaminated ground. Th e colonial 
government removed the Roma from three refugee camps 

Kosovo: A New War in the Balkans?
From Supervised Independence 
to Unsupervised Violence
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built on toxic wasteland only to relocate them to a camp in 
north Mitrovica, abandoned by the French because of the lead 
poisoning. Th ey live in fear, waiting for the next move of the 
Albanian government.

Th e newly elected Albanian government of Hashim Th açi 
(war criminal of UCK/KLA fame, and one of the leading mem-
bers of the Kosovo criminal cartel) has threatened to declare 
independence unilaterally after the UN deadline. Th açi’s 
threats are supported by the statements of the governments of 
the United States, Britain, Germany, France, and Italy, insist-
ing that the international community (and this community is 
truly international, as it embodies international people out-
side of Kosovo who are deciding the lives of people of Kosovo) 

“must honor its responsibilities to Kosovo.” Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergey Lavrov has accused his negotiation partners 
of impatience: “Regrettably, our Western partners are block-
ing such [talks] by saying that Kosovo’s independence is una-
voidable.” NATO spokesman James Appathurai is tired of talk-
ing: “the NATO point of view is . . . that the process should 
now move—that there needs to be movement towards reso-
lution.” Lt. Col. Dave Grossman of Kosovo Force (KFOR) says 
that “NATO will stay here as long as it is needed, and as long as 
the international community sees it as a proper means to put 
out this confl ict.” NATO as a proper means of putting out the 
confl ict? In his reaction to these “proper means,” Aleksandar 
Simić, an advisor to Serbia’s Prime Minister Vojislav Koštunica 

“told the Belgrade media that Serbia had the legal right to use 
war as a means of defending its territory if Kosovo declares 
independence.” Th is made His Excellency Wolfgang Ischinger, 
the European member of the “troika,” very angry and upset. 
How dare Simić! His Excellency told the reporters that he 
believes that, “it is inadmissible and intolerable that even 
before the troika report is out one of the parties expresses 
himself in this way.” Interestingly enough, he did not fi nd it 

“inadmissible and intolerable” for the envoys of the interna-
tional community and NATO to say, even before the “troika” 
report is out, that the independence of Kosovo is “imminent.” 
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Nor did he mention Th açi, who has assured the European 
Union and Washington that he, impulsive as he is, changed 
his mind and that he will wait and declare independence after 
some more meetings of the international community, but not 
later then early in the new year.

Kosovo’s Albanian President Fatmir Sejdiu also said that 
independence for Kosovo “will happen very quickly” but 
refused to give an exact date. Colonial governor of Kosovo 
Joachim Rücker is certain that “the people of Kosovo have 
enough maturity to let international mechanisms work.” By 
these international mechanisms, he probably means the forth-
coming European Union summit in Brussels on December 14, 
expected to send a signal of support to Kosovo from a majority 
of the EU states. It is also probable that Serbia will be off ered 
a “carrot’: a promise that, one day, it will be permitted to join 
the European Union. It is also safe to say that as soon as this 
declaration is issued, Serbs and Roma from the “Serbian north” 
of Kosovo, as well as enclaves in the center and south of the 
region, are going to be attacked. A new circle of ethnic vio-
lence will ensue, and Kosovo, “the crucible of Europe’s most 
divisive confl ict in recent memory,” will explode into a full-
blown regional confl ict. In a recent report, the International 
Crisis Group, which is strongly in favor of Kosovo’s independ-
ence, expressed concern over possible “unsupervised, possi-
bly violent, independence process.” It is important to note 
that the independence being promised to Kosovo’s Albanians 
is a supervised independence, meaning that this independ-
ence given to the Albanians would be supervised and con-
strained by a so-called International Civilian Representative, 
and backed by a strong international military presence (this 
was, in more honest times, called occupation).

And so, the only answer I can give to the question whether 
or not there is going to be another war between NATO and 
Serbia, and between Kosovo’s Albanians and Kosovo’s minor-
ities, is yes. Th ere will be another war. If the “international 
community,” with its army and its colonial apparatus, does 
not leave Albanians, Serbs and Roma to decide their future 
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for themselves, the war (or, in the least, “localized” and inter-
nationally supervised violence and another wave of ethnic 
cleansing of Serbs and Roma) will be inevitable. Th e only 
chance for peace in the Balkans is the end of the occupation 
of the Balkans, in Kosovo as well as in Bosnia. European and 
American gentlemen, international “humanitarian” NGOs, 
dear concerned members of the international community, 
please leave. And don’t forget to take the BBC journalists 
with you.
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In its rush to proclaim a supervised independence for the 
“embattled and violent” region of Kosovo, the international 
capitalist community is ignoring and covering up a tragedy 
of Roma people in this colonized region, a tragedy for which 
the community in itself is responsible. If there is one point 
where Albanian nationalists (“independence and mono-eth-
nic self-determination”), Serbian nationalists (“autonomy 
without independence”) and Euro-colonialists (“supervised 
independence without an autonomy”) are in any kind of an 
agreement, it is the systematic disregard for the Roma or 
Gypsy population in Kosovo. We can read all kinds of con-
cerns about “human rights” in Kosovo, as exemplifi ed in 
the recent statement of the under secretary Nicholas Burns 
before the House Committee on Foreign Aff airs, but abso-
lutely nothing about the horrifi c fact that in three camps 
built by the UN High Commission for Refugees, where some 
sixty Gypsy children under the age of six have been exposed 
to such high levels of lead that they are highly likely to die 
soon or to suff er irreversible brain damage. Th is number rep-
resents every child born in the camps since they were built 
fi ve and a half years ago. Th is continues to be non-news, the 
same way Roma continue to be the so-called unworthy vic-
tims of Kosovo’s colonial nightmare. It is for this reason 
that the Freedom Fight collective from Serbia has prepared 

Kosovo’s Unworthy Victims:
An Interview with Paul Polansky
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a short interview-commentary with Paul Polansky. Paul is 
one of the most important contemporary writers and activ-
ists concerning the hidden and suppressed history and reality 
of the Eastern European Roma. He is the head of mission of 
Kosovo Roma Refugee Foundation. In his poetry collections 
Living Th rough It Twice, Th e River Killed My Brother, and Not a 
Refugee, Polansky delineates a painful history of the atroci-
ties of Czechs, Slovaks, Albanians, NATO, and the UN against 
the Roma. His books on Kosovo’s Roma include Blackbirds of 
Kosovo, UN-Leaded Blood as well as forthcoming oral history of 
Yugoslav Gypsy survivors of Nazi German and Nazi Croatian 
concentration camps.

AG: Roma people are Europe’s most marginalized and 
oppressed citizens. Could you tell us: is there any signifi cant 
diff erences in life circumstances between Kosovo’s Roma 
and Roma people in other European countries in which have 
you lived, for example, in Czechoslovakia? How were Roma 
treated in Europe during crises like World War II, for exam-
ple? What is the main reason for persistent anti-Gypsyism?
PP: Th is is a long question (many questions in fact) and I 
could easily write a book about each one. Probably most 
of these questions will be answered in depth by the Roma 
themselves when I published my collection of oral histo-
ries of World War II Yugoslav Gypsy survivors. I’ve fi lmed 
152 interviews from all over the former Yugoslavia. In their 
own words, the Gypsies suff ered a great deal during the war 
but basically weren’t targeted like the Jews. Th e Gypsies 
were murdered in several camps such as Jasenovac and in 
Belgrade but not all were killed and in most places they sur-
vived although able-boded Roma were taken to work camps 
and many Romani women were raped. But in most places 
like Niš, the Romani population survived intact while the 
Jewish population was totally liquidated. Th e same thing 
happened to Roma throughout Europe. In some places such 
as Bohemia and Moravia, the Roma were decimated, but in 
other places such as Slovakia, 90 percent of the Romani pop-
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ulation survived. Regarding diff erences in their lives, the 
further west you go the better off  Roma are, having inte-
grated more [there] than in Eastern Europe. Th at integration, 
of course, has caused some setbacks. Most Roma in Czech 
republic no longer speak Romanes [sic] and have forgotten 
most of their traditions.

AG: According to the last offi  cial statistics, Roma people com-
prised 2.3 percent of the population of Kosovo. Is there any 
data as to how many of them have been killed, how many 
have disappeared and how many of them have run away? How 
many Roma now live in Kosovo? Has anything in last eight 
years really been done for the return of the Kosovo Roma 
to their houses? In what circumstances do those Roma who 
remained in Kosovo live?
PP: I have lived in Kosovo since July 1999. From July to 
November 1999, I did the only survey ever made of all the 
Gypsy communities in Kosovo including Roma, Ashkali, 
and Egyptian Gypsies. I found that before the 1999 NATO 
bombing, there were 298 Gypsy communities (mahalas), 
with about 17,500 homes and a population of about 120,000 
Gypsies. By the time I fi nished my survey, I counted a pop-
ulation of only 30,000 Gypsies (10,000 Roma and 20,000 
Ashkali/Egyptians) still in Kosovo. About 14,500 homes had 
been destroyed by the returning Albanians after NATO troops 
had arrived. Since then, the Gypsy population has probably 
dropped to about 20,000 (6,000 Roma and 14,000 Ashkali/
Egyptian). Very few of the 14,500 destroyed homes have 
been rebuilt, probably less than 300. Not many Roma were 
killed, probably fewer than 1,000. Most ran away: the major-
ity to German and Italy, and some to Serbia, Montenegro, 
and Macedonia. Th ose who remain are continually harassed 
by the local Albanians. No Roma were allowed to return to 
the jobs they had before the war. I predict that when there 
is independence in Kosovo, most Roma will fl ee to Serbia or 
Germany if they can aff ord to pay a smuggler. Ashkali and 
Egyptians will try to live with the Albanians but in time, 
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they too will have to leave, as will most minorities except 
the Turks. Despite what their politicians say, most Albanians 
don’t like the minorities and their long-term goal is to have 
a pure ethnic Albanian state.

AG: How are they treated by international aid agencies? In 
your book UN-Leaded Blood, you have stated that the UN built 
refugee camps on toxic wasteland. Who is responsible for 
that? Are those camps still there? Does anybody care?
PP: Th e international aid agencies in Kosovo are mainly in 
the hands of the Albanians. Th e few internationals still there 
are very pro-Albanian, because of course they are infl uenced 
by their Albanian staff . An example is the Swiss government 
offi  ce in Pristina. For eight years, the Swiss offi  ce has not hired 
any minority staff  because the [members of] its Albanian staff  
have stated they will not work with any minority. UNMIK 
[United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo] 
removed the Gypsies from the three refugee camps built on 
toxic wasteland but relocated them to a former French camp 
in north Mitrovica abandoned by the French because of the 
lead poisoning. Th e French military doctors told all soldiers 
serving there not to father a child for nine months after leav-
ing the camp. Th e Gypsies of course have not been given this 
warning; their wives are still aborting and those Gypsy kids 
born in the camp have irreversible brain damage. I took a 
family of eight to Germany for medical treatment. All had 
irreversible brain damage and organ damage. One seven-year-
old kid had the liver of a fi fty-year-old alcoholic. Th e German 
doctors told me these kids wouldn’t live beyond twenty-fi ve 
or thirty years. UNMIK was warned in 2000 by the World 
Health Organization to evacuate these Gypsy refugee camps. 
Th ey didn’t and now we have lost an entire generation of 
Gypsy kids.

AG: What do you say to the fact that the exodus of the non-
Albanians and Roma people continued now to a greater 
degree then when international peacekeepers arrived? Who 
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made Roma people escape from Kosovo? Serbs, Albanians, 
NATO, or all of them?
PP: As stated above, the Gypsies were forced to leave by return-
ing Albanians. NATO troops just stood by and watched saying 
they were not a police force, that they were there to protect the 
Albanians, no one else. I had many disagreements with KFOR 
forces in the summer of 1999 as I tried to get them to stop 
arsonists. British KFOR even detained me for protesting about 
Gypsy and Serb homes being burned down in front of their eyes.

AG: What is the future of the relations between Albanians and 
Serbs with Roma people in Kosovo? What is the future of the 
Roma culture of peace and tolerance in violent surroundings?
PP: In my opinion, there is no future in Kosovo for any minor-
ity except the Turks. Most Roma have already left. Th eir new 
country is Germany. About thirty-fi ve thousand Kosovo Roma 
live today in Germany. If they are not deported, that will be 
their new country. If they are deported, they will have a very 
hard time surviving anywhere else.

AG: What would be better for Roma people, an independent 
Kosovo or not?
PP: Roma will not stay in an independent Kosovo. Th ey don’t 
want their kids to go to Albanian schools or serve in an 
Albanian army. Th ey can’t get jobs in Albanian companies, so 
of course they will leave.

AG: Why did you choose to live in Knez Selo, near Niš? Is there 
something special about that village?
PP: Yes, the air, the wonderful countryside. It’s like Tuscany 
a hundred years ago. Th e village people are also very friendly. 
It’s a nice quiet place to write and when I am not writing, I 
have a wonderful garden to look after.

AG: Tell us something about the new books you are writing.
PP: My next book is called Gypsy Taxi. [It’s] poems about the 
origins, the traditions and the plight of the Kosovo Roma. It 
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is 226 pages with illustrations and is bilingual in English and 
Serbian. It should be out in the next month. Th en, this year, I 
also hope to publish my collection of oral histories of World 
War II Yugoslav Gypsies; their stories tell about their lives 
before, during and after World War II. Each interview was 
about an hour long and fi lmed. It will probably be published 
in four volumes since as a single book it is already up to 1,200 
pages and I haven’t fi nished it yet.

AG: Günter Grass gave you the Reward for Human Rights in 
Weimar in 2003. How would you comment on his recent testi-
mony that he was a part of SS troops when he was seventeen?
PP: He was very frank about his past. He is a wonderful man 
and should be judged on what he does for other people. He 
has long fought for minority rights in Germany, especially for 
Roma. We all make mistakes in life, but not everyone con-
fronts his mistakes. Grass did and he should be congratulated 
on drawing attention to his past.

AG: What have you learned from contact with Roma people? 
What do you think about their culture and life habits?
PP: I’ve spent fi fteen years living with Roma and collecting 
their oral histories, and observing their customs, traditions 
and researching their origins. In the beginning, I thought that 
not many of their traditions from old India survived, but each 
day I fi nd [them], especially when I visit the outcast tribes 
in India and discover the same traditions that many Roma 
especially in the Balkans still practice. Th e European Roma 
basically come from the Dom tribe in India and their sub-
castes were Lohar, Sansi, Kikan, and Kanjar. But they did not 
come as one people or at one time. Today, people (even schol-
ars) have lumped all Roma, all Gypsies, into one basket call-
ing them all Roma. Th ey came as many diff erent groups from 
India with many diff erent traditions and customs. Th ey had 
diff erent dialects, even diff erent languages, and most did not 
intermarry and still don’t. We must see them as part of the 
Indian Diaspora that covered several centuries. One tribe, the 
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Kikans even had their origins in Kurdistan before going to 
India in the 10th century. Th ere in Punjab, they mixed with 
the Sansis before going back to Turkey in the 13th century. 
I have many DNA samples showing these tribal affi  liations. 
Tribal DNA now shows where many people started from and 
where they went. Th e origin of our European Gypsies is no 
longer in dispute. Even the DNA on Balkan Egyptians shows 
they came from India; they have no Egyptian DNA.
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Ancient historian Suetonius, in his Th e Lives of Twelve Caesars, 
writes about the attempt of the infamous Roman emperor 
Caligula to make his favorite horse, Incitatus, (“Speedy”) a 
consul. American Empire has advanced this animal-friendly 
project by appointing not one horse but a whole stable. Th e 
name of this stable is “new” Europe. As in the case of the 
third emperor of the Roman Empire, the reason for lavish-
ing horses with consular honor has more to do with impe-
rial arrogance then insanity. Just like Caligula’s treatment of 
Incitatus was a way of angering the Senate, “new” Europe is a 
way of ridiculing the European Union. Th is essay is devoted to 
one particular horse in the stable of “new” Europe, the state 
of Slovenia, and to the recent “Slovenian diplomatic scan-
dal” which, as we contend, is not so much a scandal as it is 
a model. Th is essay has a twofold purpose. First, we intend 
to alert the international Left to the nature of American and 
European colonial politics in the light of the construction of, 
and manipulation with, the political project of “new” Europe. 
Second, we wish to invite the Balkan Left to defi ne a poli-
tics of balkanization, a politics that would challenge both the 
imperialist and nationalist scenario for the Balkans.

Let us start with the “Slovenian scandal,” which we rec-
ognize as a new colonial model. In one of our previous arti-
cles, we suggested a possible explanation of the nature of 

Caligula’s Horse: U.S., “New” Europe, 
and Kosovo
With Ziga Vodovnik
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American interests in the Balkans. We believe that our con-
clusions are further confi rmed by the events in Slovenia, 
which, to remind our readers, today holds presidency of the 
European Union. European leaders woke up to an unpleas-
ant surprise the other day, a leak of an internal document of 
Slovenian Ministry of Foreign Aff airs (MZZ). Th is document, 
published in the Slovenian daily Dnevnik and the Serbian daily 
Politika, reveals content of a meeting between representatives 
of MZZ and representatives of the U.S. State Department and 
National Security Agency (NSA) that took place on December 
24, 2007, in Washington D.C. Slovenia’s willful following of 
various exotic orders coming not from Brussels (the Senate) 
but from across the Atlantic (the emperor), is already a well-
known fact in the diplomatic hallways of Europe. But recent 
developments directly connected with orders and promises 
that were revealed in this leaked document, can mean the 
fi nal transfer of our horse to the stable of “new” Europe,” a 
group of states whose foreign policy is dictated by servile obe-
dience to the United States. Th is, of course, also means the 
offi  cial end to all illusions about the credibility and impor-
tance of the Slovenian presidency in the European Union.

Stubborn pursuit of U.S. interests, or those of the polit-
ical and economic integration of which it is a part, is already 
a constant of Slovenian foreign policy, or, rather its for-
eign minister, who personalizes and usurps it to a point 
that exceeds levels of good taste, not to mention old fash-
ioned democratic standards. We remember his—and hence, 
Slovenian—support of the Vilnius Declaration, which meant 

“new” Europe’s full support for U.S. intervention in Iraq. His 
recent moves, of which we are going to mentioned only a few, 
are in the same vein: public statements about the need for 
immediate and unconditional independence of the Serbian 
province of Kosovo; full support of Kosovo’s Prime Minister 
Hashim Th açi, war criminal of repute and former leader of 
the Kosovo Liberation Army (with a colorful nom de guerre, 
Gjarpni, the Snake); recent lobbying at the International 
Criminal Court for former Yugoslavia, to abandon its pressure 
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on offi  cials in Belgrade to gain their full-cooperation in locat-
ing Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić. All those actions, for 
which Slovenian Minister of Foreign Aff airs does not have a 
mandate, gained a very clear context with the document that 
leaked from the Slovenian administration a few days ago—as 
an attempt to follow and realize the U.S. political interests in 
the Balkans.

Th e document, with the offi  cial markings VWA070767, 
reveals that the main topic of the meeting between high offi  -
cials from Slovenian administration, the State Department, 
and NSA, has been Slovenia’s role during its presidency of 
the European Union in organizing support for international 
recognition of Kosovo’s unilateral declaration of independ-
ence. But the document also reveals other very important and 
interesting facts about the U.S. involvement in, and planned 
actions concerned with, the future status of Kosovo. Th e 
document that in recent days circulated also on the internet 
reveals, inter alia, that:
• Th e United States suggests that the session of Kosovo’s 
parliament, when they would declare independence of 
the province, should be held on a Sunday, so the Russian 
Federation would not be able to call an emergency session of 
the U.N. Security Council;
• Th e United States proposes the European Union ignore 
any complaints and proposals from Serbia and the Russian 
Federation; the U.S. estimates that the independence of 
Kosovo will not gain full support of the European Union (only 
fi fteen of twenty-seven countries). Th erefore the support of 
Slovenia as the Presiding country over the European Union 
is crucial;
• Th e United States plans to avoid giving public state-
ments about the future status of Kosovo in the coming days, 
but will be among the fi rst to offi  cially recognize Kosovo’s 
independence;
• Th e United States estimates that it is of utmost impor-
tance to convince as many states as possible to offi  cially rec-
ognize an independent Kosovo in the fi rst few days after 
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the declaration of its independence, and for this reason, the 
United States is intensively lobbying Japan, Turkey, and the 
Arab states, who have already shown willingness to support 
Kosovo without hesitation;
• Th e United States is currently helping the Kosovo 
Albanians draft their new constitution;

For understandable reasons, this document is in itself a 
serious international scandal. Th e reactions from the main-
stream press and EU offi  cials are unanimous in calling it a 
spectacular blunder. It clarifi es, to the point of truism, the 
intended role of the “new” Europe in American imperial 
design. It provides us with irrefutable evidence of American 
meddling in the aff airs of the EU. More importantly, it dis-
closes the true nature of U.S. politics of humanitarian inter-
vention (which we propose calling humanitarian imperial-
ism). Th e document casts a very humiliating picture of the 
role of Slovenia, as well as other “new” European Balkan 
states, in the new colonial system.

We would like to point to another, local dimension of 
this embarrassment. Th is is a dimension that concerns the 
province of Kosovo. Th ere appears to be a curious agreement 
between the U.S.-backed “new” Europe and “old” Europe, an 
agreement that is uncritically or unrefl ectively accepted by 
the international Left, about the acceptance, tacit or explicit, 
of the legitimacy of the Albanian Kosovo leadership; about 
the support for the independence of Kosovo; about legiti-
mization of the form of colonial rule we term Th açism; and, 
fi nally, about the very framework of solving the Kosovo prob-
lem on the level of great power negotiations of the so-called 

“troika”—i.e. European Union, United States and the Russian 
Federation.

We ask: is it possible to achieve the democratization of 
the region by supporting the Democratic Party of Kosovo 
(PDK), a political organization of the Kosovo Liberation Army 
(KLA)? Is it possible to achieve democratization of Kosovo 
by supporting the former KLA leader, and now prime min-
ister, Hashim Th açi? Are we not then supporting, instead of 
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democratization, the continuation of the nationalist logic and 
a process of further ethnic cleansing of Kosovo? Th ese are not 
academic questions. In March 2000, former UN special inves-
tigator for the former Yugoslavia Jiři Dienstbier reported to 
the UN Commission on Human Rights that “330,000 Serbs, 
Roma, Montenegrins, Slavic Muslims, pro-Serb Albanians 
and Turks had been displaced in Kosovo—double the earlier 
estimates. What that means is most of Kosovo’s minorities 
no longer are in their original homes.” In this respect, things 
have only deteriorated since Dienstbier’s report was submit-
ted. You will forgive our skepticism that Th açi, a principal pro-
tagonist of Kosovo’s fl ourishing industry of arms, drugs, and 
sex traffi  cking, will prevent the inevitable ethnic violence, or 
that he will strive for the restoration of democracy, multi-
culturalism, and the rule of law in the independent Kosovo.

And whose independent Kosovo is it going to be? Let us 
try to explain the Western fascination with Th açism. Former 
special representative to the secretary general of the UN in 
Kosovo, Sérgio Vieira de Mello, was often quoted to com-
plain: “Madeleine Albright is in love with Th açi. Jamie Rubin 
is his best friend. It’s not helpful. Th açi arrived here with the 
impression that he has the full weight of the American gov-
ernment behind him. He believes he has earned the right to 
rule.” In the past few years Th açism was somewhat modifi ed 
so as to answer to a diff erent reality, but only on the super-
fi cial level of rhetoric, with more or less successful distanc-
ing from ideas of a great Kosovo and/or Albania. Meanwhile, 
in practice, it stayed more or less the same, with the usual 
mix of murders, kidnappings, and violent attempts to crack-
down political opponents. But we should not overestimate 
Th açi, who, as his nickname suggests, is a reptile of minor 
importance. Th açi is important only as a metaphor of Th açism, 
a form of colonial rule by way of support of local warlords 
whose job it is to destroy any inkling of anticolonial protest.

We had written about the problem of Kosovo before, and 
at some length. Our position, let us summarize it briefl y, is 
that the international Left should not support the national-
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ist option (Serbian or Albanian), even when it is temptingly 
served in the guise of self-determination, and should most 
resolutely refuse to accept the imperialist option imposed, 
in a confused fashion, as evidenced in the above document, 
by the United States and the European Union. Th e whole 
tragic history of the Balkans is one of colonialism and resist-
ance to Western colonialism. Th e so-called “troika,” interna-
tional community, great powers, or however they choose to 
call themselves, have no business in the Balkans. Th e form of 
colonialism that we have proposed to call Th açism is indige-
nous to the Balkans the same way that Th atcherism was the 
politics of the British workers. It should not enjoy support 
from the international Left. More importantly, the Balkan 
Left has to step up to the challenge, and defi ne a coherent 
and regional anticolonial politics that is in keeping with its 
rebellious, heretical history. Th e resistance is well under 
way. Factories in Serbia are being occupied by the workers 
struggling against privatization and for new defi nitions of 
the “transition.” Th e “erased” of Slovenia are pointing ways 
to resistance formulated not in the name of nationality but 
of dignity. Th e Roma, persecuted, as always, are organizing 
against the imposed monoethnicity of Kosovo. Th is is our 
Balkans. We need a new Balkans, built from below, and we 
need a “new” Europe, built from below. We need to go back 
to the historical project of the Balkans without nations, to 
the project of Balkan Federation. We believe that the Kosovo 
question can only be answered in a regional framework, and 
we believe that the Balkans can provide a model for another 
Europe, a balkanized Europe of regions, as an alternative to 
both transnational European super-state and nation-states. 
Th e future of the Balkans is not in Europe. But the future of 
Europe is in the Balkans.

If the local political elites are happy being horses, ridden 
by European senators or American emperors, we should 
indulge them, but we need to get them another stable.



II. BALKANIZATION 
FROM BELOW
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According to the Romanian historian Nicolas Iorga, there is, 
in the Balkans, “a certain unity which is basic intimate and 
profound and which the superfi cial phenomena of discord, 
unfriendliness and confl ict, must not hide from us.”

Th ese lines capture well the spirit of this section. We 
might describe balkanization from below as a tradition and 
narrative that affi  rms social and cultural affi  nities, as well as 
on customs in common resulting from interethnic mutual 
aid and solidarity, and resulting in what can be termed an 
interethnic self-activity, one that was severed through the 
Euro-colonial intervention. I maintain that in the Balkans this 
pluricultural reality fi nds its political expression in the anti-
authoritarian politics of local self-government, communal 
use of the land, and various movements for Balkan Federation. 
Th e latter project included, in its most expansive and most 
inspiring proposal, all countries of former Yugoslavia, Albania, 
Bulgaria, Romania, Greece, and Turkey.

Essays collected in this section refl ect the possibilities and 
limits of this process today, and specifi cally in the Serbian part 
of former Yugoslavia. I wish I could say that there is an abun-
dance of revolutionary projects and multitude of exciting, uto-
pian moments ready to capture the imagination of American 
militants. I am afraid that readers won’t fi nd Argentine-style 
horizontalists or Mexican-infl uenced Zapatistas in fragmented 

Introduction
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postwar Yugoslavia. What they will encounter, instead, is a 
sociopolitical landscape of desperation, destitution, and col-
lective disappointment. Th ey will meet hungry workers who 
lost their factories; angry students unable to aff ord privatized 
education; refugees still living in “temporary” camps; Kosovo 
Roma deported from Germany and other countries of the civ-
ilized world, and simply dropped in the middle of transitional 
poverty. An American activist who recently visited Kosovo 
told me that she had never been to such a place. She stood on 
every barricade from Oaxaca to Genoa, and in every war from 
Iraq to Lebanon. But she never experienced anything quite like 
Kosovo. Th is is a country of an absolute defeat, she told me. Th e 
words are well chosen. However, we cannot lose hope entirely. 
In the midst of this rather discouraging social scenery, one can 
see hazy contours of new “balkanotopian” projects and new 
possibilities of resistance. In the Serbian part of ex-Yugoslavia, 
as in the rest of the Balkans, with the remarkable exception of 
insurrectionary Greece, we can discern a very slow but promis-
ing awakening of resistance to the post-state socialist regimes. 
Th ese scattered islands of unrest and self-activity have explicit 
or implicit anarchist sensibility. I fi nd the words of Staughton 
Lynd, taken from our book Wobblies and Zapatistas, to be a very 
accurate observation of this development:

Anarchist theorists write about networks of mutual 
aid that exist alongside the elections and the wars 
that seek to represent themselves as the whole of 
meaningful political activity. One thinks of forest 
ecology. Peel back the surface scatter of leaves or 
pine needles, and there will often be revealed dense 
tangles of interconnected roots from which new 
growth will eventually emerge. Even in societies 
subjected to the greatest violence—Guatemala in la 
violencia of the early 1980s or southeastern Europe in 
the 1990s—small projects present themselves in time, 
like bright green shoots emerging from a burned-over, 
blackened forest fl oor.
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For such a brutalized and dismembered society, Lynd says, “an 
approach loosely described as anarchism may be singularly 
appropriate. For a time, anything beyond the small-scale is 
impractical and likewise, the need to begin again, even if on 
a small scale, is overwhelming.”

I believe that this well explains the experiments the 
reader will encounter in the following section. Th e short-lived, 
anarchist-inspired Southeastern European Social Forum was 
an interesting, if failed attempt to benefi t from the global 
social forum process, as are many similar feminist and anar-
chist groups and projects. Th ese groups are undoubtedly 
schools and laboratories of new political thought regarding 
the future. Much more signifi cant, and in many ways quite 
unique, is the political work of Jugoremedija factory workers 
and the Freedom Fight (Pokret za Sobodu) collective described 
here in series of conversations, and in the commentary on the 
return of self-management to Serbia. Th is is, I hope, a story 
that could be of possible use to American readers.

A few activists, students from Belgrade University and the 
core of what was to become the Freedom Fight collective, rec-
ognized that the only organized resistance to the encroach-
ing tide of privatization and neoliberalism was coming from a 
group of workers in the Serbian countryside. Th ey decided to 
go to northern Serbia, to a city called Zrenjanin, and approach 
the workers from Jugoremedija factory. Th ese workers were 
very diff erent from the activists. Some of them had fought in 
the recent Yugoslav wars. Most of them were very conserva-
tive, patriarchal, and traditional. Th e students went there and 
off ered their skills. Th ey had a few. Th ey spoke foreign lan-
guages. Th ey had internet access and know-how in a coun-
try where only 2 percent of the people used this service. Th ey 
had connections with workers and movements outside Serbia. 
Some of them were good writers. A few had legal expertise. 
Workers were grateful but understandably quite skeptical, as 
were the activists. Soon, however, something like a friendship 
emerged. Th ey started working together and learning from 
each other. In the process of struggle against the boss, the pri-
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vate armies he sent to the factory, and the state authorities, 
they started to trust each other. Th ey both changed—work-
ers and students. Today, after ten years of accompaniment, 
the same group of activists from the Freedom Fight collective 
plays an important role in the Coordinating Committee for 
Workers Protests in Serbia, where fi ve Strike Committees rep-
resent workers from three cities and fi ve branches of industry.

It was only later, as a result of my political collaboration 
with Staughton and Alice Lynd, that I recognized the similar-
ity between this form of political relationship between rev-
olutionaries and workers and the model of organic, radical 
community organizing they called “accompaniment.”

I included in this selection my conversations with 
Michael Albert, American theorist of participatory econom-
ics. I am very fond of participatory economics, for several rea-
sons. First, because of my active interest in the process of 
Yugoslav self-management. I believe that Yugoslav socialists’ 
self-management, which should, perhaps, be called co-man-
agement, still awaits a careful libertarian examination. It was, 
in many ways, a typical Balkan medley: an encounter of local 
institutions and traditions with a number of libertarian forms, 
stretching from guild socialism to anarcho-syndicalism, in 
the overall context of Leninist centralism. Second, because 
participatory economics affi  rms Svetozar Marković’s insight, 
for his time quite remarkable, that bureaucracy is an inde-
pendent socio-economic class. Th ird, because I agree with 
those anarchists like Errico Malatesta and Gaston Leval who 
believed that we need to think seriously about the future lib-
ertarian social organization of society. Th ey never understood, 
and neither do I, that peculiar Marxist disdain towards uto-
pian thinking and “kitchens of the future.” I do not see myself 
as a pareconist, however. On the contrary, I believe that we 
need as many utopian proposals as we can come up with. 
Fragmentation of knowledge, or—why not?—balkanization 
of knowledge, can help us discover many parts and building 
blocks for new revolutionary synthesis. We must fi nd ways 
to translate those fragments, to make them porous, to com-
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bine diff erent elements of utopian possibility. It is necessary, 
today more than ever, to see a lively debate between utopian 
proposals that dream of the libertarian organization of the 
society, always in thoughtful dialogue with local institutions 
and traditions. As a disciple of Svetozar Marković, our Balkan 
Mariátegui, I am convinced that every such proposal must 
blend with the local conditions and particular local institu-
tions, such as, for instance, (modernized) Serbian family and 
village communes. According to Svetozar Marković, who lived 
in 19th century, local conditions will determine the nature of 
new society that the working class will establish in each coun-
try. Peasants and workers associations would everywhere be 
the basic social unit, but their exact nature would depend 
on economic and historical conditions in each country. Th e 
problem of bread, he wrote, is a problem of direct democracy. 
It is hard not to see the similarity between Marković’s eclec-
tic, ethical socialism—which he defi ned not as a new eco-
nomic system, but a new way of life—and proposals arriving 
from contemporary peasant movements gathered around Via 
Campesina. Th is anti-authoritarian eclecticism, itself a most 
precious feature of Balkan societies and their revolutionary 
tradition, ability to connect local and global, subaltern and 
modern, is what I advocate under the name of balkanization 
of politics.

It is in this light that I would like readers to approach my 
dialogue with Dragan Plavsic. Th e book includes only a part of 
our conversation; the rest can be read in ZNet online archives. 
Th e text “Th e Kosovo Question: Some Radical Perspectives” 
authored by Plavsic, is a response to my commentary 

“Multiethnic Dream of Kosovo,” followed by my response in 
“No State, No Nation: Balkan Federation.” Both Plavsic and I 
are advocates of Balkan Federation. Where we part ways is in 
the nature of the project: where Plavsic believes in a feder-
ation of socialist states, I believe in a stateless socialist fed-
eration based on local institutions of self-government. It is 
here again that I return to the ideas of Svetozar Marković, 
who, in his opposition to dominant institutions of capital-
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ist modernity, believed that freedom is based on the tradi-
tional social and political institutions of the zadruga (family 
commune) and opstina (village commune). In a dialogue with 
Marxism, he sought a balkanized socialism based upon com-
munal institutions and instincts rather then upon inexora-
ble historical laws. He argued for socialist movements that 
are not only anticolonial with respect to the West, but also 
revolutionary with respect to the Balkan past. His balkan-
ized socialism was ethical and visionary, eclectic and humane, 
and on all accounts unacceptable to his state socialist crit-
ics who dismissed him as “utopian socialist.” Th e essence of 
the Marković idea was democratization and decentralization 
of Balkan societies through the agrarian worker communes, 
to which he would transfer all political and economic power. 
His aim, he wrote in 1874, was internal social reorganization 
on the basis of sovereignty and communal self-government, 
and federation in the Balkan Peninsula. Herein, in his feder-
alist plans, lies what is perhaps his greatest contribution: his 
feverish attempt to subdue the separate nationalisms of the 
Balkan peoples in favor of all inclusive, directly democratic 
federalism.

Svetozar Marković died at the age of twenty-eight. His 
death was a result of years spent in exile and prisons of the 
Serbian state. One of his last acts before his death was to help 
found the fi rst school for women in Serbia. He was buried 
on March 16, 1875, in the presence of thousands of peasants, 
some of who shouted at the police assigned to maintain order 
to remove their hats in the presence of the saint.

Many decades after the death of Svetozar Marković, on 
July 15, 1924, a new publication, La Federation Balkanique, 
appeared. Th is was a fortnightly periodical published in 
Vienna in all the Balkan languages as well as in German and 
French. In a spirited editorial the program of this publication 
was defi ned as follows:

Th e principal task of our publication as its title has 
already shown, is to propagate the idea of liberation 
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and the right of self-determination of the Balkan 
people as well as that of federalization . . . We wish 
that they may cease to be the common pray of 
European imperialism and Balkan chauvinism: that 
they may cease to be the arena where the latter settle 
their disastrous internal quarrels . . . Th e working 
masses will fi nally be eager to unite its forces into 
single Balkan front directed against chauvinism 
and conquering Imperialism from whatever quarter 
they may come. We want liberty and peace for our 
countries and our peoples! We know also that this 
liberty and this peace are not graciously granted but 
must be conquered by a desperate struggle! And we 
are beginning this struggle!

Th is is the struggle and the principle that a new generation of 
Balkan revolutionaries must begin anew, with the same pas-
sion, but in a contemporary context, with new forms, new 
political sensibility, and new language. Balkan Federation: 
with no state, and beyond all nations.

�

For those unfortunate enough not to be able to read Balkan 
languages, you will be disappointed to know that the most 
interesting books about Balkan Federation movements, and 
early Balkan revolutionary history in general, are found only 
in Balkan languages. Interested American readers could fi nd 
a useful overview in Stavrianos’s Balkan Federation, A History 
of the Movement Toward Balkan Unity in Modern Times. Th is 
excellent book, written in the fi nal years of World War II, was 
dedicated to “Th e Peoples of the Balkans who in fi ghting fas-
cism today make possible their federation tomorrow.” A won-
derful overview of documents and ideas pertaining to the 
socialist and communist ideas of Balkan Federation are pre-
sented in a collection edited by Dragan Plavsic and Andreja 
Zivkovic, and published under a title Th e Balkan Socialist 
Tradition: Balkan Socialism and the Balkan Federation, 1871–
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1915. Woodford D. McClellan, a conservative historian, wrote 
a Cold War classic about Svetozar Marković and the Origins of 
Balkan Socialism. Attempts to create a pan-Balkan sensibility 
were not restricted to the academy or factory: the Yugoslav 
avant-garde art and philosophical movement Zenitism is a 
personal favorite. Working before World War II, Zenitism’s 
spiritual mentors, Ljubomir Micić and Branko Ve Poljanski 
were as good political theorists as they were artists.

Aleksa Djilas’s Th e Contested Country: Yugoslav Unity 
and Communist Revolution, 1919–1953 is a superb account of 
the formative days of socialist Yugoslavia. Louis Adamic, 
the famed author of Dynamite: A History of Class Violence in 
America, was a Yugoslav immigrant who described the plight 
for democratic Balkans in his Return of the Natives and My 
Native Land: Yugoslavia 1933–1943. Th e Yugoslav war, viewed 
from a Titoist-socialist perspective, is a topic of many books 
of Vlado Dedijer. Th e only interesting essay about anarchism 
in former Yugoslavia was penned by Serbian anarchist Trivo 
Inđić and published online as “Anarchism in Yugoslavia.” 
Socialist self-management has been more fully addressed 
both by Balkan authors and beyond. Among Yugoslavs who 
were architects of the market socialist system I should single 
out late socialist economist Branko Horvat and his defi ni-
tive Th e Yugoslav Economic System: Th e First Labor-Managed 
Economy in the Making. In English translation, the following 
books by Horvat are now available: Self-Governing Socialism: 
A Reader (two volumes), Political Economy of Socialism: A 
Marxist View, and An Essay on Yugoslav Society. Yugoslav self-
management is also well known in the United States, where 
American Left economists demonstrated considerable fasci-
nation with a possible “alternative path to socialism.” One 
such author is Jaroslav Vanek, author of Participatory Economy: 
An Evolutionary Hypothesis and Strategy for Development, a book 
fi rst recommended to me by Tony Budak, a retired truck 
driver and organizer from Youngstown, Ohio. An early and 
important critique of Yugoslav socialist society, particularly 
its bureaucracy, comes from Milovan Djilas, in his work Th e 
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New Class. Th e foundations of Participatory Economics are 
laid down in many works by Michael Albert, Chris Spannos, 
Robin Hahnel, and Tom Wetzel. Spannos edited the collection 
Real Utopia: Participatory Society for the 21st Century, which is, 
without doubt, the best introduction into the utopian world 
of “parecon.”

Anti-privatization struggles in postwar Serbia have not 
given rise to much work in English, a few lonely examples, 
however, are Ivana Momcilovic’s short essay “It’s Great Th at 
We Are Everywhere, We Th ought Th at We Are Quite Alone: A 
Letter From Post-Yugoslavia,” in the book We Are Everywhere: 
Th e Irresistible Rise of Global Capitalism; the forthcoming fi lm by 
Tamara Vukov titled Transition; the book Transition From Below: 
Oral Histories of Workers, Refugees and Roma in Postwar Serbia, 
edited by Irina Ceric, Andrej Grubačić, and Tamara Vukov, 
forthcoming from PM Press; and my essay “Anti-Privatization 
Struggles in Serbia” in the International Encyclopedia of 
Revolution and Protest. Th e struggle of Jugoremedija factory is 
told in the book-fi lm project Paths through Utopia. Meanwhile, 
the website http://www.globalbalkans.org/ gives updates 
on anti-privatization struggles in post-Yugoslav and Balkan 
regions. Th e organization Voice of Roma (http://www.voiceof-
roma.com.) is a wonderful eff ort and resource with respect to 
Roma in Kosovo.

Other discussions of alternatives to capitalist imperial 
globality, mostly coming from the Global South, are collected 
in three books published by Verso and edited by Boaventura 
de Sousa Santos: Another Knowledge is Possible: Beyond 
Northern Epistemologies; Democratizing Democracy: Beyond the 
Liberal Canon; and Another Production Is Possible: Beyond the 
Capitalist Canon. I fi nd the work of the so-called modernity/
coloniality group exceptionally valuable. Among these schol-
ars, a few analysts of subaltern resistance stand out: Anibal 
Quijano, Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Arturo Escobar, Walter 
Mignolo, and Enrique Dussel.
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When I went to Porto Alegre, to attend the second World Social 
Forum, I was in a rather good mood. Namely, I had received 
news about a creation of a Balkan based network commit-
ted to homogenization of the fi ght for alternative globaliza-
tion. Th e name of the paper in my hands was Southeastern 
Europe Social Forum.

Th e idea was to establish the coordination of the Balkan 
initiatives, groups and individuals concerned with the cri-
tique of corporate globalization and neoliberal ideological 
program. Th e best way to realize this coordination—rather, 
the best structure in which this coordination would be effi  ca-
cious—is the creation of a meta-network or forum structured 
along libertarian principles that wouldn’t restrict the individ-
uality of groups and persons gathered around this idea. Th e 
term social forum wasn’t chosen casually: in Europe, the new 
social movement is organized through social forums, which 
are assembled on geographical principles. Despite the diver-
sity of groups who participate in these forums, there often 
exist great ideological tensions caused by aspirations of cer-
tain ideological groups or sometimes the very structure of the 
forum, which commonly isn’t suffi  ciently democratic. Th ese 
forums have presidents, vice presidents, secretaries, and 
spokespersons. If realized as it was conceived in Kraljevo, a 
small town in Serbia, this forum would be somewhat diff er-

A Diff erent Balkans is Possible
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ent: it would have no presidents, vice presidents, secretaries 
and spokespersons. It would be an attempt to practice inter-
nal democracy through various mechanisms of cooperation. 
It would not insist on libertarian ideology, but rather on the 
libertarian principles of operating. It would try to devise sys-
tems that would prevent developments that occurred with 
similar attempts in Slovenia, Yugoslavia, and Croatia. Th e 
advantage of the existence of the South East Europe Social 
Forum is very signifi cant: this forum would take part in the 
international movement, it would avoid unnecessary sectar-
ianism, and it would stop with the practice of individual tour-
ist activism. Th e libertarian structure and pluralism in organ-
ization and activities would avoid the danger of bureaucracy. 
People engaged would have the opportunity to organize direct 
actions or they would formulate intelligent critique. It would 
organize activist-academic anticapitalist universities, schools, 
seminars, and conferences. Th e forum would, therefore, be a 
kind of a “stock market” of ideas and a way for various groups 
to network without losing their identity, so that they can 
operate more easily and concretely in the Balkans and Europe.

Th e most important aspect of the idea of leaving behind 
the nuances of ideological and tactical diff erences is defi nitely 
practical: what’s the best way to organize relations between 
initiatives that would operate within the forum? What’s the 
best way to solve the issue of democratic coordination of the 
forum? What’s the best way to secure fi nances for such an 
ambitious project? But it is a project worth mentioning and 
working on. It is about time for the groups from Balkans to 
fi nally take their place in the global movement.
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Michael Albert: To start, can you tell us something about the 
context of organizing in the Balkans?
Andrej Grubačić: Th ere is a term fl ooding the progressive press 
all around the Balkans, lurking like a phantom over the edi-
tor’s desk. It is present in all “critical analyses” and has become 
unavoidable in the discourse of the so-called non-govern-
ment organizations. Th e term is “civil society.” It refers to non-
governmental elements presumably working on behalf of the 
social good. It seems that the term has gone beyond civility 
and become royalty in political journalism in the Balkans. In 
the West, too, it is virtually impossible to get away from this 
term. You encounter it even where you least expect. “Why 
wouldn’t we ally Davos and Porto Alegre?” asked Philip Watts, 
chairman of Shell, in a serious tone of voice at the gather-
ing of the World Economic Forum in New York. Th e very fact 
that at last year’s Porto Alegre Forum there were three French 
candidates for president, eight government members with 
French Prime Minister Lionel Jospin, two hundred mayors of 
major world cities, speaks of the fact that global resistance 
to neoliberalism has become a planetary reality. However, it 
also warns of the greatest possible challenge so far posed to 
the subversiveness of the movement itself: in the name of 
the “civil society.”

But you ask about the Balkans. Here the comedy of “lis-

Civil Society or Participatory Society:
A Conversation with Michael Albert
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tening and repenting,” of civil society’s rhetoric and practice, 
are at full swing. What is it all about?

Th e capitalist discourse is changing its bullying approach 
(denying it out loud), in a metamorphosis that leaves one 
breathless. Th e rhetorical fi reworks include the phrases 

“mutual agreement,” “transparency,” “ethics,” and—my 
favorite—“closeness.” In order to have the current system 
appear in the new velvety outfi t, it requires partners—those 
denying it. Th erein begins the comedy of civil society, the 
noise and the well-tempered rage, the new mythology of the 

“citizen-mate,” which in the strategy of the authorities has the 
aim of simply integrating the deniers.

MA: Can you give some examples?
AG: Such “partnership for social peace,” in the Balkans, stands 
in the service of maintaining the “social monologue.” Are you 
criticizing the neoliberal economic model of Serbian minis-
ters? You will be asked to state your point of view. Are you sur-
prised at the fact of Romania signing of the neocolonial agree-
ment with the United States? Th e minister of the defense 
will welcome you and listen to you carefully. Are you worried 
because of the poverty in Croatia? Come to the conference on 

“reduction of poverty” organized by the government.
Renewing the system by criticizing it, readiness to co-opt 

those denying it, paternalism in the guise of participation—all 
these aspects of social control are as old as the system itself. 
According to the writing of Luc Boltanski, the sociologist, the 
denial that capitalism faced in the seventies has brought 
about the creation of a “new spirit of capitalism aimed at 
appeasing critique by acknowledging its appropriateness, or 
to simply avoid it by not even responding to it.” Social control 
by way of civil society off ers an interaction of diff erent modes 
of domination. Authorities can direct fi ctitious confl icts in 
which they let the artifi cial opponents of their own choice 
specify social diffi  culties that they then together, through 

“dialogues,” partly solve but at no serious loss for the capitalist 
system. When the capitalist system is in question, of course, 
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the elites oppose the opposition and advocate change only 
in a limited manner that will not endanger the system. From 
this stems the leaning of “civil society” towards diff erent var-
iants of reformist thought that tolerates the denial of some 
of the aspects of the system, but does not tolerate denying 
the principle of the system’s existence. In other words, “civil 
society” strives to change the rules of the game a bit here and 
there, but due to its being integrated, keeps participating in 
the game submissively.

MA: So you are implying that going beyond civil society and 
reformist organizing that assumes system maintenance is 
one thing that needs to happen. What do you have in mind 
for that?
AG: Th e concept of civil society ought to be abandoned for 
the sake of the vision of another society that does not rest 
on class, religious, or ethnic discrimination. We need a par-
ticipatory society committed to authentic politics from below. 
In order to get closer to such a society, it is necessary to step 
out of the game, abandon the system, renounce abstract 
social-schmertz and opt for social confl ict, for breaking up 
with traditional social-political communication and organi-
zation. Such a “confl ict” would imply getting beyond endless 
reliance on typical political parties, hierarchical trade unions, 
bureaucratized non-governmental organizations, and follow-
ing a path towards new models of association. It is time, here 
in the Balkans, for a horizontal social dialogue. Every verti-
cal social dialogue that history has shown us has turned into 
a monologue in which workers fi rst stay without a say, and 
then without a pay. In contrast, we need to seek a horizon-
tal social dialogue conducted among all participants in the 
social-economic processes—all workers, including those who 
are going to lose their jobs and unemployed workers who 
have already lost them; refugees and “displaced persons” who 
have nothing to lose; Roma who have never had anything; 
students who cannot aff ord to go to the university; farmers; 
social movement activists; women; and many more.
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MA: Where does this horizontal dialogue go?
AG: It could immediately encompass the minimum common 
plan, a social right that would include: request for minimum 
income; refutation of privatization as a model; and develop-
ing strategies subordinating profi ts to preserving nonrenew-
able resources and the real environment. But it could also 
seek longer-term goals for a whole new economy. Instead of 
advocating a productivistic cult of privatization, a horizontal 
dialogue would likely lead toward advocating solidarity and 
participatory economic relations, including a diff erent tran-
sition which emphasizes collective initiative and real democ-
racy, and which, in its calculations, takes into account the 
price of the suff ering and dignity and everything else more 
precious than profi ts.

MA: You say you seek democracy, real democracy. What do 
you have in mind?
AG: I think that for the Balkans it is the perfect time for social 
movements to try to reinvent—even beyond democracy—
self-management, or participatory management, as I prefer 
to call it. Th e “Yugoslav experience” shouldn’t be a discourage-
ment here. In Yugoslavia there was no private ownership of 
productive assets, true, but there was a market system which 
dramatically limited economic options and a corporate divi-
sion of labor that put a ruling coordinator class above work-
ers in power and income. Th ose were the roots of our eco-
nomic evil. So, we haven’t had, in actual reality—in so-called 
socialist Yugoslavia—real self-management, but only a rhe-
torical reference to it. We had a phenomenon that Milovan 
Djilas had called a “New Class” in the polity, which is true 
enough for the state, but to get beyond Djilas who was iden-
tifying only to a political bureaucracy, we need to see that 
we also had a ruling coordinator class arising from our econ-
omy’s structure. Th ere cannot be participatory management 
in a situation where the economy uses markets and corporate 
divisions of labor, whatever the state may look like, bureau-
cratic or not.
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MA: Do you think putting forward an economic vision that 
advocates participatory planning to replace markets, and bal-
anced job complexes to replace the corporate division of labor, 
and that favors what I guess you might call participatory man-
agement to replace authoritarian decision making, could be 
benefi cial in the Balkans?
AG: Th e prospect for that kind of model, the one we call par-
ticipatory economics, in today’s Balkans is great. An anti-
authoritarian, Left-libertarian economic system that accom-
plishes economic activity to meet needs and fulfi ll potentials 
while propelling solidarity, diversity, equity, and participa-
tory management, with positive implications as well for other 
parts of life and society’s key domains such as polity and kin-
ship and culture, gives us a promise of a true classlessness 
and a powerful alternative both to the neoliberal models now 
favored in the Balkans, and to the authoritarian systems I like 
to call coordinator economies that previously existed in this 
part of Eastern Europe, including in my own Yugoslavia.

You are right that I would not use the term self-manage-
ment in the Balkans. Th is is because I think that a fi ght over 
labels is a waste of time. We have to be more tactical than 
to cloud our meaning by misleading labels. If I speak about 
socialism and self-management in post-Yugoslavia, people 
will look at me like I am a supporter of Tito or a member of 
Milošević’s “socialist” party. Th ey won’t hear anything beyond 
that wrong association. I don’t think that we have time for 
that kind of confusion. It hurts communication, as much as 
if I were to try to speak to folks in Belgrade in Japanese. In 
fact, it is worse.

Th e Balkans, or the greatest part of this region, in any 
event, is far and away the poorest part of Europe. Th e most 
frequent word here is strike. And I don’t think that we have 
a right to waste time in endless confused discussions about 
what class is a real revolutionary agent, or about what social-
ism really stands for. I am happy saying I am for participa-
tory management, meaning just what you mean by self-man-
agement, to communicate my commitments in a way that 
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can be heard without bias. And I am happy saying I am for 
parecon rather than for socialism, for the same reason. Being 
for socialism here means to people that you are for oppres-
sion. It would not open the door to horizontal dialogue. But 
saying you are for a new type of economy, and describing its 
features, may help open that door.

MA: But would people in the Balkans relate to the claim that 
market socialism was really market coordinatorism and that 
for that reason it doesn’t demonstrate that there is no better 
future beyond capitalism?
AG: I don’t think that there is widespread insight of this sort, 
at least not yet. But there is no impediment that prevents it. 
And at least some activists, and activist scholars, are trying 
to convey this claim. I would like to mention one network in 
particular, called DSM, based in my country, which is a coa-
lition of anti-authoritarian collectives, and which is trying 
to fi gure out a good way to incorporate the idea of balanced 
job complexes inside of the nascent social movements here, 
and to fi nd a good way of politically communicating—using 

“new language” that doesn’t confuse people—and exploring 
the new ways of doing politics. Th ere is, also, a very good ini-
tiative coming from Slovenia, where activist scholars from 
the entire Balkans are trying to establish an Institute for the 
Research of the Global Movement. I think that this project is 
indeed very important.

MA: Do you think people would fi nd the idea of balanced job 
complexes a corrective to what they have known in work-
places—or would they see it as an ultra-Left excess that would 
have horrible implications?
AG: I spend a lot of time talking to workers, inside and out-
side of the state controlled unions. My strong impression is 
that they are very much in favor of this participatory model, 
as soon as they hear about it, and often really implicitly on 
their own. Th e same holds for grassroots activists. And, as 
far as my discussions about parecon as a new model of eco-
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nomic organization, people seem very enthusiastic. Of course, 
there are also people who see this as an “ultra-Left excess” 
or just the old ways in disguise. For example, I have been 
involved in a public debate recently with one of the authors of 
the neoliberal reforms in my country. Th e guy was screaming 

“Neocommunism! Neocommunism!” all the way through this 
debate. Th at is what he is being paid to do. But I don’t think 
that this new class of intellectual commissars in the Balkan 
countries should be our audience, and in contrast working 
people are very receptive.

Balanced job complexes, as far as I understand the idea, 
means a situation where each job is a mix of tasks and respon-
sibilities, such that the overall quality of life and especially 
the overall empowerment eff ects of the work are comparable 
for all. It is, in my opinion, very hard to disagree with a vision 
of society that gets rid of a hierarchy between managers and 
workers, lawyers, and assembly line workers. How can one 
oppose keeping the functions, but having them fairly shared?

Among working people and activists working for social 
justice, I encounter overwhelmingly positive reactions. A 
vision of participatory society where each person’s mix of 
tasks and responsibilities accords with their abilities and also 
conveys a fair share of rote and tedious and interesting and 
empowering conditions and responsibilities, seems to people 
precisely in tune with their hopes. And so does participatory 
management—people having a proportionate say in the deci-
sions that aff ect their lives.

MA: What about remunerating eff ort and sacrifi ce only? Do 
you think people would fear that doing this would reduce their 
prospects for riches or disrupt production, or do you think they 
would anticipate that remunerating only eff ort and sacrifi ce 
would enhance justice and their incomes as well?
AG: Th e feedback I have gotten has been very interesting. Yes, 
for many Leftist economists—I remember my debate with 
one very fi ne old man, and great economist, Branko Horvat—
rewarding only the eff ort and sacrifi ce that people expend 
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in their work is very controversial. But I fail to see, I have 
to admit, why is it so diffi  cult for some anticapitalists, even 
if they have suff ered the harmful socialization of becoming 
famous economists, to recognize the inherent injustice in get-
ting more income by virtue of being more productive due to 
having better skills or greater inborn talent, or due to having 
better tools, not to mention due to having more power or 
owning more property.

Being entitled to more consumption only by virtue of 
giving more eff ort and enduring more sacrifi ce is morally 
appropriate and it also—it seems to me—provides proper 
incentives due to rewarding only what we can aff ect, and not 
what we can’t. It seems that people to whom I have been 
talking about these issues in my country—workers, peasants, 
movement activists—are far more receptive to this idea then 
my colleagues who teach and even then “anticapitalist” intel-
lectuals in general. But I guess that is no surprise.

MA: Being from the United States, we don’t encounter some 
of the trends of thought that exist in Europe. You are advocat-
ing participatory economics and related approaches for poli-
tics, gender, etc., for the Balkans. But I am wondering if other 
Left approaches are fi nding more response there, even among 
the audiences you are working with—say, for example, ideas 
coming out of the work of Hardt and Negri and the people 
advocating such focuses as “Empire” and the “multitude.” Are 
these views gaining support in the Balkans? Do you think they 
are making a positive contribution? Do you see a relation to 
the pareconish ideas, or are the two viewpoints contrary?
AG: Yes, Hardt and Negri’s book, which is very interesting, so 
the people who have understood it are telling me, is a popu-
lar read among Lefty intellectuals. I am not sure if it is really 
gaining any support. It is very hard to communicate what they 
are trying to say: they cultivate a style that excludes the vast 
majority of potential readers, leaving most of even the highly 
educated in a state of confusion. Reading a book which is 
describing something called “Empire” which has supposedly 
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superseded nation states, in a country occupied by U.S. mili-
tary forces is, I suppose, a strange experience for most of the 
readers. But I don’t want to say that this book is not useful. I 
think it is of value to Marxist intellectuals in a country where 

“Marxism” was an offi  cial state ideology. For them, I suppose, 
it is challenging. But I doubt that it will have any signifi cant 
infl uence in this part of Europe. I could be wrong, of course.

Traditional Marxist analyses of capitalist societies cen-
tered on the polarization between two classes and two alone: 
the capitalist class and the proletariat. Both pareconish anal-
ysis, and the one of Hardt and Negri, present a very diff er-
ent model, one which is meant to describe the class dynamic 
specifi c to modern times. Hardt and Negri are recognizing the 
central dynamic in the emergence of an entity called “the mul-
titude.” I am not sure anyone really knows what this means, 
but, broadly, the idea seems to be that the working class has 
lost its privileged position as the revolutionary agent and, 
instead, now there is something called the multitude, which 
includes housewives, farmers, students, and so on. I am not 
sure what is new in that, but something that does seem dif-
ferent is to minimize diff erences among constituencies. We 
are all just going to be in the multitude. Diff erences between 
men and women, gays and straights, diff erent types of work-
ers and also workers and managers, and so on, all fade into the 
background and get much less attention than before, it seems.

Pareconish analyses present a model, at least regarding 
the economy, of a three-way polarization, between the capi-
talist class, the working class, and the coordinator class. Th ey 
also put into sharp focus diff erences having to do with gender, 
sexuality, race, etc., identifying institutions that lead to these 
diff erent positions and trying to understand diff erent needs, 
agendas, etc. Pareconish eff orts also seek, like Hardt’s and 
Negri’s, to have people become revolutionaries—and I guess 
pareconish activists could call those who arrive at such com-
mitments a multitude, once it is that large in size, but they 
wouldn’t ignore that how diff erent people become commit-
ted depends on their position in society, nor would they min-
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imize that some folks are on average less likely to move left-
ward than others, and may even have contrary interests. I 
would argue that the later analysis is more useful.

In fact, keying on the class part, with any Leftist analyses 
which fails to comprehend the coordinator class as an actor 
that can take the lead in defi ning a new economy, there is a 
good chance of it leading to a dictatorship not of the proletar-
iat but of the coordinator class (of technocrats, government 
and party bureaucrats, professional ideologues, managers)—
just as happened in Yugoslavia or the USSR.

Th e antagonisms which exist between the coordinator 
class seeking its own agenda and the working class seeking 
its own agenda cannot be wished away in the name of the 

“multitude.” To get rid of the confl ict one must have a move-
ment that self-consciously forges new structures that elim-
inate class divisions rather than putting the more educated 
and powerful class from our society into a ruling position in 
the movement and then in tomorrow’s society. To be able to 
forge an alliance between those in the coordinator class who 
want real justice and the working class—to be able to build 
a strong movement for real classlessness—we need to recog-
nize the antagonisms, not make believe they aren’t there. I 
think the pareconish view can help with that, both by iden-
tifying the problems, and by the classless vision and meth-
ods it off ers. Th e approach based on the idea of the multitude, 
seems instead to move back in the old directions.

MA: Finally, what about anarchist trends in the Balkans? Are 
they moving toward economic aims and goals like those we 
have been discussing, or do they have other aims in mind? Do 
they have a political vision for the region and more broadly? Do 
you think the Balkan’s anarchist trends should fi nd pareconish 
commitments positive, or that they should have strong criti-
cisms of them?
AG: Anarchism, as a political philosophy, is going through a 
veritable explosion in the Balkans in recent years. Anarchist, 
or anarchist-inspired collectives are growing everywhere; 
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anarchist principles—autonomy, voluntary association, self-
organization, mutual aid, direct democracy—have become the 
basis for organizing within a good number of the collectives 
in the Balkans.

But I would be very cautious with regards to the “politi-
cal vision” off ered by anarchists in the Balkans. Serious refl ec-
tion on vision remains a “blind spot” of anarchism around 
here as, I guess, pretty much everywhere else. Hopefully that 
will change. And that is one of the reasons why I think that 
anarchist trends in the Balkans should recognize participa-
tory economics as an anarchist economic vision which gen-
erates participation, classlessness and participatory manage-
ment: the hallmark goals of anarchism. Parecon is in accord 
with all the most important themes of traditional anarchism 
(freedom, justice, solidarity, participation, equity), but con-
tributes even more to what I like to refer to as “modern anar-
chism,” through its provision of specifi c positive economic 
institutions not advocated by traditional anarchists, such is 
balanced job complexes and participatory planning. What we 
anarchists need to do is add a political vision to go with it.
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Admiral Gregory Johnson, the NATO commander in charge 
of Kosovo, as recently as a week ago has linked the violent 
Albanian struggle for independence to “ethnic cleansing” and 
expressed that the recent attacks against Serbs and Romas 
were “orchestrated.” Derek Chappell, a spokesman for the UN 
mission, echoed this sentiment by saying that these attacks 
were planned well in advance. Another UN offi  cial has been 
quoted as saying that Kristallnacht is under way in Kosovo. In 
spite of all this, the “international community” continues to 
try to impose a “multiethnic” solution from above.

Th is idea goes back many decades, and can be traced to 
the cultural-imperialist fi xation with “Balkanism.” Defi ned by 
George Kennan, one of the founders of the American Slavic 
Studies, he warned as early as the 1920s that the problems in 
the area have “deep historical roots which feed on the charac-
teristic traits of the Balkan peoples that are obviously inher-
ited from the distant tribal past.” According to Kennan, the 

“aggressive nationalism” in the Balkans is an issue to which 
the West must pay special attention; namely, it is necessary 
to occupy militarily these “agitated peoples,” until such time 
that they “calm down and grasp their problems in a right way.” 
Th erefore, it is the small Balkan peoples who, because of “their 
bloody wars,” represent a “major problem” for civilization, and 
not the imperialist violence and colonialist practices perpe-

The Multiethnic Dream of Kosovo
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trated by Europe or the USA. Th is problem can only be cured 
through military occupation.

It is interesting to draw attention to the similarity 
between Kennan’s ideological perception and the current 
Balkan policies of the Western powers, above all that of the 
United States.

Th e Balkans, the “Wild East of Europe,” where the “enlight-
ened states” have still not completed their “mission civilisa-
trice,” is still the “powder keg,” an “immature society” imbued 
with ethno-nationalist animosities that can be explained only 
by the barbarian history of the region, etched, in an unu-
sual manner, in the mental outlook of a barbarian world in 
the “heart of Europe” (Madeleine Albright). Th e direct con-
sequence of this cultural-imperialist view is the ideological 
desire by the benevolent international community to impose 

“multiethnicity from above.”
Serbian “civil society,” a diverse (but class-homogenous) 

group of rent-an-intellectuals and NGOs, fully supports the 
concept of “multiethnicity from above” as a solution for 
Kosovo. Th us, a distinguished professor, in an interview given 
to a Belgrade weekly, described the state of our “immature 
society”:

Serbia must sever its umbilical cord with the Orient, 
and must become Europeanized . . . I had great 
respect for Zoran Djindjić [the Serbian “reformist” 
prime minister, the author of the neoliberal program 
who was killed because of his links with organized 
crime], because . . . he was like a space shuttle. He 
was too fast for our slow Serbia. What remains is a 
late Byzantine synthesis of disintegration, moaning 
and tears. Enough of those . . . Muslim tunes. . . . 
However, viewed from our perspective, globalization 
is something positive. It brings to immature societies 
like ours a wind that is anti-provincial and does not 
allow insularity. All societies similar to ours face a 
constant threat of insularity.
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We are, however, according to this professor, to be freed of this 
specifi c civilizational claustrophobia by God’s intervention:

It is as if God had looked down on this wretched 
Serbian people and said: if I do not help them and 
do not send them some generations that will be 
unfettered, they will simply be doomed . . . Th ey 
are my students . . . Th ose kids have grown up into 
a non-provincial generation, they are very good in 
foreign languages, the Internet, I admire them and 
believe that they are the generation that will take a 
Copernican turn that is so indispensable.

Th e international community and local civil society seem to 
share the same kind of repugnance for the “mass” of unen-
lightened “Balkans,” both Serbs and Albanians, who need to 
be somehow tamed; generosity calls for a “multiethnic solu-
tion” for Kosovo: they must learn how to live together and 
they must do so by force.

Th e Serbian government, a fragile alliance of neoliber-
als and nationalists, wavers between two solutions: impos-
ing a model of a “cultural and personal autonomy” or a col-
lective prayer (the prime minister had for days, at the peak 
of the Kosovo unrest, led people in daily prayers in Orthodox 
churches, while the less pious torched mosques in Serbia—a 
spree that they interrupted to senselessly attack Romanis, 
themselves refugees from Kosovo.)

In his report to Parliament, Prime Minister Vojislav 
Koštunica proposed “substantive autonomy for the Serbian 
community in Kosovo, partitioning into entities, that is to say, 
a cantonization of Kosovo and Metohija, as well as cultural 
and personal autonomy.” Th at would be a heavy defeat for the 
Albanian political elite, as they are now the masters of the sit-
uation on the ground because of the bombings. Th ey are pres-
ently positioned to fulfi ll their “national plan” of eliminating 
the other nations in Kosovo, and Serbia and the International 
community could soon be faced with a completely new situ-
ation. Th e latest campaign of violence has most likely been a 
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sign of impatience to carry out that “national plan” as soon 
as possible.

Cantonization, as observed by a renowned Belgrade jour-
nalist (himself prone to the fatalism of “immature society”), 

“was invented by the Swiss, because they needed that kind of 
association in order to unite. In the Balkans we do just the 
opposite and reach out for the Swiss scheme to more easily 
divide and protect ourselves against one another.” But is 
that truly the reality? Could there possibly be a solution that 
would not unavoidably imply “ethnic division” or “multieth-
nicity imposed from above”?

Moreover, could there be a Left-libertarian solution 
founded on the sheer undermining of such concepts, going 
from a mutual struggle to mutual aid, through putting 
together a mosaic of mutually linked alternative approaches 
in a new kind of politics? A solution not based on the ridicu-
lous idea of bringing together so-called ethnic groups repro-
ducing the logic of ethnicity but developing a plan that is 
centered around solving essential social problems such as 
poverty, education, housing and resisting privatization.

Ethno-nationalism in Kosovo must be surmounted, true 
enough, but not through a violent imposition of a multieth-
nic society or by defi ning new ethnic border lines, but instead 
through the alchemy of restructuring society by doing away 
with borders and diff erences through mobilizing the ener-
gies of the social movements. Can ethno-nationalism and 
imposed multiethnicity retreat when confronted with the 
organic solidarity that could possibly be achieved in the con-
ditions of a “participatory society” along Bill Tampler’s line 
of thinking about Palestine? I am talking about a project of a 
gradual transformation founded on the idea of a “policy from 
below”—altering politics from the bottom up, shaping soci-
ety from below, seeking to overcome statecraft—a top-down 
system of pseudo-representative governments ultimately 
based on the state monopoly of violence—and one that would 
be refl ected in a struggle for the creation of an inclusive dem-
ocratic awareness, through diff erent models of alternatives, 
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participatory social experiments, and a transformation prac-
tice that would win the practical imagination of all peoples 
in the region.

Th at alternative diff ers from the one that is proposed by 
the Yugoslav “old Left”: Trotskyists, Stalinists, and anarcho-
syndicalists, who mostly talk about a project of a “socialist fed-
eration,” which had been an important locus in the progres-
sive history of the region. Th e organized “old Left” in Serbia, 
exemplifi ed in small activist groups and parties, opposes the 

“border solution” in any form. Some of them seem to envision 
a resurrected Soviet-style socialist world, while others, with-
out questioning the State, as a container of political life, talk 
about a “socialist Balkans.”

Th e alternative approach that I have off ered here accen-
tuates the primary importance of grassroots practices. Th is 
utopian program of transformation would accomplish sur-
mounting and leaving behind for good the separation of the 
Albanian and non-Albanian populations, together with the 
very logic of borders and ethnic confl ict. Some eff orts towards 
this goal are already in evidence.
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Listservs and inboxes all over the world have been fi lled with 
the following plea for global solidarity with the workers of the 
Serbian factory Jugoremedija, a factory that is resisting priva-
tization and whose workers are organizing to run the work-
place themselves. Th e plea reads as follows:

Dear friends,
We, the workers of Jugoremedija, a worker-owned 

and run factory in Serbia, urgently need your help.
We have been in an ongoing struggle to run our 

workplace ourselves.
Similar to some of the struggles in Argentina 

to recuperate workplaces, our desire is to work, 
make decisions collectively that eff ect our work and 
livelihoods, and run our own lives.

For over two years we have fought the privatization 
of our work place, we have been fi red after striking 
and occupying the factory, and now, fi nally, we are 
on the edge of a victory. We are partial legal owners 
of the factory, and want to begin to work in our 
democratically run factory under worker control. Th e 
other part owner, and person attempting to buy the 
whole factory, is now trying to reorganize the factory so 
that we will not be able to have a work place any longer.

Self-Management Returns To Serbia?
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He wants to divide it into pieces and have the 
work done elsewhere.

Th is will take away our workplace and work. 
Please sign the letter to help support our struggle. 
For more background and information please 
see our attached history, or for Serbian go to 
http://www.jugoremedija2.com.

Th e Serbian pharmaceutical factory Jugoremedija, from the 
town of Zrenjanin, was privatized in 2000, in such a way that 
58 percent of the shares were given to the workers, and the 
state took 42 percent. In 2002, the state sold its shares to 
Jovica Stefanovic, an infamous local capitalist, who made 
his fortune smuggling cigarettes, and who was wanted by 
Interpol at the time he bought the shares of Jugoremedija. As 
with all the other buyers in Serbian privatization, Stefanovic 
was not even investigated for money laundering, because the 
Serbian government’s position at that time was (and still is), 
that it’s better to have dirty money in privatization, than to 
let workers manage the company, because that will “bring us 
back to the dark days of self-management.”

According to the PR of the company, the new owners 
“have been facing obstruction since the very fi rst day by 
shareholders and workers who had obstructed the previous 
management as well, as some senior workers put it.” “Th ese 
are remnants of the communist self-management system in 
which workers were allowed to meddle in everything” corpo-
ration PR said. Th e fi rst attack on Yugoslav self-management 
and “meddlesome workers” happened before the break up of 
socialist Yugoslavia. Th e fi rst organized attempt to disman-
tle the system of self-management in Serbia dates back to 
the times of Slobodan Milošević. But the real full-blown proc-
ess of privatization and curtailment of workers rights happen 
after Milošević was sent to Th e Hague Tribunal. In this con-
text in transitional Serbia of the 21st century, with the transi-
tion to capitalism and parliamentary democracy, everything 
became allowed in the fi ght against what the new neoliberal 
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government saw as the “ideological monster of self-manage-
ment”—even if it means the government and the court break 
laws.

Breaking all the rules, the state allowed the new co-owner 
of Jugoremedija, Stefanovic to become the dominant owner 
of the factory. Th rough various illegal maneuvers the own-
ership structure was changed: Stefanovic was given 68 per-
cent of the shares and the workers portion was reduced to 32 
percent. In December 2003, the workers began a strike and 
factory occupation, as well as a lawsuit against the recapital-
ization. Th is was the fi rst workplace occupation in the post-
socialist Yugoslavia!

In May 2004, the state, pressed by the workers, investi-
gated privatization of Jugoremedija and found that Stefanovic’s 
investment was in violation of the contract.

Th e state did nothing to enforce the violation of the 
contract. In response, the workers, mainly women, came to 
the capital, Belgrade, and occupied the state’s Privatization 
Agency for one whole day. Only after this occupation did the 
state begin to take the violation seriously. Meanwhile the fac-
tory occupation continued. Th e PR agents called it “a rebellion, 
a state of anarchy and a taking of the factory by force, which 
warrants intervention, which is why professional security has 
been brought in, to guard it in the future as well.”

Th e “personal security” infl icted severe injuries on a 
number of strikers. Th ey even used trained dogs. One woman 
was badly injured, two women had dislocated arms and one 
worker received a blow to the head. In an incredible scene, 
women workers lay down in front of the security vans, and 
defended their factory.

Th roughout the summer of 2004, Stefanovic’s private 
army tried several times to take over the factory, but the work-
ers, with breathtaking courage, kicked them out. Sometimes 
using their bodies to block the military vehicles. Th is kept the 
boss out . . . but he returned.

In September 2004, the private army was joined by the 
Serbian police who had the order to evict the workers from 
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Jugoremedija. Police and the private army forced their way 
into the factory, resulting in the hospitalization of many 
workers and the arrest of four of the leaders of the strike. 
Th e workers were then charged with disturbing the peace. 
Criminal proceedings are still taking place. Now that he phys-
ically emptied the factory he illegally fi red the two hundred 
workers.

After participating in a Peoples Global Action conference 
in Belgrade in August of 2004, workers from Jugoremedija 
joined with workers from other factories to form the Union 
of Workers and Shareholders of Serbia. At fi rst, the Union’s 
mission was limited to fi ghting against corruption in privati-
zation, but after experiencing diff erent aspects of Serbian pri-
vatization, the Union came out with another demand—the 
call for a constituent assembly. Th ey believe that the people 
should make the decisions that eff ect their lives and work 
places, and a new constitution can help make this happen. 
Graffi  ti appeared on the walls of Belgrade asking, “Who owns 
our factories?” Although without jobs for two years, the work-
ers of Jugoremedija refused to quit. Th eir militancy and crea-
tive direct actions made them a symbol of resistance to neo-
liberal capitalism in Serbia.

Finally, as a response to a series of direct and legal actions, 
in May 2006 the Serbian Supreme Court reached the deci-
sion that recapitalization was in violation of the contract, and 
ordered Zrenjanin Economic Court to reopen the case. Last 
Friday, Zrenjanin Economic Court brought ownership struc-
ture back to 58 percent – 42 percent.

According to Serbian law, workers-shareholders need 
three weeks to call for an assembly of all shareholders, in 
order to appoint their management. Stefanovic needs to be 
prevented from dividing up the company, and a court injunc-
tion would allow the workers to democratically decide who 
manages their factory, and how.
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Andrej Grubačić: If you could fi rst introduce Freedom Fight to 
ZNet readers, and then give us something of the socio-politi-
cal background of contemporary Serbia. I have just been read-
ing the latest UNICEF report, according to which there are over 
three hundred thousand children today who are living in pov-
erty or are at risk of poverty. These kinds of things were unim-
aginable fi fteen years ago. They were, dare I say it, unimag-
inable not only in the times of Yugoslav state-socialism, but 
also in the times of Slobodan Milošević’s kleptocratic regime. 
It seems that neoliberal, modern and European Serbia dem-
onstrates certain atavistic social traits. Serbia is now consid-
ered to be “the last Balkan state.” Balkan is still considered to 
be a permanent and natural powder keg of Europe, pacifi ed by 
the international capitalist community, a region [whose his-
tory] is, as Richard Holbrooke pointed out, “too complicated 
(or trivial) for outsiders to master.” How does an anarchist feel 
living and fi ghting in this “strange and feral Balkans” (Simon 
Winchester)?
Freedom Fight: Freedom Fight is an anarchist, alter-globalist 
movement created in Serbia in 2003. Beside work on alter-
native web-based media project at www.freedomfi ght.net, 
Freedom Fight movement promotes necessity of opposing 
neoliberal ideology. But that’s not all, we are not just reac-
tion to the unjust system, we also try to seek for proper alter-

Anarchy in the Balkans:
Andrej Grubačić in Conversation 
with Freedom Fight
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natives for the life after capitalism. I don’t believe in the so-
called “end of the history,” that better world is not possible. 
Th eir plan is, of course, to convince us in that, but “end of the 
history” is going to happen only if we let them destroy the 
planet—then for sure there would not be any history anymore.

Th e fi rst step is to fi ght neoliberal ideology whose impos-
ing here is being fi nanced with large quantities of money. 
Except unmasking of promises of better life that we’ll deserve 
by obeying orders that comes from some places far away from 
here, from IMF and World Bank, we have to promote alter-
natives which would capture people’s imagination and took 
them away from transitional apathy and depression. We have 
to show people that there is better future beyond capitalism. 
Of course, any alternative to the neoliberal models must be 
also an alternative to the authoritarian systems.

Balkans is a place for geostrategic experiments of pow-
erful states. Th ey also want, by using force, to convince us 
that they are bosses and that we have to obey orders. During 
NATO bombing of Yugoslavia in 1999, which could be avoided 
if negotiations haven’t been sabotaged with unacceptable 
ultimatums, the result was escalation of the atrocities. I can’t 
believe that so many intellectuals abroad supported bombing 
as a “humanitarian intervention”! What about other places 
where ethnic cleansing was military aided from U.S. admin-
istration? Was that also their “humanitarian intervention”? 
Now, that criminal politics took the form of an economic type 
of oppression.

According to offi  cial records of unemployment, the rate 
of unemployment in Serbia is approximately 30 percent. 
Transitional Balkans is not a very nice place to live in. People 
get fi red, public property is being sold for nothing, and there 
is extremely big gap between rich and poor. Many people that 
call themselves “experts” are trying to convince us that we 
need to make some transitional sacrifi ces so in the future we 
could live like the “whole normal world.” In fact, they are just 
well paid exponents of neoliberal ideology. Th ey are impos-
ing their politics, which I often call “IMF copy/paste politics,” 
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because IMF is dictating always the same economic meas-
ures on no matter what transitional country. Slovenia was not 
in crises as long as it managed to avoid those measures that 
have disastrous eff ects on ordinary people’s lives. Due to the 
neoliberal reforms, Slovenia’s social security system was cut 
back, public utilities were privatized, and living standards for 
most of the population declined signifi cantly. Serbia is also 
forced to conduct policies that were designed to fulfi ll the 
requirements for entry into the European Union. Elections in 
Serbia are often presented as most important thing for Balkan 
stability by international community, which is always sug-
gesting to us who to vote for. In fact, nothing depends on 
the fi nal electoral outcome. No matter what political party 
seizes state power, the processes of privatization, transition 
and European integration are going to continue. Most of the 
despaired people who are against these processes are voting 
for Serbian Radical Party, which in recent elections took 29 
percent of the vote, but, in fact, that party is just a national-
ist, pro-capitalist organization with fake populism.

AG: What is the role of intellectuals in Serbia today? Does an 
independent, critical intellectual exist? Do they take an active 
part in the social movements? Or do you see only “integrated 
intellectuals,” as the late Pierre Bourdieu used to call them?
FF: Well, I’m not sure what the term “intellectual” actually 
means . . . Yes, there are people who are well educated and 
who possess certain knowledge, but I don’t see them often 
raising their voice for the benefi t of the underclass people. I 
think that at this moment, Belgrade University is a neolib-
eral stronghold in Serbia. Most of the professors are trying to 
convince us that this kind of society is inevitable. Th ey say 
for themselves that they are “realistic” and that students have 
to pay tuition fees although all of them, during their studies, 
had free education. If you mean Sartre’s distinction between 
intellectual and specialist, where an intellectual is the one 
who criticizes system and who is involved in fi ght for social 
justice, and a specialist is the one who is expert for certain 
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aspect of knowledge, then we have many specialists but out-
side of world of activism, I don’t see any intellectuals.

AG: Now a diffi  cult question. You are anarchists and anti/
alter-globalists. You are against both the international com-
munity and the communitarian logic of Serbian nationalism. 
What is your position on The Hague Tribunal? According to 
the well- meaning, good hearted European liberals, The Hague 
is the last option to tame “the wild and refractory” people of 
Balkans. Is this Tribunal legal? Does that matter at all? Do 
you feel tamed and more civilized? Should anarchist sup-
port the civilizing eff orts of the international community, in 
order for the people to achieve “reconciliation” and “collec-
tive catharsis,” so they can stop being “not-yet” or “never-
quite” European?
FF: Th e Tribunal in Th e Hague is an ideological institution 
with disputable validity. It was created by the UN Security 
Council resolutions 808/93 and 827/93, but Security Council 
is only a UN executive organ and as such it may not estab-
lish judicial organs, nor it has right to perform any judicial 
function.

Besides that, the other problem is the so-called “selective 
justice.” Th e Tribunal in Th e Hague prosecutes only crimes 
committed in a particular space, but war crimes were commit-
ted and are being committed in so many areas of the world. 
Th is selective justice also contravenes the UN Charter prin-
ciple of sovereign equality of states. Th e Tribunal regulates 
its own functioning and appears both as a legislative and as 
a judicial body. Th ere are many violations of civil rights com-
mitted by this court, particularly a detention pending trial 
too long and the fact that there is no right to compensation 
of damage in case of unlawful detention.

Th is Tribunal has a mission to hide hands of powerful 
states covered with blood. Milošević should have been tried 
on the territory of the former Yugoslavia. Instead, he passed 
away in a prison cell under unknown conditions. Bigger war 
criminals—Clinton, Blair, Bush—are not persecuted.
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AG: Could you tell us a bit more about the “politics from 
below”? Yugoslavia, old state-socialist Yugoslavia, was the 
only nation-state with a system of self-management that has 
existed. Does the memory of self-managed work, grassroots 
democracy at the level of production, and social security still 
exist among the people? Who are the new protagonists of the 
politics from below? Is it the old Left in its various—and dull!—
manifestations? The workers? The students? The peasants? 
Anarchists and feminists?
FF: I met few activists abroad who had very positive opin-
ions about self-management in Yugoslavia, but I think that 
such opinions are often much too idealistic. In reality, that 
so called self-management system was controlled and coor-
dinated by political bureaucracy and I think it is wrong to 
even call it self-management. It was certainly not a class-
less system and there certainly were authoritarian decision 
making. However, even self-management with those mal-
functions was a much better system than this one. Anyway, 
self-management, real self-management, must come from 
people and it can’t be imposed on them. We can learn from 
mistakes of the old so called self-management system and 
reinvent it and improve it.

It is a bit hard to summarize all social protests against 
dismantling social security system that occurred during 
transitional years. Th ey are best described by slogan cre-
ated in Slovenia during demonstrations in which more than 
forty thousand people participated: “For the maintenance 
of the welfare state.” I have to mention the workers of the 
Serbian pharmaceutical factory Jugoremedija from the town 
of Zrenjanin, who have been engaged in an ongoing strug-
gle to run their workplace themselves, who became “symbol 
of resistance to neoliberal capitalism in Serbia.” Th ey have 
fought the privatization of their factory for over three years. 
Th ey have occupied factory and fought with police and private 
army. Recently, students of Belgrade University occupied the 
building of the philosophical faculty for seven days, until the 
University agreed to support demands of students against tui-



DON’T MOURN, BALKANIZE!

194

tion fees and against the government. Th ose rebellious stu-
dents, now and during occupation, functioned in accordance 
with a direct democracy decision-making.

So far, most of the rebellions are mainly reaction to the 
already imposed “structural adjustment” program of the IMF. 
I think that Serbia lacks an organized prevention of those 
impositions. People haven’t expected such a disastrous con-
sequences of the transitions and believed in politicians’ lies 
about better future. Th ere are anarcho-syndicalists and few 
anarchist-inspired collectives that struggle against neoliberal 
measures and off er anti-authoritarian vision of future society, 
but certainly there is a necessity of creation of united move-
ment against capitalism.

Although a few members of Marxist-Leninist organiza-
tions from Serbia gave very important contribution during 
some social protests, I think that their political principles and 
visions are run over by time and that they don’t, for the time 
being, give acceptable vision of society. Th ey say that their 
main goal is a seizure of state power and that, for me, is not 
acceptable. Th ere are other anarchist collectives, for exam-
ple, anarcho-syndicalists from Serbia that are now maintain-
ing Secretariat of the IWA. Th eir educational syndicate gave 
signifi cant contributions to recent student demonstrations. 
Th ere are few valuable people gather around Kontrapunkt mag-
azine, collective Zluradi Paradi, SPK, etc. Th ere is no printed 
magazine for radical Leftists and Freedom Fight movement, 
in coordination with Global Balkan network, will try to over-
come that failure by editing and printing Z Magazine in our 
language.

AG: What about the Serbian Roma? Roma people are Europe’s 
ubiquitous underclass and its most marginalized and 
oppressed citizens. An open letter presented to the European 
Union by the European Roma Rights Center on International 
Roma Day two years ago reminded us of the fact that “anti-
Gypsyism continues to be rife, is rarely punished and is often 
used as an acceptable outlet of racism in mass media as well 
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as in every aspect of life,” stressing “the persistent reality 
of extreme poverty and systemic human rights frustration 
or active abuse in the Roma ghettos which requires urgent 
concrete action.” On a much more optimistic note, a friend of 
mine, Bill Templer, sees Roma communities as a “laboratory 
for self-management beyond borders.” In his recent inspiring 
article in New Politics, he hopes that “their experience in the 
self-organization of a supranational identity in localized com-
munities can help point certain directions over the longer haul 
for a denationalizing of Europe’s political structures from the 
bottom up: decentralized nodes of community within a tran-
snational frame of inventive federation.”
FF: According to Mr. Paul Polansky, an activist working for the 
rights of the Roma people, the NATO bombing of Yugoslavia 
and the violence in its aftermath have destroyed the homes 
and lives of the Roma of Kosovo. Albanian nationalists have 
thrown the Roma out of Kosovo in even greater proportional 
numbers than the Serbs. Of the 150,000–200,000 Roma of 
Kosovo, less than 20,000 remain there when the NATO’s 
“peace-keeping” forces took control of Kosovo. Fifteen thou-
sand Romani homes have been destroyed. Mr. Polansky also 
claims that most international aid agencies in Kosovo dis-
criminate against all minorities, especially Gypsies.

Th ose remaining Roma are living in UN-built refugee 
camps in the most degrading circumstances. Paul Polansky 
claims that the UN built the camps on toxic wasteland. In 
his book UN-Leaded Blood he stated: “At three camps built 
by the UN High Commission for Refugees, some sixty Gypsy 
children under the age of six have been exposed to such high 
levels of lead that they are highly likely to die soon or to suff er 
irreversible brain damage. Th is number represents every child 
born in the camps since they were built fi ve and a half years 
ago.”

Th e Roma people are in little less extent also discrim-
inated in Serbia. Th ey are usually beaten by police or skin-
heads and their entrance into certain object is forbidden. Th ey 
usually have more problems with local authorities than with 
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ordinary citizens. Th ey have diffi  culties with fi nding jobs 
because of the color of their skin and they are usually allowed 
only to work some hard labor jobs.

But I have to mention my hometown, Raca Kragujevacka, 
a small town of about four thousand, where everybody knows 
everybody else, where in the summer of 1999 some four hun-
dred Roma refugees from Kosovo found shelter in the big 
building of my old school located in the downtown. Most of 
them have never heard of my town before. Th ey were well 
accepted by local population and there are more and more 
marriages made by people of diff erent nationalities.

AG: Here, in the United States, the myth of Serbian OTPOR 
still persists. According to the liberals, but also a number of 
radical Leftists, they were the grassroots, directly democratic 
and non-violent force behind the Serbian “Black Revolution” 
of 2001. Could you tell us what OTPOR really is?
FF: In fact, organization OTPOR was a U.S.-aided and -trained 
organization. Its purpose was to overthrow Milošević’s 
regime and to establish a government that would be obe-
dient to imperialistic demands. After fall of Milošević in 
2000, remains of that organization became a political party 
and after failure to become a part of Parliament, OTPOR 
merged into the Democratic Party. If you look at the offi  -
cial ideological declarations of OTPOR, (such as its own 1999 
Declaration), you’ll see that it was a nationalist, neoliberal 
organization which advocated “the restructuring of economy, 
creating the conditions for a free market, the inevitable pri-
vatization and opening of the economy to foreign invest-
ment backed by legal guarantees that would facilitate safe 
investment.”

AG: What about that other seductive myth, the one of the 
“friendly civil society”? Are NGOs friends or foes in the proc-
ess of building anti-authoritarian, Left-libertarian social move-
ments in Serbia today? My impression is that the “friendly 
civil society” and the “advocates of human rights” have been 
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transformed into intellectual commissars of the “modern,” 
neoliberal political forces.
FF: People from NGOs and those who represent the so-called 
civil society allow themselves to criticize certain aspects of 
the system, but never the system itself. Th ey are part of the 
system and, as such, they are for changes that would never 
endanger the system. Th ey are most welcomed guests of the 
American embassy. Th ey are well paid, but they are useless. 
As reformist organizations, they assume system maintenance 
and if you start questioning the system, you’ll have them on 
your back defending the system.

AG: But how do you see the recent elections? It seems that 
they will eff ect the fi nal decision of the status for Kosovo. 
The Finnish fi reman, Marti Ahtisaari (in the best tradition 
of Balkan colonial governors, after introducing his “plan” for 
Kosovo’s “future”), declared that he is not really interested in 
what local politicians in Serbia and Kosovo have to say about 
his proposal. What would be an anarchist response to the arti-
fi cial dilemma of nationalism or neoliberalism, which denies 
a possibility for another, horizontal and grassroots approach 
in this Serbian province? Is there an anarchist proposal for 
Kosovo?
FF: Th e international community now wants to solve prob-
lems that escalated after its “humanitarian interventions.” 
Th ere is an analogy with Iraq: the United States bombs a coun-
try promising establishment of democracy and freedom and 
after the bombing, the attacked country ends up in chaos. 
UN peacekeepers did nothing to prevent ethnic cleansing 
of Serbs and Roma in March of 2004. Th e special negotiator 
nominated by the UN, Marti Ahtisaari, strives to “monoethnic 
independence” which is opposed by Belgrade offi  cials. Th ey 
will probably be forced to accept it, but any forced agreement 
won’t do any good. In exchange for Kosovo, Serbia will prob-
ably be granted a membership in European-Atlantic alliances.

As Chomsky has suggested, the partition of Kosovo must 
be seriously considered and that seems to me most appropri-
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ate for the time being but it should be, of course, just a tem-
porary solution. Partitions and ethnic borders, although at 
the moment inevitable, are failures of humanity and mutual 
understanding.

However, a multiethnic society can’t be imposed from 
above. It and ethnic division could be avoided if we recog-
nize that the main problem is not territory and to whom it 
belongs, but unsolved essential social problems such as pov-
erty, housing, refugees, and privatization. If society is shaped 
from below by social movements, through actions based on 
solidarity and inclusive democracy, we’d be witnessing the 
end of ethnic divisions and confl icts.

AG: And what about Montenegro?
FF: After the referendum in May 2006, Montenegro became 
an independent country. Montenegro’s prime minister of 
that time, Milo Djukanović, was a former ally of Slobodan 
Milošević but in 1997 Western powers used him to dismantle 
the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and to remove any obsta-
cles to their interests in the Balkans. In return, Montenegro 
was bankrolled by Western fi nancial support. Unemployment 
and poverty are very huge, and the country is ruled by ordinary 
criminals and cigarette-smugglers. Th ere were many irregu-
larities during anti-independence campaigns. Many people 
were forced to vote for independence and Montenegrins 
living abroad were allowed to vote whilst those living in 
Serbia were barred.

AG: In one of my recent essays, I tried to describe the phenom-
enon I called the Belgrade Consensus, or the political argu-
ment which is composed of three parts: neoliberalism, nation-
alism, and the politics of the so called civil society (civilizing 
the “uncivil one”). The protagonists of this unusual consen-
sus of elites suggest that there could be no alternative beyond 
mutually dependent nationalist and neoliberal discourses. In 
this atmosphere, the people of Serbia are deprived of a gen-
uine alternative. They are condemned to becoming depolit-
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icized, to the loss of “political illusions,” to a crisis of politi-
cal activism, and worse still, to being receptive to those of the 
populist extremism of the extreme Right.
FF: Neoliberalism and nationalism are two sides of the same 
coin. Nationalism, as terrorism, is just a symptom of a capi-
talist and colonial society. Th ey are not opposed to each other. 
Capitalist society itself creates the enemy it fi ghts against. Th e 
United States won’t win the war against terrorism even if it 
manages to exterminate all Al-Qaeda cells. As long as exploi-
tation and imperialism exist, there will be those extreme sorts 
of resistance. Th e United States should lead a “war on terror” 
within its own borders—that is, it should change its own for-
eign policy that is the main inciter for terrorist activities.

In the Balkans, nationalistic impulses were stirred up 
by imperialistic states in order to weaken those who might 
oppose imperialistic plans through internal civil wars. Besides 
that, neoliberalism and nationalism here are both ideologi-
cally rooted in liberalism. Between those two options, diff er-
ences are almost irrelevant. Both options advocate privatiza-
tion, dismantling social security system, etc.

AG: Do you think that ideas such as participatory economics, 
and other proposals for a participatory society, that we here 
at Z like to advocate, make any sense for the Balkans? Are 
visionary, participatory politics, which would rest on alterna-
tive political designs, and an invitation to think collectively 
and seriously about the life after capitalism and hierarchy, 
something that people in Serbia and the Balkans can relate 
to? In 19th-century Russia and Serbia, revolutionaries used 
to talk about “going to the people.” Do you think that going to 
the people with the ideas of participatory economy and par-
ticipatory politics would encounter constructive responses?
FF: Well, the idea of parecon is strictly opposed to the neo-
liberal dogma so as long as advocates of neoliberalism have 
power of manufacturing opinions parecon won’t be accepted 
and familiar to ordinary people. I am sure that most activ-
ists are not acquainted with idea of parecon. Ideas that advo-
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cate that everybody have a proportionate participation in the 
decisions that aff ect people’s lives must have a stronghold in 
part of population for whose benefi t those ideas are designed. 
Th ey have to be closely connected with social movements 
that would advocate them and establish them in practice 
and in reality. Th ere is an open space for these ideas, maybe 
especially in the Balkans. People lost faith in representative 
democracy and in political parties. Th ey want to build their 
future and their lives on their own. I am sure they would rec-
ognize parecon as a proper alternative.
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Andrej Grubačić provides an interesting perspective on the 
apparently intractable question of Kosovo. What is his per-
spective and how should we evaluate it?

Andrej off ers a self-avowedly “utopian program of trans-
formation” based on grassroots movements agitating around 
common social issues that foster cross-ethnic “organic soli-
darity” as a counter to interethnic confl ict, leading to a “par-
ticipatory society” from below as the ultimate answer to “the 
separation of Albanian and non-Albanian populations.” In 
this way, Andrej argues, ethno-nationalism will retreat in 
Kosovo and we will, at last, be able to transcend the bloody 
and divisive logic of “new ethnic border lines.”

Th is sweeping vision is indeed a captivating ideal to 
which every radical should aspire, and be inspired by, as it is 
the ultimate answer to the social question in the Balkans, as 
elsewhere. But it is nevertheless the case that ideals, how-
ever captivating, too often fail to guide us adequately or suffi  -
ciently when, as radicals, we are faced with the pressing need 
to provide concrete answers to concrete questions, such as 
those raised by the national question in Kosovo. Th is is argu-
ably the central weakness of Andrej’s perspective.

Th e national question in Kosovo, like all national ques-
tions, is a pre-eminently political question. Of course, it is 
inextricably intertwined with deeper economic and social 

The Kosovo Question: 
Some Radical Perspectives
By Dragan Plavsic
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issues, which need to be addressed and ultimately resolved. 
But the most concrete, the most immediate and the most 
pressing expression of any national question is invariably to 
be found on the level of politics, and so it is also on this level 
that we have to provide answers.

It is precisely here that Andrej’s “utopian” perspective 
proves unsatisfactory; indeed, it would be more accurate to 
say that, by socializing the national question, his perspective 
represents an avoidance of politics and thus an avoidance of 
the national question in its proper sense. To off er a captivat-
ing social ideal as the answer to a pressing political problem is 
akin to drivers whose eyes are so intently fi xed on the horizon 
that they cannot adequately negotiate the immediate obsta-
cles that lie in their path.

It is these immediate obstacles that a radical politics has 
to negotiate when it comes to the question of Kosovo. Th ere 
are not a few that need negotiating. Should we oppose or sup-
port Kosovo’s right to self-determination, the right to form an 
independent state in its current borders? Should we oppose or 
support the UN regime that the United States bequeathed the 
province after its 1999 war against Serbia? Should we oppose 
or support Serbia’s refusal to give up its claim to sovereignty 
over Kosovo? And should we oppose or support the territo-
rial partition of Kosovo with Serbia? Th ese are the concrete, 
immediate and pressing questions to which we, as radicals, 
should be able to provide concrete, coherent, and reasoned 
answers. Andrej’s perspective is ultimately unsatisfactory 
because he fails to do so.

Th ere are two other perspectives that radicals have 
off ered on Kosovo which are also worth examining.

The Balkan Federation Idea
Th e fi rst is one that is often proposed by much of what Andrej 
himself calls the “old” Left in the former Yugoslavia, partic-
ularly in Serbia: the idea of a Balkan socialist federation, an 
idea with a long, progressive political heritage rooted in the 
19th century. Th is idea holds that the only way of transcend-
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ing ethnic confl ict is to do away with the squabbling, petty 
statelets of the region that have perennially used nationalism 
to further their ends and whose mutual animosities have so 
often been exploited by the imperial powers to impose their 
own ”solutions” in the area. A Balkan Federation, the argu-
ment goes, would unify the region and serve as a protective 
bulwark against both imperial intervention and interethnic 
confl ict.

Like Andrej’s perspective, this too is a captivating ideal to 
which every radical should aspire, and be inspired by, as it is 
the ultimate answer to the national question in the Balkans. 
But it is also unsatisfactory because, while it is certainly an 
attempt to address the national question on the level of poli-
tics, it provides an abstract answer rather than a concrete one 
to the central political issue that needs addressing: the right 
of Kosovo to self-determination, to its own independent state.

Instead, this perspective is too often presented at best as 
a tacit avoidance of that central issue (a Balkan Federation 
is the best answer to the Kosovo question) or at worst as an 
explicit rejection of it (no to another statelet in the Balkans, 
yes to a Balkan Federation). Such an overriding emphasis on 
the idea of a Balkan Federation at a time when the dominant 
political trend is still in the direction of independent state-
hood, is unlikely to have the kind of daily political purchase 
on individuals and movements that radicals should seek.

Yet, in other ways, the Balkan Federation idea certainly 
has the potential to off er answers to the other pressing polit-
ical questions that come up: no to UN colonial rule in Kosovo, 
no to Serbia’s claims to Kosovo, no to partition. Nevertheless, 
all these answers are in the end fatally vitiated by the failure to 
answer concretely and directly the one central question that 
currently dominates any political discussion of the Kosovo 
question: the question of the right to self-determination.

Chomsky and Partition
Th e other answer to the Kosovo question that has emerged 
from a radical source is that of territorial partition, to 
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which Noam Chomsky, in an interview last year with Radio 
Television Serbia, has given his support. Chomsky stated:

My feeling has been for a long time that the only 
realistic solution is one that in fact was off ered by the 
President of Serbia I think back round 1993 [Chomsky 
is referring to the proposal of former Serbian president 
of Yugoslavia, Dobrica Ćosić], namely some kind of 
partition, with the Serbian, by now very few Serbs left, 
but what were the Serbian areas being part of Serbia 
and the rest be what they called “independent,” which 
means it’ll join Albania.

While Chomsky’s view certainly has the virtue of provid-
ing a concrete answer on the level of politics, it is neverthe-
less highly questionable whether it represents an adequately 
radical solution to the Kosovo question. Th ere are two main 
reasons why this is so.

First, Chomsky proposes by partition precisely what Andrej 
opposes: the drawing of yet another set of ethnic borderlines 
in the Balkans. Th e consequences of doing so are not diffi  cult 
to envisage. Even if partition were limited to Serbia gaining the 
three northern districts of Kosovo where Serbs are clearly in a 
majority, such partition, and the rancorous negotiations it is 
bound to entail, are certain to infl ame still further the already 
infl ammatory state of Albanian-Serb relations. Not only could 
this lead to yet another war over new ethnic borderlines, and to 
yet another round of ethnic cleansing of Albanians from major-
ity Serb districts and vice-versa, but it would also, as a conse-
quence, leave the remaining Serbs elsewhere in Kosovo even 
more vulnerable. In short, partition is likely to lead to immeas-
urably worsened ethnic relations and even to war.

Secondly, and no less importantly, the interethnic strife 
between Albanians and Serbs that is likely to intensify in the 
course of the partition process would very likely derail the 
most positive and signifi cant political development in Kosovo 
since the 1999 war—the recent emergence of a Kosovan anti-
colonial movement.
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The Kosovan Anticolonial Movement
On February 10 of this year, a mass demonstration of three-
thousand-strong in Kosovo’s capital of Pristina demand-
ing immediate independence from Serbia and an end to 
UN rule of the province was dispersed by UN and Kosovan 
police using tear gas and rubber bullets. Two demonstra-
tors were shot dead and eighty-two received hospital treat-
ment. Th at evening, the premises of the Movement for Self-
Determination (MSD), which organized the demonstration, 
were raided, and its leader, thirty-one year old Albin Kurti, 
was arrested. A further demonstration on March 3 demanded 
Kurti’s immediate release, but at the time of this writing he 
continues to languish in prison.

MSD’s opposition to UN rule marks nothing less than 
the birth of a Kosovan anticolonial movement. Its activists, 
regularly arrested and harassed by the authorities, condemn 
the UN for being an “absolute ruler” whose “colonial occupa-
tion,” based on “force not justice,” prides itself “on being here 
to build democracy [but] is itself completely undemocratic.” 
Th ey lambaste the UN for not even ending Kosovo’s drastic 
electricity shortages seven years after the 1999 war. Moreover, 
UN rule has been conspicuously unable with its privatizing 
neoliberal programs to alleviate Kosovo’s desperate levels of 
poverty, or to resolve Albanian-Serb hostilities with its noto-
riously top-down approach to this critical issue.

At the same time, despite its uncompromising demand 
for independence from Belgrade, MSD is not Serbophobic. 
In 2004, its leader, Albin Kurti, opposed the mass Albanian 
attacks on Serb civilians and churches, leading one newspa-
per to condemn him for being “anti-Albanian.” Kurti rightly 
understood that such attacks were a bloody diversion from 
the struggle for decolonization he wanted to wage.

MSD has also led opposition to the new Kosovo Peace 
Plan, the immediate cause of the Pristina demonstra-
tion, which the UN’s envoy, Marti Ahtisaari, announced in 
February. Proposing that Kosovo should have the right to join 
the UN and to its own fl ag and anthem, he stopped short 
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of calling for independence. Instead, he off ered rule by an 
EU governor, supported by an EU-led police force and NATO 
troops. UNMIK becomes EUMIK, Kosovo remains a colony, 
and nothing changes. Th e refusal to call for independence was 
motivated by one overriding geopolitical fear—that an alien-
ated Serbia might turn to Putin’s Russia, which would then 
secure a foothold in the Balkans.

MSD’s appearance therefore marks a shift in Kosovan pol-
itics from a destructive focus on Albanian-Serb hostilities to a 
focus on the struggle against the autocratic neocolonial power 
the UN currently wields over Kosovo. It is not diffi  cult to see 
that partition, and all it would entail, would derail this move-
ment because it would bring back the focus on Albanian-Serb 
hostilities that MSD has been assiduously shifting in an anti-
colonial direction.

Some Concrete Radical Perspectives
It is therefore important that radicals today support Kosovo’s 
right to self-determination, to an independent state within 
its current borders. Th is is neither a distant dream nor an 
abstract solution; on the contrary, it is politically concrete, 
but it is also radical not least because the demand for Kosovan 
independence today is assuming an anticolonial character as 
the struggle to free Kosovo from autocratic UN or EU rule 
begins to gather steam.

As for Serbia’s claims to Kosovo, it is critical that the 
Serbian radical Left fulfi ls its internationalist duty by oppos-
ing these nationalist claims. Th is can best be done if cou-
pled with support for Kosovo’s right to self-determination, 
the right to determine its own future free of UN or EU colo-
nial rule.

It is through such concrete political acts of international-
ism by Serbs who support Kosovan Albanian national rights, 
that agitation around social issues of common interest which 
Andrej points to (such as opposition to neoliberal privatiza-
tion) can fruitfully begin. In this way, too, it is possible to 
begin to build the kind of basic political trust between Serbs 
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and Albanians that will make the idea of a Balkan Federation 
a more feasible topic for mutual discussion.

One thing is certain, however: it is only by fi rst giving 
concrete political support to Kosovo’s right of self-determi-
nation that Left radicals in Serbia in particular will be able 
to cross the bridge that leads to genuine solidarity between 
Albanians and Serbs on the wider economic, political, and 
social issues they have in common. If they fail to do so today, 
then the national question will be used against them to derail 
any common initiatives they may try to undertake.
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It is the barbarians who now represent faith in human des-
tiny and future of civilization, whereas the “civilized people” 
fi nd their salvation only in barbarism: the massacre of the 
Communards and the return of the Pope.

—Mikhail Bakunin, Protestation of the Alliance, 1871

If in order to win it were necessary to erect the gallows in the 
public square, then I would prefer to lose.

—Errico Malatesta, Pensiero e Volonta, 1924

Does such an environment exist? It does not. It follows, then, 
that it has to be created.

—Mikhail Bakunin, Integral Education, 1869

A few days ago, the famous British integrated intellectual, 
Timothy Garton Ash, invited us to “tell our Kosovo.” “Kosovo 
is many things to many people,” asserted Ash, “tell me your 
Kosovo and I will tell you who you are.” Allow me then, to 
start by telling you my Kosovo, and my Balkans. I advocate 
another Balkans, neither capitalist nor bureaucratic-socialis-
tic: a transethnic society with polyculturalist outlook that rec-
ognizes multiple and overlapping identities and affi  liations 
based on voluntary cooperation, mutual aid, a direct democ-
racy of nested councils and a self-managed economy with 

No State, No Nation: 
Balkan Federation
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participatory planning, framed within a regional frame of a 
federation.

I believe that the Kosovo question can only be answered 
in a regional framework, and I believe that the Balkans can 
provide a model for another Europe, a balkanized Europe of 
regions, as an alternative to both transnational European 
super-state and nation- states. Th e Balkanization of Europe 
would be premised on the politics of autonomous regions and 
plurality of cultures. I see the region, an entity once eroded by 
the centralized nation-state and capitalism, as the basis for the 
regeneration and reconstruction of social and political life of 
Europe. My Balkans is the Balkans of regional units rather than 
nations, recuperating their culturally diverse, regional polycul-
tural identity, which had been lost in its incorporation into 
nation-state frameworks. For these reasons, I do not advo-
cate the support for a new, mono-ethnic, Kosovo nation-state.

Th e Kosovo movement Verodonstovje has, as its motto, 
a catchy phrase: “no negotiation: self determination.” Th e 
motto that I would like to off er is very diff erent: no state, no 
nation: Balkan Federation. Th e project of Balkan Federation 
is a project of radical decolonization, polyculturality, social 
change from the bottom-up, analogous to and in active com-
munication with such contemporary projects as the politics 
of zapatismo in Mexico and Argentine horizontalidad.

Regional experiences of the Balkans, such as its his-
torical experience of self-organization, could balkanize and 
denationalize Europe’s political structures. You will notice 
that I use the term Balkanization in a diff erent way than it 
is being used by pundits and Euro-American balkanologists. 
Balkanization is, one might say, an invention of political bal-
kanologists. Th is term is a fantastic abuse of language. One 
could even make a little joke and suggest that Euro-American 
politics in the Balkans was, historically, guided by three Bs: 
balkanization, barbarity, and bombs. People in the Balkans 
are barbarians, or so this Euro-imperial line goes; they tend to 
balkanize, and the only way to prevent that is to bomb them 
(or to sell them bombs so they can do it themselves).
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Before examining, at the end of this reply [to Dragan 
Plavsic, see previous article —Ed.], your interesting and con-
structive arguments, I want to broach discussion of a few 
more general presuppositions and then try to contribute a 
few elements for a political refl ection on Kosovo question.

Political balkanophobia
If we take a historical view, I think that we could identify a 
phenomenon, or rather, a whole complex of elite reactions 
that I propose to call “political balkanophobia”: an elite fear 
of autonomous spaces. Th e European state system of the 17th 
and 18th centuries arose as a result of successful fi ghts for the 
formation and territorial unifi cation of a regional identity. Th e 
state-architects of Europe of that time were, in fact, obsessed 
with the demon of the Balkans, balkanization being taken 
here in the sense of an alternative process of territorial organ-
ization, decentralization, territorial autonomy and federalism. 
Balkanization, a process of constant fi ssion and fusion, has 
been a remarkably threatening alternative for the emerging 
large, centralized, coercive systems. Debalkanization became 
a name, and an excuse, for a process of eliminating the threat 
of autonomous political spaces that lack any specialized and 
permanently constituted coercive authority separated from 
the society, as well as of eliminating the region’s memory of 
its anticolonial and anti-statist struggles.

Today, in this new era of integration, the Balkans, and 
balkanization, are presented and projected to the world opin-
ion as nothing but historical residue of “primitive national-
isms,” again poses the threat to delirious European bureaucra-
tization, just like in the era of the Absolutist State at its very 
base. Th e European Union is unsettled by the prospect of a 
politically rebellious (unstable) region, inside and against the 
imperial agglomeration. Listen to the words of the Hungarian 
prime minister: “Th e problems of the Roma are not locked 
on the territory of the individual EU member states, because 
the free movement of people means free movement of social 
problems”. Debalkanization, in a sense of a pacifi cation of 
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“social problems,” is essential for the future integration, in 
this new era of European history. It signals the need of the 
European elites, and local oligarchies, to neutralize any poten-
tial non state-nationalist alternative political design.

More dramatically put, the real choice of our times is the 
one between barbarism and balkanization.

To say that Balkan nationalisms are somehow not real 
would be dishonest, even ludicrous, and in any event very 
irresponsible. But to say that inter-national and ethnic strife 
determine Balkan identity is to play into the hands of domi-
nant Euro-imperial discourse. I would even advance a thesis 
that the Balkans, as a region, is much more courageous, even 
if sometimes tragically unsuccessful, in its attempts to dis-
cover ways to confront the ethnic and religious diff erences. 
It is enough, I think, to remember the courageous example of 
former Yugoslavia and to compare it to Euro-American mas-
sacres of Jewish and Arab people, Amero-Indians, and his-
torical legacy of feudal wars, colonialism, slavery and geno-
cide. Who are the real barbarians? One of the crucial aspects 
of balkanophobia is the particularism of the European uni-
versalism. Eurocentric universalism was forged as an ideolog-
ical balkanophobic response—even before the colonization of 
the Americas—as a process of “othering” of the Balkans, in the 
struggle to “break the heavy, mute spell of wilderness,” where 
the Balkans had became a symbol of everything mysterious 
and threatening in European culture. Th e Balkans became a 

“wild” Europe, an entangling, intricate labyrinth inhabited by 
the creatures of sin and insolent nations incapable of gov-
erning themselves: a place in the heart of European darkness 
where an evil thought will carry a good man out of the light; 
a place outside, if on the doorstep, where people need to be 
evangelized in the name of civilizing missions, human rights, 
and civil society.

Where are we now?
Allow me to sketch, for readers who are not familiar with our 
Balkan peculiarities, something of a background. So what is 
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this situation in which Kosovo, formally still part of Serbia, 
fi nds itself today?

Berlin’s Institute for European Politics has just issued a 
124-page report written on the behalf of the German Army. 
According to this interesting document, multiethnic soci-
ety does not exist outside the bureaucratic pronouncements 
of the international community (in Trujillo’s memorable 
description, the international community is a “Greek chorus 
of contemporary politics. No one has ever seen it, but it is 
singing in the background and everyone is playing to it”). Th e 
mission of the European Union, suggested by Ahtisaari, is 
not sustainable in either a conceptual or analytical sense, say 
the authors of the document. Kosovo is to be made desti-
tute by bad management, corruption, and organized crime 
that involve not only Kosovo politicians but also members 
of European administration. Th e role of the United States, 
the document reads, is also counter productive: the United 
States is aiding the members of organized crime groups, 
giving training to former members of the Kosovo Liberation 
Army, and spoiling European eff orts to investigate war crimes. 
According the 2005 analysis by German’s foreign intelligence 
(BND), former Prime Minister Ramush Haradinaj plays a 
“key role in a broad spectrum of criminal, political and mili-
tary activities that signifi cantly aff ect the security situation 
throughout Kosovo. Th e group, which counts about one hun-
dred members, is involved in drug and weapon smuggling, as 
well as illegal trade in dutiable items.” Th e so-called “system 
Haradinaj,” writes Der Spiegel, is supported by the regions de 
facto rulers from the West, represented by a string of envoys 
from the UN, NATO, EU, and OSCE. At the same time, we can 
read in the European Stability Initiative Report that the aver-
age annual income is 1,200 euros. Unemployment estimates 
range from 28 percent to more than 40 percent, with remit-
tances from family members abroad comprising the second 
largest source of income, and accounting for 13 percent of 
household income. Th is rate has been dropping as Kosovo 
émigrés are returning home.
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The Holbrooke option
Th ere are quite a few options on the table: one colonial 
and two nationalist. Serbian nationalists insist on “auton-
omy without independence.” Albanian nationalists insist on 

“independence and autonomy.” Th e European Union and the 
United States are imposing, under the so-called Ahtisaari 
Plan, an “independence without autonomy.” Russian politi-
cians talk about the possible use of their veto in the General 
assembly if the wishes of Serbian nationalists are ignored. 
Serbian and Albanian nationalist politicians are in the proc-
ess of long and unsuccessful negotiations.

I think that we can safely assume that the future of 
Kosovo has already been decided. Th e so-called negotiations 
are a charade with the sole purpose of giving some illusion of 
legality. In an interview given with the Balkan Investigative 
Research Network, Richard Holbrooke, America’s former 
Balkan negotiator, says that independence, is inevitable now 
or next year: Serbia has lost the “moral rights to rule Kosovo.” 

“Th e Russians don’t give a damn about the Serbs. Th ey care 
about Georgia. Th ey are incredibly angry at Saakashvili. Th ey 
want to overthrow Mikheil Saakashvili . . .” “History is on the 
side of the Kosovo Albanians for the fi rst time in 800 years. 
Th e horrible events of 1912 and 1989 are in the process of being 
reversed. Albanians are very understandably impatient [and] 
I share that impatience.” He does admit that “Th e whole area 
is full of organized crime . . . But our goal is not to fi x every 
problem in the universe.” Th en he goes on to ask: “Where is 
the Kosovar Nelson Mandela?”

His Hannibal Lecter-style cynicism and his exquisite sub-
tlety aside, I think that Holbrooke is right, and that Russia 
does not intend to interfere for the sake of Serbia. Th at is also 
the opinion of Fodor Lukjanov, editor of one of the leading 
foreign policy magazines in Russia (Russia in Global Politics), 
who, in an interview given to Radio Free Europe, says that 
Russia is not going to use her veto power, but will support 
some version of the Ahtisaari Plan. I am not at all convinced 
that Georgia is what is at stake here. As is usually the case, 
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the truth is simpler. Kosovo and Metohija have the largest 
deposit of lignite in Europe. According to the web magazine 
Energy Observer, Russia is very interested in these reserves. 
Th e fact that much of the province’s wealth lies in minerals 
is an advantage because Kosovo’s mining tradition ensures 
a pool of skilled workers, and mineral investors are not as 
likely to be scared away by Kosovo’s economic chaos, as it 
says on the website. In my opinion at least, Russia is using 
the opportunity to negotiate better terms for the privatiza-
tion of Kosovo’s minerals. To put things very simplistically, as 
Zbigniew Brzezinski likes to say.

It is, at the same time, painfully obvious that United States 
will not allow anything short of supervised independence of 
Kosovo. In a letter-report of the German conservative politician 
Willy Wimmer to the former German Chancellor Schroder, we 
can fi nd the outlines for the U.S. policy in the Balkans: the pur-
pose behind the Kosovo war was to enable the United States 
to correct an oversight of General Eisenhower’s in the World 
War II and to establish a U.S. military presence in the Balkans 
with the perspective of controlling the strategically impor-
tant peninsula. Th e American aim was to draw a geopolitical 
line from the Baltic Sea to Anatolia and to control this area 
as the Romans had once controlled it; for all this, the United 
States needs a speedy recognition of Kosovo, the exclusion of 
Serbia from Europe, and the prioritization of self determina-
tion before all other regulations or rules of international law.

The Radical Left and Kosovo question
Th is complicated situation presents a very diffi  cult dilemma 
for the radical Left, and it frames the complex and sensitive 
nature of our conversation about Kosovo’s future. It poses 
complex, deep, and unpleasant questions.

Let me try to address some of your [Plavsic’s] criticisms, 
which I fi nd very inspiring and constructive in their tone. It 
seems to me that you propose a very European solution to our 
Balkan problems. Your answer to the Kosovo question is to 
establish new states, built on seemingly unavoidable ethno-
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nationalist principles. You object to my self-avowed utopian 
approach, and see it as not political enough. It seems that we 
have diff erent ideas of what politics is. Th is is probably related 
to the diff erences, and concrete disagreements, inscribed in 
our respective political traditions: anarchism and Marxism-
Leninism. By politics I mean an organic, dialogical, shared, 
and participatory activity of the self-governing public. What 
you call politics I would call state-building or statecraft, a set 
of operations that are premised on the seizing the State power, 
and which are realized through a political party, or political 
movement; a miniature State, that replicates the State in its 
organization. For me, this approach intimates precisely what 
you reproach me for, and that is an abdication of a genuine 
politics, with a grave concomitant and related symptom of 
atrophy of political imagination. It prevents critical and polit-
ical refl ection on the social change, the meaning of which 
would lie in the attempt to bring into being other possibili-
ties for human existence.

I do not avoid the national question, in proper or any 
other sense. But I do reject the nationalist (as opposed to 
polycultural) and statist solution, Serbian and Albanian, in 
every sense.

Th e radical Left should not worship the status quo, and 
should not adore faits accomplis. What we need in the Balkans, 
where daily papers are rarely our morning prayer but rather 
our brutal colonial farce, is a conquest of a point of view 
beyond the given—a work of a new, restored politics that 
separates recognition of people’s creativity from adoration of 
power of facts. For the resurgence of the radical decoloniza-
tion project, new political objectives and new intellectual atti-
tudes are required.

Your solution is support for the right of Kosovo to self-
determination, to its own independent state. Th is is, of course, 
a very legitimate position to take, but it leaves us with two 
major problems.

First, I do not see how this proposal is real. It seems to 
me that it is (even) more utopian than my own. You reproach 
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Noam’s advocacy of partition on the grounds that it would 
infl ame “still further the already infl ammatory state of 
Albanian-Serb relations,” and maybe even “lead to yet another 
war over new ethnic border lines, and to yet another round 
of ethnic cleansing of Albanians from majority Serb dis-
tricts and vice-versa.” I agree with you. But something does 
not work here. Your proposal is vulnerable and open to criti-
cisms for the precise same reasons. In my opinion, the future 
of Kosovo has already been decided in the gentlemen club of 
Europe, United States, and Russia. So what can we do? If our 
intention, the most fundamental one, is to care about actual 
human lives, not for dead principles and if Kosovo becomes 
independent, as it almost certainly will, the fate of Roma and 
Serb civilians is sealed. Th ey will be ethnically cleansed. Th e 
ones who manage to get out of the Kosovo alive, that is. Th e 
UN refuge commission is already preparing for this. Even the 
former Ambassador to Serbia, William Montgomery (cer-
tainly not a Serbian nationalist), warns in his weekly column 
in the Serbian weekly Danas that “Serbs in Kosovo cannot 
trust the international community and the guarantees given 
are no more worthy then paper on which they were written.” 
If the radical Left decides to support the state-ethnic solu-
tion, it will have to support the right of Serbs and Roma to 
secede. Once the right for Albanians to secede from Serbia 
is established, no one will be able to deny the same right to 
the others, including, perhaps (or even very probably), to 
Republika Srpska, the Serbian part of Bosnia. And that will 
take us right back to Noam’s solution of inevitable partition.

My fear of inevitable ethnic violence is supported by a 
recent proclamation of Hisen Durmisi, one of the leading 
activists of Vetënovedosje (Movement for Self-Determination, 
or MSD) to Balkan Insight: “Decentralization means seces-
sion and secession means war” . . . Th is will be people’s war for 
freedom, and Vetëvendosje movement will be there to lead it.”

Th is brings us to another weakness of your position. You 
maintain that MSD is an anticolonial movement. Perhaps so. 
Th e question is if we should support this movement.
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I like their sense of political humor. Twice they sur-
rounded the UNMIK building with a yellow tape saying 

“Crime scene—Do not cross.” And they have a skilful sense of 
euphemism: “UNMIKistan,” “UNMIKolonialism,” playing with 
words like “F-UN-D” for “the end,” or “T-UN-G” for “goodbye” 
in Albanian. While I completely support their fi ght against 

“autocratic neo-colonial power,” I am very skeptical as to the 
other part of your argument, or your belief that MSD is not 
Serbophobic. Th ey appear to carry the fl ame of a very tra-
ditional Albanian ethno-nationalism. Th e leader of MSD is 
Albin Kurti, whom I have had an opportunity to meet back in 
the days when he was a student representative of the Kosovo 
parallel University. Kurti was, at that time, despite his dread-
locks, a fervent Albanian nationalist, advocating the legiti-
macy of the Great Albanian project, and of a very particu-
lar rural nationalist utopia. I had not heard anything about 
him until the moment when he became a political adviser to 
the KLA (UCK), a narco-guerilla group with a rather limited 
political imagination. I have read the manifesto of MSD and 
this document does not mention, in a single word, the idea 
of cohabitation or of an internationalist society. A journalist 
friend of mine who lives and works in Kosovo tells me that 
among the many colorful and intelligent stickers and graf-
fi ti of MSD, you can also fi nd things like “Smite the Serbs.” 
He also mentions the relationship between MSD and Balli 
Kombetar (a Nationalist Front, right-wing group that advo-
cates the monoethnic project of Great Albania). I do not have 
enough information, but this is more than enough to make 
me uncomfortable.

In some of my writings on the Balkans, I have tried to 
demonstrate that the case of Croatia, Slovenia, Serbian parts 
of Croatia and Bosnia, and Kosovo, is signifi cantly diff erent 
from the history of anticolonial independence struggles in 
the other parts of the world. We would be making a serious 
mistake if we would try to apply, or rather to impose, in a 
mechanic fashion, the same analytical and political frame-
work. To use a very local joke, OTPOR does not always trans-
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late as “resistance.” Th e reality on the ground is very complex 
and very nuanced; it defi es tailor-made solutions, refl exive 
angelology and demonology of particular struggles, and rec-
ognition of this nuanced reality demands from us to patiently 
tolerate regional complexities.

You further say that, “as for Serbia’s claims to Kosovo, it is 
critical that the Serbian radical Left fulfi ls its internationalist 
duty by opposing these nationalist claims.” I could not agree 
more. But I also think that it is critical, in the very same way, 
for radical Leftists to oppose Albanian nationalism. How can 
we oppose one nationalism and support another? We must 
refuse both. We should refuse all the above-mentioned bal-
kanophobic alternatives for Kosovo, however “utopian” this 
might sound. What we can do is to lend our concrete support 
to the projects of mutual aid, mutual solidarity, poly-cultural 
identity, and politics of freedom.

I was always allergic to demands, expressed sometimes 
by other socialists, that anarchists need to come up with a 
position on the national question or imperialism. Anarchism 
is not a political party or a single political line, and there are 
as many positions as there are anarchists. But, this being 
said, I do believe that there is one fundamental common 
premise. Let us call it a prefi gurative promise. We cannot 
create a future that we want by supporting, in the present, 
those projects and those movements that contradict our 
vision of future. As Malatesta has said, “if in order to win it 
were necessary to erect the gallows in the public square, then 
I would prefer to lose.” Or to not choose between imposed 
balkanophobic solutions, to refuse the rationalization of the 
real, rationalization of the imposed alternatives, colonial and 
state-national.

We, the people of the Balkans, need to go back to and 
build upon the most precious part of our history: a polycul-
tural vision of multiethnic, indeed transethnic, anti-author-
itarian society. We need to understand the scandal borne by 
the word “Balkans” and rediscover the trenchancy of its idea. 
Th is kind of society is possible only in the framework of a 
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Balkan Federation, with no state, and beyond nation: a world 
where many worlds fi t. If this is not our reality today, it fol-
lows that our duty, our only duty, is to fi ght to make it our 
reality tomorrow.
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August 2007

Th e following interview was prepared for ZMag Balkans, a 
new print magazine, produced by Freedom Fight collec-
tive for Balkan audiences, modeled on Z Magazine U.S. and 
utilizing its content as well as local content bearing more 
directly on the Balkans. Th e interview was done, more spe-
cifi cally, at the request of the workers in a pharmaceuti-
cal factory Jugoremedija in Zrenjanin (Serbia) for an issue 
of ZMag Balkans focusing on participatory economics. Th e 
workers are running the plant, having taken it over, and are 
looking for information and ideas about how to rearrange 
their workplace to escape the ills of both capitalism and the 
market socialism they experienced in Yugoslavia. Th e inter-
viewer was Andrej Grubačić, who is working with both the 
new magazine and the workers in the plant.

Andrej Grubačić: What is participatory economics?
Michael Albert: Many of its advocates call participatory eco-
nomics parecon for short, and it is a vision of doing econom-
ics diff erently than under capitalism and what has been called 
socialism. Participatory economics elevates certain values, 
such as solidarity, equity, diversity, self-management, and 
effi  ciency to central organizing principles, and then proposes 
a set of institutions that can foster those values while accom-
plishing economic functions.

Parecon as a New Path 
for the Balkans?
An Interview With Michael Albert
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Th e key institutions of parecon are workers and consum-
ers councils using self-managing decision making procedures 
that put all infl uence into the hands of those who are aff ected 
by decisions: income for how hard people work, how long 
they work, and the onerousness or harshness of the condi-
tions under which they work; a new division of labor called 
balanced job complexes that gives each participant a mix of 
responsibilities such that all people’s overall work allotments 
are comparably empowering in their implications for those 
involved; and a new way of determining economic inputs 
and outputs—or allocation—that allows the population to 
self-manage without class divisions and completes economic 
functions consistently with people’s needs and capacities.

Succinctly: in capitalism, owners, together with about 
a fi fth of the population who have highly empowered work, 
decide what is produced, by what means, and with what dis-
tribution. Of course, the owners and the more empowered 
fi fth of the workforce get far more income than others, domi-
nate choices and, in all critical respects, rule the economy. Th e 
latter group doesn’t monopolize property, like the owners do, 
but instead monopolizes the tasks, conditions, and circum-
stances that facilitate infl uencing outcomes. I call them the 
coordinator class. Nearly four-fi fths of the population, in con-
trast to owners and coordinators, monopolize neither prop-
erty nor empowering positions. Th ese workers do largely rote 
labor, suff er inferior incomes, obey orders, and endure bore-
dom, all imposed from above. As John Lennon put it, “As soon 
as you’re born they make you feel small, by giving you no time 
instead of it all.” Th is is the working class.

Capitalism destroys solidarity, reduces variety, obliter-
ates equity, and imposes harsh hierarchy. It is top heavy in 
power and opportunity. It is bottom heavy in pain and con-
straint. Indeed, capitalism imposes on workers a degree of 
economic obedience beyond what any dictator ever dreamed 
of imposing politically. Who ever heard of citizens asking gov-
ernors permission to go to the bathroom—a commonplace 
occurrence for workers in many corporations.
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Capitalism’s ills are not due, however, to antisocial people. 
Instead, capitalism’s institutions impose horrible behavior 
even on its most social citizens. In capitalism, as a famous 
American baseball manager quipped, since you have to ben-
efi t at the expense of others and keep climbing oblivious to 
their pain and suff ering, “nice guys fi nish last.” More aggres-
sively: “garbage rises.” Witness Washington’s White House.

Participatory economics, or parecon, is an alternative way 
to organize economic life. Parecon has equitable incomes, cir-
cumstances, opportunities, and responsibilities for all par-
ticipants. Each parecon participant has a fair share of con-
trol over their own life and over all shared social outcomes. 
Parecon eliminates class division. Parecon produces solidar-
ity. Even an antisocial individual in a parecon has to account 
for social well-being, if he or she wishes to prosper.

Parecon diversifi es outcomes and generates equitable 
distribution that remunerates each participant for how long 
and for how hard they work, as well as for harsh conditions 
they may suff er at work. Parecon conveys to each person a 
say in what is produced, what means are used, and how out-
puts are allocated, all in proportion to the degree he or she 
is aff ected by those decisions. Parecon, in other words, has 
completely diff erent values than capitalism and to further its 
diff erent values parecon incorporates diff erent institutions. 
For example, parecon has workers’ and consumers’ councils 
where workers and consumers employ diverse modes of dis-
cussion, debate, and democratic determination to attain true 
self-management. In parecon, there are no corporate owners 
and managers deciding outcomes from the top down.

Parecon has “balanced job complexes” in which each 
worker does a fair combination of empowering and rote labor, 
so that all participants have comparably empowering circum-
stances instead of 20 percent of the workforce monopoliz-
ing all the empowering tasks and 80 percent doing only sub-
ordinate labor. In a parecon, there is still expertise. Th ere is 
still coordination. Decisions still get made. But there is no 
minority monopolizing empowering information, activity, 
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and access to decision making positions while a majority is 
made subservient by doing only deadening daily tasks with 
no decision making component.

In parecon, each and every job—which means each and 
every person’s work—involves a mix calibrated so that each 
participant has comparably empowering conditions to all 
others. A parecon has no owning class. It has no techno-
cratic, managerial, or coordinator class. A parecon has only 
workers and consumers cooperatively and creatively fulfi ll-
ing their capacities consistently with each participant having 
a fair share of infl uence.

Parecon has remuneration for eff ort and sacrifi ce, which 
translates to remuneration for the duration, intensity, and 
harshness of the work people do. Parecon rejects remuner-
ation for power, property, or even for output. Instead of gar-
gantuan disparities of income and wealth, parecon has a just 
distribution of social product.

Parecon also does away with markets that pit each actor 
against all others; destroy solidarity; impose class division; 
misprice all public goods; ignore collective eff ects beyond 
direct buyers and sellers; violate ecological balance and sus-
tainability; and have many other faults as well. In place of 
markets, parecon utilizes a system of workers and consum-
ers self-managing councils cooperatively negotiating inputs 
and outputs for all fi rms and actors in accord with true and 
full social costs and benefi ts of economic activities.

In an interview like this, even with me abusing your 
patience with long answers, it is still impossible to make a 
compelling case for an entirely diff erent economic system. I 
can only off er a brief list of parecon’s values and institutions, 
as above. I know such brevity is vague and hard for unfamil-
iar readers to give substance to. But in an interview like this 
we have no room for detailed clarifi cation, supporting argu-
ment, or discussion. My apologies.

What I hope, however, is that readers who know from 
their own experience that capitalist economies routinely 
cause us to fl eece each other, deny us a say over our own lives, 
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force us to dominate the lives of others, distribute massive 
outputs to those who do the most pleasurable or even who 
do little work at all and distribute meager outputs to those 
who do the least pleasurable and the overwhelming volume 
of work, will hope that parecon is a real alternative. I hope, 
in other words, that instead of quietly accepting rich people’s 
mantra that “there is no alternative,” we will all seek some-
thing better, beyond capitalism, and that, moved by our aspi-
rations we will carefully consider parecon on its merits. One 
place you might begin, if you don’t believe that humanity is 
forever doomed to suff er gross inequality and hierarchy via 
capitalist ownership, corporations, and markets, is at http://
www.parecon.org.

AG: You seem to maintain that parecon is not only more just 
but also more effi  cient then capitalism. Is that your view?
MA: Yes, but that is partly because of how I use the word 
effi  ciency. I suspect what you mean by your question is: if 
we have some resources and equipment, and a bunch of 
people to do work, will parecon generate outputs compara-
ble or greater in volume in a given time as what capitalism 
would deliver with the same resources, people, and time? And 
assuming we mean outputs that benefi t people—as compared 
to useless waste, redundancy, policing and cleaning ecologi-
cal messes that were created needlessly, and so on—then yes, 
I think parecon would be more effi  cient, even in terms of just 
gross but useful output per hour, by quite a large margin.

Among other reasons, this is because in a parecon huge 
swaths of labor are no longer given to wasteful or destructive 
production: parecon avoids redundant output, much pack-
aging and advertising, much control, cleaning up messes 
in the environment that won’t be created in the fi rst place, 
war, and so on. So all that productivity is put to more socially 
benefi cial outcomes and, therefore, output that is useful 
to humans—per hour of labor expended and per volume of 
resources used—will on these accounts be far greater than it is 
now. Additionally, there is every evidence—insofar as we have 
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admittedly limited examples to judge—that increasing work-
ers say over the activities they engage in, reducing alienation, 
etc., increases productive intents and capacities.

But I would suggest that an even more important step 
than seeing the above is to think about what we actually 
mean by effi  ciency. Th e word means, in a dictionary, accom-
plishing what you seek without wasting assets that you value. 
Clearly, with that defi nition, only a lunatic would be against 
effi  ciency, since that would mean either not accomplishing 
what you seek or doing it in a way incurring unnecessary 
costs.

So why do so many of us, at least in my experience, get 
nervous when we hear the word effi  ciency intoned—as if it 
were a kind of prayer or mantra consistently employed right 
before kicking us in the head? I think we get nervous because 
in capitalism, in actual practice, effi  ciency means accomplish-
ing what owners seek, not all of us, without wasting assets 
that owners value no matter what the rest of us value. In 
other words, capitalist effi  ciency is about maximizing prof-
its for the owners and if a fi rm wastes resources or trashes 
the environment or subverts or restricts people’s lives in the 
process, that is no problem, since the owners care only about 
themselves not about those who suff er those eff ects.

So with this larger understanding of effi  ciency, there 
is simply no comparison between capitalism and parecon. 
Capitalism is horrendously ineffi  cient in that it wastes 
resources, energy, and human labor on vast quantities of 
inhumane output and doesn’t even try to meet needs and 
develop potentials as a high priority, much less to protect the 
rights and well being of workers. Parecon, in contrast, pro-
duces and allocates in light of full social costs and benefi ts 
of all citizens and in pursuit of all people’s well-being and 
development. In capitalism, it is effi  cient to mess up the envi-
ronment and then clean it up, if one is making profi ts while 
doing so. Likewise, in capitalism, to use up the lives of work-
ers while making profi ts is again effi  cient. In a parecon, in 
contrast, the environment is valued, workers lives are valued, 
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and messing up either is a cost to avoid. And this isn’t because 
people in a parecon are somehow biologically diff erent in 
their preferences. It is because a parecon’s way of organizing 
work, making decisions, and apportioning benefi ts all foster 
these outcomes.

AG: But isn’t your aim what we have already had to endure 
here, in the Balkans, under the name of “socialism”?
MA: No. Socialism has come in two shapes, either with mar-
kets or with central planning. You had the former in Yugoslavia, 
but the latter also existed, of course, for example in the Soviet 
Union. Th is system that has called itself socialism has also 
included remunerating labor for its output and for its bargain-
ing power. And it has included the familiar corporate division 
of labor in which about 20 percent of the workforce, whom 
I call the coordinator class, had a monopoly on the empow-
ering tasks and the rest were stuck doing only rote and obe-
dient labor. As a result of these institutional commitments, 
socialism as you and others have known it, has been not a 
classless economy, but an economy in which about 20 per-
cent ruled over the workers below. Th ere have also been other 
fl aws—including political, cultural, social—but the basic prob-
lem with what has been called socialist economics has been 
that it has eliminated one boss (the owning class or capital-
ist class) only to enshrine another boss, whom I call the coor-
dinator class.

AG: So how exactly is this new system diff erent from Yugoslav 
self-management?
MA: Yugoslav self-management had markets, the old corpo-
rate division of labor, and remuneration for bargaining power 
and output. In place of these, parecon has participatory plan-
ning which is a kind of cooperative, horizontal, negotiation 
of inputs and outputs; balanced job complexes in which each 
worker gets a combination of responsibilities so their overall 
work load is comparably empowering to what other workers 
enjoy; and remuneration for how long people work, how hard 
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people work, and the onerousness of the conditions under 
which people work.

Th ese are not minor but are instead centrally important 
diff erences. Th ey yield very diff erent motivations, in turn 
generating very diff erent outcomes. Th e core institutions 
of Yugoslav self-management, with the exception of doing 
away with private ownership of workplaces, are rejected by 
parecon for being class biased and antithetical to equity, sol-
idarity, and self-management. In their place, parecon adopts 
classless institutions favoring real self-management, solidar-
ity, equity, diversity, effi  ciency, etc.

AG: Do you think that working people in Serbia, who used to 
live under state socialism and now live in transitional capital-
ism, would be able to fi nd parecon attractive and persuasive?
MA: I can’t see why not. Would working people in Serbia like 
to control their own destiny? Would they like a fair share, 
a truly fair share, of the social product? Would they like to 
have no rulers above, and no obedient passive people below? 
Would they like an economy that treats the environment—
and people too—with respect and with dignity? I can under-
stand why Serb citizens might be skeptical that an economy 
can deliver such benefi ts, but once a compelling case is made 
that parecon can do just that, even coming out of the disas-
trous experiences you have endured, I don’t see why advo-
cacy wouldn’t follow.

Th e ills of market socialism that people in Serbia have 
experienced and rejected are what induced the design and 
advocacy of parecon. It is precisely because the market system 
was so fl awed that a new vision was needed and created. Your 
distaste for that old system should not reduce interest in 
parecon, but should instead foster it.

AG: What would a participatory workplace look like?
MA: A participatory workplace will look diff erent, in some 
respects, depending on the industry it is in, its size and tech-
nologies, the history and preferences of the workforce, etc. 
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Th at is, most features of a workplace are contextual, worked 
out by workers in context of their own desires and consumer 
desires, and in context of relations with other workplaces, 
available technologies, etc. Some features, however, are cen-
tral to what a participatory economy is. Th ese are what make 
a workplace pareconish. Th ese are what will recur in case after 
case.

So, a participatory workplace has a workers’ council 
and also diverse subcomponents of that, including divisions, 
teams, little groups, etc. Th e workers’ council is the main 
venue of decision-making. Within the workers’ council (and 
also the component divisions, teams, groups, etc.), decisions 
are taken so as to foster and enact self-management. How 
much discussion and preparation there is before any partic-
ular decision is reached; what the norms are for delaying or 
conducting a vote or for reconsidering one later; and what the 
actual procedures of the votes are (for example, majority rule, 
or consensus, or perhaps a diff erent total needed for a pos-
itive result such as two thirds, etc., or any other possibility) 
depend on what best conveys self- management case by case. 
But the aim in all cases is the same: that each worker should 
have a say in workplace decisions in proportion to the degree 
the worker is aff ected by them (and likewise for consumers, 
for that matter), while also getting the jobs done.

A participatory workplace also has payment for labor that 
people do, of course. But the rate of payment is very diff erent 
than under capitalism, or under what has been called social-
ism. No one gets income for owning property—that idea, the 
idea of profi ts, is simply gone. But also no-one gets paid for 
credentials, or for bargaining power, or even for the volume 
or value of their output. Instead, each worker gets paid for 
how long they work, how hard they work, and how oner-
ous their work is, so long as the work is socially useful and 
desired. You get more for working longer, harder, or under 
worse conditions. Pretty much the opposite of what you can 
see all around, now. You don’t get more for ownership, or for 
being strong enough to demand more, or even for produc-
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ing something more valuable, or for being able to produce 
more quickly (as long as you are producing well enough to be 
socially valuable).

A participatory workplace also has what are called bal-
anced job complexes. Th is takes a bit longer to explain. 
Imagine a list of all the tasks done in a workplace, a very long 
list. Th e typical way to currently create jobs out of this long list 
of tasks is to combine a set of tasks that are rather similar in 
their “empowerment eff ects” and lump them into a job. Some 
jobs combine mostly empowering labor—labor that conveys 
information, skills, social habits, access to options, and even 
a degree of personal drive essential to participating in making 
decisions. Other jobs combine mostly rote, repetitive, disem-
powering labor—labor that diminishes overall awareness and 
knowledge, that reduces skills, that isolates and denigrates 
and exhausts the worker, leaving him or her poorly prepared 
to participate in decisions and even disinclined to do so. Th is 
is called a corporate division of labor and it yields a class dif-
ference between so that about 20 percent of the workforce 
is empowered and dominates choices, and 80 percent is dis-
empowered and endures boredom while obeying orders. Th e 
former group I call the coordinator class, the latter group I call 
the working class. What follows immediately from this is the 
realization that in what have been called market socialist and 
centrally planned socialist economies it hasn’t only been hor-
rible that the governments were authoritarian. Additionally, 
these economies elevated the coordinator class to ruling eco-
nomic status. Out with the old boss—the capitalist owners—
and in with the new boss—the coordinator decision maker. 
Parecon is about getting beyond that kind of trade off .

With balanced job complexes (in contrast to corporate 
divisions of labor) in a participatory workplace you still have 
a long list of tasks that need doing. Th e list changes quite a 
bit. You no longer seek to maximize the gains of a few owners, 
but now you seek to operate as an eff ective producer of items 
needed by society in light of the desires of both workers and 
consumers. Still, the list of all tasks nonetheless remains long. 
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But in parecon, instead of combining tasks to impose jobs 
arrayed in a hierarchy of empowerment, we combine tasks 
to achieve a classless workforce. Th at is, we combine tasks 
so that each worker has a fair (balanced) share of empower-
ing and disempowering tasks composing their overall work 
responsibilities. It isn’t that everyone does everything. Not 
only is that ridiculous, in that people don’t want to do eve-
rything and are not well suited or even suited at all to doing 
everything but also everything is way too much in any case. 
Th ere are hundreds, even thousands, of tasks done in a com-
plex workplace. Any one person can do only a relatively small 
bunch of diff erent things as part of their job. So the idea is 
that we each do a mix of tasks we are able and suited to do, 
but the list is a mix of empowering and not so empowering 
and also disempowering work, so that on balance our work-
place experience is like that of all our co-workers in this one 
crucial way: we are each comparably empowered and thus 
comparably prepared by our position in the economy to par-
ticipate fully and eff ectively in the decision making life of 
the workplace.

AG: You mean that with balanced jobs, there would be no 
managers?
MA: A managerial function remains in many workplaces, in 
many aspects. Th ink of a symphony orchestra. Someone still 
conducts, but that person doesn’t only conduct. Rather, they 
also do some other functions, and the overall mix is such that 
their work is comparably empowering to the work others do. 
Th e same holds for the hospital, say. Th ere is still brain sur-
gery and there is still cleaning of bed pans, but there are not 
people who do only the former or who do only the latter. And 
the same holds for the factory. Engineering still gets done. 
Design gets done. Maintaining good social relations also 
involves various tasks. And so does assembly, and so on. What 
no longer happens is for one person to be doing overwhelm-
ingly empowering work and another person to be doing over-
whelmingly disempowering work.
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In a publishing house where I worked that was parecon-
ish, everyone did editorial work on the grounds that if you 
weren’t doing that, you weren’t really publishing. Everyone 
shared in the rote tasks like answering phones, taking mail, 
and cleaning the place. Everyone did production, which in 
those days was overwhelmingly typesetting the books, then 
a very debilitating and exhausting kind of labor. Th en each 
person also did some other work, maybe designing and pro-
ducing catalogs, or working on keeping records, or what-
ever. Overall, however, we each had a fair mix of things to do. 
When we met to make decisions, there was no one person or 
small group or people who were by their work better able and 
more attuned, over and over, to setting an agenda, providing 
key information, knowing overarching circumstances, having 
more access to skills or information or assets, and so on. We 
could thus have self-management, with everyone able to have 
their fair share of informed infl uence over choices.

AG: How would people measure each other’s eff ort to decide 
incomes?
MA: Th ere is no single right answer, as diff erent workplaces 
would likely diff er partly due to diff erent conditions and types 
of work, and partly due to diff erent choices by the workers’ 
council. What will recur, case to case, if the model proves 
valid, is that the workers’ council will settle on a way of deter-
mining how long people work, how hard they work, and how 
onerous their work is, compared to average. It is important 
to realize, however, that in the model it is critical that people 
are doing socially valued labor. I can’t work incredibly hard 
for long hours under harsh conditions, doing something that 
no one values and expect to get paid for it. I can’t be a brain 
surgeon or a football goalie, because I am just not able to do 
those things well enough to provide socially valuable product.

So how might diff erent workplaces choose to determine 
worker’s remuneration levels for jobs they are able to do? 
Some may feel that actual diff erences, averaged over time, 
will be rather modest and won’t matter too much so there is 
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no point in constantly closely evaluating diff erences. I actu-
ally tend to think that. If a workplace had that view, it might 
have average pay, above average pay, extreme pay, below aver-
age pay, and low pay. Another workplace, feeling instead that 
people will want to vary more often and more consistently 
and caring greatly about the diff erences, may prefer a much 
tighter set of levels, say, in 5 percent steps, or even 2 percent 
steps. So how does a workplace decide that I should get aver-
age pay, or above average pay, or below average pay, in some 
amount according to its pay levels?

Th e workers will report their time, their intensity of work. 
Most likely, an evaluation will hear that self-assessment and 
then include a look at a person’s output to see if the person’s 
time is being productively spent. Th is is not remunerating 
output, by the way. If I do surgery for an hour, and I am dys-
functional, I won’t keep getting paid for it as if I was doing a 
socially valuable hour of labor. But if I do it acceptably well, 
then I will. Th e rate of the payment per hour has nothing to 
do with the volume or value of the output, but the volume 
of the output does tell us if time spent was spent well or 
frivolously and therefore if it should be remunerated at the 
going hourly rate. You can’t claim ten hours of above average 
high-intensity labor for work that produced what ten hours 
of below average or average intensity labor, given your abili-
ties, should have yielded, unless there is some good explana-
tion for the discrepancy.

Workers may decide, in a small workplace, to have collec-
tive, periodic meetings about distribution of income. Or, more 
likely, in a larger workplace, evaluation will be by people with 
this evaluative task as part of their balanced job complexes—
including collating claims about duration, intensity, and oner-
ousness of work, reporting to the council, preparing for votes, 
etc. It is important to realize that no one has anything to gain 
by denying others their true incomes or anything to lose by 
granting them.

Mostly, all this and much more is the case because this 
is a new kind of workplace with real participation, classless-
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ness, and with motives that make sense, and because there 
are balanced job complexes that greatly diminish diff erences 
in overall onerousness of work or even eliminate them for all 
practical purposes so that remuneration is just for duration 
(which is easy to assess) and for intensity, which is also pretty 
easy for workmates to evaluate.

Without going too far into details, it is important to note 
that in a full parecon, a workplace agrees to certain outputs 
as part of the cooperatively negotiated social plan. It can’t 
fall short of that and yet claim that everyone is working well, 
socially usefully, etc., unless there is a good explanation for 
the shortfall, other than that people weren’t working well, or 
hard, etc. In other words, the workplace’s overall output has 
to match up, in terms of hours claimed and intensity claimed, 
with total remuneration for the workforce.

AG: But how would this company, or a workplace, function 
outside of a market? How would they sell their products? Or 
relate to other, non-parecon workplaces? Is “parecon in one 
factory” even possible?
MA: I think the harder question is probably how would they 
operate within a market, assuming we set up a pareconish 
workplace though the rest of the economy is still capital-
ist. In a full parecon, to fi rst answer your question as posed, 
the workplace functions without market allocation, which is 
replaced but with cooperative planning, or what I call par-
ticipatory planning. Th ere is much written about this new 
approach to allocation, but the essence is that it is a set of 
procedures and structures that allow workers and consumers 
councils to express their desires for both production and con-
sumption, and to then refi ne and otherwise alter their prefer-
ences in light of options and possibilities revealed by others 
until a plan is arrived at. It is self-managing decision-mak-
ing applied to inputs and outputs throughout the economy. 
Th e pareconish motives and incentives generate output that 
is consistent, however, with meeting needs not only of con-
sumers but also of workers. Th ere is no drive to accumulate for 
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the sake of competition, nor to sell things that aren’t needed, 
nor to dominate other workers or workplaces. Th ere is a drive, 
consistent with conditions and options, to meet needs and 
develop potentials, which includes needs for free time, for 
learning, and so on. Th e problem with all this is getting there, 
but once there, the absence of markets is not a problem at all—
it is instead a major achievement. In the old Yugoslavia, the 
persistence of markets imposed on people motives contrary to 
their values: to get ahead at the expense of others; to produce 
for the sake of competitive advantage; to divide the work-
place into coordinators and workers so that the former could 
impose cost cutting measures on the latter; and so on. Th at is 
all left behind, precisely by leaving behind market allocation.

AG: But what about now, under capitalism? What about trying 
to have a pareconish workplace while having no choice but to 
operate in context of the still existing market?
MA: I spent some time in Argentina meeting with a group of 
representatives from about thirty workplaces, each of which 
was taken over by its workforce, collectivized, and then run 
in accord with their desires but also within a capitalist con-
text of market allocation. Th ese representatives went around 
the room describing their experiences before I was to speak. 
People became very forthright, and it was incredibly instruc-
tive. Th ese were worker-run fi rms, typically called co-ops. 
Th ey ranged in size from just a few workers to hundreds and it 
would not have been diff erent had they gone larger as well. Th e 
workers, upon taking over, fi rst sought to make wages equita-
ble, generally by making them all equal. Th ey sought also to 
incorporate real democracy, even real self-management, by 
creating a workers’ council and giving it decisive power. But 
they retained, in most cases, the old division of labor. And 
they also operated within the market context, which still per-
sists in Argentina. Person after person described the great 
hopes and feelings of solidarity and accomplishment they 
shared at the outset of their factory occupations, but then 
also the steady deterioration of hopes and feelings of soli-
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darity that they suff ered over time. Th ey reported, many of 
them crying while doing so, that though they were intent on 
establishing worthy workplaces, they felt their experiments 
were going bad, and more exactly, that they were falling back 
into old patterns. Th ey wondered if maybe, despite their best 
intentions, there really was something about human nature 
or about social organization of all kinds that made it that 
there was no way other than the familiar—however debili-
tating—way of doing economics.

Th en I spoke and talked about how their attachment 
to the old division of labor and their having to operate in a 
market context were what was undoing their gains. Th ese par-
ticular old institutions had implications—in this case impos-
ing motives, behaviors, divisions of labor, and hierarchies of 
power and income that they didn’t want—and it only felt to 
them like these bad trends were coming from within them-
selves, but really they were coming from these institutional 
holdovers. Th e old corporate division of labor guaranteed that 
about 20 percent would dominate meetings, decide results, 
and in time see themselves as more deserving and raise their 
own pay, while 80 percent would be alienated at meetings, 
have little to contribute, feel less valuable, and in time accept 
lower pay, even drifting away from decision-making entirely. 
Th is is precisely what they had experienced. Other outfi ts that 
did alter the division of labor said, however, that they too 
were reverting to old ways, albeit more slowly, so it couldn’t 
only be due to the division of labor. I discussed with them 
how operating within a market context meant they had to cut 
costs, having to decide in essence to oppress themselves with 
speed up, with bad conditions, and to do alienated advertis-
ing, and to avoid cleaning up their pollution, thereby hurting 
others as well, all to outcompete other fi rms so as to maintain 
themselves in business, and therefore to maintain an income 
at all. Th e drive to make such horribly antisocial and alienat-
ing decisions (I off ered by way of explanation of their depress-
ing experience) leads to pressures to insulate a set of people 
from those decisions, a set who is well trained to decide out-
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comes that hurt others while not enduring the costs them-
selves. Th is ensues the hiring of managers and giving them 
air-conditioned offi  ces, better hours, etc., so they will make 
the cost-cutting decisions aff ecting other workers.

Th e answer to your questions about being pareconish 
while functioning in a market situation, in other words, is 
that we can set up workplaces with equitable remuneration 
and self-managed decision making and balanced job com-
plexes, but if they have to operate in a market setting, those 
gains that we have fought to construct will be very unstable, 
constantly feeling heavy pressures to revert to more familiar 
old ways of doing things so as to be able to deal with banks 
and other old style institutions, and so as to be able to com-
pete. So, yes, it can certainly be done, and is certainly a good 
thing to do, both to enjoy the benefi ts locally and to provide 
a model and explore its features, but it is a continuing strug-
gle against outside pressures.

And fi nally, yes, one can also imagine that as there are 
a number of pareconish fi rms, they can begin to operate not 
solely inside the market’s dictates, but also as they choose, 
perhaps cooperatively negotiating their exchanges rather 
than settling for market prices. Th is is not unknown now in 
the world, even at the national level. Th us, when Venezuela 
and Bolivia trade, at least in some items, they don’t use market 
prices, but they instead cooperatively negotiate the terms of 
the exchange. Th e idea is that the poor nation, in this case 
Bolivia, should garner more of the benefi ts of the exchange so 
that the wealth gap between the countries diminishes, rather 
than the richer nation getting still richer at the expense of the 
poorer nation, as, say, occurs with neoliberal market trade 
relations.

AG: Here, in the “transitional” countries of the European East, 
local “experts” usually claim that “there is no alternative” to 
the rule of free market capitalism. Is this really true? Is neo-
liberal capitalism, which our experts call inevitable, diff erent 
then past capitalisms? And are there any other examples of 
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alternative economies, outside and against capitalism in the 
world today?
MA: No, the depressing claim isn’t true at all. It is a bit like a 
dictator saying there is no alternative to dictatorship. Or like 
a criminal mob saying that only they can patrol the streets. 
Participatory economics is not just a workable alternative, 
however; it is a workable alternative that eliminates class 
rule and generates equity and self-management, among other 
virtues. In other words, it is workable and it is also worthy. 
Neoliberal capitalism, in contrast, is overwhelmingly just cap-
italism with the owners powerful enough to reduce conces-
sions that were previously won by working people. In the 
same way that social democracy is just capitalism with work-
ers as more powerful and thereby able to moderate the harsh-
est features, neoliberalism is just capitalism with capitalists 
as more powerful and able to intensify the harshest features.

But as to your other query, no, I am afraid at the moment 
there are no participatory economic economies in the world. 
Th ere are many experiments and eff orts, however, that are 
either explicitly or implicitly consistent with trying to attain 
parecon and classlessness. Th e fact that such an economy 
doesn’t yet exist in full, however, is in no way an argument 
that one can never exist. Th is would be like saying, just a 
few decades ago, that the fact that there was no country that 
wasn’t grotesquely patriarchal meant there never could be 
one. Such entreaties to retain horrible relations are nonsense 
expounded by those who benefi t from those relations.

Put diff erently, a real argument that there is no alter-
native other than capitalism would have to show that there 
could be no institutions other than corporate divisions of 
labor, markets, and private ownership of resources and equip-
ment that could accomplish production and consumption at 
all. No one has ever even tried to off er such an argument, 
though many claim it is the case. A more plausible argument 
might say that there is no alternative other than capitalism 
that is worth our attention, because there is no alternative 
that is more worthy. Someone proposing that would have to 
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show that there were no other institutions that could do eco-
nomics more justly, more equitably, more socially, more dem-
ocratically, etc., than capitalism. But parecon can do all that 
and much more, putting the lie to the claims, which, again, 
are only trumpeted, but not soberly argued.

Th e reason, by the way, that your “experts” call neolib-
eral capitalism inevitable despite having zero evidence or 
argument for the claim, is because they work for capitalism, 
are paid by capitalism, enjoy capitalism’s perks and bene-
fi ts, see themselves as deserving of those perks and benefi ts, 
see others as inferior, etc. It is not due to them having great 
wisdom or knowledge, however, as you probably know well 
from your own direct understanding of the situation.

AG: Another catchword is the European Union. There is some-
thing of a mystical promise in the air, according to which every 
social problem will be solved upon the entry in this supra 
national structure. Do you fi nd the European Union to be his-
torically “progressive” and useful for the people in the Balkan 
countries?
MA: I don’t know much about the European Union. But based 
on general understanding, I doubt it is of any signifi cant con-
sequence, beyond very modest implications, that is. It may 
change some things a bit for the better, or a bit for the worse, 
of course. But my intuition would be that it has absolutely 
zero to do with overcoming the most basic defi ning problems 
of current societies. Quite the contrary, my intuition would be 
it presupposes their continuation. Th e reasons for my having 
these expectations are because the European Union is a prod-
uct of the interests of owning and empowered elites, not of 
working people.

AG: What would a hypothetical “participatory strategy,” for 
the working people in a country like Serbia be like?
MA: I can’t really answer specifi cally, not knowing nearly 
enough about Serbia. I can answer more generally, however, 
at least up to a point. I think that a strategy for attaining a 
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parecon would have a few key components. It would involve 
building workers and consumers councils in existing work-
places and through those participatory structures fi ghting 
for short-term gains in both workplaces and communities 
which, however, would be sought in ways leading toward fur-
ther gains. It would involve, as well, seeking diverse kinds of 
more general societal gains, such as laws for higher wages or 
better conditions, or the government and citizens doing par-
ticipatory budgeting, and much else of that sort.

In essence, movements would fi ght for improvements 
in people’s lives now, but in ways developing conscious-
ness, desires, and means of fi ghting for still more gains in 
the future, all on a path leading to classlessness. If a parecon-
ish movement fi ghts for higher wages, it does so while devel-
oping awareness of remuneration for duration, intensity, and 
onerousness of work. If a pareconish movement fi ghts for 
workers having more say, or for restraints on pollution, etc. 
it does so while developing awareness of the meaning and 
merits of self-management and participatory planning. And 
so on, for gain after gain.

A strategy to win a parecon, I think, would also be highly 
attuned to the three-class rather than two-class view of both 
capitalism and possible ways of going beyond capitalism. In 
wanting to incorporate into present activity values and means 
of operating that refl ect and move us toward our future goals, 
it follows that with a three-class conception, we would not 
have our movement elevate coordinator class folks to rule. 
On the contrary, our movement would be classless and would 
incorporate equitable remuneration, balanced job complexes, 
and self-management for decision making. We won’t want 
movements that lead toward coordinator class dominated 
economics, like what Yugoslavia had in the past, so we will 
need movements that elevate working people and foreshadow 
and develop the means for introducing a new division of labor.

Th ere is much else to say, of course, but it is all rather 
general because serious strategy, beyond generalities, is so 
specifi c to particular contexts. But I guess that the key sum-
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mary insight, at least in my view, is that we need movements 
that are aimed at classlessness and that operate with meth-
ods, values, goals, and structures leading toward true self-
management and classlessness, not just by their caring and 
enlightened rhetoric, but by the very choices they make about 
their own organization and campaigns both now and into the 
future. Indeed, parecon’s main value for the moment is prob-
ably the twofold one of overcoming cynicism about what is 
possible on the one hand, and providing guidance to avoid 
making movement choices that would attain something other 
than what we desire on the other.
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Th e IMF recently concluded a one-week mission to Serbia, 
during which it extended the second tranche of a EUR 4.3 bil-
lion loan package to Serbia. However, it gave the government 
until late October to reign in public sector spending as a 
condition for disbursing the third tranche of the agreement 
(worth EUR 1.4 billion) by the end of the year. Th e tough nego-
tiations come at a time when the incumbent government of 
Serbia is facing a 4 percent contraction in its economy and 
a determined workers movement that refuses to bear the 
burden of economic restructuring after years of corruption 
that has bound together key Serbian business and political 
interests in the squandering of public funds. Th e end of 2009 
is also the self-imposed deadline set by the government for 
completing the sell-off  of all “socially owned” (i.e. formerly 
self-managed) companies in Serbia.

Th ere are currently over thirty strike actions throughout 
the country, many of which have taken-on radical forms in 
recent months, including factory occupations; railway block-
ades; city-hall and police-station takeovers; sleep-ins; boss-
nappings, hunger strikes; even a case of self-mutilation. In 
these actions, workers are often seeking to prevent shady pri-
vatization deals from occurring, or trying to save their jobs 
and enterprises from bankruptcy (following such privatiza-
tions). Th e main concern of most workers in these actions 

Anti-Privatization Protests in Serbia:
Global Balkans Interviews Milenko 
Srećković (Freedom Fight)
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is to ensure the continued payment of salaries, compensa-
tion, etc. upon which their survival and those of their com-
munities depends. Many of these strikes have been organ-
ized at the factory level, with little input from the mainstream 
unions in Serbia.

In recent days, a number of Strike Committees have 
come together to form a Coordinating Committee for Workers 
Protests in Serbia (CCWPS). Currently fi ve Strike Committees 
have joined the CC representing workers from three cities 
and fi ve branches of industry (electrical components, phar-
maceuticals, rail-products, food-processing, and confection-
ary products). One of the groups in the new Coordinating 
Committee, the workers of Zastava Elektro from the city of 
Raca, are currently in Belgrade in front of the headquarters of 
Serbia’s Privatization Agency.

Global Balkans: The IMF was just recently in Serbia to negoti-
ate the disbursement of a EUR 4.3 billion loan to the country. 
What is the current situation in Serbia with respect to the eco-
nomic crisis? What makes 2009 an important year in Serbia’s 
privatization attempts?
Milenko Srećković: Th e current economic collapse in Serbia 
would have occurred even without the “economic crisis.” It’s 
the direct result of a range of neoliberal economic measures. 
Th e privatization process in Serbia, which is a central com-
ponent of the neoliberal project, brought about the ruin of 
many factories and the near total de-industrialization of the 
country. Th is process began in 2001, in its most extreme form, 
when the new “democratic” government of Serbia introduced 
a new Privatization Law. At that time, all socially owned prop-
erty was confi scated and its privatization became mandatory. 
A deadline was imposed by state authorities for the comple-
tion of the privatization process. Th at deadline runs out at 
the end of this year!

However, following eight years of privatization, the gen-
eral opinion is that privatization only served to ravage an 
economy that somehow managed to survive the sanctions 
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of the 1990s and a (three month) NATO bombing campaign 
in 1999. Of course, it wasn’t the most prosperous economy in 
Europe at the time, but it had the potential to develop and 
employ a large number of people given the right approach.

By 2002, a number of domestic development banks (i.e. 
Beobanka, Investbanka, Beogradska Banka, Jugobanka), which 
could have extended credits to industry at low-interest, were 
deliberately driven into bankruptcy by the government. With 
this move, the space was created to open branches of foreign 
banks (none of which had a developmental function). Th is 
[fi nancial reform] was supported by the IMF and the World 
Bank and implemented by the IMF’s domestic cadres. Th ese 
cadres (like Mladjan Dinkić) have been permanent fi xtures 
in every Serbian government since October 2000. Domestic 
industry, already shaken up by ten years of crisis n the 1990s, 
suddenly found itself without a source of favorable credit.

Th e state has shown little interest in maintaining pro-
duction in those enterprises that employ a large number of 
workers. Receipts from the sale of factories were used to fi ll 
the state-budget and purchase social peace, while enabling 
a favorable infrastructure for foreign investors to be created 
so that they could engage in green-fi eld investments in the 
newly opened “free zones.” Th ese “free zones” are character-
ized by working conditions that off er minimal pay, thereby 
allowing foreign investors to use cheap labor (which is cyn-
ically called our “comparative advantage” by local neoliberal 
economists).

Currently there is a marked increase in labor protests 
largely due to the non-payment of wages and benefi ts, or 
because of layoff s, etc. Workers are increasingly demanding 
from the [Serbian] Privatization Agency put an end to a spate 
of bad privatization deals. In fact, this agency is the best evi-
dence that the new “democratic” authorities totally retained 
the model of a centralized state from the communist period, 
since they now need this apparatus to introduce neoliberal 
reforms. Th at is to say, this type of agency is an integral part 
of the state wherever such massive privatizations occur. Such 
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a powerful state agency has never existed in Serbia (regard-
less of which empire ruled in the region!).

Of course, it was precisely such a strong Privatization 
Agency that was needed to secure the ultimate goal—to allow 
new private owners to purge these newly acquired assets of 
their workers, while retaining ownership over all the plant, 
capital and land of these factories. Th ey could then either 
sell or rent this newly “freed” space to other businesses. In 
this way they were able to create a high-rate of unemploy-
ment, creating an important precondition for “green-fi eld” 
investments. Workers have taken to pointing out the per-
sistent involvement of the Privatization Agency’s functionar-
ies in such criminal activities that have driven many factories 
to ruin often in direct violation of the stipulations regulating 
their privatization. However, the legal system is set up in such 
a way that the agency is always right, and even when it has 
clearly failed to uphold the law everyone knows that noth-
ing will happen. Th is is because a good portion of the pro-
ceeds from privatization has gone into the fi nancing of polit-
ical parties (both among those in the current government and 
for those in the oppositions ranks).

GB: How has the workers’ movement responded?
MS: Th e independent, grassroots workers’ movement in 
which we’re participating draws on the experience of the 
workers’ struggle in the city of Zrenjanin from recent years. 
Th is is a model that we’re trying to spread to other cities in 
Serbia. Zrenjanin, which was one of the industrial centers of 
both Serbia and the former Yugoslavia, suff ered a total col-
lapse of local industry. Th e current unemployment rate there 
now stands at 35 percent.

However, in Zrenjanin, there were also factories where 
workers off ered strong resistance, like in the Jugoremedija 
pharmaceutical factory where they succeeded in removing 
the new owner who was leading the company into bank-
ruptcy. Th ese workers recently succeeded in installing their 
own management, restarted production, and saved their jobs. 
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Having solved their own existential problems, they continued 
to struggle in solidarity with their local community, establish-
ing a working-class political party known as Ravnopravnost 
(Equality) and extending their solidarity to workers from 
other factories in Zrenjanin, which were caught-up in simi-
lar struggles. Th e movement has received the support of the 
local community, as well as many organizers and public fi g-
ures from outside Zrenjanin, including some engaged intel-
lectuals like Nebojsa Popov (the editor of Republika) and Ivan 
Zlatic, an activist from the Freedom Fight movement, etc.

Th e movement we’re building is based on the right to 
work, or I should say more precisely, the right of workers to 
decide on the fate of the factories in which they’re employed 
and from which they themselves, along with their families 
and their local communities, live.

Another important stronghold of this movement is in the 
city of Raca, near Kragujevac. Raca has become the site of 
one of the most determined and most radical workers’ strug-
gles for the preservation of their workplaces. During the past 
month, we managed to link together the representatives of 
Strike Committees from several enterprises and suggested 
that, in moments where there’s a real possibility and need, 
they could coordinate their eff orts and struggle for their 
rights together. On this basis we founded the Coordinating 
Committee for Workers Protests in Serbia (CCWPS).

GB: Tell us about the new Coordinating Committee?
MS: During the recent August 11 Zastava Elektro workers’ pro-
test in front of the Privatization Agency in Belgrade, during 
which the workers spent the night in front of Agency, we 
invited workers from similarly aff ected enterprises that we’ve 
been working with to join us. Th e intention was to extend 
the solidarity that existed between workers in a given city to 
workers from other cities that might be at quite a distance 
from each other. It was in this way that we created the basis 
for a Coordinating Committee that was established by the 
representatives of workers from the Zastava Elektro [electri-
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cal components] factory in Raca, the Srbolek [pharmaceuti-
cal] factory in Belgrade, as well as workers from Sinvoz [rail-
car production] and BEK [food processing] plants in Zrenjanin. 
We put a callout for other Strike Committees in Serbia to join 
us.

A few days later, workers from the Ravanica [confection-
ary] factory in Cuprija joined the Coordinating Committee. 
We’re expecting more Strike Committees to join us in the 
coming days. Th e plan is to be prepared for the fall when 
an escalation in worker discontent and rebellion is expected 
throughout Serbia. Th e main aim is to struggle in solidarity 
with one another against the collapse of our factories and 
the protection of our jobs. Th e government has already put 
together its team for the suppression of workers’ protests, 
with the aim of silencing our concerns. Now we must dem-
onstrate that we’re strong, united and organized, because oth-
erwise the entire democratic potential of the workers move-
ment will disappear into case-specifi c negotiations with the 
government working group.

GB: What concrete successes has this Committee already 
had?
MS: We are struggling to ensure that the government’s work-
ing group accepts the [democratically elected] representa-
tives of the Strike Committees as their interlocutors in any 
future negotiations. Th e government has already chosen its 
own partners in carrying out the so-called “social dialogue,” 
which was obviously chosen from the leadership of the main-
stream unions. Th e workers in Serbia are deeply disillusioned 
with the behavior of the big unions, especially in the course 
of the past year—and especially since the onset of the eco-
nomic crisis—because they’ve shown themselves to be allies 
of the government in attempting to slow down the current 
strike-wave. In some cases, they were even directly involved 
in sabotaging some actions by workers. It is for this reason 
that we’re asking that the government’s main interlocutors 
on the side of the workers be a coordinating body that repre-
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sents the interests and demands of the actual workers’ Strike 
Committees [at the factory level]. We’ve put some real pres-
sure on the government, and we’ll continue to do so. We’re 
hoping for positive results.

However, if this question is hinting at the success 
achieved in light of the recent off er by the owner of Zastava 
Elektro, Ranko Dejanovic, to return the factory to the own-
ership of the workers (following six months of radical strike 
action) . . . I have to let you know that we’ve rejected the own-
er’s off er. Th e negotiations with the government are always 
tied-up in avoiding a number of traps that they’re trying to set 
for us. Th is off er [from Dejanovic] is one of these traps, even 
though the media presented it as a big victory for the work-
ers. In fact, all they’re giving us is a factory that the current 
owner has overburdened with serious debts and mortgage 
issues. It would be only a matter of days before such a factory 
faced bankruptcy. It would be hard to resume production so 
long as the state refuses to cancel all the debts accumulated 
by Dejanovic—debts accumulated in partnership with func-
tionaries from the Privatization Agency, which allowed him 
to retain ownership for so long—even though he was clearly 
violating his obligations [under the terms of the privatiza-
tion agreement].

Th e struggle for the future of Zastava Elektro continues to 
this very moment. Today, workers will again hold a protest in 
front of the Privatization Agency (unless, of course, the police 
again try to prevent bus-companies from driving the work-
ers from Raca to Belgrade). If this happens, we’ll again have 
to blockade the communal police station, the city council, or 
the main railway-line near Raca.

GB: What is the position of women and minorities in the work-
ers movement?
MS: Th ere is no exclusion in this movement of anyone on the 
basis of their gender or nationality. Every well-intentioned 
person is welcome to join this workers movement, regard-
less if they’re male, female, or belong to an ethnic minor-
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ity group. In fact, I’d draw your attention to the fact that the 
workers collectives in which women are in the overwhelm-
ing majority are more steadfast in their struggles. In the cases 
of Jugoremedija and Zastava Elektro, more than 70 percent of 
those employed are women.

GB: What are the strengths and weaknesses of this movement?
MS: Th e greatest strength of this movement is the mutual 
trust that exists within it. Th is trust is invaluable and it took 
years to build. Th e biggest problem that we’re confronting is 
the fact that Serbia and the former Yugoslavia have a long-
standing legacy of authoritarian intelligence agencies which, 
in the current context, aren’t able to carry out their repres-
sion against people in the open. Instead, in the interests 
of the powerful, they attempt to sabotage the resistance to 
injustice and exploitation through manipulation and cor-
ruption. Many people had their lives completely destroyed 
when they decided to say enough is enough to the authori-
ties. Its depressing when you see a government calling itself 
democratic, but as soon as it feels its hold on power slipping, 
resorts to all kinds of provocations, intrigues, bribery, soph-
istry, blackmail, and threats. However, people have really had 
enough of everything.

GB: Is there a danger of the Right capitalizing on popular dis-
content as a result of this crisis as it has elsewhere?
MS: Th e Right has, for the most part, profi ted during elections 
as a result of popular discontent. Th eir demagogic approach 
to social policy is convincing to many. Th e biggest opposi-
tion party at the moment is close to the extreme Right. On 
the other hand, the so-called “pro-European” and “democratic” 
parties are corrupt and are loyally implementing neoliberal 
policies, while their social policy is catastrophic. Workers are 
increasingly recognizing the need for their own party, which 
we’ve already seen happen in Zrenjanin. I fi rmly believe that 
we’ll soon see the current political scene fi lled with authen-
tic working-class parties, so that the workers’ discontent will 



249

ANTI-PRIVATIZATION PROTESTS IN SERBIA

no longer be misused by either the right or the false champi-
ons of “social justice.”

GB: What can folks from the outside do to support local resist-
ance to neoliberalism?
MS: Th e most important thing is that information about our 
struggle be disseminated in an accurate way. Even though the 
problem of workers and oppressed groups in society are sim-
ilar throughout the world as a result of globalization, every 
context also has its own specifi cities, which we must come to 
know in detail before making any conclusions. Th ese specifi ci-
ties can often be the source of misunderstandings, since eve-
rywhere one can fi nd opportunists and grandstanding indi-
viduals among Leftist activists who do things only to impress 
their friends on the international scene. Such activities may 
not be related to the local context in which they operate in 
any way, but they’ll still take such actions. Such opportun-
ists in fact can bring real harm to actual struggles occurring 
in their local context. For this reason it is important that the 
situation in Serbia is understood and transmitted in a precise 
way, so that there is no room for manipulation.
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Andrej Grubačić: Let me begin by asking about the last round 
of privatization in Serbia. What used to be called in the state-
socialist system of former Yugoslavia, “socially owned prop-
erty,” is being enclosed and privatized. How advanced is this 
process of “privatization through bankruptcy” at the moment? 
And at the risk of sounding legalistic, how legal is this process 
of accumulation by dispossession?
Freedom Fight: Th e privatization of socially owed property is 
almost completely done. Th e few big structures that remain 
are now turned into state enterprises, like the Bor complex 
(mines and mining industry) or the arms industry in Čačak, 
Užice, Kragujevac, and so on. Th ere are also some mid-level 
and small socially owed companies that are still not privatized, 
and last year the government decided simply to liquidate 
them. Th is liquidation is not based on economic reasons—it 
is a completely political decision to shut down all the remain-
ing socially owed companies. Th e Ministry of Economy calls it 

“privatization through bankruptcy.” Th e decision is absolutely 
illegal. Serbian law on bankruptcy proscribes the causes for 
starting the liquidation process, and the government’s order 
to kill an otherwise well-doing company just because it is 
socially owed is not one of them. Th is decision was a cause for 
several protests last year, and the strongest group of workers 
who are still fi ghting is the one in Ravanica from Ćuprija. Last 

New Rounds of Enclosure 
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summer, its workers blocked the factory to prevent the gov-
ernment’s people from taking over the management. Th e pro-
test gained strong public support, especially after the news-
papers published the fact that Ravanica is not only the last 
factory in Ćuprija up for privatization, but also the only one 
that still works, and works very well. Ćuprija used to have sev-
eral well-known factories, and literally all of them were closed 
down or went bankrupt in the privatization process. Th e gov-
ernment feared this would initiate further debate about the 
success of the privatization process in Serbia, so they retreated 
from Ravanica and confi rmed the old management as the offi  -
cial one. At this point, Ravanica is the last remaining socially 
owed company in Serbia that remains in operation.

As far as the state owed companies, the government is 
planning to sell the pharmaceutical factory Galenika, Telekom 
Company, JAT Airways and Elektrodistribucija. Th ey decided 
to sell Telekom this year, which caused very strong public 
protest. Both big unions of Telekom are against privatization, 
and they are supported by lots of intellectuals, some media 
(Republika and Balkan online magazine) and a former tele-
communications minister. We can expect big fi ght over the 
issue this summer.

AG: Freedom Fight collective, or Pokret za Slobodu in Yugoslav, 
is a member of the Coordination Committee of Workers’ 
Protest in Serbia. What is the news from below? One of the 
goals of Freedom Fight, of Pokret, is to help create a horizon-
tal, prefi gurative, self-managed structure that would allow for 
a genuine workers self-activity—solidarity unionism. What is 
the reality of rank and fi le workers resistance, and what is the 
relationship with the old, vertical union structures?
FF: Last year’s wave of protests was caused by the results 
of the privatization process. Privatization failed to provide 
promised economic development, and after this problem 
was further emphasized by the global economic crisis, people 
began holding strikes and protests. Lots of privatization con-
tracts were canceled (Zastava Elektro, Vršački Vinogradi, 
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Ikarbus), and several of these workers groups formed the 
Coordination Committee of Workers’ Protests. Pokret za slo-
bodu is also a member of the committee. Forming of this 
committee was not only a reaction to the government’s pol-
icies, but also on the policies of the big unions. It was pre-
viously the union’s job to connect the workers groups that 
are protesting, but they instead choose to take the govern-
ment’s side. During the protest of the Zastava Elektro work-
ers, we witnessed the union actually sabotaging the workers’ 
plan to organize demonstrations in front of the Privatization 
Agency’s (PA) building in Belgrade. Th en Pokret za slobodu 
called Zrenjanin and Belgrade workers to help them—they 
organized demonstrations together, and that was the begin-
ning of the Coordination Committee. Th e Zastava Elektro pro-
test was successful. Th e PA was forced to cancel the privatiza-
tion contract, but two months ago they sold Zastava Elektro 
again to the Yura Company from South Korea. Yura offi  cials 
banned union organizing, and most of the old workers who 
were in last year’s protests left the factory. Th ey feel that the 
new sale of the company is a kind of revenge by the govern-
ment for the protest. Furthermore, the pro-government press 
is now attacking them by saying that they are lazy—that last 
year “they were protesting for their jobs, but when Korean 
company off ers them jobs, they refuse to work!”

On the other hand, the protest of another group from the 
Coordination Committee, Trudbenik gradnja workers, was 
unsuccessful even though they proved that their boss was 
severely breaking the privatization contract. Th e PA accepted 
their evidence, and it released the offi  cial hundred-pages 
detailed report on how the boss was breaking the law, but 
then they said, “OK, you guys were right, he is robbing both 
you and the state, it is outrageous, but we won’t break the 
contract.” Just like that. Why? Because this was a clear mes-
sage for all the other workers what would happen if they rebel, 
and especially if they are doing it outside of the union struc-
tures. Th e cost of this for the workers was very high—more 
than two hundred Trudbenik workers were sacked by the 
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boss because of the protest. At the beginning of the strike in 
August last year they knew what would happen if they turn it 
into a protest against the privatization contract. But they took 
the risk, knowing that the canceling of the privatization con-
tract was their only chance to get the jobs back. It was him or 
them, and they proved that the law is on their side, but now 
they are out, not the boss. At the same time, Zastava Elektro 
workers are punished for their last year’s successful protest 
as well. Th e Coordination Committee is still far from being 
strong enough to help them, besides holding more protests, 
so at this point the situation doesn’t look good. However, 
we are expecting a new wave of protests this summer, and 
that would be the chance for our organization—Coordination 
Committee of Workers’ Protests in Serbia—to grow stronger.

AG: So is this the new focus of your current activity? Are there 
any eff orts to document the experiences of last year and your 
struggle for solidarity unionism against the long theft we know 
as privatization?
FF: Besides our work within the Coordination Committee, 
Pokret za slobodu is now trying to broaden the network. We 
are now establishing contacts with peasants associations. 
Th ey are the group completely repressed by the government 
because they don’t have a level of organization strong enough 
to fi ght radically against either the government’s measures 
that are destroying their economy, nor against the private 
monopolies trading with the agricultural products that are 
the fruit of their labor. Th is is very important issue here, since 
over two million people in Serbia depend only on agriculture 
for their livelihood.

We are currently working on a fi lm and a book about last 
year’s protests, because we believe it is important to analyze 
what really happened—it’s continued signifi cance—and to 
give our side of the story. Th e Serbian press is writing about 
workers’ issues only form the perspective of big politics or big 
unions, and we want to show the perspectives of the people 
who were in the protests. Th ese protests are not just another 
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subject of somebody’s political agenda, they are coming from 
the people, and what we are doing is trying to help these 
people be heard.

AG: In my view, one of the truly “balkanopolitan” elements 
of the Balkan and Serbian society are the Roma: their strug-
gle against hierarchical, state-imposed authority and regula-
tion, against the market economy and systems of both state 
socialism and capitalism, along with their culture, are a pow-
erful inspiration for dreaming another Balkans. On the other 
hand, and for this very reason, they were and remain to be the 
single most oppressed group in the Balkan states.
FF: Roma are the only group in Serbia that is completely left 
to its own fate. It is a desperate, catastrophic situation. Th e 
number of itinerant poor is now even larger due to exclusion 
mechanisms of the neoliberal state. Roma live in the streets, 
they collect trash and paper in order to survive. Some esti-
mates put the number of Roma in Serbia at 600,000, although 
the 2002 census only registered 102,193 people as Roma. 
According to the UNICEF report on the condition of Roma 
children in the Republic of Serbia (2006), almost 70 percent of 
Roma children are poor and over 60 percent of Roma house-
holds with children live below poverty line. Children are the 
most imperiled, living outside of cities in households with 
several children. Over 80 percent of indigent Roma children 
live in families in which the adult members of the family do 
not have basic education.

AG: And in the meantime, the activist scene in Serbia is, in my 
opinion, very disconnected from these realities—or at least it 
was when I lived in Serbia. I hope that some things changed for 
the better since then, and that there is now at least an attempt 
to bring about a relationship of active solidarity, radical com-
munity organizing, and “accompaniment” towards the situa-
tion of Roma in Serbia and the Balkans as a whole.
FF: Th e activist scene in Serbia is still weak and without infl u-
ence, but there are some signs that this might change. Since 
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the “transition” process started in 2001, the biggest problem 
of the Serbian Leftist community wasn’t the fact that it was 
small, weak, outnumbered by Nazis and so on, but that it 
was incompetent and ignorant about local problems. Lots of 
energy was wasted on activities that had little to do with the 
actual problems of Serbian workers in “transition.” And those 
problems were huge—too huge not to be seen and confronted. 
For that reason, we can say now that it was almost lucky that 
most of the activities of the Leftist collectives in the past 
decade went virtually unnoticed by the broad public. It was 
pretty embarrassing to have some self-proclaimed anarcho-
syndicalist leaders preaching against privatization from the 
ideological point of view but without a clue about the local 
context, as if they just fell in from another world. For years, 
we were practically the only collective that was working with 
the actual people on the ground in strikes. But since last year, 
this has started to change: there are several Belgrade collec-
tives now that are trying to support diff erent groups of people 
in strike or in some other kind of protest, which is very sig-
nifi cant because only by broadening our movement will the 
current Leftist scene begin to make an infl uence, even though 
for the time-being it is still small.
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A decade or so ago, during the European humanitarian adven-
ture in the Balkans, Michael Nicholson, an eminent British 
journalist, wrote in his Natasha’s Story that “Th e ferocity of the 
Balkan peoples has at times been so primitive that anthropol-
ogists have likened them to the Amazon’s Yanamamo, one 
of the world’s most savage and primitive tribes. Up until the 
turn of the present century there were still reports from the 
Balkans of decapitated enemy heads presented as trophies on 
silver plates at victory dinners. Nor was it unknown for the 
winners to eat the loser’s heart and liver.”

I was born into a good communist Balkan family where 
we have never enjoyed such delicacies. Perhaps naively, I sus-
pect that most of my fellow tribesmen have never tasted them 
either. So, the question emerges: how is it possible that this 
distinguished British gentleman is able to produce such an 
appallingly disturbing description?

No less disturbing, for want of a better term, is a socio-
logical analysis that another eminent man of letters, Simon 
Winchester, off ers in his Th e Fracture Zone: A Return to the 
Balkans, where he observes that “Just as the peninsula—these 
strange and feral Balkans—is outlandish and unlike the rest 
of Europe, for its inhabitants, the wild peoples of the Balkans, 
who evolved into something that varies substantially from 
whatever is the human norm.”

Don’t Mourn, Balkanize! 
A Vision for the Balkans
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Somewhat more recently, on the other side of the ocean, 
Michael Ignatieff , self-taught political theorist and (as Tamara 
Vukov observes not without some consternation) quite pos-
sibly a future Prime Minister of Canada, announces, with 
quite remarkable honesty, a prospect of “Nation-building 
in Bosnia, Kosovo, and Afghanistan because they are labo-
ratories in which a new imperium is taking shape, in which 
American military power, European money and humanitarian 
motive have combined to produce a form of imperial rule for 
a post-imperial age.” Th at is, in these ungovernable barbarian 
frontier zones of failed states and ethnic confl ict, a “tempo-
rary imperialism,” in the form of limited occupation is nec-
essary. “Bosnia after Dayton off ered laboratory conditions in 
which to experiment with nation-building,” he continues, as 

“the reconstruction of the Balkans has not been an exercise 
in humanitarian social work, it has always been an imperial 
project . . .” because “nation-building is the kind of imperial-
ism you get in a human rights era.”

How do we account for statements like these? Where is 
this perverse attitude coming from? Who are these people 
to think they can come and “build our nations?” In this brief 
essay, I will off er two analytically interrelated explanations. 
One is political and the other one is structural. Th e political 
explanation resides in two diff erent meanings of the word 

“balkanization.” Th e fi rst is what I will call “balkanization 
from above.” Th is form of balkanization is, one might say, an 
invention of European colonial modernity and its balkanolo-
gists. One could even make a little joke and suggest that Euro-
American politics in the Balkans was, historically, guided by 
three B’s: balkanization, barbarity, and bombs. People in the 
Balkans are barbarians, or so this Euro-imperial line goes, they 
tend to balkanize, and the only way to prevent that is to bomb 
them, or sell them bombs so that they can do it themselves.

If we take a historical view, I think that we could identify 
a phenomenon, or, rather, a whole complex of elite reactions, 
that I propose calling “political balkanophobia”: an elite fear 
of autonomous spaces. Balkanization from above came into 
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existence as an elite response to autonomous processes from 
below. European colonial modernity arose, in no small part, 
as a result of successful fi ghts for the formation and territo-
rial unifi cation of a regional identity. Th e state-architects of 
Europe of that time were, in fact, obsessed with the demon 
of the Balkans, balkanization being taken here in the sense 
of a “balkanization from below,” an alternative process of ter-
ritorial organization, decentralization, territorial autonomy, 
and federalism. Balkanization from below, a process of con-
stant fi ssion and fusion, has been a remarkably threatening 
alternative for the emerging large, centralized, coercive sys-
tems. With the modern invention of Balkanity, Balkanization 
(from above!) became a name, and an excuse, for a process 
of eliminating the threat of autonomous political spaces that 
lack any specialized and permanently constituted coercive 
authority separated from the society, as well as of eliminat-
ing the region’s memory of its anti-modern and anti-statist 
struggles.

I believe that the invention of “Balkanity” as a political 
and geocultural concept should be located within the his-
torical landscape organized by the 1878 Congress in Berlin. 
It is my argument that the modern history of the Balkans 
properly begins in the Berlin Congress—home to “carve-up 
of the Balkans,” “the Great Game” in Central Asia, and the 

“Scramble for Africa”—after which, as Maria Todorova suggests, 
the adjective “Balkan” ceased to be “a vague geographical con-
cept and was transformed into one of the most consistently 
pejorative epithets in Western political discourse.”

It is interesting to note that this is the same period in 
which Bram Stoker writes his famous gothic novel, Dracula. 
Here, as Vesna Goldsworthy shrewdly observes, we are intro-
duced to a new and strange world: “Dracula’s world represents 
everything that is anathema to the Victorians—passion, sex, 
unrestrained violence . . . Dracula must not simply be killed 
but completely destroyed by the united representatives of the 
West—an Englishman, a Dutchman and an American . . . Th eir 
mission to restore order in the Balkans represents a fi ctional 
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expression of the attempts in the late-19th and 20th centu-
ries by the Western powers to impose peace on the peninsula.” 
Th e next steps in defi ning balkanization from above emerged 
during the First and Second Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913, 
widely believed to “off er defi nitive proof of ‘medieval’ behav-
ior on the part of Balkan warriors.” Reading contemporary 
documents it is easy to see how the supposed violent nature 
of the Balkans was used as an alibi for the future interven-
tions of always-benevolent European powers.

However, the crucial moment of development of bal-
kanization from above was a courageous action by Gavrilo 
Princip and his comrades in 1914. Misha Glenny quotes John 
Gunther’s popular book Inside Europe (1940) which

summarized feelings on this side of the Atlantic: “It is 
an intolerable aff ront to human and political nature 
that these wretched and unhappy little countries in 
the Balkan peninsula can, and do, have quarrels that 
cause world wars. Some hundred and fi fty thousand 
young Americans died because of an event in 1914 in 
a mud-caked primitive village, Sarajevo. Loathsome 
and almost obscene snarls in Balkan politics, hardly 
intelligible to a Western reader, are still vital to the 
peace of Europe, and perhaps the world.’

Th e colonial imagination of Stocker lived on with the queen 
of mystery novels. In Th e Secret of Chimneys, Agatha Christie 
depicted a “Herzoslovakian” peasant, Boris Anchoukoff , with 

“high Slavonic cheekbones, and dreamy fanatic eyes.” He is, 
we learn, “a human bloodhound from a race of brigands.”

It is interesting to note that the term “Balkans,” with its 
“race of brigands,” was barely used during the Communist 
period. Four of the countries were subsumed into the phrase 

“Eastern Europe” while Greece and Turkey were “NATO’s 
southern fl ank.” It is no accident that when Yugoslavia col-
lapsed in 1991, the term Balkans came back. At the same time 
as the “savage Balkans” was reintroduced, the propaganda 
myth of the artifi ciality of now former Yugoslavia, and its 
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“dark Balkan origins,” emerged from the woodwork of metro-
politan academia.

Today, in this new era of integration, the Balkans, former 
Yugoslavia, and balkanization are presented and projected to 
the world opinion as nothing but the historical residue of 

“primitive nationalisms,” and once again pose a threat to delir-
ious European bureaucratization—just like in the era of the 
Berlin Congress—at its core. Th e European Union is unsettled 
by the prospect of a politically rebellious region, inside of, and 
against, imperial agglomeration. Listen to the words of the 
Hungarian prime minister: “Th e problems of the Roma are not 
locked on the territory of the individual EU member states, 
because the free movement of people means free movement 
of social problems.” Th is is balkanization from above, the pac-
ifi cation of “free movement of social problems.”

It is my contention that both the late-19th-century 
Europe and the neoliberal bureaucratic Europe were built 
against and in the opposition to the Balkans. Th ere is a his-
torical continuity between Berlin and Lisbon. Th e road to both 
leads through the Balkans and, most crucially, through the 
former Yugoslavia and mud-caked village of Sarajevo, today 
once again under the occupation of the ever watchful “inter-
national community.”

Th e second explanation for the particular attitude of 
modern/colonial Europe towards the Balkans cuts much 
deeper. What I termed “invention of Balkanity” lies at the 
very heart of European universalism. Th e modern/capital-
ist European universalist project, included, as its “other side,” 
the invention of the Balkans, where the Balkans was discov-
ered as a symbol of everything mysterious and threatening 
in European culture. Th e Balkans became a “wild” Europe, an 
entangling, intricate labyrinth inhabited by creatures of sin, 
insolent nations, incapable of governing themselves, a place 
in the heart of European darkness. A place outside, if on the 
doorstep, where people need to be evangelized in the name of 
civilizing missions, human rights and civil society. Th is is the 
Balkans as a self-destructive hole in world history, an endless 
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reservoir of violence and negativity, as a chaotic gap in world 
time. Th is cultural element cannot be overstated.

In recent years, a group of progressive and radical bal-
kanologists initiated a serious theoretical attempt to correct 
the epistemological centrism of European scholarship. Milica 
Bakic Hayden, drawing from Edward Said’s conceptual world 
of Orientalism and situating the Balkans in this category of 
historical explanation, introduced a new heuristic of “nest-
ing orientalism” as a variation on the orientalist theme. Maria 
Todorova further recognizes diff erent traits in the constructed 
identity of the Balkans, not “merely as a subspecies of ori-
entalism,” but as a “specifi c rhetorical paradigm.” Th ere is an 
independent trajectory in defi ning the hegemonic represen-
tation of the peninsula, which she terms “balkanism.” Even 
more perceptively, Tamara Vukov recently made an interven-
tion in this debate in her useful analysis of “neo-balkanism,” 
in which she locates the Balkans within the historical reality 
of global capitalism.

While welcoming this epistemic change of perspective, 
and acknowledging the value of aforementioned research, 
my inclination is to relate the particular historical time/
space of the Balkans to the processes of global capitalist 
coloniality that Anibal Quijano describes as “coloniality of 
power.” Coloniality of power, according to Quijano, presup-
poses a new model of global power, an inauguration of the 
fi rst modern/colonial/capitalist world-system, which was 
structured around a notion of race. While it might be pos-
sible to understand the history of European interpretative 
violence infl icted upon “European Turkey” as one of “nest-
ing orientalisms,” it seems to me impossible to understand 
the history of the Balkans, after its invention in the wake 
of the Berlin Congress, outside of the new global hegemonic 
model and technology of power, in place since the Conquest 
of the Americas, that articulates race and labor, space and 
peoples, according to the needs of capital and to the bene-
fi t of European peoples. It is important, in my view, to take 
into more serious consideration Enrique Dussel’s distinc-
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tion between “two modernities”: one that is “Eurocentric, 
provincial, and regional,” and the other which is world-ori-
ented and includes the “other side,” that which “was domi-
nated, exploited, and concealed.” Dussel insists that we need 
to “deny the innocence of modernity,” because “by affi  rm-
ing the alterity of the other (which was previously denied), it 
is possible to “discover” for the fi rst time the hidden “other 
side” of modernity: the peripheral colonial world, the sacri-
fi ced indigenous peoples, the enslaved black, the oppressed 
woman, the alienated infant, the estranged popular culture: 
the victims of modernity, all of them victims of an irrational 
act that contradicts modernity’s ideal of rationality.” He calls 
this project “transmodernity,” a “worldwide ethical liberation 
project in which alterity, which was part and parcel of moder-
nity, would be able to fulfi ll itself.” Th e alterity and “exterior-
ity” of the Balkans, and its “white but not quite” inhabitants, 
should not be thought about as a pure outside, untouched by 
the modern. It refers to an outside that is precisely consti-
tuted as diff erence by hegemonic processes.

I hope that all these approaches can help introduce a 
fresh conceptual framework for the understanding of recent 
and not so recent historical intertwining of “balkanist” and 
nationalist discourses. In order to change the Balkans, we 
need to start thinking otherwise about and from the Balkans. 
Here, I would like to suggest that such an understanding 
requires its own collective and emancipatory research project, 
a project of thinking otherwise from the interior exteriority of 
the border, and that might be called “balkanology from below.” 
Th is emancipatory research program would contribute devel-
oping, from this side of “the other side of modernity,” what 
Arturo Escobar calls “an other way of thinking, un paradigma 
otro, the very possibility of talking about worlds and knowl-
edges otherwise.” Radical balkanologists, organized in such a 
community of argumentation, could benefi t greatly from the 
intellectual work of the so-called modernity/coloniality group, 
represented by Quijano, Dussel, Mignolo, and other activ-
ist scholars. It would be an unfortunate mistake to see the 
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impressive work of this group as a paradigm for Latin America, 
rather than as an “other way of thinking that runs counter to 
the great modernist narratives (Christianity, liberalism, and 
Marxism); a narrative that “locates its own inquiry in the very 
borders of systems of thought and reaches towards the pos-
sibility of non-Eurocentric modes of thinking.” At the same 
time, in unlocking the radical potential for thinking from dif-
ference and towards the constitution of alternative local and 
regional worlds, and taking seriously the epistemic force of 
local histories and thinking theory through from the politi-
cal praxis of subaltern groups, radical balkanologists would do 
well to follow in the steps of Peter Linebaugh, Marcus Rediker, 
and other historians from below who have been adventuring 
for traces of the “many-headed hydra” of rebels and revolu-
tionaries, and hidden stories of popular struggles across the 
proletarian Atlantic. Th e beautiful, dazzling history of anti-
authoritarian Balkans is replete with struggles of pirates and 
land pirates; hajduks, uskoci, and klephts; bogumils and parti-
sans; heretics; and agrarian rebels of all kind, all misunder-
stood by communist and nationalist historians alike. Th is 
project, of balkanology from below, could be imagined as a 
unidisciplinary (Wallerstein) or undisciplinary (Escobar) pro-
gram, with members coming from many diff erent fi elds, “un-
disciplining the disciplines,” and establishing a single fi eld 
of study. Th is might help us learn how to free our past and 
our future from “the Eurocentric mirror where our image is 
always, necessarily, distorted.”

I have already described balkanization from below as a 
narrative that insists on social and cultural affi  nities, as well 
as on customs in common resulting from interethnic mutual 
aid and solidarity, and resulting in what can be termed an 
interethnic self-activity, one that was severed through the 
Euro-colonial intervention. In the Balkans, the many-headed 
hydra has its own political program and vision. Th e name for 
this vision is Balkan Federation. Th ere are two principal mani-
festations of this program, one that I will call federalism from 
above, based on the idea of federated socialist states, and 
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another that rests on a horizontalist principle of an “organic 
commonwealth,” of a specifi c “community of communities,” 
that I will call federalism from below.

One of the fi rst expressions of Balkan federalism is men-
tioned by a Greek historian Loukis Hassiotis, who reminds 
us of early eff orts of Balkan radicals who, in 1865, established 
the Democratic Eastern Federation with “its syncretic mix of 
democratic, socialist and national ideas.” From this moment 
onward, the history of Balkan federalism diverges. One line 
of development will lead to the established political and cul-
tural elites of the Balkan states who were always receptive to 
the ideas of federalism. Hassiotis writes that “Conservative 
and liberal politicians, even kings (like King Otto of Greece 
and Milan Obrenović of Serbia), briefl y and randomly pre-
sented themselves as supporters of some kind of federalism.” 
Likewise, federalism from above is expressed in the politics of 
communist parties. Almost all communist parties before the 
war had a Balkan Federation (a federation of socialist states) 
as a part of, or even a centerpiece of, their respective pro-
grams. In this vein, the most important federalist eff orts can 
be found in the Balkan Conferences of the interwar period, 
and in Tito’s federalist plans right after World War II.

Th ere is another, far more interesting line to follow in the 
development of Balkan federalism. It is also well know that 
many anarchists took part in the revolts of Bosnia-Herzegovina 
and of Bulgaria (1875–1878). Malatesta was not successful in 
his attempt to enter Bosnia, but his comrade Stepniak was 
and he left us an important testimony about the struggle 
against the Ottomans. Moreover, writes Hassiotis, “socialists 
participated in the movement for Macedonian autonomy 
(Boatmen, Revolutionary Macedonian Organization), as well 
as in the anti-Ottoman revolts in Crete, even the interstate 
Greco-Turkish war in 1897.” Some of the anti-authoritarian 
socialists, like Svetozar Marković or Botev, supported a Balkan 
Federation built from below, a stateless federation that would 
establish itself as the result of social revolution and not inter-
state arrangements and would be based on the confederation-
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ist organizing of traditional Southern Slavic agrarian commu-
nities. In the anarchist newspaper ΝÎ ον Φως (new light) from 
Pyrgos we read, in an article on Crete, that “we, the revolu-
tionaries of the future, should not be patriotic and religious 
revolutionaries, we should be social and international revo-
lutionaries. Our only enemies are the economic and author-
itarian tyrants of any religion. Enough with fi ghting for fl ags 
and symbols. It is time we fought for our political, economic 
and social freedom in general.”

Th ese lines of Greek anarchists were almost forgotten 
after the World War. But so was the reality of federalism from 
above, as the Cold War and the breakup of the Stalin-Tito alli-
ance, and fi nally destruction of Yugoslavia rendered it prac-
tically unthinkable. Today, after the horrors of bureaucratic 
socialism, after many episodes of ethno-nationalist violence, 
and in the ruins of Eurocentered neoliberalism, I believe it 
crucial that we revive horizontal federalism. We stand in a 
long and magnifi cent tradition.

Before I am accused of painting too bright of a picture, 
let me just say few words about another painful dichotomy 
inscribed in the history of the peninsula, the one between 
nationalism and regional interethnic self-activity. Th e his-
tory of the Balkans is not only a history of interethnic coop-
eration. It is also a bloody history of nationalist atrocities that 
we are responsible for, that are self-infl icted. Not more than 
anywhere else in Europe, perhaps, and not without encour-
agement from outside, but nevertheless very real. Th e author-
itarian Left in the Balkans, with its stubborn insistence on 

“national sovereignty,” and support for nation-state form as 
a necessary stage in social liberation, played a negative role 
in defi ning a position on nationalism. I would not like to be 
misunderstood here. When I say that I advocate regional-
ism and pluriculturalism, or that I criticize a Jacobin model 
of a monocultural state, I do not mean to say that we can 
evade the violent aspects of our brutal nationalist past. We 
have to confront in the same breath the terror visited upon 
us by Euro-colonial violence and our own self-infl icted bru-
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talities. For the past to become a principle of action in the 
present, we have to stop living in the past and instead inte-
grate it into the present in an emancipatory way. In order 
to build a pluricultural Balkans, the present has to be lib-
erated from the past. It should be clear that I am not advo-
cating an erasure of the past, but a work of remembrance as 
part of the work of freedom. Th is cannot be done by embrac-
ing any form of particularism, ethnic or regional. Following 
Achille Mbembe, I would like to borrow a term for this always 
incomplete project, riddled with tensions and contradictions, 
which both embraces and transcends the question of spe-
cifi city, and call it balkanopolitanism—a way of being from 
the Balkans articulated through an openness to diff erence 
and a transcendence of nationalism. Balkanopolitanism, as a 
regional project, actively seeking out new experiences, reject-
ing “the confi nes of bounded communities and their own 
cultural backgrounds,” would transcend Balkan nationalisms 
through curiosity for the foreign and an openness to hybrid-
ity, “embracing, with full knowledge of the facts, strangeness, 
foreignness, and remoteness, the ability to recognize one’s 
face in that of a foreigner and make the most of the traces 
of remoteness in closeness.” If Arturo Escobar is right when 
he suggests that being place-based is not the same as being 
place-bound, then Balkanopolitanism would be a precious 
gift to the project of global universalism, where, in words of 
Senghor, the world becomes a meeting place of giving and 
receiving (rendez-vous du donner et du recevoir).

But how can a national issue be dealt with in a more 
programmatic sense? I believe that nationalism can only be 
answered within a regional framework, and I believe that the 
Balkans can provide a model for another Europe, a balkan-
ized Europe of regions, as an alternative to both transnational 
European super-state and nation-states. A balkanization of 
Europe would be premised on the politics of autonomous 
regions and a plurality of cultures. I see the region, an entity 
once eroded by the centralized nation-state and capitalism, 
as the basis for the regeneration and reconstruction of the 
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social and political life of Europe. I agree with the optimism 
of Kropotkin when he anticipates “a time when in Russia each 
component of a federation, a free federation of rural com-
munities and free cities, will make the free commonwealth, 
and I believe too that Western Europe will also move in this 
direction.”

So what would this Balkan Federation, with no states and 
no nations, be like? I think that new Balkan revolutionaries 
should embrace and defend the project of a contemporary 
Balkan Federation as one of radical decolonization, pluricul-
turality, social change from the bottom-up, analogous to and 
in active communication with such contemporary projects as 
the pluricultural politics of the indigenous people of Andean 
Federation, Anarchists Against the Wall in the Middle East, 
or grassroots movements from Africa who chant that “we are 
the poor.”

Th is Balkans, neither capitalist nor bureaucratic-social-
istic, would be a transethnic society with a balkanopolitan, 
pluriculturalist outlook, an outlook which previously existed 
but was lost in its incorporation into nation-state frameworks, 
an outlook that recognizes multiple and overlapping identi-
ties and affi  liations characterized by proliferation and mul-
tiplicity, an outlook that recognizes the unity produced out 
of diff erence. Th is would be a Balkans based on voluntary 
co-operation and mutual aid, direct democracy of neighbor-
hood assemblies and city federations, free associations that 

“extend themselves and cover every branch of human activ-
ity,” with a self-managed economy with participatory plan-
ning, structured within the regional frame of a state-dissolv-
ing federation.

To build such a world, we would need a new type of pol-
itics from below. It should be clear that by politics I mean an 
organic, dialogical, shared and participatory activity of the 
self-governing public and not a statecraft, a set of operations 
that are premised on the seizing of State power and which are 
realized through a political party, nor any political movement 
that replicates the State in its organization. I am talking about 



DON’T MOURN, BALKANIZE!

268

an anti-authoritarian politics that is utopian, in the sense 
that it celebrates political imagination and attempts to bring 
into being other possibilities for human existence—one that 
conquers a point of view beyond the given, and refuses the 
rationalization of the real, the rationalization of the imposed 
colonial and state-national alternatives. I am talking about a 
new, restored politics of mutual aid, mutual solidarity, plu-
ricultural identity, and freedom.

Translated into practice, this comes very close to Uri 
Gordon’s description of Anarchists Against the Wall and the 
cooperative transethnic village of Neve Shalom, both exam-
ples of “radical peace-building” in the Middle East:

Th e point, however, is the grassroots grounding of 
the process itself. Realistically speaking, then, we are 
looking to the activities of groups and communities 
that can contaminate the statist peace process with a 
more thoroughgoing agenda of social transformation. 
What grounds such an agenda, from an anarchist 
perspective, is the argument that the creation of 
genuine peace requires the creation and fostering of 
political spaces which facilitate voluntary cooperation 
and mutual aid (between Israelis and Palestinians).

Moving from the Balkans of nationalism and exploitation 
to the (federated) Balkans of solidarity and struggle is pos-
sible only in the context of interethnic accompaniment and 
concrete struggles that prefi gure a “no-state solution” of 
regional federalism. Th e Freedom Fight movement in Serbia, 
anti-authoritarian movements and migrant groups like 
Clandestina in Greece, and Bulgarian anarchist federations 
are some important cases in point. But we need many more.

We, “the revolutionaries of the future,” need to go back 
and build upon what is the most precious part of our his-
tory, and that is a pluricultural vision of multiethnic, indeed 
transethnic, anti-authoritarian society. We need to under-
stand the scandal borne by the word “Balkans” and rediscover 
the trenchancy of its idea. Th e kind of society we are talk-
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ing about is possible only within the framework of a Balkan 
Federation, with no state, and beyond nation. A world where 
many worlds fi t. If this is not our reality today, it follows 
that our duty, our only duty, is to fi ght to make it our real-
ity tomorrow.
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