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 The thesis provides a cultural analysis on the micropolitics of Yugoslavia wars in 

1992-1995, examining local and global media coverage along with grassroots and 

historical dimensions. The study offers an extensive overview of scholarly literature on 

the Balkans, arguing that often omitted local, cultural and historical narratives of the war 

events reveal complex perspectives on the rationales provided on civil war. Investigating 

the nationalist social movements in Yugoslavia (1992-1995), the thesis articulates the 

need to revisit Deleuze and Guattari’s framework of micropolitics to understand the 

cultural and historical dimensions operational in such movements. The study presents 

local media coverage in Nasa Borba, Borba, and Hrvatsko Slovo, focusing mainly on two 

major atrocities committed during the Balkan conflict, in order to shed light on the 

complex role of discourse emerging in war environments.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Immediately after the collapse of the Eastern bloc and the disintegration of the 

Soviet Union, some people declared the “end of history” and the total triumph of Western 

liberal democracy.1  But the euphoric mood and expectation of a long lasting peace did 

not last long. What followed was not “bread and roses,” but instead globalization proved 

to be a much more complex and nuanced process than the dichotomy of the Cold War 

era.2 This is illustrated in the dramatic social and political differences among the twenty-

eight postcommunist states in Eastern Europe. The Czech Republic and Poland continue 

to experience economic difficulties and yet again are the host of foreign troops and even 

missiles. Nevertheless, they have made significant progress towards integration into the 

modern global system, especially when compared to autocratic postcommunist states 

such as Uzbekistan with still functioning Stalin-era gulags and a collective farm system.3  

                                                            
1. Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York: Free 

Press, 1992). 
 
2. I am borrowing the phrase from Ken Loach’s film Bread and Roses. Ken 

Loach, Rebecca O’Brien, Adrien Brody, Paul Laverty, Pilar Padilla, Elpidia Carrillo, and 
George Lopez, Bread and roses, DVD, (United States: Lions Gate Home Entertainment, 
2001). 
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3. Henry F. Carey and Rafal Raciborski, “Postcolonialism: A Valid Paradigm for 
the Former Sovietized States and Yugoslavia?” East European Politics & Societies 18, 
no. 2 (May 2004): 206. 



The expectation of a rapid adoption of free market economic policies and liberal 

norms did not materialize, and in fact some places erupted in violence and warfare 

unseen since World War II. The Yugoslav federation is a notorious example of this 

phenomenon. Former neighbors turned on each other with extreme ferocity, plunging the 

country into the chaos of collapse.  

Western observers, analysts and the citizens of Yugoslavia themselves, were 

caught unprepared to comprehend the sudden explosion of violence. While many 

explanations on why the federation collapsed, and why this process turned vicious have 

emerged, the issue is far from settled. Accounts dealing with the conflict on the level of 

international politics, governments, leaders, institutions as well as economic conditions 

and geostrategic interests have helped us understand its macropolitical dynamics. 

However, despite the prolificacy of descriptions of the collapse, the question of the 

extreme violence committed on the territory of the former Yugoslavia continues to haunt 

us. Voids between the tragic events on the ground, and our generalized perception of 

them remain. These gaps are signs of a lack of understanding of the issue on its 

micropolitical level. But, it is only at this level that one can come within reach of 

approximating a local atmosphere hospitable to extreme violence. In the chaotic setting 

of transition, novel approaches ‘from below’ can help us trace what facilitates 

nationalistic violence. 

This thesis explores the local socio-cultural environment in which atrocities took 

place. The introduction of the study focuses on the complexity of the issue and outlines 

the experiences and findings of scholars, journalists, and legal experts who dealt with it. 

The second part critiques the discourse of the Yugoslav collapse and explains why the 
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dominant ‘structural’ and macropolitical accounts are insufficient. In the complex ethnic 

mixture of the former Yugoslavia, ethnic unmixing took place not only on the geographic 

level of city, town, and village but also on the psychological level of feelings, emotions, 

perceptions and affects. Such radical change in the collective behavior of the Yugoslav 

people calls for a studied attention to sentiments and attitudes at the grassroots level. 

Accordingly, the third part of the thesis constitutes a cultural and historical analysis that 

provides an alternative vision to the top-down, hegemonic and totalizing macropolitical 

accounts. Inspired by the theories of Gilles Deleuze, Felix Guattari and Michel Foucault 

and in particular their concepts of micropolitics, micro-powers, and microfascism, this 

chapter highlights the rise of fascistic nationalist social movements and the multilayered 

historical and cultural webs that engendered and sustained them. The fourth part of the 

thesis explores the local press’ discourse in a time of war. Without claiming to be a media 

or institutional analysis, this chapter focuses on the accounts of the violence in Hrvatsko 

Slovo (Croatian Word), a cultural weekly from Zagreb/Croatia, Borba (Struggle), a major 

Belgrade pro-government newspaper, and in Nasa Borba (Our Struggle), a leading 

opposition daily from Novi Sad/Serbia, and considers what these papers tell us about 

what Lloyd Bitzer describes as the “rhetorical situation” or “those contexts in which 

speakers or writers create rhetorical discourse.”4 In this way, the chapter hopes to explain 

the cultural and historical webs in which the local newspapers were embedded and how 

these contexts could have contributed to or legitimized the commission of extreme 

violence.  

                                                            

3 
 

4. Llyod Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 1, (1968): 
60. 



What this study asks is how a micropolitical cultural and historical analysis, such 

as the one outlined above, assists us in understanding the complex situation in Yugoslavia 

in general and the perpetration of war crimes specifically. In this thesis I argue that in 

order to provide a comprehensive picture of the collapse of Yugoslavia, one needs to look 

at the micropolitics of the conflicts and the omissions of cultural and historical narratives 

that tell additional yet salient stories of such sociopolitical contexts.   

Yugoslavia before the Collapse of the Eastern Bloc 

Yugoslavia differed significantly from the rest of the socialist countries in the 

Eastern bloc not only because it escaped Soviet influence, but also because its economy, 

society and politics were unique. In addition, Yugoslavia’s distinctive multiethnic 

composition and cultural policy under which all the nationalities comprising the state 

were equal regardless of the number of their members, distinguished the country from the 

mostly homogeneous states of Western Europe, because it rendered the concept of 

religious and ethnic minority unnecessary. 

The idea that all Slavic groups in the Balkans could merge into a new common 

state surfaced during the nineteenth century.5 After World War I the Yugoslav dream 

finally materialized, only to be shattered by World War II. Yugoslavia’s losses during the 

war were some of the highest in Europe. As many as 1,700,000 people died on its 

territory, or eleven per cent of its pre-war population, while 3,500,000 became homeless.6 

After invading Yugoslavia, Germany and Italy supported the establishment of a local 

fascist regime, the Independent State of Croatia (IDH), from which “sprang the most 

                                                            
5. Yugoslavia literally means “the land of the South Slavs.” 
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6.  Kate Hudson, Breaking the South Slav Dream: The Rise and Fall of 
Yugoslavia (London: Pluto  Press, 2003), 39. 



savage intolerance seen anywhere in Europe during the Second World War, outside of the 

Nazi regime itself.”7 This repressive atmosphere proved a fertile ground for the 

emergence of a large multi-ethnic communist resistance. Led by Josip Broz Tito, the 

partisans fought heroically against the Nazis and the local fascists to emerge as the 

liberation movement which was the vanguard in building a post-World War II, socialist 

Yugoslavia, headed by Tito.8  

In one important aspect, the political situation in Tito’s Yugoslavia differed 

markedly from the rest of Eastern Europe. In Reinventing Politics: Eastern Europe from 

Stalin to Havel, Vladimir Tismaneanu, explains that after the Second World War home-

based Eastern European communists were replaced by Moscow-trained apparatchiks 

who essentially arrived into their former homelands riding on Red Army tanks. In 

Poland, for example, the entire native elite of Polish communism, which was accused of 

the mortal sins of Trotskyism and Luxemburgism by Stalin, was massacred and replaced 

by Muscovites.9 Similarly, Albania, Poland, Bulgaria, Romania, Czechoslovakia and 

Hungary were satellitized and the Stalinist model was transplanted to all of them.10 In 

                                                            
7. John Lampe, Yugoslavia as History: Twice There was a Country (Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press, 1996), 204. 
 
8. In Serbo-Croatian partisan literally means a “guerrilla fighter.” The entire 

movement led by Tito was referred to as the Partisans. For an account on the movements 
in Yugoslavia during World War II, see Jozo Tomasevich, War and Revolution in 
Yugoslavia, 1941-1945: Occupation and Collaboration (Stanford, California: Stanford 
University Press, 2001) and Matteo J. Milazzo, The Chetnik Movement & the Yugoslav 
Resistance (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975). 

 
9. Vladimir Tismaneanu, Reinventing Politics: Eastern Europe from Stalin to 

Havel (New York: Free Press, 1992), 12-13. 
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10. Ibid., 36. Tismaneanu describes the “Stalinist” model of communism as 
consisting of: “rubber-stamp parliaments, communist control over all spheres of life, the 



contrast, in Yugoslavia the home-based communists retained power and the government 

was led by a popular leader whose inner circle included none of the so called Muscovites 

who had spent the war or a longer period in the USSR.11 Led by the slogan of bratsvo i 

jedinstivo (brotherhood and unity) among the six republics comprising the federation 

(Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Montenegro), 

Yugoslavia became the only postwar Communist regime in Eastern Europe which was 

capable of surviving a fall out with the Soviet Union. In early 1948, the political and 

economic split between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia culminated in the expulsion of 

“Tito’s clique” from the Cominform - the organization of ruling communist parties.12  

 What followed was a considerable departure from Stalinism in Yugoslavia. 

Unlike the rest of Eastern Europe, where the regimes’ legitimacy derived only from their 

subservience to the Soviet Union, in Yugoslavia the government actually had to seek 

consent from the people. Thus unpopular policies, such as agricultural collectivization, 

were reversed. Central planning was sidelined and the government’s main ideological 

theoretician and Tito’s chosen successor, Edvard Kardelj, encouraged diversion from 

Stalinist economics to “workers’ self-management.” This “devolution of economic 

power” left factories and cooperatives in the hands of autonomous presumably 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
establishment of concentration camps for the extermination of politically unreliable 
elements, and the institution of command economy, where private property was virtually 
eliminated and replaced by state ownership of all resources.” 24. 

 
11. Lampe, Yugoslavia as History, 241. 
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12. Ibid., 245. Several issues contributed to the split between Stalin and Tito. The 
Yugoslav dictator’s relentless support of the Aegean Communist guerrillas in Greece was 
harming Stalin’s commitment to Churchill to leave Greece to the West in return for a free 
hand in Romania and Bulgaria. Even more disturbing to Stalin was the reemergence of 
the idea of the creation of a Balkan Federation which would merge the countries in the 
region into a large, communist, but anti-Stalinist state. 



Communist-led workers’ councils.13 The new constitution of 1953 enshrined 

decentralization and other departures from Soviet practice and ironically, Stalinists 

started to be jailed and persecuted. In addition to economic decentralization, the policy of 

open borders also made Yugoslavia unique in the Eastern European landscape. European 

and American tourists flocked to the Adriatic coast, and over 1 million Yugoslavs, from 

guest workers to professionals, were employed or studying in the West.14 But perhaps the 

most notable divergence from Stalinism was lesser state repression which turned 

Yugoslavia into “a more open and better place to live than anywhere in the nearby 

bloc.”15  

Because of these reforms Yugoslavia became a unique country which not only 

balanced between the values of the East and the values of the West, but also pursued its 

own path. The latter was best exemplified by Tito’s decision to set up the Non-Aligned 

Movement, in the early 1960s, along with India’s leader Nehru and Egypt’s Nasser, 

which turned Yugoslavia into a founder and the only European member of the movement 

at a point in history when the Balkans were already politically diverse and complex.16 

Yugoslavia was independent while Romania remained under Soviet control but tried to 

evade it as well. In contrast, Bulgaria continued to be the most subservient state to the 

Soviet Union in Eastern Europe. Albania became the most isolated country in the area 

since it decided to pursue Chinese-style communism. Greece and Turkey avoided 

                                                            
13. Ibid., 2. 
 
14. Ibid. 
 
15. Ibid., 260. 
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16. Hudson, Breaking the South Slav Dream, 2. 



communism, but despite the fact that they were the only capitalist states in the area, they 

were in conflict and often on the brink of war.17 

 In 1968, in an attempt to balance the ethnic composition of Yugoslavia, the 

Communist government recognized the Bosnian Muslims as “Muslims in the national 

sense.”18 The regime did not recognize the concept of ethnic or religious minority. 

Instead it considered the country to have six recognized nations (narodi): Serbs, Croats, 

Slovenes, Macedonians, Montenegrins and since 1968 Muslims (as an ethnic category, 

now calling themselves Bosniaks).19 In the 1970s, a landmark in Yugoslav history was 

the constitution of 1974. It turned the state into an eight-unit confederation of party states, 

with the Serbian provinces of Kosovo and Vojvodina equal to the republics in all but the 

name. As the historian Stevan Pavlovitch points out, Serbia’s position in this constitution 

was illogical in that the autonomous provinces could veto decisions at the level of the 

republic of which they were formally part, but the republican authority in Belgrade could 

not do the same for Kosovo and Vojvodina.20 

  The recognition of the Bosnian Muslims as a nation, and the granting of 

autonomous rights to the two Serbian provinces, were milestones in the development of 

                                                            
17. Dimitar Bechev, “Contested Borders, Contested Identity: The Case of 

Regionalism in Southeast Europe,” Journal of Southeast European & Black Seas Studies 
4, no. 1 (January 2004): 83.  

 
18. Aydin Babuna, “Nationalism and the Bosnian Muslims,” East European 

Quarterly 33, no. 2 (June 1999): 195. 
 
19. Gale Stokes, “From Nation to Minority: Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia at the 

Outbreak of the Yugoslav Wars,” Problems of Post-Communism 52, no. 6 
(November/December 2005): 3. 
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20. Stevan K. Pavlovitch, “Serbia and Yugoslavia -- the Relationship,” Journal of 
Southeast European & Black Sea Studies 4, no. 1 (January 2004): 104. 



Yugoslavia’s ethnic relations. These decisions became very important after Tito’s death 

in 1980 and played a significant role in the final destruction of the federation.  

Civil War and the End of the Federation 

The peaceful post-World War II coexistence of the people of Yugoslavia was 

shattered literally overnight. This rapid change surprised not only Western observers but 

even the Yugoslavs themselves. This astonishment was captured in the words of a 

Bosnian citizen who described the situation in the following way: “I never saw any 

difference between a Serb or a Muslim or anyone. But how could I never look at them or 

greet them or live with them again? We liked each other for 45 years and in the 46th we 

hate each other.”21 Gale Stokes points out that the three most difficult minority issues that 

arose when Yugoslavia disintegrated concerned the mixed populations of Bosnia and 

Hercegovina, the sizeable Serb minority in Croatia, and the Albanian population in 

Kosovo.22 After Tito’s death what began as rivalry among the republics’ Communist 

parties turned into full blown ethnic politics by the late 1980s. 23 The crisis was 

exacerbated by the collapse of the Communist regimes of the Eastern bloc and the 

economic chaos that gripped the area. In 1990, the last congress of the Yugoslav League 

of Communists took place and the first to break away from the federation was the 

republic of Slovenia. In May 1991, Croatia also declared independence. Unlike 

Slovenia’s secession, which was followed by a brief and relatively bloodless 

                                                            
21. Ed Vulliamy, Seasons in Hell: Understanding Bosnia’s War (London: Simon 

and Schuster, 1995): 5, quoted in Jean Seaton, “The New ‘Ethnic’ Wars and the Media,” 
in The Media of Conflict: War Reporting and Representations of Ethnic Violence, eds. 
Tim Allen and Jean Seaton (London: Zed Books, 1999), 46. 

 
22. Stokes, From Nation to Minority, 5. 
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23. Lampe, Yugoslavia as History, 325. 



confrontation with the Yugoslav National Army (JNA), Croatia’s declaration of 

independence resulted in war. The situation became worse when Bosnia and Herzegovina 

seceded on March 3, 1992. From this point of time until 1995 the region was gripped by 

violence unknown to Europe since World War II. Another Yugoslav republic, 

Macedonia, left the federation peacefully in 1991 and remained neutral during the 

conflicts. 

The conflicts ended in November of 1995 after the warring sides signed a peace 

agreement in Dayton, Ohio under which Bosnia and Herzegovina gained independence, 

but was divided into two entities: the Muslim-Croat Federation with 51 percent of the 

territory and the Bosnian Serbs Republic, with 49 percent. However, armed conflict 

broke out again, this time in Kosovo between Serbian authorities and members of the 

ethnic Albanian, Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). Based on the claim that it was 

alleviating humanitarian disaster and preventing genocide, NATO bombed Serbia for 78 

days between March 24, 1999 and June 10, 1999. Afterwards, Montenegro became the 

last former Yugoslav Republic to become independent following its desertion of the 

union with Serbia in June 2006.  

The human toll of the collapse of Yugoslavia is one of the major disputed issues. 

During and right after the Bosnian war, the most commonly cited estimate was between 

250,000-300,000 people killed. This figure has been questioned and current research puts 

the number of victims at approximately 100,000. According to the most recent, three-year 

study, conducted by the Sarajevo-based Research and Documentation Center, a total of 

97,207 people were killed or disappeared in the 1992-1995 war in Bosnia. The center 

which describes itself as nonpartisan and independent, claims that close to two-thirds of 
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the casualties, 64,036 were Bosnian Muslims, followed by 24,905 Serbs, and 7,788  

Croats, while 478 were of other nationalities.24 A 2003 study conducted by researchers 

working for the Demographic Unit at International Crimes Tribunal for the former 

Yugoslavia (ICTY) puts the war dead at 102,622.25  

The number of casualties in Kosovo has also been disputed. During the bombing, 

the U.S. Defense and State Departments claimed at various times that 100,000, 200,000 

and even 500,000 Kosovo Albanians had been killed. The ICTY now estimates that 

10,000 died during the war, but this figure also remains dubious since far fewer bodies 

have been exhumed and the number of people reported as missing has remained fewer 

than anticipated.26 

In addition to the war dead, many citizens of Yugoslavia also lost their homes. A 

total of four million people were forced to flee their homes during the ten years of war. 

This turned the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia into the country with the third largest 

refugee population per inhabitant in the world with 45.7 refugees per 1,000 inhabitants. 

Additionally, 1,043,800 residents of the country sought asylum in Western Europe.27 

Furthermore, the collapse of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

(SFRY), not only left physical scars on the region and its peoples, but even currently 

                                                            
24. Marlise Simons, “Bosnia: Study Puts War Dead at 97,207,” New York Times, 

June 22, 2007. 
 
25. Edward S. Herman, “Milosevic’s Death in the Propaganda System,” 

ZMagazine, May, 14, 2006, http://www.zmag.org/znet/viewArticle/3884 (accessed July 
11, 2008). 

 
26. Herman, Milosevic’s Death in the Propaganda System. 
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27. Marion Hoffmann, “The Problem of Forced Displacements of National 
Minorities in Southeast Europe: Prospect for Return,” Journal of Southeast European & 
Black Sea Studies 2, no. 2 (May 2002): 51. 



(2008) its political effect continues to unfold both locally and globally. In February 2008, 

the Serbian province of Kosovo officially declared independence from the Republic of 

Serbia and while several countries in the region have accepted its claim to sovereignty 

(Hungary, Bulgaria), others have refused to do so (Slovakia, Romania). Russia disagrees 

with the West’s decision to recognize Kosovo and has retaliated by openly supporting the 

breakaway statelets of Abkhazia and South Ossetia in order to complicate the political 

situation and the stability of the strong U.S. ally, the Republic of Georgia. In contrast to 

Russia, the U.S. accepts Kosovo as a sovereign nation and it has already built a large 

military base on its territory. In addition to the dispute over Kosovo, Greece’s recent 

decision to veto Macedonia’s candidacy for admission into NATO because of a 

disagreement over its name, has also indicated that the status of former areas of 

Yugoslavia remains unclear.28 

Literature Review of the Yugoslav Collapse: Always a Difficult Task 

Needless to say, the lingering local and global effects of the Yugoslav tragedy, as 

well as its complexity and intensity have engendered an entire discourse with diverse and 

controversial turns. The country has always attracted scholarly attention because it 

resisted both Hitler and Stalin and pursued its independence from both the East and the 

West. Its “workers’ managed socialism,” as an exception to the command economy 

                                                            

12 
 

28. A territory encompassing areas in Greece, Bulgaria and the former Yugoslavia 
is referred to as “Macedonia.” Greece claims that Macedonia is a name of a region 
located in Northern Greece and for this reason the Greek government insists on calling 
the new country the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (FYROM) rather than 
simply Macedonia. Greece fears that a state bearing the name “Macedonia” might have 
future territorial aspirations towards the North Greek territories referred to in Greece as 
“Macedonia.” In Greece, citizens of FYROM are called “Skopjani,” deriving from 
Skopje the capital of FYROM, rather than “Macedonians.” Bulgaria has accepted 
Macedonia’s claim to statehood, but has denied the existence of a separate “Macedonian 
nation” and most Bulgarians believe that the Macedonians are indeed Bulgarians. 



communism in the rest of totalitarian Eastern Europe also drew some attention.29 But 

overall, Robert Hayden, a leading expert on Yugoslavia, describes the community of 

foreign scholars who studied the country before the early 1990s as “fairly small and well 

trained.”30 In contrast, the formal attention that Yugoslavia attracted after it started to 

disintegrate far exceeds the material dealing with the country prior to the disaster. The 

widely publicized accounts of war crimes, mass rape, ethnic cleansing and accusations of 

genocide suddenly brought Yugoslavia to the surface of academia. In fact, Transitions 

Online, the leading Internet magazine covering the 28 postcommunist states in Eastern 

Europe and Central Asia, describes the decade of war in Yugoslavia as “probably the 

most densely filmed and photographed conflicts ever. TV images of the 1990s war now 

represent the region’s shared experience.”31 Martin Bell, BBC correspondent and 

recipient of the Royal Television Society’s Reporter of the Year (1993) for covering the 

wars in Yugoslavia, confirms this statement: “No other war—not even the Gulf War, 

which took on the character of a made-for-television CNN special event—has been 

fought so much in public, under the eye of the camera.”32 According to Hayden this 

                                                            
29. For accounts on Yugoslavia’s self-managed socialism see Howard M. 

Wachtel, Workers’ Management and Workers’ Wages in Yugoslavia: The Theory and 
Practice of Participatory Socialism (Ithaca [N.Y.]: Cornell University Press, 1973) and 
Christopher Prout, Market Socialism in Yugoslavia: Economies of the World (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1985). 

 
30. Robert M. Hayden, “Moralizing about Scholarship about Yugoslavia,” East 

European Politics & Societies 21, no. 1 (February 2007): 182. 
 
31. “The Power of Video,” Transitions Online, July 18, 2005. 
 

13 
 

32. Martin Bell, In Harm’s Way: Reflections of a War Zone Thug (London: 
Hamish Hamilton, 1995): 137, quoted in Susan L. Carruthers, The Media at War: 
Communication and Conflict in the Twentieth Century (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
2000), 213. 



popularity has led to the publication of many “predetermined conclusions on the basis of 

minimal data gathered through minimally competent research. The result is a huge 

literature on the end of Yugoslavia and the wars that followed, of very mixed quality.”33 

The Yugoslav historian John Allcock also claims that the collapse of the 

federation led to an “unprecedented outpouring” of scholarship on the causes of the 

breakup, and reviewing this literature Gale Stokes and his colleagues discuss more than 

forty possible causes of the disaster.34 Sabrina Ramet, another well known expert on 

Yugoslavia describes the literature on the collapse as “a potentially confusing avalanche 

of work” with “dramatically different interpretations of what happened.”35 

In addition to the growth of academic work, the emergence of other types of 

Western literature on the wars, such as journalistic accounts, travelogues, and newspaper 

commentaries also attests to the fascination with the conflicts. Indeed, Jasna Dragovic-

Soso, a political scientist and a specialist on Yugoslavia, notes that the “vast body of 

literature on Yugoslavia’s violent disintegration suffers from a remarkable absence of 

works written by professional historians,” and explains that “a whole array of journalists, 

policy-makers, social scientists, political analysts, and jurists have seized upon the 

Yugoslav case study to provide their own analyses, advance their fields and expertise and 

                                                            
33. Hayden, Moralizing about Scholarship about Yugoslavia, 183. 
 
34. John Allcock, Explaining Yugoslavia (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2000), 417. 
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35. Sabrina P. Ramet, Thinking About Yugoslavia: Scholarly Debates About the 
Yugoslav Breakup and the Wars in Bosnia and Kosovo (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), ix. 



their careers.”36 She explains that the varied reasons for this relative deficiency of 

professional historical accounts include “methodological problems of historical distance” 

and access to sources, but also “genuine shock at the virulence of the ‘wars of the 

Yugoslav succession.’”37  

The struggle to comprehend the violence is also manifest in the legal sphere as 

evidenced by the trial of Slobodan Milosevic which, prior to its unexpected end, was 

proceeding less than successfully. His initial indictment over command responsibility for 

the 344 deaths in Kosovo, all but 45 of which occurred after NATO began its bombing 

against Yugoslavia on March 24, 1999, were not sufficient to sustain a charge of 

“genocide.” Thus he was additionally accused of alleged “superior authority” 

accountability for crimes perpetrated in Bosnia and Croatia. This decision of the ICTY 

was very problematic because of the awkwardness of the six year delay in bringing 

Milosevic forward as the lead villain in that case.38 Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky 

argue that the sudden death (they do not exclude murder) of Milosevic in 2006 was a 

“boon” to the ICTY since his defense “was going well, and had dealt severe blows to the 

persecution.”39 The complexity of the aborted trial is also illustrated by the fact that it 

consisted of over 1.2 million pages.40 

                                                            
36. Jasna Dragovic-Soso, “Yugoslavia and its Historians. Understanding the 

Balkan Wars of the 1990s,” Journal of Southern Europe & the Balkans 6, no. 1 (April 
2004): 69. 
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The single most comprehensive investigation seeking to explain the Srebrenica 

massacre, widely regarded as the worst atrocity in Europe since the Second World War, 

also indicates the difficulty of understanding extreme violence. The study, completed by 

the Netherlands Institute for War Documentation (NIOD), consists of 6,600 pages, but 

still fails to conclude that the death of 8,000 Bosnian Muslim boys in Eastern Bosnia was 

a deliberate or intentional murder committed by the Bosnian Serbs. On the contrary, 

according to Jan Willem Honig, the study judges the massacre as an “improvisation 

associated with the irrationality of war.”41 

International institutions and mainstream media struggled to comprehend the 

wars. One of the most eminent scholars on Eastern Europe, Gale Stokes, alleges that 

“almost all observers agree that the international community handled the breakup of 

Yugoslavia poorly” and notes that some have even described it as “a running diplomatic 

fiasco.”42 In fact, the difficulty of comprehending the events in Yugoslavia was clearly 

noticeable in the rhetoric of major Western political participants in the area, such as 

Warren Christopher, the American Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs. In 1992, in his 

attempt to describe the situation evolving in Bosnia he famously argued that it was “a 

problem from hell, like one of those beasts down there, one of those great messes.”43 The 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
Srebrenica as an Analytical Challenge,” Journal of Southeast European & Black Sea 
Studies 7, no. 3 (September 2007): 399. 

 
41. Honig, Strategy and Genocide, 399. Honig speculates that this study would 

remain “almost certainly” the single most comprehensive investigation of the Srebrenica 
massacre. 

 
42. John Gillingham, European Integration, 1950-2003: Superstate or New 

Market Economy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 282 quoted in Stokes, 
From Nation to Minority, 17. 
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mass media also struggled to bond the Western public to the tragedy. In an article on 

compassion and reporting of human suffering, Brigitta Hoijer, concluded that the 

hopelessness of the wars, “the never ending number of victims, the difficulty of 

understanding the Balkan situation and ethnic conflicts, and the inability of the media to 

give a background, made the audience less interested, numb and even immune to the 

human suffering.”44  

Polarized Discourse 

The desire for simple answers and the perpetual presence of political polarization 

are often attributed as the main reasons for the lack of understanding of civil strife. Jasna 

Dragovic-Soso contends that “the deep polarization and partisanship that gripped 

Western academia (as well as media and politics) and the public demand for fast, short 

and simple answers also inhibited those committed to nuances and complex 

explanations.”45 In fact, the academic debate on the dissolution has sometimes been more 

acrimonious than the exchanges between the actual participants in the wars. Authors have 

accused each other of “half-baked populism,” “sloppy mistakes,” “mystificatory over-

simplifications,” and “insubstantiality,” and books on Yugoslavia have been variously 

described as a “rag-bag of a book,” a “dismally unintelligent book,” and a “picture-book, 

apparently produced for schoolchildren or dim students.”46 The multitude of 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
43. Jean Seaton, “The New ‘Ethnic’ Wars and the Media,” in The Media of 

Conflict, 49. 
 
44. Birgitta Höijer, “The Discourse of Global Compassion: The Audience and 

Media Reporting of Human Suffering,” Media, Culture & Society 26, no. 4 (July 2004): 
525. 
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disagreements are engendered by complex questions. Were there genocides committed in 

Bosnia and/or Kosovo? Which side bears primary responsibility? Who started the wars? 

What was the role of Slobodan Milosevic? but even less controversial issues, such as just 

how many wars took place on the territory of Yugoslavia in the period 1991-1999, also 

remain contested.47 

Interestingly enough, this not so civil debate on the collapse of Yugoslavia 

continues to intensify and in 2007 it erupted yet again on the pages of one of the major 

journals on Eastern Europe—Eastern European Politics and Societies. Two of the most 

prominent specialists on Yugoslavia, Robert Hayden and Sabrina Ramet, opened a heated 

exchange on the issue.  

In 2005, Sabrina Ramet published Thinking About Yugoslavia: Scholarly Debates 

About the Yugoslav Breakup and the Wars in Bosnia and Kosovo, in which she reviewed 

more than 130 books in English, German, Italian and Serbian/Bosnian/Croatian on the 

collapse of the federation. According to her, the multitude of debates on Yugoslavia 

might appear unrelated, but in fact there are common threads that run through most of 

them. Ramet argues that in each of them one can find either traces of idealism or realism. 

She admits that she belongs to the idealistic school according to which the sovereignty of 

a state is relative to morality and that governments should be held to a universal moral 

standard. In other words, following the Kantian notion of “Sensus Communis,” she 

contends that the international community should interfere with the affairs of a state 

which violates the rights of its citizens. 48 This group is also referred to as the 

                                                            
47. Ibid., 307. 
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“universalists,” because of their defense of universal human rights. The realists, on the 

other hand, hold the belief that what matter are stability and security. Thus human rights 

are relative to sovereignty and governments should enjoy wide latitude in their domestic 

policies on the principles of noninterference in the internal affairs of another state.49 This 

group is also referred as relativists because of their supposedly lesser commitment to 

human rights. Essentially, in this way Ramet divides scholars into those who believe in 

human rights and those who do not. This dichotomy straightjackets all of the research on 

Yugoslavia into two categories, and as a result her work is extremely polemical.  

In a 2007 issue of Eastern European Politics and Societies, Robert Hayden, a 

prominent scholar on Yugoslavia, reviewed Ramet’s book. He described her work as an  

“unreliable guide” which “violates fundamental principles of scholarly discourse” by 

“building logical fallacies.” According to Hayden, Ramet “evaluates works on the basis 

of whether they correspond to her view of what a morally appropriate analysis should 

be,” and describes her work as what Tzvetan Todorov terms a “moralizing discourse” in 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
48. In Thinking About Yugoslavia, Ramet states that Hobbes’ “heirs” are the 

“realists” and Kant’s heirs are the “universalists” (143). “The former position, [the 
universalist] sometimes inspired by Jean Bodin (1530-1596) and Immanuel Kant (1724-
1804) involves applying moral criteria to judge the actions of states and , in the context of 
the Yugoslav troubles, led to demands for Western Intervention to stop the atrocities 
being committed against civilian populations.” Sabrina P. Ramet, “A Review of One 
Chapter: An Example of Irresponsible Self-Indulgence,” East European Politics & 
Societies 21, no. 1 (February 2007): 196. Immanuel Kant viewed Sensus Communis as 
the community of people created by our shared power to judge and be rational. Similarly, 
Ramet draws a line between the rational and moral international community and the 
irrational and immoral Serbs who are terrorizing everybody else in Yugoslavia.  
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which an author who claims to distinguish good and evil subjects the work of others to 

her putative criteria, “putting [her]self on the right side of the fence.”50 

Ramet responds promptly and in the same issue accuses Hayden of 

“falsifications” of her view and accuses him of indulging not in “social science but 

polemic.”51 In her article entitled “A Review of One Chapter: An Example of 

Irresponsible Self-Indulgence,” she claims that Hayden read only the first chapter of her 

book. Ramet defends herself by stating that she did not attack any of the authors she 

reviewed and found all of the 131 books valuable except for Hayden’s Blueprints for a 

House Divided: The Constitutional Logic of the Yugoslav Conflicts, which she judged to 

be “totally useless.”52 She responds to his accusations by accusing him of making “false 

imputations of malice.”53 

The scholarly “feud” continues on the pages of East European Politics and 

Societies, and in “Reply to Ramet,” Hayden responds to her response by accusing her of 

“attacking one’s opponent rather than dealing with the argument under discussion,” and 

advises other scholars to “skip” her book and the works which she recommends.  

What is also important about this debate is that it is not confined to the limits of 

academia. Hayden served for the defense of Dusan Tadic, a Bosnian Serb who became 

the first war criminal convicted of committing war crimes against Bosnian Muslim 

civilians in Bosnia. At the same time (1997), James Gow, a professor at London 
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University and a member of the “universalist” group of scholars, served as a lead expert 

for the persecution of Tadic.54 

In the mass media the wars have been the subject of several heated exchanges. 

One such example is the Guardian controversy which caused Noam Chomsky’s fallout 

with the British newspaper. On October 31, 2005 the newspaper published a piece 

entitled “The Greatest Intellectual?,” in which Guardian journalist Emma Brockes 

interviewed Noam Chomsky after Foreign Policy and Prospect magazines issued an 

international poll of top intellectuals in the world in which Chomsky came first with 

twice as many votes as the runner-up Umberto Eco. In this interview Chomsky’s answer 

to a question was refurbished so it appeared that Chomsky denied the existence of the 

Srebrenica massacre, during which 8,000 Muslim men and boys were killed by Serb 

forces. He described the fabrication as “scurrilous piece of journalism” with an agenda to 

“defame,” and after protests from readers and an open letter from the author, the 

newspaper retracted the interview from its website and issued an “an unreserved 

apology.”55 

This incident was sparked by another notable confrontation over the explanation 

of the collapse of Yugoslavia. In 2005, Diana Johnstone, another “leftist” professor, was 

attacked vehemently in the Swedish press for her alleged denial of Serb atrocities in 

Bosnia. As a result, the Swedish Ordfront publishing house decided to abandon plans to 

publish her book Fool’s Crusade (Pluto Press, 2002), where she questions the claim that 

                                                            
54. Ibid. 
 

21 
 

55. “Corrections and Clarifications: The Guardian and Noam Chomsky,” The 
Guardian, November, 17, 2005; Noam Chomsky, “Open Letter to The Guardian,” Znet, 
November 13, 2005, http://www.chomsky.info/letters/20051113.htm (accessed June 8, 
2008).  



the Bosnian massacre was a repetition of the Nazi Holocaust, but by no means denies war 

crimes committed by Serbs as well as non-Serbs.56 When Chomsky, but other 

intellectuals as well, wrote a letter to Ordfront in defense of Johnstone’s freedom of 

speech, the Guardian seized the opportunity to misrepresent his words by claiming that 

he stated that he strongly supported Johnstone’s alleged denial of Serb atrocities. In 

contrast, what Chomsky stated was that he regretted not emphasizing strongly enough his 

support for her right to publish and free speech. 

Answering the Question “Why?” 

These confrontations, among many others, indicate that the discourse on the 

collapse of Yugoslavia remains unsettled and acrimonious. The most difficult questions 

are in regards to the violence: Why did these communities turn on each other? What is 

the source of this evil? How do we stand it? Why does it continue to happen? In his 

essay, “Responses to Inhumanity in the Balkans and a Preliminary Discussion 

Concerning the Problem of Evil,” Robert Kibler narrates the following story told to him 

by a citizen of Sarajevo:  

Imagine being up in one of those suburban houses in the hills, looking through the 

scope of your sniper rifle, panning the crowd of perhaps 50 people who are 

waiting nervously in a line for water. You can see their faces, what they wear, 

practically the pimples on their faces, and you move your scope up and down the 

line of people searching. Then you see one of the youngest, prettiest, liveliest 
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human beings in that line, waiting with the rest, and you fix your scope, your 

focus on her—and put a bullet through her head.57 

The eyewitness and narrator of the story concludes by asking: “Who could do 

such a thing? What makes people do such things?”58 These questions are central to 

general discussions of ethnic strife. The extreme violence which included rapes, 

concentration camps and mass executions eludes our perception. Thus it comes as no 

surprise that in Britain only five per cent of the public claimed that it understood very 

well the events in Bosnia.59 This bewilderment surfaced in the mainstream media, as 

evidenced in a New York Times article that surveyed public opinion in the U.S. Midwest. 

One citizen commented on the war in the following way: “I try to follow the war in 

Bosnia, but it’s so confusing. It’s been going on for 300 or 400 years, I know there are 

atrocities going on. I understand Serbs are raping Muslim women, and kidnapping their 

sons.”60 

Bewilderment, compassion and interest have led many scholars, journalists, legal 

experts and others to seek an explanation for why people in Yugoslavia turned on each 

other and in the process destroyed the country. The abundance and diversity of accounts 

have not satiated our quest to know why this kind of extremism continues to take place. 

The main reason for this is the fact that virtually all of the stories are top-down analyses, 
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rather bottom-up, local level accounts. This thesis aims at explaining the voids left by  

macropolitical accounts. But more importantly, it explores local socio-cultural and 

historical phenomena as well as public discourse, to bring to the fore a novel bottom-up 

micropolitical perspective of the wars. The study asks how a micropolitical cultural and 

historical analysis might contribute to our understanding of the complex situation in 

which mass murder take place. 



Chapter 2: Macropolitical Explanations 
 

The Failure of Structural Accounts to Explain ‘Why?’ 
 
In his remarkable book, Neighbors The Destruction of the Jewish Community in  

 
Jedwabne, Poland, Jan Gross documents a startling World War II incident: 

 
Bloodied and wounded they were pushed into the barn. Then the barn was doused 
with kerosene and lit, and the bandits went around to search Jewish homes, to 
look for remaining sick and children. The sick people they found they carried to 
the barn themselves, and as for the little children, they roped a few together by 
their legs and carried them on their backs, then put them on pitchforks and threw 
them onto smoldering coals… In Jedwabne ordinary Poles slaughtered the Jews, 
very much as ordinary Germans from the Ordnungspolizei Batallion no. 101 did 
in Jozefow, as documented in Christopher Browning’s Ordinary Men. They were 
men of all ages and of different professions; entire families on occasion, fathers 
and sons acting in concert; good citizens, one is tempted to say (if sarcasm were 
not out of place, given the hideousness of their deeds), who heeded the call of 
municipal authorities. And what the Jews saw, to their horror and, I dare say 
incomprehension, were familiar faces. Not anonymous men in uniform, cogs in a 
war machine, agents carrying out orders, but their own neighbors, who chose to 
kill and were engaged in a bloody pogrom-willing executioners.1  
 

 At the International Crimes Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia similar shocking  
 
stories  can be found: 

 
Q: I think there was some discussion amongst these HVO soldiers, which indeed 
the witness told you about, as to whether or not to shoot them or burn them alive; 
is that correct? 
A: That is true…The witness said that after murdering three men, the soldiers 
turned to this line of women and children and they said that we should kill them 
now and they should stand properly in line… 
Q: I think again this witness confirmed that the soldiers discussed amongst 
themselves whether or not these people should be shot or, in fact, burnt alive; is 
that correct? 
A: That is true. 
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Q: I think that this witness also confirmed too, did she not, that the remaining 
group of women and children were taken into the summer house which was duly 
locked by the HVO soldiers; is that correct? 
A: That is true.2 
 
These accounts of extreme violence took place approximately fifty years apart 

from each other. The first one tells the tragic story of the Jewish community of 

Jedwabne/Poland, where during World War II the entire Jewish population of the town of 

was exterminated by their Polish neighbors without Nazi order, participation or as a 

matter of fact without the presence of Germans in the town at the time. The second 

account is an excerpt of the Hague Tribunal proceedings against a member of HVO 

(Croat Council of Defense), the military arm of the Bosnian Croats supplied by the ruling 

party in Zagreb. In 1992, the defendant, along with his comrades participated in the 

violent cleansing of Bosnian Muslim areas in northeastern Bosnia.  

These two atrocities are not identical because they took place during two very 

different wars with distinct situational dynamics, and in different historical and cultural 

contexts. But the crimes themselves have an apparent similarity. In both cases ordinary 

people decided that the best way to deal with their neighbors was to burn them alive, and 

in both cases the victims were not militants but civilians and even more stunningly they 

were mostly women and children. What unites these two slaughters is the fact that they 

are terrifying, unintelligible, unimaginable and as such, they trigger a strong emotion in 

us, the people who try to comprehend them. In A Philosophical Enquiry, Edmund Burke 

argues that “whatever is fitted to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say 

whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a 
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manner analogous to terror is a source of the sublime…that is, it is productive of the 

strongest emotion the mind is capable of feeling.”3 For Burke, but also Kant and Lyotard, 

the sublime “exceeds representation.”4 The extreme violence perpetrated against the 

Jewish and Bosnian Muslim civilians invokes the sublime, or the strongest emotion we 

can feel. Naturally the first thing we ask ourselves is—Why?  

In The Social Construction of Man, the State, and War: Identity, Conflict, and 

Violence in the Former Yugoslavia, Franke Wilmer argues that when it comes to the 

violence in Yugoslavia two kinds of questions haunt all of us: “why?” and “why this 

way?”5 The first question set invites us to ask why in Europe and why in the last decade 

of the twentieth century? While the second raises the issue of brutality. Why such a 

perverse form of ethnic cleansing? How are ordinary people transformed into monsters? 

The failure to answer these questions continues to plague scholars, journalists, 

legal experts and the general public. The main reasons for this failure are not only the 

nonrepresentability of this type of violence and its irreducibility to common sense, but 

also the fact that it is almost always approached shallowly and from “above.” 

Macropolitical interpretations embedded in molar binary aggregates such as social 

classes, gender, and ethnicity, cannot explain micropolitical trends manifested in 

molecular phenomena, such as perceptions, desires, passions, myths, affects and 

collective neuroses.  In other words, descriptions of the Yugoslav violence on the level of 
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international politics, governments, institutions, macroeconomics and geostrategic 

interests cannot alone answer “why” and “why in this way.” Wilmer also notices the 

insufficiency of “structural explanations” and argues that these accounts may tell us: 

why leaders and institutional actors did what they did, but they do not tell us why 

soldiers discussed whether to shoot or burn civilians alive, why they lined up 

women and children, herded them into a house, and set the house on 

fire…Structural accounts do not tell us why ordinary people did what they did, yet 

certainly without ordinary people, there would be no wars.”6  

Hence Wilmer, raises the question of whether we should know something of the 

structure of the “inner, psychic, emotional, and social life of human beings in order to 

account for and ultimately lessen the likelihood of this kind of behavior?”7 However, the 

vast majority of the literature on the Yugoslav collapse concentrates on the level of 

“macropolitics” and “structures.” The complexity of the wars engendered many 

explanations and debates, and it will certainly continue to do so. Summarizing all of them 

is impossible. Nevertheless, a number of opinions on the root causes of the violence 

appear dominant and their insufficiency to explain atrocities such as the ones with which 

this chapter begins is self-evident.   

Dominant Macropolitical Explanations 

 Milosevic as the ‘Personification’ of war crimes 

One of the most popular arguments on the Yugoslav tragedy is that Slobodan 

Milosevic is the perpetrator. This great man/evil leader theory places the responsibility 
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primarily or exclusively onto a single individual, and is often accompanied with 

comparisons to Hitler. According to this version of the story, Milosevic started four wars 

with the goal to create “Greater Serbia,” or in other words to unite all Serbs in one state. 

In the process he committed genocide and war crimes. Charges such as, “War criminal 

who wrecked southeastern Europe,” “Butcher of the Balkans,” “Butcher of Belgrade” 

were used many times, to describe his role.8 This reasoning was adopted by Richard 

Holbrooke, former U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations and Bill Clinton’s main 

policy advisor for Yugoslavia: “He wrecked Southeastern Europe. Over 300,000 people 

died, over two and a half million homeless because of Milosevic.”9 

This line of thinking was adopted by the Western mass media. Respected 

journalists, and subsequently authors of books on the collapse, Misha Glenny, Tim Judah, 

and Chris Hedges, echoed Holbrooke’s view. Misha Glenny, a writer of three books on 

the area, received a 1993 Sony Gold Award winner for his “outstanding broadcasting” on 

the conflict in Yugoslavia, and maintained that Milosevic “bore chief responsibility for 

the breakup of Yugoslavia…and for the subsequent wars.”10 Tim Judah, a former 

Balkans correspondent for The Times and The Economist, and an author of a 
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prizewinning book on the destruction of Yugoslavia also believes that Milosevic’s desire 

to unite all Serbs in one state led to the violence.11 Chris Hedges, a foreign corresponden

for the New York Times covering the Balkan region for years, including the NATO 

bombings in 1999, and the author of books drawing on his experience in Yugoslavia a

places the primary blam

t 

lso 

e on Milosevic.12 

                                                           

The prosecution in the ICTY also struggled to establish a link between Serbia’s 

leader and the forces directly responsible for human rights violations. Milosevic was the 

first former head of state to be put on trial in front of an international court and was seen 

as “the mastermind of the Yugoslav tragedy, the personification [emphasis added] of the 

strategy of war crimes.”13 Milosevic’s response to these accusations was that “an idiotic 

and trivial theory of a dirty guy and a rogue state cannot explain the wars. The project of 

destroying Yugoslavia existed thanks to an alliance among Germany, the Vatican, the rest 

of the European Community, and the United States.”14  

Academics have also portrayed Milosevic as the main villain. In Words before the 

War: Milosevic’s Use of Mass Media and Rhetoric to Provoke Ethnopolitical Conflict in 

Former Yugoslavia, Agneza Bozic-Roberson states: “many prominent analysts of the 

Yugoslav conflict maintain that Yugoslav disintegration was in many ways the logical 
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outcome of Milosevic’s policies.”15 She argues that Milosevic’s use of political 

communication was a part of what she calls “ethnic entrepreneurship,” or the 

mobilization of ethnic identity to achieve one’s own political end. Gregory Hall, in The 

Politics of Autocracy: Serbia under Slobodan Milosevic, also contends that Milosevic 

“successfully used populist politics in his drive for power in Serbia” which accordingly 

made him responsible for the worst war in Europe since 1945.16 

‘The Serbs’ as the Villains 

The responsibility of Milosevic is often emphasized alongside the collective guilt 

of “the Serbs.” In her 2005 review of 135 books on the dissolution of Yugoslavia Ramet 

asserts that “most scholars” attribute “primary culpability to the Serbian side,” which she 

explains in practice means Milosevic, Jovic, Karadzic, Seselj and other Serb leaders.17 

However, in her writing and the work of others, the distinction between the Serbian 

leaders and “the Serbs” is blurred. In fact, Ramet treats the war in Bosnia as a Serbian 

uprising or a “Serbian Insurrectionary War.”18 In Balkan Babel: The Disintegration of 

Yugoslavia from the Death of Tito to the Fall of Milosevic, she states that the struggle 

between “the Serbs,” who wanted to “Serbianize” the rest of the ethnicities, and the non-
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Serbs “lies at the heart of the instability for which Yugoslavia was famous for.”19 Those 

who view the war in different terms are described by Ramet as “more sympathetic to 

Milosevic, Karadzic and their collaborators,” and/or as “Germanophobic” and 

“Slovenophobic.”20 In some media outlets the accusations against “the Serbs” turned into 

pure racism. Major media outlets described them as “barbarians,” “animals,” “an affront 

to humanity,” and “millions of Serbs are liars on a grand scale,” and the British 

newspaper the Sun even urged that they be “shot like wild dogs.”21 BBC correspondent 

Martin Bell admits that even in the main bastion of traditional objectify—the BBC—

some of his colleagues would say things such as “we should be bombing the shit out of 

the bastards (the Bosnian Serbs).”22 

‘The Media’ as the Villain 

Another popular explanation of the destruction of Yugoslavia is that the 

“Yugoslav media” promoted hatred and violence and in this way made war a reality: 
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20. Ramet, Revisiting the Horrors of Bosnia, 478. In addition, to accusing 

Milosevic and the “Serbs,” she also advances another, different and unrelated account. 
Inspired by Immanuel Kant’s theory of state legitimacy, according to which the 
population needs to accept the authority of the “people at the helm,” she argues that the 
federation collapsed because it was illegitimate, since it was not a liberal state.  

 
21. Phillip Hammond, “Humanizing War: The Balkans and Beyond,” in 

Reporting War: Journalism in Wartime, eds. Stuart Allan and Barbie Zelizer (London: 
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“since the media became government mouthpieces they played an active role in bringing 

on the war.”23 The most representative example in this category is the only 

comprehensive study on Yugoslav media during the wars—Mark Thomspon’s Forging 

War. The Media in Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia and Hercegovina. As the title suggests, the 

author blames “the media” first and foremost for the violence. He argues that fear and 

hatred were “mixed at the top of the political tree then forced down the trunk and 

excreted at the roots in order to poison the soil of society.”24   

Although the national media in the new states was under siege, as it will be 

explained in more detail in chapter four, authors who put the blame on the media, 

decontextualize its being. First of all, it is misleading to talk about “media” as a collective 

entity. There were many media outlets and despite the fact that the opposition voice was 

suppressed it was still very much present. Secondly, media are not autonomous entities 

existing in a vacuum and they are not detached from the socio-political and cultural 

environment surrounding them. Thus the media as the villain tends to oversimplify the 

mediascape in the former Yugoslavia. 
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U.S. Imperialism 

The idea that the main villain in the conflict was Milosevic, “the Serbs” and their 

“state-controlled” media is countered by scholars who place primary responsibility on the 

West and the United States in particular. Noam Chomsky, Edward Herman, and Diana 

Johnstone are some of the recognized scholars in this group. In The New Military 

Humanism: Lessons from Kosovo, Chomsky regards as hypocritical the claim that NATO 

and the U.S. bombed Yugoslavia because of humanitarian concerns. He argues that if 

human rights were the criteria for launching war then Turkey and Colombia should have 

been targeted long before Serbia. Thus Chomsky concludes that U.S. involvement in the 

conflict only aimed at regime change because “Serbia, whatever one thinks of it, is a last 

holdout of independence in Europe.”25 Diana Johnstone’s Fool’s Crusade: Yugoslavia, 

NATO and Western Delusions, also challenges the hegemonic explanation that NATO 

interfered in the conflict in order to stop ethnic cleansing. She argues that the U.S. 

pursued its self-interest and desire to impose a free market in this part of the world.26 In 

Breaking the South Slav Dream: The Rise and Fall of Yugoslavia, Kate Hudson follows a 

similar argument and points to 1984 as the beginning of the destruction of Yugoslavia, 

because at that point in time, the  Reagan administration started to target the Yugoslav 

economy in a National Security Division Directive entitled “United States Policy 

Towards Yugoslavia,” the objectives of which included “expanded efforts to promote a 
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‘quiet revolution’ to overthrow Communist governments and parties” while re-integrating 

the countries of Eastern Europe into the orbit of world markets.27 She adds that this 

policy was accompanied by the 1980’s IMF-sponsored, liberal macro-economic reform 

which subsequently led to austerity and deterioration in living standards which eventually 

brought about the country’s dissolution. Some authors have been even more direct in 

their accusations that the U.S. played a central role in the conflict. Tolis Malakos argues 

that the destruction of Yugoslavia was a “neo-imperialist” goal aimed at emphasizing 

America’s “dominance in Europe’s backyard, but also designed to firmly establish its 

military and political presence in the soft underbelly of Eastern Europe,” and another 

Greek scholar describes U.S. policy as “biased” and “appallingly ignorant” towards the 

region’s history.28 

These leftist writers among others, such as John Pilger, Tariq Ali, and Ramsey 

Clark, have been criticized for their position and have been described as Serbian war 

crimes deniers, Milosevic supporters, and revisionists. The critique comes from scholars 

who defend the West and “liberal norms.” Michael Ingnatieff, a famous Harvard scholar 

argues that that “we fought for our values.”29 Ignatieff was a part of the Independent 

International Commission on Kosovo which concluded that NATO’s intervention “was 
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not legal but legitimate because it was unavoidable.”30 Other scholars such as Samantha 

Power, a “pro-interventionist, liberal hawk,” argue that the United States should have 

intervened much earlier in the conflict.31 In her book, A Problem from Hell: America and 

the Age of Genocide, she contends that the United States has the moral responsibility to 

intervene in places, where she believes genocide is being committed (i.e. Turkey, 

Cambodia, Iraq, Bosnia, Rwanda).32 

Economic Decline 

In contrast to the accounts which blame specific entities such as Milosevic, the 

Serbs, the media, the U.S. or the international community, some scholars have paid 

particular attention to a process as the catalyst of the collapse, namely the economic 

decline of Yugoslavia. They contend that economic instability formed the base of the 

conflict and ethnicity was part of the superstructure. Susan Woodward asserts that the 

origins of the Balkan crisis are largely related to the economic problems of Yugoslavia in 

the 1980s, themselves brought about by the oil shocks of the 1970s. According to her, 

this crisis led the wealthier republics of Yugoslavia (Slovenia and Croatia) to seek 

independence.33 In his study on religion and identity in Kosovo, Gerlachlus Duijzings 
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points out that out of all of Yugoslavia the economic decline affected the Serbian 

province the most. In 1985, Kosovo was 30% below the economic average of Yugoslavia 

at a time when the country had accumulated $20 billion in foreign debt and inflation had 

skyrocketed to 1000%. In fact, Duijzings quotes the French social geographer, Michel 

Roux, who produced one of the very few serious studies on Kosovo, and described it as, 

“the Third World within Europe,” with a 1987 BNP equal to that of the Ivory Coast and 

Honduras.34 Thus Duijzings argues that economic reasons increased the tensions between 

Serbs and ethnic Albanians. 

The economic condition of Yugoslavia should be included in any discussion of 

the collapse. In February 1992, the country entered “one of the most protracted 

hyperinflationary periods in world history” which continued until October 1993, when it 

entered a phase of “the most intensive hyperinflation in history.”35 During this period the 

National Bank of Yugoslavia issued sixteen different banknotes, ranging from 100 Dinar 

banknotes to the 10,000,000,000 (ten billion) banknote. The inflation was so severe that 

the state lottery went bankrupt since inflation would reduce the jackpot to nothing before 

it could be accumulated.36 The well known economic historian on Eastern Europe, Ivan 

Berend also points out to economic difficulties as the base for the “transformational 
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crisis” in Central and Eastern Europe. Condemning “Thatcherism” and “Reaganomics,” 

as well as accusing state socialism in “preserving backwardness,” Berend argues that the 

transition period turned disastrous because of these economic policies.37 

The ‘Ancient Hatreds’ Explanation and Balkanist Discourse 

The most popular and influential explanation of the violent collapse of 

Yugoslavia is that the people from the Balkans are prone to violence since they have a 

specific “Balkan mentality” and because the peninsula is a hotbed of “ancient hatreds” 

which have ignited several wars, including the two world wars. In the West, the Yugoslav 

wars are viewed as intertwined with something inherently Balkan: “They are assumed to 

be unlike the European patterns of warfare exactly because they are conditioned by dark 

aspects of Balkan history, or they follow specifically ‘Balkan’ patterns of violence.”38 

Despite the fact that the armed conflicts were restricted to the Yugoslav republics of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and later Kosovo and Macedonia, the catastrophe 

continues to be treated as a large “Balkan” war regardless of the fact that Romania, 

Bulgaria, Turkey, Albania and Greece had no military involvement in this civil war. 

Some of the most influential books on the Yugoslav wars link them to a region-specific 

predicament as in Balkan Tragedy, Balkan Babel, The Fall of Yugoslavia: The Third 

Balkan War and The Fragmentation of Yugoslavia: Nationalism and War in the 

Balkans.39  
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The influence of the balkanist explanation is acknowledged by Sabrina Ramet. As 

it was explained above, she identifies two major groups of authors of works on 

Yugoslavia:  “universalists,” (the school to which she ascribes to) who believe that the 

sovereignty of a state is relative to morality and that governments should be held to a 

universal moral standard, and “moral relativists,” who place the sovereign rights of the 

state before human rights. “Ironically” Ramet states, “it was neither a work inspired by 

universalism nor one inspired by relativism which had the greatest impact on the general 

reading public but, rather, a sand castle known as ‘the myth of ancient hatreds’, 

promulgated by Robert Kaplan in his best-selling book, Balkan Ghosts.”40 What is more, 

this explanation infected the rhetoric of British Prime Minister John Major, and by their 

own admissions, influenced the thinking of U.S. president Bill Clinton and EU mediator 

David Lord Owen. Thus a “sand castle” and an explanation which “crumbled at the first 

touch,” became the most appealing rationalization of the collapse and the violence for 

both the general public and the major politicians in the West.41 Hayden’s and Ramet’s 

lifelong research and commitment to the area was pushed to the margins by a journalistic 

travelogue which attributed the violence to the ferocious nature of the “Balkan” people. 

“Balkan mentality,” or “ancient hatreds,” is part of a discourse which Maria 

Todorova, perhaps the most renowned historian of Southeastern Europe, called 

balkanism. She explains that “‘Balkan mentality’ has been one of the most abused 

mythologemes in journalistic and, generally, in popular discourse. It is supposed to hint at 
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an analytical explanation of events in the Balkans when real analyses seem to be too 

difficult or time consuming, or not worth embarking on.”42 This was certainly the case 

during the wars in Yugoslavia.  

During the wars, balkanisms were mostly used in the mainstream mass media to 

explain the conflicts. In the journal Media, Culture and Society, Brigitta Hoijer, lists 

some of the most commonly used ones, such as “in the Balkans they think only of 

vendetta,” “it is a totally different culture from ours,” “it is something about their 

temperament,” and “there have been problems in the Balkans ever since World War I. 

They are no angels.”43 The fighting itself was described as unique. In May 1998, the 

Daily Telegraph reported that “ancient mixed ethnicities” have arisen in the Balkans and 

have led to a type of warfare that is a “regression from civilized order” and “undeniably 

resembles” the warfare of “surviving Stone Age peoples of the world’s remote regions—

at their most savage.” In the same year, the Guardian similarly argued that the people in 

Yugoslavia were “driven by atavistic fury that goes back to the times when human beings 

moved in packs and ate raw meat.”44 

The balkanist discourse did not emerge with the collapse of Yugoslavia. In 

Imagining the Balkans, Maria Todorova, who has been compared to Edward Said and her 

book to his landmark work Orientalism, argues that Balkanism evolved in three stages. 

First the Balkans were discovered and named by Western travelers in the late eighteenth 
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century. After World War I, the Balkans were increasingly imbued with “political, social, 

cultural, and ideological overtones,” and “Balkan” was increasingly used as a pejorative 

term. Today the term “Balkan” has been almost completely disassociated from its 

geographic referent as journalists and academics utilize the construct of the Balkans as a 

powerful symbol conveniently located outside any spatial or temporal contexts. 

“Balkanization” has now come to signify more generally the reversion to “the tribal, the 

backward, the primitive, the barbarian.”45 

Robert Kaplan’s Balkan Ghosts is a notable example of an influential Balkanism. 

It attributed the extreme nationalism and ethnic violence to “primordial hatreds and a 

proclivity toward violence unique to the Balkans (and subsequently, antithetical to the 

Western Enlightenment tradition).”46 This book is credited for dissuading Clinton’s 

administration from its initial interventionist line in Bosnia.47 In Running in Place, a 

book about Clinton’s presidency, Richard Reeves writes that the message President 

Clinton and his wife “took from the book was that these people had been killing each 

other for 10 centuries.”48 In fact an article in the New York Times claimed that Balkan 
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Ghosts “could end up being the best-known volume associated with the Clinton 

Presidency” and with its influence on the President, might be comparable to The Oth

America, by Michael Harrington, and its impact on the Kennedy and Johnson 

administrations.
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conflict.”50 
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described the situation in Bosnia as a “problem from hell,” and claimed that Tito’s de

“raised the lid on the cauldron of ancient hatreds” in the “birthplace of World Wa

“a cradle of European 

Another example of influential Balkanism is the 1993 Carnegie Endowment 

report on the wars in Yugoslavia. This “report” should be shocking to every scholar 

familiar with the research process. The Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 

founded in 1910 established an international commission to study the “causes and 

conduct of the Balkan wars.” In fact every state in the region participated in the wars and 

they were accurately described as Balkan. The report which was conducted by well-

known public figures from France, the United States, Great Britain, Russia, Germany and 

Austria-Hungary was published in 1914. In 1993, the Carnegie Endowment reprinted the 

report from 1913, preceding its title with the caption “The Other Balkan Wars.” The only 
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addition to the report was an introduction by George Kennan, U.S. ambassador to the 

Soviet Union in the 1950s and to Yugoslavia in the 1960s, entitled “The Balkan Crises: 

1913 and 1993.”51 Thus, astonishingly, a report published in 1914 dealing with a war 

fought approximately eighty years before the Yugoslav conflicts and involving every 

state in the area, was used to describe the causes and conduct of a post-Cold War civil 

war confined to the western territories of the Yugoslav federation. This report illustrates 

the frozen concept of the Balkans as a place where violence is constant and throughout 

history bloodshed in this area has been motivated by ancient hatreds and animosities.  

Although Imagining the Balkans has been successful in deconstructing the 

negative image of the Balkans, at least in the academic sphere, Balkanisms can still be 

found even on the pages of leading academic journals on Eastern Europe. What is more, 

they continue to be used by well-known and well published authors such as the British 

professor at King’s College, James Gow. In the September 2007 issue of the journal of 

Southeast European and Black Sea Studies he writes that the EU’s “new” neighborhood 

stretching from the Adriatic coast to the eastern coast of the Black Sea has a “shared” 

history of “challenged statehood, war, and above all, atrocity [emphasis added].”52 He 

describes this entire area as imbued with “dark history.” The Balkanism becomes even 

more apparent when one asks whether Gow implies that this “dark history” is contrasted 

to the “bright history” of the British Empire, or in fact, if there can be any history 

“darker” than the British one. This balkanism illustrate how this discourse operates by 
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serving as repository for the negative side of Europe as opposed to its positive Western 

side.  

Furthermore, academic articles with racist overtones towards the region continue 

to be published. Louis Sell, a scholar who served twenty-eight years in the U.S. Foreign 

Service and is currently at Harvard, states in the journal Problems of Post-Communism 

that: “One of the few constants in Milosevic’s personality is his mendacity. Although this 

is not an uncommon trait in the Balkans, few statesmen share Milosevic’s capacity not 

only for lying but also for actually appearing to believe their own lies.”53 In this case, this 

Harvard scholar juxtaposes lying “Balkanians” with honest Westerners, illustrating the 

continuous influence of balkanist discourse. 

Nation-State Building as a European Process 

Todorova has opened up the criticism of the “ancient hatreds” position and since 

then many authors have denounced this argument.54 She denies the existence of a single 

Balkan culture and claims that the Balkans have no regional identity. Instead “Balkan 

specificities” attributable to all nations in the area (i.e. common foods such as “baklava”) 

are, by and large, a remnant of the Ottoman era and have gradually been washed away by 

the waves of modernity.55 Robert Hayden has also been critical of the “Balkan mentality” 

position, he contends that the adoption of constitutions and laws which were used to 
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institutionalize discrimination led “logically” to civil unrest in Yugoslavia. He claims that 

the new nation states were aimed at advancing only the interests of the majority nation 

and this resulted in conflict with the minorities within the new republics. He describes 

this phenomenon as the “logic of constitutional nationalism,” and like Todorova 

concludes that the war in Yugoslavia was part of the “Europeanization” of the Balkans.56 

Hayden claims that the processes of ethnic cleansing were “archetypically European” and 

constitute the latest episode of what Gunter Grass has called the “century of 

expulsions.”57  

Gale Stokes also treats the dissolution of Yugoslavia as a fundamentally European 

process rather than a phenomenon triggered by “ancient hatreds.” He argues that 

“however distasteful Milosevic’s policies may be, they are part of a long-term trend of 

European history that is now entering its final stage: the remapping of state borders along 

ethnic lines.”58 He explains that it is a “historical fact” that the “homogenization of 

national entities has proceeded in Europe with enormous bloodshed” and asserts that 

most of the countries that are now members of the European Union “went through bloody 

and violent upheavals before the map of imperial Europe as it stood in about 1850 was 

fully redrawn into a map of more or less ethnically homogenous states.”59 Thus he 
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recommends that analysts who are trying to help the people of Yugoslavia should look at 

how Western Europeans solved or did not solve their problems of building states, rather 

than treating the Yugoslav crisis as a foreign phenomenon which can be solved by 

introducing North American notions of multiculturalism. 

The renowned European cultural critic, philosopher and candidate for the 

presidency of Slovenia in 1990, Slavoj Zizek suggests the same explanation. Zizek states 

that the “unbearable fact is that there is no difference, there are no exotic bloodthirsty 

‘Balkanians’ in Sarajevo, just normal citizens like us.”60 He represents the people of 

Sarajevo as victims of the Western imagination: “we pay in flesh of being the stuff of 

others’ dreams” and describes Sarjevo as a “fantasy body” tortured like a victim in 

Marquis De Sade’s famous book, 120 Days of Sodom.61 According to him, in the 

conflicts of Yugoslavia, Europe is afraid to recognize the violent origin of its own system 

of nation-states, and like Stokes states that the European system of states was the result of 

“several centuries of social engineering—ethnic and religious war and expulsions 

accompanying the process of centralization—triggered by a fundamental hostility to 

heterogeneity.”62   

Robert Kibler’s description of life in Sarajevo during the war coincides with 

Zizek’s portrayal of the civilians’ struggle to live normally in the occupied city. They 

experienced the worst but they tried to imagine a different world through creativity of all 
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sorts. The Minister of Cultural Affairs in Sarajevo at the time narrates how people 

trapped in the city under fire “unconsciously chose to fight evil by making art, by staging 

operas and plays by candlelight as mortar shells landed outside and snipers searched 

through their scopes for any movement in the streets.”63 The novelist Zeljko Ivanovic 

confirms this phenomenon, by his account of an evening when his apartment building 

was shelled, while he and his neighbors gathered in the inner stairwells and passionately 

discussed his most recent novel “instead of cowering with dread and fear of the shells 

hitting their building.”64  

Violence as a Catalyst of Demobilization 

Other scholars, most notably Valere Philip Gagnon, have not only criticized the 

“ancient hatreds” explanation, but also completely rejected the idea that the war had an 

ethnic component. In The Myth of Ethnic War, Gagnon claims that “the violence of the 

Yugoslav wars of the 1990s was part of a broad strategy in which images of threatening 

enemies and violence were used by conservative elites in Serbia and Croatia: not in order 

to mobilize people, but rather as a way to demobilize those who were pushing for 

changes in the structures of economic and political power that would negatively affect the 

values and interests of those elites.”65 According to him, “the opportunistic conservatives 

in the old system” became the most ardent advocates of privatization and neoliberal 

capitalism because they benefitted greatly from this process at the expense of the 

majority of the population which Gagnon argues did not have in mind “neoliberal version 
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of capitalism” when it pushed for change.66 He compares this process of demobilization 

in Yugoslavia to the demobilization of leftists in the United States after World War II 

after they started being targeted by conservatives as agents of the external enemy—the 

Soviet Union.67 

According to this explanation inciting violence was the centerpiece of a strategy 

developed by former communist apparatchiks to hinder progressive movements and their 

quest to transform and democratize the new states. Thus according to this explanation, 

the violence was not ejected by the grassroots but it was triggered by entrepreneurial 

conservative elites who were interested in stifling reform.  

The ‘Sand Castle’ Explanation and the Search for Cultural Explanations  
 
Slobodan Milosevic has been portrayed as the main perpetrator, compared to 

Hitler and described as the “personification” of evil. The dichotomy of “victim” (the non-

Serbs) and “perpetrator” (the Serbs), has also been a popular narrative which 

straightjackets the complex civil war into a simplistic good vs. evil metaphor. The media 

in Yugoslavia, as an impossible unified whole, has also been assigned a major role for 

inciting violence. In contrast to the accounts which attribute the violence only to 

endogenous causes, some scholars and journalists have blamed the West exclusively and 

the United States in particular. Others have concentrated on Yugoslavia’s economic 

decline as a catalyst of the hostilities. Some scholars have argued that the changes in 

Yugoslavia are part of a violent process of nation-state building found throughout 

Europe’s history. The claim that what happened was the result of the conservative “elite” 
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push for demobilization of progressives is popular as well. However, what remains 

perplexing to this day is that a simplistic, scholarly bankrupt and in many respects racist 

narrative has been the most influential reading of the violence in Yugoslavia. The general 

public and major politicians in the West wholeheartedly embraced the position of 

“Balkan mentality” and region-specific “ancient hatreds” in order to explain and 

understand the violence. This peculiar feature of the discussion on the violent collapse of 

Yugoslavia, calls for more attention to an important feature of the discourse on the 

tragedy and our quest to understand it. 

Blaming institutional actors and leaders such as the IMF, Milosevic or the Serbian 

state fails short of accounting for the extreme violence perpetrated by ordinary people 

and it is for this reason that the Balkanist explanation became popular. It was advanced 

by many scholars and politicans not only because the analysts in the West struggled with 

the historical and political complexities of Eastern Europe, but also because as a 

fundamentally cultural argument it provided a more plausible explanation of the violence 

than the accounts focusing on states, governments and leaders. Left on their own the 

policies of Slobodan Milosevic or Bill Clinton, however mistaken cannot explain why a 

Serb sniper would focus his rifle scope on “the youngest, prettiest, liveliest human being” 

in a line for water. Instead, a claim that an “ancient hatred” motivated such extreme 

action, however flawed and inaccurate, makes more sense to the general public, because 

it operates on the level of cultural subtleties and focuses on explaining the individual’s 

psyche, rather than the actions of large institutions or the motivations of political leaders. 

In other words, the Balkanist discourse responds to what Wilmer calls the “inner, 
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psychic, emotional” state that accounts for extreme behavior while all of the other seven 

major explanations function on the macropolitical level of structures. 

However bankrupt and racist, the Balkanist discourse seeks to close the gap 

between what took place on the ground at the grassroots level and our perception of it. 

The abundance of structural accounts cannot fill the void opened by the 

nonrepresentability of extreme violence and the inability to explain it. Today, when 

statelets such as Kosovo, South Ossetia, and Abkhazia, have been able to build ethnically 

pure states, and what is more have been recognized as independent nations by various 

international actors, research needs to focus on bringing an understanding of what 

facilitates extreme nationalistic violence that is both the effect and the cause of nation-

state building. Currently there are approximately 5000 ethnic groups and only 200 states. 

If the trend of anticipating pure states continues to accelerate as it does in Southeastern 

Europe and the Black Sea region, we must comprehend the environments which make 

possible genocide and ethnic cleansing. Yet again in the midst of the crisis in Georgia, 

experts continue to exclusively focus on structures, in this case the revived geostrategic 

competition between Russia and the United States, while “ordinary” people, Ossetians 

and Georgians persecute each other and purify historically ethnically mixed areas. 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 3: Micropolitics and Fascistic Social Movements  

This study benefits from the works of Gale Stokes, Robert Hayden, Gerlachlus 

Duijzings and Maria Todorova, and also views the conflict as a violent process of nation-

state building, which has its roots in the Western European concept of the state. But, I 

contend that what took place in Yugoslavia was not logical, not bound to happen and it 

would be historically deterministic to claim that the violence would have taken place 

since it belonged to a process which started centuries ago. Hence, Robert Hayden’s 

argument that the violence was precipitated by the “blueprints” or the constitutions of the 

new republics is also a macropolitical argument and it needs to be further complicated to 

account for the self-destructive actions of entire communities. Thus recognizing the 

importance of cultural subtleties, I approach this study on the level of culture and history, 

because I acknowledge that cultural and historical aspects, not related to a historically 

non-existent Balkan culture, but to a period of transformation in general and specifically 

in Yugoslavia, need to be studied. In this chapter, utilizing the theories of Gilles Deleuze, 

Felix Guattari and Michel Foucault, the study emphasizes the importance of the 

grassroots fascistic movements that were central to the reorganization of the country. 

Theoretical Framework: Micropolitics and Microfascism 
 
The French theorists Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari claim that everything is 

political, but all politics are simultaneously macropolitics and micropolitics. Social 

classes, parties, gender and ethnicity are examples of molar aggregates through which we 
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interpret the world. However, there are micropolitics of perception, affection, 

conversation and so forth, which are inseparable from the great binary aggregates. There 

are “machines of desire, molecular micro-machines in the great molar social machines,” 

and if one refuses to locate a problem in its “political and micropolitical context, one ends 

up sterilizing its impact on truth.”1 

William Connolly, who picks up on the concept of micropolitics to study the 

relationship between body, brain and culture, cites as examples of micropolitics the 

“techniques organized and deployed collectively by professional associations, mass-

media talk shows, TV and film dramas, military training, work processes, neighborhood 

gangs, church meetings, school assemblies, sports events, charitable organizations, 

commercial advertising, child reading, judicial practice, and police routine.”2 He explains 

that micropolitics “operates below the threshold of large legislative acts and executive 

initiatives, even as it ranges widely and sets conditions of possibility for these more 

visible actions.”3  

Connolly provides a concrete example of how micropolitics influences 

macropolitical life through his discussion of the rising popularity of numerous trials and 

hearings in the last two decades in the United States: the Pamela Smart trial, the Bork 

hearings, the Thomas/Hill hearings, the Menendez brothers trial, the Bobbitt wife abuse 

and penis-severing case, the O.J. Simpson trial, the Clinton trial, “and add to each 
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countless hours of neighborhood gossip, news programs, films, and TV talk shows 

devoted to them.”4 He argues that the perpetual repetition of such legal and quasi-legal 

events promotes a sea change in the political culture by activating anxiety already in 

circulation about the moral shape of politics in the onset of the twenty-first century and it 

then mobilizes that anxiety to give cultural priority to the judicial dimension of political 

life. Thus he contends that “as the political culture becomes more oriented to the search 

for guilty and innocent parties and becomes more accusatory in character, the implicit 

presumption to authority of the Supreme Court is elevated and extended.”5 In this way 

“the micropolitics of juridicalization, finding expression in neighborhood gossip, 

recurrent show trials, national talk shows, and electoral campaigns, slips into the 

background of macropolitical life.”6 

In addition to the relationship between body, culture and brain, scholars have 

expanded the concept of micropolitics in relation to economics. In the Micropolitics of 

Capital, Jason Read argues that culture and economy are not in hermetic isolation from 

each other and claims that for capitalism to exist a certain collective subjectivity needs to 

be prevalent. According to him the capitalist mode of production is constitutive and 

constituted by desires, forms of living, intentions and in general micropolitical or what he 

calls “quotidian” practices and habits, sensual pleasures, anxieties and pain that affect 

economic production because they transform consumption and distribution.7 
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The concept of micropolitics is engendered by the events of May 1968 in France. 

According to Deleuze and Guattari, “May 1968 in France was molecular, making what 

led up to it all the more imperceptible from the viewpoint of macropolitics.”8 For them 

this was a spontaneous mass movement that cannot be understood on the macropolitical 

level, since it was not inspired, instigated or planned by any organization or institution, 

including the French Communist party which was nonetheless very strong at the time.  

But the idea of micro-analysis was not born in the sixties. Gabriel Tarde, a 

contemporary and intellectual rival of Emile Durkheim, invented microsociology. Unlike 

the founder of sociology, Durkheim who studied large scale social phenomena, Tarde 

viewed sociology simply as a collective psychology.9 According to him attention to the 

infinitesimal could lead to an understanding of the interdependency of long-term social 

change and the emergence of new social phenomena. Thus new passions and desires and 

their consolidation in the form of habit and custom were of particular importance to 

Tarde.10 His microsociology addresses the molecular level of social life as an alternative 

to class analysis and the reductive macropolitical binary oppositions of orthodox 

Marxism: “It is wrongly said (in Marxism in particular) that a society is defined by its 

contradictions. That is true only on the larger scale of things. From the viewpoint of 
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micropolitics, a society is defined by its lines of flight which are molecular.”11 What 

Deleuze and Guattari are advancing is that desire is a micropolitical phenomenon 

operating underneath the great molar aggregates, such as class and gender, but it is just as 

important in shaping collective action. It functions as a “line of flight” that can be 

liberating or destructive. 

The study of micropolitics parallels Michel Foucault’s analysis of power. In his 

critique of the repressive interpretation of power Foucault argues that the state should not 

be the only focus of analysis since it is “superstructural in relation to a whole series of 

power networks that invest the body, sexuality, the family, kinship, knowledge, 

technology, and so forth.”12 Thus he proposes a genealogy that records “the singularity of 

events outside of any monstrous finality” and seeks them in “the most uncompromising 

places, in what we tend to feel is without history—in sentiments, love conscience, 

instincts.”13 According to Foucault, the mechanisms of power are not simply located in 

the State apparatus, but they pass through much finer channels. These mechanisms and 

effects of power that do not pass directly through it “often sustain the State more 

effectively than its own institutions, enlarging and maximizing its effectiveness.”14 

Hence similarly to Tarde, Deleuze and Guattari, Foucault argues that power should n

analyzed as the difference between those who exclusively have it and those who do not. 

ot be 
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Instead power should be analyzed as “something which circulates” and is “employed and 

exercised through a net-like organization.”15 Thus similarly to Deleuze’s and Guattari’s, 

molecular analysis, Foucault suggests that “one must conduct an ascending analysis of 

power, starting that, from its infinitesimal mechanisms.”16 According to him “micro-

powers” create “capillarity from below to above” and this very capillarity allows for the 

movement from above.17 In other words a leader or an institution is shaped by the socio-

political contexts that they are embedded in and they have to tap into grassroots 

sentiments or cultural norms for them to be able to operate and to sustain the power 

relationship. 

In respect to the collapse of Yugoslavia, a byproduct of a complex civil war, 

micropolitical analysis must strive to avoid the hegemony of the totalizing, panoptic, 

structural, and top-down analyses of the tragedy. Instead it should focus on the 

multilayered, multifaceted nature of the wars and the local historical and cultural webs. It 

should strive to explain the social groups which participated in the massacres in 

Yugoslavia, as well as the subcultures that resisted the call for war. This study focuses 

primarily on the violent groups in Yugoslavia and for this purpose, Deleuze and 

Guattari’s micropolitical analysis of fascism is of particular importance.  

Microfascism 

According to Deleuze and Guattari, fascism is a real political problem, not a 

theoretical consideration or a historian’s specialty. They argue that it cannot be explained 
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by duplicity or ideology.18 For them, “groups and individuals contain microfascisms just 

waiting to crystallize,” and fascism continues to imbue state, political, institutional, 

familial and union structures.19 It is important to note that when Deleuze and Guattari 

discuss fascism they talk about fascism with a lowercase “f,” as for them fascism 

assumes the social desires of repression and death and as such it can proliferate in every 

soul: “Fascism seems to come from outside, but it finds its energy right at the heart of 

everyone’s desire.”20 Hence Deleuze and Guattari describe it as an emotionally unstable 

regime propagated from below that is distinct from the rigidity of the Stalinist totalitarian 

states: “What makes fascism dangerous is its molecular or micropolitical power, for it is a 

mass movement: a cancerous body rather than a totalitarian organism.”21 Thus the well 

known French far-right politician, Jean-Marie Le Pen is described by Felix Guattari as a 

“collective passion looking for an outlet, a hateful pleasure machine that fascinates even 

those that it nauseates.”22 Deluze and Guattari argue that eventually microfascisms can 

crystallize and form a State which is suicidal. Following Paul Virilio, they claim that self-

destruction of the nation is the goal and outcome of fascism. The suicide is facilitated by 

a war machine that turns the means of production into a means of pure destruction.23  
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Fascist Social Movements and Transition 

 
Fascism is important for understanding the terminal stage of Yugoslavia’s history. 

Yet fascism was not only a problem for Yugoslavia. It was and remains a recurrent 

political phenomenon for all of Eastern Europe.  

Some of the most prominent Eastern European public intellectuals describe its 

appearance after 1989. In his Summer Meditations, published in 1992, Vaclav Havel, an 

intellectual swept to the Presidency of Czechoslovakia by the 1989 “Velvet Revolution” 

notices that serious and dangerous “symptoms” such as “hatred among nationalities, 

suspicion, racism, even signs of Fascism,” have surfaced in the newly freed societies of 

Eastern Europe.24  

Gyo ̈rgy Konrád, a well known Hungarian dissident, asks whether there is a 

“tendency towards a renaissance of the radical right east of the former Iron Curtain,” and 

fears that something similar to the French far-right National Front or the German 

Republikaner might come to power in Hungary.25 He states that the term fascism is 

unpopular to use in Eastern Europe and instead the phenomenon is described as national 

fundamentalism or national radicalism, but Konrad claims that “neofascism” is 

conceptually and linguistically the most accurate description of the reemergence of 

“fascistoid movements.”26 
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Slavenka Drakulic, renowned Yugoslav writer, also contemplates the fascist road 

taken by Croatia and Slovakia: “Thus Slovakia and Croatia, two newly independent 

states, quickly established links with the only period of “independence” of which they 

had a collective memory – unfortunately the fascist period under Josef Tiso and Ante 

Pavelic respectively.”27  

Slavoj Zizek, perhaps the most popular European philosopher today, and a 

candidate for the presidency of Slovenia in 1990, also notices the fascist phenomenon in 

Eastern Europe. In The Metastases of Enjoyment, he contemplates a “paradoxical alliance 

of post-Communism and fascist nationalism (in Serbia, Russia, etc.)”28 

This emergence of post-communist fascism has to be understood within the 

framework of transition. “Transition” is a problematic term, since it implies a predestined 

and linear transformation from state communism to liberal democracy. However, as 

history has shown, almost twenty years after the collapse of the eastern bloc, the 

landscape of Eastern Europe remains nuanced and complex. The period is characterized 

by intense transformation and instability. In fact, change is so rapid and drastic that it can 

hardly be explained to Western audiences accustomed to relative stability. The dazzling 

speed is captured in Vaclav Havel’s Summer Meditations. Less than two years after the 

Velvet Revolution he writes: “Today the situation is radically different. The era of 

enthusiasm, unity, mutual understanding, and dedication to a common cause is over.”29 
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The intensity of this “era” of two years is also described by the Yugoslav writer Slavenka 

Drakulic:  

Only two years have passed since the Christmas of 1989: the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, Vaclav Havel, the death of Ceausescu, the day when I first went to midnight 

mass with my mother. But I can hardly remember any of that. Between then and 

now there is nothing, just whiteness, absence. Memories seem to have been 

blotted out by the burden of the present and everything that has taken place in the 

meantime appears tiny, distant, too trivial to be remembered.30 

 Westerners in Eastern Europe at the time also noticed the intensity of the 

situation. In Reinventing Politics, Vladimir Tismaneanu quotes an Italian journalist 

writing in Poland in 1990: 

 The atmosphere in Warsaw is now so saturated with hysteria that an outsider 

might think that the city was recently declared an ecological disaster zone, or that 

it is in fact a vast insane asylum, an asylum in which each inmate accuses his 

neighbors of insanity in an effort to appear sane himself. The term “psychopath,” 

by the way frequently pops up in the statements of intellectuals and politicians 

here.31 

It is within this “era,” on the territory of “a vast asylum,” that we have to 

understand the appearance of post-communist fascism is Eastern Europe. In his book, 

Fantasies of Salvation, Vladimir Tismaneanu notes that “the purity of race, allegedly 

tarnished by aliens, gays, or cosmopolitan vermin, are themes that emerge in the 
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discourses of new political movements from Zagreb to Bucharest, from Budapest to Saint 

Petersburg.”32 In his study on myths and the rise of extremist movements in the former 

eastern bloc, Tismaneanu argues that the “Yugoslav debacle is simply an example of 

worst case scenario for other countries in the region.”33 The initial euphoria after the fall 

of the communist regimes was followed by “malaise, widespread exasperation, fatigue, a 

general sense of exhaustion.”34 Economic hardship, growing unemployment, destruction 

of the socialist welfare system, and rapid change have created a climate for collective 

fears and neuroses, angst and despair, insecurity and disarray, and turned the post-

communist landscape into “the optimal territory for the rise of new varieties of fascism 

that would fuse leftovers of the Bolshevik model and psychological features of fascist 

salvationism.”35  

In this period of historical rupture, the Yugoslav tragedy should not be treated as a 

deviation. Fascist movements were not restricted to its territory. In the Czech Republic, 

the Czech Republican party engaged in outrageous racism and appealed to its supporters 

to rally against the Gypsies which it described as “subhuman,” “inferior” and as 

“animals.”36 In Romania, the Great Romania party has tapped into similar anti-Semitic 

and xenophobic passions and has extolled pro-Nazi historical figures such as Ion 

Antonescu who was executed as a war criminal in 1946. In Hungary similar 
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developments have taken place, where xenophobic “Nazi-style biological clichés about 

the need to preserve ethnic purity” have been raised by mainstream far-right parties.37 

The fascist sentiments in Eastern Europe have crystallized in electoral victories of 

“aggressive demagogues” such as Russia’s Gennady Zyuganov and Vladimir 

Zhirinovsky, Romania’s Gheorghe Funar, and Hungary’s Jozef Torygan. Most recently, 

Volen Siderov, an anti-Semite, xenophobe, and a chairman of the far-right, Bulgarian 

party “Attack,” came second with 24 percent of the vote in the 2006 Presidential election 

in Bulgaria. What is more disturbing is the fact that West cannot claim to have rid itself 

of fascism either. The increase of neo-Nazi violence in Germany, the persistence of racial 

hate groups in the United States, and the electoral successes of the French far-right and 

most notably Austria’s Haider, attest to this.38 In fact in the 2000 Austrian elections, 

Joerg Haider a defender of Nazi policies and the leader of the openly xenophobic, anti-

Semitic, Europhobic and racist Freedom Party, won a shocking 27 percent of the vote and 

entered a coalition government with the Conservative Party. His embarrassing triumph 

led the EU to impose sanctions on Austria. 

The post-communist landscape is a practical example of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s 

insistence on studying fascism as a persistent political problem which continues to 

influence political life. After 1989, fascist movements emerged across Eastern Europe, 

but in Yugoslavia they turned “successful.” The triumph of nationalistic movements in 

Yugoslavia brought about the natural outcome of fascism—the suicide of the state. With 

the rise of what Zizek calls “fascist nationalism,” the multiethnic Yugoslav state and 
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Yugoslav identity were destroyed. Hence the concept of microfascism, as a cancerous 

grassroots movement, is of particular importance in understanding the radical change 

which led to the demise of multiethnic communities. 

Social Movements in Yugoslavia 
 
In the case of Yugoslavia, a micropolitical analysis of the collapse should focus 

on the cultural and historical environment in which fascist nationalist movements 

emerged. During wars, such as the one in Bosnia, for practical reasons it is often hard to 

get to the field of action or to the grassroots. Despite the growing body of “fieldwork-

under-fire” literature, few social scientists carried out fieldwork in Bosnia during the 

war.39 One such scholar, Ivana Macek, who wrote Sarajevo Under Siege: Anthropology 

in Wartime, was shot at by Bosnian Serb snipers while working on her book.40 

Nevertheless, this category of micropolitical analysis does exist. Socio-cultural 

anthropologists such as, Xavier Bougarel have noted the “disconnects between ‘top-

down’ political analysis” and what they found “on the ground,” and have advocated for 

local-level fieldwork.41 Thus they have called for an “anthropology of ‘transition,’” an 

“anthropology of state-building,” and an “anthropology of violence” to contribute to a 

“more nuanced and holistic understanding of local contexts.”42 
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Although this study is not ethnographic or anthropological it highlights socio-

cultural grassroots phenomena which are often omitted. The most important factor to note 

is that within the context of Yugoslavia, three major social movements developed. One 

was the movement that mobilized around the nationalist parties, another was the mass of 

disenchanted people who refused to participate in the political sphere, and the third, 

perhaps smallest movement openly resisted the policies of the nationalists. Linguistically, 

the first two movements were represented by two popular expressions in Bosnia and 

Hercegovina - zajedno and foteljasi. Zajedno (“together”) was the call for national groups 

to stick together and to support the national parties. Foteljasi (“armchair politicians”) was 

another popular slogan used by ordinary people to describe politicians from all ethnic 

groups as individuals who were working only for their personal welfare while abusing 

their positions of power.43 

The scale of influence of the nationalist movement was manifested in the first free 

elections in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Before the war, Bosnia was the most diverse 

republic in the Yugoslav state. Of a population of 4.4 million, Serbs represented 31%, 

Croats 17%, 44% were Bosnian Muslims, 5.5% considered themselves Yugoslavs.44 In 

1990, the population voted along ethnic lines and the elections were won by the 

nationalist parties: Bosnian Muslim, Party of Democratic Action (Stranka demokratske 
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akcije, SDA), the Serb Democratic Party (Srpska demokratska stranka, SDS), and the 

Croat Democratic Union, (Hrvatska demokratska zajednica, HDZ). Since Bosnia was 

almost completely mixed and intertwined, the nationalists’ victories increased tensions.45 

In the autumn of 1991, the HDZ and the SPS began to create “autonomous regions,” and 

started to confront each other violently. In April 1992, Serb forces surrounded the capital 

of Sarajevo and kept the city under a deadly siege for the next three years.46 

In contrast to those who mobilized to create ethno-national territories, there was a 

movement that simply refused to participate. Stipe Suvar, the former president of the 

Communist Party of Yugoslavia, estimates that approximately 300,000 people eligible for 

military service left Bosnia because they did not want to fight the war. An additional 

300,000 from Serbia and 100,000 from Croatia immigrated to avoid being sent to 

Bosnia.47 In 1991, in Belgrade alone, 85 to 90 percent of the young men who were called 

up to fight refused to serve.48 The fact that 700,000 men avoided the draft in Yugoslavia 

needs to be kept in mind when one discusses nationalism. 

Attention needs to be drawn to the social movements in Yugoslavia. At a time 

when the state was in serious crisis and was being fragmented, the boundaries between 

institutions and civil society became blurred. Transition in Yugoslavia also meant 

radically redefining state structures, and ordinary people were the main actors in 

transforming the state from a multiethnic, communist institution into a homogenous, 
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ethno-national entity. Several grassroots-level components were the major elements of 

the new fascistic social movements: newly established nationalist parties, their military 

wings, municipal authorities, paramilitary organizations, and the remnants of the self-

managed communist structure of armaments and defense.  

Fascist Social Movements 

The three nationalist parties in Bosnia were the main participants in the war. They 

were part of nationalist movements that found an outlet of their hatreds in these parties 

and their military wings. The Croat HDZ of Bosnia-Herzegovina was founded in August 

1990 as a “national mass movement.”49 In the first pluralist elections of November 1990, 

HDZ candidates won between 94 and 100 percent of the votes in the four predominantly 

Croat municipalities of Bosnia and Herzegovina.50 During the first year of war “self-

organized fighting units” started to be integrated into HDZ’s military arm, the Croatian 

Defense Council (HVO).  

The Bosnian Serb and Croat nationalist parties were not the only parties 

established as social movements. In her work on national identity, Islam and politics in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina, Aydin Babuna concludes that “wars play an important role in 

national and nationalist movements and the nationalism of the Bosnian Muslims is no 

exception.”51 The Bosnian Muslim Party of Democratic Action (SDA) “functioned more 

as a national movement than as a normal political party” and its rhetoric was criticized by 
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other Bosnian Muslim parties as too nationalistic.52 Also, similarly to the Serb and Croat 

nationalist parties, the SDA had a military arm—the Muslim Patriotic League.53  

The rise of nationalist movements first affected the smallest structures of 

governance. Municipalities had a key role in the campaigns of ethnic cleansing.54 The 

social movements first started to change state structures at the community and municipal 

level and local self-organized military units were “mainly funded by municipalities.”55 

The role of local entities in committing mass murder has complicated the ICTY work. 

Victims have identified local henchmen and have been dissatisfied with the court because 

of its focus on persecuting officials beyond the municipal level.56 

The French philosopher Paul Virilio emphasizes the importance of locality in the 

Yugoslav war. He argues that every war has its particular personality and according to 

him, Yugoslavia’s implementation of self-management the sphere of defense (“popular 

self-defense”) contributed to the development of civil war since “the armaments were 

distributed throughout the territory, except for the tanks that were located in the barracks 

of large cities.” 57 During Tito’s rule, Territorial Defense Forces were created in each 

autonomous republic to support the Yugoslav National Army (JNA) “through guerrilla 
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action in the event of foreign invasion.”58 Thus the structure for guerrilla or civil war tied 

to a specific territory was in place in Yugoslavia and greatly contributed to the tragic 

developments after 1989.  

The most violent element of the nationalistic social movements were the 

paramilitary organizations and the newly founded national army units which at the time 

of the collapse had a dubious and unclear relationship with the state. Wilmer explains this 

phenomenon in Serbia: “With the breakdown of the state and the perception that the 

military forces under the command of the state were increasingly deployed on behalf of 

Serbian rather than Yugoslav interests, all military forces became potentially and 

essentially irregular, if by that we mean forces not under the command and service of the 

state as a whole.”59 

 According to UN reports an “array of irregulars on all sides,” operated in seventy 

counties throughout the territory of former Yugoslavia.60 These “irregular” or grassroots 

organizations were an important part of the nationalistic social movements and 

instrumental in building new, ethnically pure states. The UN estimates that there were 83 

identifiable paramilitary groups: 56 groups, accounting for 20,000 to 40,000 people were 

working on the Serb side, 13 groups of between 12,000 to 20,000 people were in support 

of the Croats, and 14 groups of 4,000 to 6,000 individuals supported the Bosnian Muslim 

side. In addition to these groups there were paramilitaries from outside of Yugoslavia, 

most notably Mujahedin (operating with the Bosnian Muslim side), the Garibaldi Unit 
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(an Italian unit operating alongside the Croats), and Russian mercenaries (operating in 

conjunction with the Serbs).61 

 The paramilitaries were indicative of sentiments and desires operating at the 

grassroots level. First, their members were volunteers and although certainly some of 

them were monetarily rewarded, they were not driven by the idea of profit. Stokes 

explains this important point by arguing that it should be clear that nationalists destroyed 

Yugoslavia’s economic assets in the name of their nation, “not to mention kill neighbors 

and burn villages,” because “nationalists in their crudest form are motivated primarily by 

an idea, not by cost-benefit calculus.”62 Second, paramilitaries were all-male sites drawn 

from other violent subaltern layers of society (former prisoners, members of soccer fan 

associations, criminal gangs). Third, they tapped into aspirations which are often 

overlooked and considered “irrational” such as the long Yugoslav patriarchal tradition of 

heroic militaristic values and myths. Fourth, they were not just an aberration, but rather 

had strong local support. Some were parts of democratically elected right-wing parties 

and their leaders were and continue to be regarded as national heroes. 

Some of the paramilitaries were formed in 1990 before the civil war started. On 

the Croat side, one of the most active paramilitaries was the Croatian Defense League 

(HOS), the military arm of the ultra-right wing Croatian Party of Rights reborn in 1990 

under the name of the extreme Croatian nationalist party founded in 1850. The party-

supported paramilitary wore black shirts, the uniform formerly worn by the officers of the 

World War II Croatian fascist movement known as the Ustashe. They also used the 
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Ustashe salute “For the Homeland.”63 During World War II the Ustashe fascist 

government ruled parts of Yugoslavia under protection from Nazi Germany and Fascist 

Italy and was responsible for the extermination of 600,000 Serbs. 

Many Bosnian local paramilitaries operated on the Serb side, but the most 

notorious ones were assembled in Serbia in 1990. Zelko Raznatovic-Arkan’s “Tigers” 

and Vojislav Seselj’s “Chetniks” were very active. Arkan and his gunmen were accused 

of some of the worst war crimes in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Arkan’s incursion into Bosnia 

from Serbia was a major factor in escalating the tensions in Bosnia. His volunteer army 

consisted of thousands of well-trained fighters, many drawn from the notorious and 

violent Red Star soccer fan association. His militias were responsible for some of the 

most heinous crimes against civilians. Slavenka Drakulic describes Arkan as “notorious 

for his ‘war’ against the civilian population, of which no real officer can be proud.”64 The 

“Chetniks” were also very active during the war and their leader, Voislav Seselj, is 

currently at ICTY for war crimes and crimes against humanity.  

It is hard to describe both Arkan and Seselj as unpopular since both of them 

served in the Serbian Parliament in Belgrade during the war. In fact, eventually Seselj 

became, and still remains (despite the fact that he is in the Hague) the leader of the 

Serbian Radical Party (SRS). Arkan, who was on Interpol’s most wanted list before the 

war, represented Kosovo in the Serbian parliament, where in a campaign speech he 

declared himself “an enemy to Albanian infants,” in a region that was 90 percent 
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Albanian.65 Seselj’s public support was also not damaged by the fact that he became 

notorious for stating that he hates “the Croats so much that [he] would have liked to 

gouge their eyes out with a rusty spoon.”66  

The Bosnian Muslim nationalist movement also used paramilitaries. The most 

notorious one was the “Green Berets” or “MOS.” The UN claimed that they committed 

grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions and international law. The “Green Berets” 

were responsible for the killing of civilians, rapes, the operation of prison camps, the 

destruction of property and interference with humanitarian aid. Mujahedin, or “holy 

warriors,” was a generic term used for Muslim volunteers fighting in the former 

Yugoslavia.67 Most recently, the ICTY jailed the former Bosnian Army commander 

Rasim Delic for failing to prevent members of the “El Mujahid” unit from massacring 

Bosnian Serb detainees. Some of the mistreatments of prisoners by the “El Mujahid” unit 

included forcing Serb detainees to kiss the “severed heads of other detainess.”68 

On the Bosnian Muslim side, a popular Bosnian Muslim warlord was Naser Oric. 

Oric, an ex-bodyguard of Slobodan Milosevic, was sentenced to two years by the Hague 

for commanding troops that destroyed 50 Serbian villages around Srebrenica caused 

thousands of Bosnian Serbs to flee. The prosecution at the Hague insisted that his troops 

tortured Serbian prisoners using extremely brutal methods, such as “pulling teeth with 
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corroded pincers.”69 In 1994, in an in interview with the Washington Post, Oric proudly 

showed clips depicting two Serb men knifed to death and a torched house. Members of 

the Bosnian Serb refugee and missing persons organization regard Oric as their biggest 

enemy, responsible for killing 1000 Serb civilians in villages near Srebrenica.70 

Post-War Right-Wing Support of “National Heroes” 

The fact that paramilitaries were often a part of democratically elected far-right 

parties and their leaders served in parliaments across Yugoslavia is not the only 

indication that they were components of social movements and not aberrations. After the 

wars, some of the most notorious military leaders have not been condemned, and instead 

have become national heroes. Their deportations to the ICTY have been hampered by the 

fear of a right-wing backlash. The former Serbian Prime Minister Vojinslav Kostunica 

“genuinely worried that straightforward cooperation with the Hague based on arrests and 

extraditions would bring down his minority government.”71  

Warlords Arkan and Voislav Seselj remain popular to this day.  After Arkan’s 

assassination in 2000, thousands attended his funeral and he continues to enjoy the status 

of a national hero. Arkan is a subject of folk songs throughout Serbia and the tributes to 

him on YouTube and other similar websites continue to proliferate. According to the Los 

Angeles Times in December 2006, more than 30,000 people marched in the Serbian 

capital, Belgrade, in support of Seselj during his hunger strike in the Hague.72 In Serbia’s 

capital, his picture appears on trees and telephone poles, and his name is written in 
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graffiti on the walls of student buildings.73 However, the support for him was best 

illustrated during the 2007 general election in Serbia. The Serbian Radical Party, whose 

leader remains Seselj, despite the fact that he is in jail, won the election. Almost 

1,200,000 Serbs voted for a party whose campaign posters, and appeal in general, always 

featured Seselj. 

General Ratko Mladic and the recently arrested Radovan Karadzic, remain 

rightwing symbols in Serbia and the Bosnian Serb part of Bosnia and Herzegovina. 

Despite the fact that they are accused of genocide and crimes against humanity they have 

gained the status of legends and are the subjects of folk songs. Posters with the slogan 

“Don’t touch them” can be spotted in Serb villages and towns. Bottles of rakia, or local 

plum brandy, are sold with photos of them on their labels. Clocks with their visages and 

the inscriptions “Serbian heroes” are also manufactured. 

Destabilizing the security of the government because of the fear of nationalistic 

backlash is a concern not only in Serbia. In Croatia right-wing cult-like devotion to war 

criminals is also present. The independent Croatian newspaper, Feral Tribune, reports 

that war crimes suspects are quite likely to be protected by networks of people in the 

Dalmatian region of Croatia. It is not a coincidence that Dalmatia is known for having the 

highest number of Croat Democratic Union (HDZ) voters. In 2003 the region’s voters 

active participation was a tremendous help in bringing the “reformed nationalist” party 

back into power.74 The right-wing support for warlords and international pressure to 
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extradite them was a serious problem for post-war governments because they found 

themselves being “stuck between a right-wing rock and an international hard place.”75 

After the war right-wingers have not only coalesced around leaders of “irregular” 

forces, but have also extended their support to indicted generals of the regular armies. In 

Croatia, several episodes illustrated this phenomenon. In 2002, after the ICTY requested 

the extradition of General Janko Bobetko, the government was threatened by a coup. The 

Croat Army General was indicted for the execution of 90 Serb civilians, but the 83-year-

old man refused to go to the Hague. An armed guard was organized around his villa and 

any government attempt to deliver the General to the court was threatened with violence. 

Some analysts warned that Bobetko’s arrest might turn into the “perfect catalyst for a 

right-wing revolution headed by washed-up army generals and carried out by war victims 

infected with hatred toward Serbs and communists.”76 It was estimated that 500 people 

might take up arms to defend him and for this reason Bobetko remained in his villa until 

his death in 2004.  

In 2001, in another episode of right-wing support, General Mirko Norac’s arrest 

was met with massive oppositional rallies. He was indicted for the killing of 50 Serb 

civilians who were taken from their houses in the town of Gospic in 1991. Chanting, “We 

are all Mirko Norac,” the protestors seriously threatened the moderate government.77 
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Ante Gotovina, the Croat general who led the Croatian Army in recapturing the 

breakaway Serb Republic of Krajina, killing hundreds and displacing 200,000, has also 

“become a potent rightwing symbol.”78 Gotovina spent much of the 1980s in Latin 

America where he trained right-wing paramilitaries. Like Arkan, he had previous 

convictions for extortions and robberies issued by Western European governments.79 

After his arrest, two popular Croatian musicians known for their right-wing views 

recorded songs with lyrics implicitly praising the General and his flight. Both songs 

became huge hits, especially among younger fans. In December 2005, shortly after his 

arrest several rallies took place. Some of them attracted more than 40,000 protesters.80 

After his arrests, billboards with his picture were erected on private land along the roads 

in Dalmatia before unsuspecting crowds of tourists.81  

Similarly to Arkan, Mladic and Karadzic, Naser Oric has also gained the status of 

a folk hero and he is not only a subject of folk songs but of a whole “Naser Oric Song 

Contest.”82 His popularity as a savior and protector of the Bosnian Muslim community in 

Srebrenica was demonstrated after he was indicted for war crimes. Nearly 3000 women 

from Srebrenica blocked the roads in the city of Tuzla demanding his release. Several 

                                                            
78. Lovorka Kozole, “Rajic Arrested for Stupni Do Killings,” Transitions Online, 

April 22, 2003. 
  
 79. “Profile: Ante Gotovina,” BBC News Online, December 9, 2005 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4514150.stm (accessed September 15, 2008). 

 
80. Can Karpat, “Ante Gotovina: Gangster, General, National Hero…War 

Criminal?” Global Challenges Research, December 19, 2005, 
http://www.axisglobe.com/article.asp?article=548 (accessed September 15, 2005). 

 
81. Zeljka Vujcic, “Euro-skepticism on the Rise,” Transitions Online, March 3, 

2005. 
 

75 
 

82. The contest can be viewed at: http://youtube.com/watch?v=7e2QuYVI66g 



hundred women also protested in front of the former building of the UN Mission in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina in Sarajevo.83 

The grassroots support of warlords and generals is a sign of the microfascisms in 

Yugoslav society. It indicates that broader sectors, not just deviant individuals, 

participated in creating an environment fertile for the commission of war crimes. 

Government propaganda, economic decline and international factors, played a role in 

pushing people toward war. But non-rational factors, such as myth, were also important 

in mobilizing volunteers and creating warring communities. One such often overlooked 

factor of Yugoslav society was the glorification of militarism. 

Myth, Militarism and Fascist Social Movements 
 
In his article “War, Memory, and Education in a Fragmented Society: The Case of 

Yugoslavia,” Wolfgand Hoepken notes that myth-building and the glorification of 

military violence have played significant roles in prompting the violent clashes of the 

1990s. He explains how the traditional “patriarchal ethos of heroism” merged with the 

“modern nationalist demand for the sacrifice in favor of the nation.”84 In Serbia in 

particular in the 1980s “two-thirds of all personalities” in history textbooks were 

described as “war heroes.” Critics have pointed out the detrimental effect of the 

installment of this kind of ratnicki moral (belligerent moral) which extolled war as a 

legitimate means of defending the community.85 In a similar vein, Xavier Bougarel also 
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criticizes the fact that the role that militarism has played in the changes in communist 

Yugoslavia has been underestimated. Former combatants formed the largest membership 

organizations of the Yugoslav Communist party. During the collapse of the country, 

combatants were glorified as heroes and martyrs. The foregrounding of ethnic and 

religious symbols did not prevent the use of Communist vocabulary and did little to 

conceal the strong ties to militaristic values inherited from the Communist period.86  

What is more, Yugoslav militarism is not only fed by World War II memories, but 

also by the long tradition of warlordism. The words hajduk or uskok refer to the same 

central phenomenon in the history of Yugoslav space: social banditry.87 Hajduks were 

militants who withdrew into the mountainous areas where they formed cete (armed 

bands) led by a vojvoda (war chief), to resist the Ottoman or Austro-Hungarian 

authorities. Uskok (skok means “jump”) also referred to an insurgent who would “jump” 

from one empire into another in order to plunder or smuggle goods. Bougarel explains 

that “hajduks and uskoks, thus became a widespread form of violence against the state 

taking a central place in the epic tradition of Dinaric populations.”88 The Dinaric 

populations are the people who inhabit the rural and mountainous areas of the Dinaric 

Alps, a mountain chain stretching from the Slovenian Alps to the Bulgarian Rhodopes 

and covering significant areas of Slovenia, Croatia, Kosovo, Bosnia and Herzegovina 

Montenegro, Albania and Macedonia. There was a direct connection between the hajduk 
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and uskok warrior myths and the emergence of fascistic nationalism in the 1990s: “Many 

warlords are natives of the Dinaric Alps, and these areas were the first strongholds of the 

nationalist parties and their militias.”89  

These myths called for the worship of violence and the glorification of masculine, 

militaristic, patriarchal and village values. Thus it comes as no surprise that in 

cosmopolitan and multicultural Sarajevo, the “onset of war was widely understood as an 

urban/rural conflict between civilized citizens and barbaric peasants.”90 While not 

completely dismissing the ethnic explanation all together, the people of Sarajevo 

(Bosnian Muslims, Serbs and Croats) “tend to portray the siege and shelling of Sarajevo 

as a war that village or mountain people waged against the urban population and its 

refined style.” Thus the attackers were described as papci (hooves, bumpkins, hillbillies), 

gorstaci (people from the mountains) and ‘seljaci’ (peasants/villagers).91 The cult of 

warriors and militaristic values omnipresent within the mountainous areas of Yugoslavia 

was not limited to the Serbs: “Dinaric populations are not exclusively Serbian or 

Orthodox, and the link between these populations and the lords of Yugoslav wars is not 

limited to the Serbian case, as shown by the military role of Herzegovian Croats in 

Eastern Slavonia, or the similar role of Sandjak’s Muslims in Sarajevo.”92 

The historical memory of previous wars, militaristic values along with the 

traditional fascist salvationist call for the “sacrifice for the nation” (or according to 
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Virilio, Deleuze and Guattari “suicide”), merged with the nationalism in Yugoslavia to 

produce a contemporary aggressive fascistic social movement. The role of ratni folklore 

(war folklore) was evident among the extreme nationalist groups, and most explicitly 

among the paramilitaries of far-right politicians such as Vojislav Seselj and Croatian 

right-wing front man, Dobroslav Paraga. As a matter of fact, it was embodied in their 

names “Chetniks” and “Ustashas.”93 The Chetniks derived their name from cete 

(guerrilla bands), led by a vojvoda (warlord), that emerged in opposition to Ottoman an

Austro-Hungarian rule. During World War II, the “Chetnik” movement was resurrect

and Serbian nationalist and anti-communist militants organized guerrilla bands to fi

Croatian fascists and Tito’s “Partisans.” The “Chetniks” were popular among the Serb 

peasantry, but they exercised extreme violence against Croatian and Muslim civilians. 

Their wartime leader Draza Mihailovic called for the creation of “Greater Serbia” where 

all Serbs would be united in one state. Seselj’s militia gained the name “Chetniks” during 

the 1990s wars; he was proclaimed “Duke Chetnik” and conferred the title of vojvoda to 

his seconds.

d 

ed 
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94 The “neo-Chetnik thugs,” as Tismaeanu describes them, also advocated the 

idea of an ethnically pure Greater Serbia.95 Seselj’s “Chetniks” were prone to wear the 

“outfit of the perfect hajduk, (untrimmed beard, long hair, fur hat).”96 

The Croatian far-right militias also proudly sported symbols from World War II. 

Gagnon describes this new atmosphere fundamentally different from the one he 
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encountered during his visits under the communist regime: “Deranged men marched 

menacingly through downtown Zagreb sporting fascist insignia; kiosks and stands sold 

“Ustasha” relics; foreigners were treated with great suspicion.”97 The “Ustasha” were 

committed to the idea of extending Croatia almost as far as Belgrade.98 “Ustasha” 

literally means “insurgent,” and in World War II the officers of special units in charge of 

exterminating the Serbian population were referred to with this name. During the collapse 

of Yugoslavia, the leader of the most infamous far-right paramilitary organization, the 

Croatian Defense League (HOS), argued that the “Ustasha” was “too liberal in the eyes 

of the Croatian people. If it had achieved what it had set to do, we would not be in this 

position now.”99 What the “Ustasha” had set to do with Croatia’s two million Serbs, was 

officially announced on June 22, 1941 by its minister of education, Mile Budak: deport 

one third, convert one third to Catholicism, and execute the rest.100  

Among the Bosnian Muslim, militarism was also prominent. A whole new “cult” 

of sehidi (martyrs to the faith) appeared. The heroic figure of the sehid has played a 

central role in the construction of the veteran population (veterans, war disabled, and the 

families of fallen soldiers) as a social group with a specific material and moral status. The 

cult of sehidi is also linked to traditional militaristic and patriarchal values dating before 

the conflicts of the 1990s: “the way a new cult of sehidi has developed in Bosnia-
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Herzegovina suggests that the violent transformation of ethno-national identities in this 

country cannot be explained without taking into account their links with other social and 

cultural categories dating back from the pre-war period or produced by the war.”101 

Micropolitical Contributions to the Discussion of the Violence 

Microanalysis brings to the fore local, cultural and historical phenomena that shed 

light on the grassroots arrangements in Yugoslavia. Right-wing parties founded as mass 

movements, paramilitary groups, and the importance of municipal authorities were 

essential features of the rise of nationalism in Yugoslavia. The emergence of brutal 

groups headed by violent but popular leaders within a cultural and historical tradition that 

glorified militarism also points to the importance of local phenomena. Hyper-masculine, 

militaristic values within Yugoslav society resonated in fascistic groupings and with 

warlords. In fact the rise and manifestation of typical masculine and conservative 

tendencies were not limited to the violent strata of Yugoslav society. Both the Croat and 

Serbian nationalist parties HDZ and SPS led campaigns to restrict abortion and to 

subordinate women’s reproductive rights to the needs of the national collective.102 

Women were also marginalized from the political sphere. At the most visible level of 

decision making, women’s political participation and representation dropped dramatically 

in 1990. For example, in 1986, 54 of 341 Representatives in the Croatian parliament were 
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women. In the new 1990 House of Representatives, only 3 out of 80 Representatives 

were women.103 

Militarism, the worship of warlords, and social conservatism were all part of new 

social movements playing a central role in dismantling the communist state and building 

a nation-state. The lack of understanding of these grassroots phenomena is exemplified 

by the fact that rarely the is term “social movement” encountered in discussions of 

Yugoslavia. Instead “nationalism” is taken for granted as a given, and since it is regarded 

as a solid phenomenon it is rarely analyzed at the grassroots level. But these movements, 

more than political leaders and structures, were instrumental in destroying Yugoslavia 

and dividing Bosnia. Their achievements in Bosnia were clear: in 1993 after fierce 

fighting between Bosnian Muslims and Croats a chunk of Bosnia was ethnically purified 

and the para-state of the “Croat Republic of Herceg-Bosna” was established.104 The 

Bosnian Serb movement also established its autonomous Serb Republic, Republika 

Srpska (RS). In its capital, Pale, 69 percent of the pre-war population were Serbs. Eight 

years later the Serb population had rocketed to 99.9 percent.105 Similarly, territories 

under the control of the Bosnian Army were predominantly Bosnian Muslim. Even in 

2001, six years after the end of the war, Bosnia and Herzegovina’s Prime Minister 
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s set up 

ties.”106 

                                                           

asserted that that the country does not have an army, but “three political phalanxe

by three nationalist par
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Chapter 4: War Crimes and the Local Public Discourse 
 

Media Generalizations 

In the rich discourse of the Yugoslav wars, there is disagreement on almost every 

issue. But the perspective on the communication media remains surprisingly uniform. In 

the West, the Yugoslav media, as a unified whole, is overwhelmingly treated as the main 

cause of the wars. For example, Virilio states that “Without the media, without television, 

the war in Yugoslavia would not have taken place.”1 In fact Yugoslavia’s media is often 

regarded as the epitome of a warmongering enterprise. However, there are very few 

studies which verify this claim by examining the local coverage.  One rare example is 

Mark Thompson’s Forging War: The Media in Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia and Hecegovina, 

which the British historian Noel Malcolm describes as “the only work of its kind in any 

language.” Another account is Kemal Kurspahic’s Prime Time Crime: Balkan Media in 

War and Peace. Yet both books concentrate on the structural and institutional dynamics 

of the mediascape. Thompson blames the media for transmitting fear and hatred. 

Similarly Kurspahic argues that his book of “Balkan” media is “the story of a historic 

episode in the eternal struggle between good and evil.”2 

 But treating the mass media as a collective singular noun or a coherent entity 

directly controlled by the government ignores the complexity of the mediascape and most 
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notably the importance of the opposition voice, which served as a locus of dissent at the 

time.3 There is no doubt that media outlets in Yugoslavia experienced tremendous 

government pressure, but one should also note that media are social institutions immersed 

in a particular culture.4 Although in the context of Yugoslavia, government propaganda 

and repression should not be dismissed, Jacques Derrida’s claim that writing is not 

constructed simply by the author but also by the audience also needs to be kept in mind. 

The journalists in Yugoslavia were not alone in constructing the story of the war. They 

were also the spokespeople for various cultures and subcultures. 

Mass Media in Yugoslavia: Homogenization and Resistance 

To generalize about the media in Yugoslavia is not only a flawed strategy for 

understanding the postcommunist period, but also for considering the Communist era. 

The mass media system of the country was “extremely decentralized” during Tito’s rule.5 

In the 1990s, the transformation of Yugoslav media was not insulated from the nationalist 

movements and the process of homogenization occurring in all spheres of life: 

“Nationalization of major broadcasting institutions (once part of social property) was also 

one of the first symbolic acts of sovereignty. In line with this, names were changed from 
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cities (e. g. TV Belgrade, TV Zagreb, etc.) into national names (such as TV Srbije, 

Hrvatska TV, TV Slovenje, etc.).”6  

In the new republics, the media was subjected to serving the national collective. 

In Bosnia, the militia of the Bosnian Muslim Party of Democratic Action (SDA) occupied 

the RTV Sarajevo building for most of the war. Serbs in Bosnia created an alternative 

broadcasting network (using captured transmitters) for areas where they represented the 

majority. Television responders linked to Sarajevo or Zagreb were removed and replaced 

with ones that could only receive RTV Belgrade.7 And in general, the same happened “in 

every commune, according to who is in a major and/or in military control (whether Serbs, 

Croats or Muslims).”8 The degree of homogenization of communication was not limited 

to mass media. In the beginning of the war, Croatia deliberately cut telephone lines to 

Serbia and Montenegro.9  

Across Yugoslavia, non-nationalist newspapers came under threat from a growing 

nationalism, and in Serbia the situation was especially suffocating. The 1996 Freedom 

House survey claimed that only North Korea, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and China had 

tighter media control than Serbia.10 “Many journalists were harassed, physically 

threatened, and in some cases killed.”11 In Croatia, the situation was similar and some 
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might argue worse. Open censorship was introduced and after only one year of 

independence, this state was accused by international monitors and visitors of having no 

media freedom.12  

Nationalist movements had a direct effect on the media. Thus Wilmer argues that 

“dissent in the former Yugoslavia—Croatia and Serbia specifically—was censored not 

only by the government, but by the majority of the people.”13 George Konrad also 

describes this problem in the new post-communist societies: “Until recently the problem 

was the dictatorship of the communist minority; the new problem is the dictatorship of 

the nationalist majority.”14 However, analyses of the Yugoslav mediascape as a unified 

nationalist whole omit the fact that there were opposition media which countered the 

nationalist appeal. Belgrade TV-Studio B and Radio B-92, the Croatian newspaper Feral 

Tribune, the Belgrade daily Nasa Borba and weekly Vreme became synonymous with the 

resistance to nationalism and war itself. In Serbia the reports of atrocities were available 

in the form of journalistic accounts, studio debates and documentaries and “anyone who 

wanted to find out about Serb crimes could have done so anywhere in Serbia—but 

relatively few people did.”15 
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Perhaps the most prominent opposition newspaper was Nasa Borba (Our 

Struggle), a daily from Novi Sad, Serbia’s third largest city and the heartland of the anti-

Milosevic movement. Almost all opposition newspapers and magazines were printed in 

this city. Nasa Borba (Our Struggle) was established in 1995 by a “breakaway group of 

editors” and journalists who left Borba (Struggle). Similar occurrences took place across 

Yugoslavia. In Croatia, Danas (Today), a state-owned, but outspoken political weekly, 

was closed in 1992 and months later, Novi Danas (New Today) was established by 18 

members of the editorial staff of Danas.16 The newspaper had to be printed in Graz 

Austria and was eventually denied registration by the Croatian Ministry of Information.17 

The official Yugoslav news agency Tanjug was also abandoned by oppositional 

journalists who established two new agencies, Fonet and Beta.18  

In 1990, Borba was one of only five newspapers in Yugoslavia that had a  

circulation exceeding 100,000.19 Before the wars, it was considered the only all-

Yugoslav daily which used Cyrillic in its edition for the Serb, Montenegrin and 

Macedonian readers and Latin for the Croat and other readers.20 When Yugoslavia started

to fall apart Borba refused to spread hatred and supported democratic reforms and civi
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society. In 1991, Borba was turned into a stock corporation and at that point the state held 

only 17% of the ownership rights. At the end of 1994, the Higher Economic Court of 

Belgrade annulled Borba’s stock corporation status and nationalized it.21 126 of 171 

journalists at Borba left the newspaper to establish their own publication. For almo

month, two Borba newspapers appeared on newsstands featuring “entertaining, if not 

comical” differences. While the pro-government one declared “Happy, peaceful and rich

Yugoslavia,” on the same day the oppositional one was criticizing the “

st a 

 

totalitarian 

state.”2

 

r 

s both 

threats from NATO, the Serbian government passed a new “Law on Public Information” 

                                                           

2 

After the opposition newspaper re-registered as Nasa Borba, it continued to 

struggle against the state, and at the end of October 1995 it was on strike against its new

private owner, Dusan Mijic, an agricultural businessman. The journalists’ Independent 

Trade Union organized protests because of the poor working conditions. The newspape

was published in 150 square meters space, using borrowed equipment, it did not have 

photo-lab, typewriters were brought from home, and the journalists’ salaries were highly 

irregular.23 The newspaper’s union leader argued that the “publication of journals i

a business and something that affects human rights,” while the owner accused the 

editorial staff of “incurable self-management habits.”24 In October 1998, amidst growing 
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aimed at stopping the “spread of fear, panic, and defeatism,” which closed the Serbian 

daily newspapers Danas, Dnevni Telegraf and Nasa Borba. 

Borba and Nasa Borba were “the substrate(s) or vehicle(s) of the message(s)” 25 

of the nationalist and oppositional movements in Serbia. Nasa Borba in particular was 

part of the anti-nationalist movement that manifested itself throughout Yugoslavia in a 

variety of forms. The newspaper was part of a culture located in Novi Sad, the heartland 

of opposition to Milosevic’s regime. In Croatia, the anti-Tudjman movement also 

included newspapers with breakaway editors, as well as public intellectuals, such as 

Dubravka Ugresic and Slavenka Drakulic who opposed being “pinned to the wall of 

nationhood.”26 Ugresic and Drakulic were portrayed as “foreign agents.”27 They were 

expelled from the Croatian public arena and labeled “witches.”28 The anti-nationalist 

movement even won electoral victories in Croatia’s Istrian region, where throughout the 

1990s the Istrian Democratic Party prevailed overwhelmingly against the nationalist 

HDZ. The party was highly critical of the Tudjman regime and it emphasized the role of 

subnational regionalism and the importance of preserving multiethnic Istrian identity 

along with Western democratic values.29  

                                                            
25. Pierre Levy, Cyberculture (Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 2001), 43. 
 
26. Drakulić, The Balkan Express, 51. 
 
27. Kasirel, “A Little Bit Pregnant,” 18. 
 
28. Noemi Marin, “Slavenka Drakulić: Dissidence and Rhetorical Voice in 

Postcommunist Eastern Europe,” East European Politics & Societies 15, no. 3 
(September 2001), 686. 

 

90 
 

29. John Ashbrook, “Locking Horns in the Istrian Political Arena: Politicized 
Identity, the Istrian Democratic Assembly, and the Croatian Democratic Alliance,” East 
European Politics & Societies 20, no. 4 (November 2006), 622. 



In Bosnia opposition to the Bosnian Muslim nationalist government turned violent 

resulting in a bloody fight between two Muslim armies, one of which was aligned with 

local Serbs and Croats. In September 1993, an uprising erupted in the Bihac area of 

Bosnia against the government. Led by a local strongman and a member of the Bosnian 

Presidency, Fikret Abdic , the rebels perceived the central government as Islamist and 

nationalist and seceded to establish the Autonomous Province of Western Bosnia (the 

statelet existed between 1993-1995). As a result the Bosnian government regarded 

Abdic’s supporters as “apostates” and denied them religious burial.30 In 2002, in what 

was described as fratricide, the leader of the autonomous province, Fikret Abdic was 

found responsible for the deaths of more than 100 fellow Muslim civilians in the Bihac 

area.31  

Local Newspapers Coverage of the Conflict 
 

The local newspapers provide us with a rare chance to look at the public discourse 

in Yugoslavia, and the discursive environment in which war crimes took place. For this 

reason the rest of the chapter focuses on the discourse of the Serbian newspapers Borba 

and Nasa Borba, and the Croatian right-wing weekly Hrvatsko Slovo (Croatian Word), 

during two of the most disturbing moments of the Bosnian war -- the massacre of 

Bosnian Muslims in Srebrenica and the ethnic cleansing of the Serb breakaway statelet in 

Croatia, Republic of Serb Krajina (RSK). The tragedy in Srebrenica, took place in July 

1995, and it is widely regarded as the worst atrocity in Europe since the Second World 

War. Approximately 8,000 Bosnian Muslim boys and men were killed by the Bosnian 

                                                            
30. Bougarel, “Death and the Nationalist,” in The New Bosnian Mosaic, 188. 
 

91 
 

31. “Bosnian Candidate Jailed for War Crimes,” BBC News Online, July 31, 
2002, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2165007.stm (accessed September 10, 2008) 



Serb forces in several days of systematic killing and extrajudicial executions. The fall of 

the Serbian Republic of Krajina is also compared to the Second World War and it is 

considered “Europe’s largest refugee exodus since World War II.”32 In 1991 Croatia 

declared its independence from Yugoslavia, but the Serbs in the Krajina region of Croatia 

rebelled. They established a new state—the Serbian Republic of Krajina (RSK)—which 

existed as an autonomous entity until its fall in August 1995. On August 5 1995, forced 

by the invading Croatian Army, more than 200,000 Serbs from the Krajina area in 

Croatia fled their homes in long columns of cars and tractors laden with their possessions. 

Hundreds of Serb civilians were shot, stabbed or burned during the offensive.  

For Borba, Nasa Borba, and Hrvatsko Slovo the war was the most important 

topic. Although this was normal for the Serbian political dailies, it was less so for 

Hrvatsko Slovo, a weekly “cultural” paper and a “patriotic counterpart” to Matica 

Hrvatska, Croatia’s oldest cultural institution. In the context of Europe, the cultural press 

deals with cinema, arts, music, theatre, but rarely politics. The reverse was true for 

Hrvatsko Slovo, because it concentrated predominantly on the war. Thompson, describes 

the weekly as “a nationalist weekly newspaper,” established to “neutralize,” the liberally 

inclined Viejnac.33 Its editor-in-chief, Dubravko Horvatic was a “stigmatized” writer in 

the 1970s and 1980s because of his nationalist inclinations.34 
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Nasa Borba and the Fall of Srebrenica 

Analysis of the coverage of the three newspapers during the most horrifying 

moments of the Yugoslav wars highlights the discursive difference between the Croatian 

and Serbian nationalist movements and the opposition. While the former had clear traces 

of fascism, the latter attempted to emphasize multiethnic coexistence and civil society. 

But there were also similarities between them, such as the importance of collective 

memory. 

That Nasa Borba was not a nationalist newspaper could have been noticed even 

by people who do not speak Serbo-Croatian. It was sufficient for one to recognize that 

one page of the newspaper was in Cyrillic and the next one in Latin. On one day the front 

page would be in the Cyrillic alphabet and on the next one it would be in Latin. In this 

way the newspaper attempted to preserve the historical tradition of Borba as the all-

Yugoslav newspaper, which after the split with Nasa Borba was printed only in Cyrillic 

and hence only for Serbian audiences. 

But the stark differences between the nationalist and opposition newspapers went 

beyond the choice of alphabet. When in June 1995, Bosnian Serb forces took hostage 

more than 280 peacekeepers in order to deter NATO air strikes on their positions, Nasa 

Borba condemned the action. Two grassroots Serbian anti-war organizations denounced 

the Bosnian Serb actions. The United Citizen Syndicate “Independence” stated:  

The Serbs, and more precisely the Bosnian-Krajina leaders, courageously tied the 

UN officials by the light poles as a revenge for getting bombed just once, while 

they have been doing this for three years in Sarajevo. These drunkards never paid 

their bill for leading their own fascistic wars with the weapons of the Yugoslav 
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Army. They claim that they are fighting in the name of the Serbian people. But, 

none of them cares for the people.35 

 The Serbian Citizen Unity also condemned the “barbaric” acts of tying unarmed 

peacekeepers with ropes “like animals,” and compared the Bosnian Serb leader to Arnold 

Schwarzenegger’s character, “Conan,” in John Milius’ 1982 film Conan the Barbarian.36  

Barbarism and fascism were often used to describe the Bosnian Serb actions. The 

United Citizen Syndicate spokesman claimed that the Bosnian Serb leaders were fascists 

despite the fact that they represented themselves as fighters against fascism. The 

organization also condemned the leader of the Serbian “Chetnik” Movement, Voislav 

Seselj who at the time declared that “one Serbian head is worth one hundred Muslim.” 

Nasa Borba published a response by the New Democracy party: “Only one other 

democrat can say something like that -- Adolph Hitler.”37 

This was the attitude of Nasa Borba toward the war in general. It represented 

Karadzic and the other leaders as fascists and war profiteers by publishing the statements 

of grassroots organizations such as the Serbian Citizen Unity and the United Citizen 

Syndicate, the Center for Anti-Military Action, the SOS Telephone for Victims of 

Political, Ethnic, National, Labor and Religious Discrimination. It also utilized diverse 

news agencies and media outlets such as SRNA (The Bosnian Serb News Agency), FoNet 

Croatia, Radio Sarajevo, Beta Belgrade, AFP, to create a balanced story. 
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But it was during the Srebrenica massacre, that Nasa Borba truly earned its 

reputation as one of the key sources of “reliable political information in Serbia.”38 What 

is more, in contrast to the New York Times and the Washington Post which did not 

discuss the massacre in detail until October, Nasa Borba reported on the atrocities in 

Srebrenica from the beginning. After July 7, the event became a major topic of the 

newspaper. On July 14, Nasa Borba’s front page announced: “Ethnic cleansing on a 

voluntary basis.” On the next day, the newspaper declared the attack on Srebrenica “the 

most barbaric act during the war in Bosnia so far,” and added that “serious violations of 

the Geneva Convention and crimes against humanity took place”39 On July 18, it 

reported that Dutch peacekeepers witnessed severe war crimes around Srebrenica and 

three days later it published an appeal by the Muslim Humanitarian Union, “Merhamet-

Sandjak,” in which this Bosnian Muslim cultural and social institution pleaded to the 

international community to prevent the “genocide” in Srebrenica.40 On the same page 

Nasa Borba included Doctors without Borders’ claim that its workers witnessed the 

“murders of thousands of Muslims in Srebrenica.”41 The newspaper again included the 

condemning reaction of grassroots organizations, such as the Serbian Civilian Council, 
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which demanded an immediate end to the war and to “the useless dying for the foolish 

idea of an ethnically pure Serbian state within the territory of Bosnia and Herzegovina.”42 

                                                           

Borba, Collective Memory, and the Srebrenica Massacre  

While Nasa Borba condemned the “barbaric” acts in Srebrenica committed by 

Serb “fascists,” Borba for the most part avoided the issue. Instead while the crisis in the 

enclave was deteriorating, the newspaper devoted most of its attention to the “German 

return” on the Balkans. This reaction embodies the importance of history and collective 

memory in Yugoslavia. 

In July 1995 the situation was deteriorating not only in Bosnia but across 

Yugoslavia. The Croatian army was clearly preparing for an assault on the rebel Serb 

statelet in Krajina, and several enclaves in Bosnian Serb territory such as Zepa, 

Srebrenica and Gorazde came under Serb pressure. To make things worse, UN 

peacekeepers were often targeted and at this point in time 41 French peacekeepers had 

been killed. Thus the international community decided to deploy a Rapid Reaction Force 

(RRF), which would have many tasks but foremost among them to protect and boost the 

UNPROFOR peacekeeping units. The RRF was prepared for serious fighting, but what 

really angered the Serb side was the fact that the RRF troops were German. 

In its first July issue, Borba wrote that it was cynical for the Germans “to come 

back” to Bosnia on the twenty-sixth of June 1995. This was the day on which the German 

parliament approved the deployment and a day on which people gathered in San 

Francisco to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the establishment of the UN, “the 
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organization which was founded to counter war and fascism!”43 The same article quoted 

the Serbian Foreign Minister, Vladislav Jovanovic who stated that the Germans were 

always welcome in Yugoslavia, but not in uniforms because the Yugoslav people had not 

yet healed the injuries of World War II, “injuries which can be forgiven but not 

forgotten.”44 

While Serbia was preparing to commemorate the day of the victory over fascism, 

Borba related the celebration with the Germans’ “return.” Most of the newspaper’s 

coverage on July 4th and 5th was dedicated to criticizing the Rapid Reaction Force 

deployment. For example, one caricature featured a soldier in a German uniform, with 

“SS” insignia, instructing two soldiers in UN uniforms how to march. In a speech bubble 

the German states “March just like that!” While two UN soldiers are following his 

instruction another is naïvely planting flowers nearby and a fourth is smoking a cigarette. 

In this way Borba established a direct link between World War II and the collapse of 

Yugoslavia. Its message was that the Germans were getting ready for an aggressive war 

against the Serbs. While the oppositional Nasa Borba did not approve of the deployment 

and treated it as a “return” as well, the newspaper’s criticism did not make direct links 

with Germany’s Nazi past, but instead found the RRF decision unwise since it could have 

worsened the situation rather than improve it.  

When the news of the fall of Srebrenica appeared internationally and in the 

Serbian oppositional press, instead of compassion Borba responded with increased 

hostility towards the Bosnian Muslims. The article entitled “Jihad Springs out of the 
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Enclave,” claimed that the Bosnian Muslims used the UN “safe area” as a military base.  

It reported that the Muslims confiscated UN weapons and conquered UN observation 

posts in order to attack the Serbs.45 The Bosnian Serb Army argued that their attack 

constituted “demilitarization” of the enclave. Bosnian Army General Gvero (currently at 

the Hague Tribunal) argued that the army aimed at “neutralization of the Muslim 

terrorists,” who on the Sunday before the attack of Srebrenica, allegedly raided and 

burned the nearby village of Vishnica, killing many civilians, including six children.46 

The representation of the Srebrenica attack as a demilitarization of terrorists was 

not an isolated incident, but rather part of a broader trend of tapping into anti-Muslim 

feelings and sentiments. It was a part of turning the “other,” in this case the Bosnian 

Muslims, into a monster.  

On July 31, the newspaper published a report on the Serbian civilian return to 

“liberated Srebrenica.” It claimed that the “Muslims” left behind a town plundered, filthy 

and devastated. The journalist, Miodrag Negovanovic, reported that they kept their 

livestock in the church and as a result its floor was littered with goat and sheep 

excrement. The report presented a very grim picture of the Bosnian Muslims’ behavior 

and praised the Bosnian Serbs: 

These days in the hospital in Bratunac, several Muslim women gave birth. The 

[Serbian] doctors following their medical ethic and humanity provided them with 

help—help which does not recognize religion or nationality. However, this was 

not the case in Srebrenica. During the Muslims’ retreat from the town, they 
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massacred Ivanka Gordic, a seventy-year-old [Serb] resident. [She] was 

slaughtered in her own home.47  

Poetically, the report asserted that the “beauty” of Srebrenica was not spared, but 

now the town was finally “liberated” and soon it would be cleaned from the “filthiness” 

left by the “Muslims.” The fact that the enclave was under painful siege for three years 

was not taken into account, nor was the fact that the local church could have been 

completely destroyed, just as were hundreds of mosques in the hands of the Bosnian 

Serbs and Croats. The Bosnian Muslims were not only treated as the ferocious, filthy, 

“other” which destroys the Christian Orthodoxy, but they were painted as a larger threat, 

or what Borba called a “Muslim problem.” The participation of Arab mujahidins was 

brought up constantly as well as the support of Muslim countries such as Turkey, 

Malaysia and Saudi Arabia. In this way the Bosnian Muslims were represented as a part 

of an Islamic danger, a threat not just to Yugoslavia but to Europe in general. In the same 

issue which included the report from “liberated” Srebrenica, Borba included an article on 

the “Islamic Expansion” in the Scandinavian countries. Entitled “Islam is turning into a 

fiord,” the article described how in the Norwegian capital of Oslo the number of mosques 

swelled to thirty while the churches remained only fifty-four.48  

 The accusations of war crimes from abroad that started to pile after the Srebrenica 

massacre brought to the fore anti-Western feelings common to the fascistic movements in 

Eastern Europe. The arguments against the West were not deliberative, as for example in 

the discourse of Noam Chomsky, but hostile, aggressive and conspiratorial. When the 
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UN special rapporteur for human rights, former dissident, and ex- Prime Minster of 

Poland, Tadeusz Mazowiecki announced that the Bosnian Serbs committed “barbaric 

acts,” Nasa Borba reported it immediately.49 On the other hand, Borba ridiculed him in 

caricatures and claimed that he is advancing his career through lies. The newspaper 

argued that if it was not for the Serbs Mazowiecki would have had to work “for some 

Catholic weekly in Poland.” He was described as being: 

the specialist in accusing the Serbs in human rights violations against Croats, 

Muslims, Albanians, Hungarians  and all the other nationalities on the territory of 

former Yugoslavia from Vardar to Triglav! If he is dispatched to Tibet, Greenland 

or Rwanda, he will find evidence of Serbian barbarities there as well. Soon he 

would probably blame the Serbs for the disappearance of the dinosaurs.50 

When the Hague issued verdicts for the Bosnian Serb leaders Radovan Karadzic 

and Ratko Mladic, Borba did not provide details of the accusations, but instead attacked 

the ICTY chief prosecutor: “Richard Gladstone is a white human rights devotee from 

South Africa. And it is well known how righteous the whites were in South Africa just up 

until yesterday.”51 

The Fall of Krajina in the Serbian Press 
 
Nasa Borba was also critical of the West, but not aggressive and personal. The 

opposition newspaper condemned the West and the U.S. in particular during the Krajina 

crisis. The Serbs in the Krajina region of Croatia had established their statet—the Serbian 
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Republic of Krajina (RSK) since 1991. On August 5, 1995, more than 200,000 Serbs 

from the Krajina area were ethnically cleansed by the Croat Army. Hundreds were killed 

and the crisis is regarded as Europe’s largest refugee exodus since World War II. 

Both Nasa Borba and Borba were deeply affected by the fall of Krajina and 

presented the situation as catastrophic. In contrast, the Washington Post and the New 

York Times, described it as a “window of opportunity” or a “triumph that has altered the 

Balkan balance of power.”52 Few journalists, such as Charles Krauthammer of the 

Washington Post criticized the attack:  

Where is the call to action on behalf of today’s pitiful victims? Where were the 

columnists, the senators, the other postures who excoriate the West for standing 

by when Bosnian Muslims are victimized and are silent when the victim of the 

day is Serb? Why no anguish over the fall of Krajina, a region the Serbs have 

inhabited for 500 years, longer than we have inhabited North America? Ethnic 

cleansing will be tolerated if it might help end the war. There is either one moral 

standard regarding ethnic cleansing or none.53 

In both Serbian newspapers, “World,” “Economy,” “Culture,” “Sports,” and 

“Entertainment” sections disappeared to be replaced by reports from the refugee column. 

Similarly to the Srebrenica crisis, Nasa Borba used diverse sources to describe the 

extremely dangerous situation of the refugees. However, the interviews with them were 

the real reason why Nasa Borba’s coverage of the crisis was intense. For example, one 
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refugee claimed that grenades fell constantly over the column and one hit a car close to 

his own. Two women and a child trapped inside burned to death in front of his eyes. 

Other interviewees recounted how the Croatian soldiers indulged in a rampage of killing, 

looting and burning as soon as they entered Serbian towns and villages. A young girl 

described how her parents and sister had been slaughtered before she managed to run 

away.54  

During the Krajina crisis, the coverage of Borba and Nasa Borba was similar with 

respect to the understanding of the U.S. involvement in the crisis. In its special Sunday 

edition which was printed to announce the fall of Krajina, Nasa Borba reported that two 

American planes destroyed Serbian radar stations around the rebel republic capital Knin. 

When reports of shelling, burning and plundering appeared, the EU condemned Croatia. 

In response to the criticism Croatia’s Foreign Minister, Mate Granic, announced at a 

meeting in Geneva that the “USA advised Croatia how to accomplish a massive attack on 

the Serbs in Krajina and it approved the operation.”55 The apparent U.S. involvement 

changed the line of reporting in Nasa Borba. Before the crisis, Nasa Borba was full of 

criticism directed at Milosevic and never discussed the role of the U.S. or the EU. 

However, a week into the exodus, an article by the Editor-in-Chief, Gordana Logar, 

signaled a change. Logar condemned the U.S. not only for its support and approval of the 

attack, but also for ignoring the human rights violations committed by the Croatian 

Army: “Is an ethnic cleansing equal to the Holocaust when the Serbs do it, while justice 
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when others do it?”56 Criticism against Milosevic remained prevalent on the pages of 

Nasa Borba in the form of the bitter opinions of Serb refugees who thought that he 

betrayed them, the letters of readers who criticized him, the statements of non-

government organizations, and in the form of many caricatures. But after the crisis, 

American politicians started being portrayed as “ignorant” because they divided the 

people of the former Yugoslavia between the “good” and the “bad” guys just like in a 

“cowboy film,” as Logar wrote.57 

Nasa Borba’s criticism of the U.S. was civil and deliberative, rather than 

reactionary. The criticism was justified in light of the evidence on the ground. In fact, 

Ante Gotovina, the general who commanded the army in Krajina, warned that he “would 

expose the US secret services’ role in Operation Storm” if captured.58 Nasa Borba could 

not remain uncritical of the U.S. because the crisis directly affected the paper. As of 

August 14, 1995, 8,000 refugees reached the city of Novi Sad.  Two days later the 

number swelled to 45,000. Local schools and stadiums were packed with displaced 

people and the newspaper’s pages dedicated to local news and cultural events turned into 

a space where refugees posted information of their whereabouts in order to find family 

members. 
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Hrvatsko Slovo: The Fascist Croatian Weekly  
 
The Croatian nationalist weekly of culture Hrvatsko Slovo, reacted to the news 

about atrocities in Krajina in a similar manner to the way the Serbian Borba reacted to the 

accusations of war crimes in Srebrenica. Pure racism was even more prevalent than the 

hatred towards Bosnian Muslims expressed in the Serb nationalist newspaper. Thompson 

accurately describes some of the writings of this weekly as imbued with “fascistic 

ardour,” and provides as an example an excerpt written by one of its prolific columnists, 

Maja Freundlich: “a genuine, new and fresh political spirit will arise in the nation which 

has been cleansed and purified by its losses and suffering.”59 Openly racist, Freundlich 

would often express anti-Serb views: “A Croatian soldier once told me, thank God we 

can’t understand the Serbs, because if we did understand their evildoing it would mean 

that our brains worked in the same way, it would mean we were like them.”60 Similarly, 

in an article entitled “The War against the Savages,” the editor-in-chief of Hrvatsko Slovo 

described the Serbs as “primitive savages who defend their totem: the Serbian flag.”61 

Like Borba, Hrvatsko Slovo exploited collective memory and linked 

contemporary events to World War II. When Western Slavonia, a Serb breakaway region, 

fell to the Croats, Hrvatsko Slovo’s front-page declared a “Victory over Fascism.” 

Dubravko Horvatic, the weekly editor explained that while Europe celebrated the fiftieth 

anniversary of the victory over fascism, Croatia was still fighting it. According to him the 
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Croats “liberated” Western Slavonia from the “red fascism”, which since 1990 “showed 

its monstrous face” by committing genocide against the Croats.62 He argued that the 

Croatian people should ignore the accusations of war crimes from abroad and instead 

must remember the “awful acts which others inflicted on us.”63 Like Borba, the Croatian 

weekly emphasized the wickedness of the recently defeated enemy which on its way out 

destroyed Croatian property, buried wells, and burned and plundered homes. Also similar 

to the reports in Borba which emphasized the desecration of the Srebrenica Christian 

Orthodox church by the Bosnian Muslim livestock, Hrvatsko Slovo discussed the 

destruction of cathedrals and Catholic relics. 

Racism and collective memory were very often intertwined. On June 30, in a 

front-page article entitled, “The Darkness of Forgetting,” the editor-in-chief argued that 

the Croats should not forget the atrocities committed against them and should deny 

schooling to Serbian children in the recently defeated region of Western Slavonia: 

As Hermann Hesse said, ‘human’s struggle for survival strengthens his ability to 

forget. Similarly forgetting helps him to survive.’ In addition, there is also 

forceful forgetfulness. Serbian chiefs in the parliament of the Republic of Croatia, 

who ‘forgot’ that during the last four years Western Slavonia was supposed to be 

a part of the Republic of Croatia, now, less than two months after its genuine 

liberation, arrogantly raise the question of schooling of Serbian children in the 

area. Those who forgot Vukovar, Beli Manastir, Dalj, Erdut…and other martyr’s 
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places believe that the people in Zagreb are stupid and that the Herzegovina 

Croats are dumb.64 

When the entire RSK fell and more than 200,000 were displaced, the weekly 

described the operation as a “Victory against the Serbian Reich.” Horvatic, who claimed 

that he cried from joy when the RSK fell, said that the operation was not an aggression, 

but a “liberation” of Croatian national and state territory. Then, as usual, Horvatic turned 

to history to describe how in 1941, the Serbs burned alive a Catholic priest and cut the 

head off another one to place it on a pole as a display.  He also argued that since 1991, 

the Serbian “terrorists” killed and destroyed everything Croatian “from children in 

wombs to graveyards.” Hence they had no right to raise the question of their minority 

rights because, as the title of the article indicated, “In Croatia There is Only a Croatian 

Question.”65  

The ethnic cleansing in Croatia drew some attention from the West, although 

certainly not as much as the Srebrenica massacre. The weekly countered media and UN 

accusations of war crimes, and Horvatic explained that the Krajina Serbs were not 

“exiles” but “escapists” and “looters“ who left Croatia loaded with “booty.”66 The issue 

of the difference between “looters” and “refugees” became a major topic of the weekly 

along with the reactionary attacks of the West. The UN representative, Mazowiecki was 

once again the target. As in Borba, the attacks against him were vicious and personal. He 
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was accused of “hanging out” with Serbs and participating in “drunk orgies.”67 The 

senior UN envoy, Yasushi Akashi, who also raised criticism over Croatia’s actions, was 

described by the weekly as a “useless Japanese without a permanent residence,” a “mean 

evildoer,” and along with the UN mediator Thorvald Stoltenberg was depicted as “either 

incapable or infinitely stupid or rather both.”68   

  Collective Memory and the Press in Yugoslavia 
 
The importance of history and collective memory of the Second World War was 

discernible not only in the Croatian and the Serbian nationalist newspapers, but also in 

oppositional ones. Foreign observers noticed this phenomenon and often found it strange. 

The last U.S. ambassador to Yugoslavia, Warren Zimmerman described it as an 

“obsession with history.”69 Vulliamy is also frustrated by his encounters with history 

during his coverage of the war: “With what becomes either an irksome or terrifying 

tedium, history dominates every interview in the Bosnian war. The answer to a question 

to a Serb about a Serbian artillery attack yesterday will begin in the year 925 and is 

invariably illustrated with maps.”70 

It is for this reason, that Tismaneanu criticizes the fact that “The avalanche of 

studies and reports about the emergence of markets and Western-style institutions have 

tended to dismiss the role of political traditions, memories, and deeply entrenched 
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attitudes—in one word, the role of political culture.”71 The collective memory of the 

Eastern European societies, including Yugoslav, has been sanitized by Leninist 

indoctrination. It is for this reason that in 1989, the delayed coming to terms with World 

War II erupted with full force. This phenomenon seemed “obsessive” and anachronistic 

to observers in the West, but this was not the case locally. During the years of 

Communism, the memory of the Second World War was restricted to the discussion of 

the heroic armed struggle of the righteous partisans against the German invaders. Except 

for Nazis atrocities, the injustices committed on all sides were suppressed by the new 

doctrine of “brotherhood and unity” to prevent grievances from hindering the creation of 

the multiethnic communist federal state. Attempts to address mass murders were treated 

as “nationalist deviations.”72 For example, Ustasha’s terror against the Serbs “had been 

suppressed in schools and in public knowledge during Tito’s rule.”73 This was a serious 

omission since the number of Serbs killed by the regime “surely surpasses 300,000 men, 

women, and children.”74  

Another unreconciled grievance was the “Bleiburg massacre.” In April and May 

1945, Ustasha, Slovenian White Guard, and Chetnik units who attempted to leave the 

country were handed back by the British army to Tito’s partisans. In what Lampe 

describes as a “supremely unjudicial process,” upwards of 30,000 guilty of 
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“collaboration” but not war crimes were shot in the Slovenian forests at Bleiburg and 

Kocevski Rog, in “acts never acknowledged officially until the last years of the second 

Yugoslavia.”75 Among the executed were many Catholic priests, a fact which Hrvatsko 

Slovo’s editor would obsessively bring up costantly. 

The Ustashe terror and the Bleiburg massacre are just two episodes of a long list 

of censored atrocities. The executions of the Serbian “Chetnik” movement leader, Draza 

Mihaiolvic, along with thousands of his supporters by the Communists are another 

example. The memories of the massacres against Serbs carried by Bosnian Muslim 

Handzar and Scimitar Divisions established directly by SS chief Henrich Himmler were 

also repressed.76  

It is for this reason that Tismaneanu argues that decommunization in countries 

with a history of an extreme right-wing authoritarian past (such as Slovakia, Serbia, 

Croatia, Hungary, Poland, and Romania), must not only involve the discussion of crimes 

by the Stalinist regimes, but also needs to come to terms with legacies of “anti-Semitism, 

intolerance, and Christian fundamentalism (Orthodox and Catholic).”77 One-tenth of the 

Yugoslav population—1,700,000 people—was killed in combat, mass murders, or 

concentration camps during World War II. Three million families were “directly involved 

in or tragically affected by the atrocities of a war fueled by both internal and external 
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forces of hatred.”78 Hence it is not surprising that less than fifty years after World War II, 

collective memories resurfaced in the public sphere.  

  Unfortunately, in Yugoslavia coming to terms with formerly repressed memories 

under the umbrella of “nationalist deviations” was not conciliatory. In fact, the violence 

of the Second World War seemed to be reenacted, or as Konrad explains: “Young men 

are playing war again…Grandson has taken up where grandfather left off: village against 

village. They’ve all seen no end to partisan film.”79 In other words, in Yugoslavia 

collective memory turned into a regressive rather than progressive force. 

Symbols and myths related to the Second World War were omnipresent in the 

political culture of Yugoslavia as evidenced by the local press coverage of Yugoslavia’s 

collapse. Endless accusations of fascism appeared on the pages of both the Croatian and 

Serbian newspapers examined in this study. The painful collective memory of German 

occupation during World War II affected both Borba and Nasa Borba especially when 

the German parliament approved the deployment of the Rapid Reaction Force. Both 

Hrvatsko Slovo and Borba covered commemorations of World War II atrocities, and 

argued that the fight was not over.  

Pre-World War II historical facts and myths, suppressed during the communist 

regimes also appeared. During the war in Bosnia, Bosnian Muslims were linked to a pan-

Islamic jihadist movement which wanted to Islamize the entirety of Europe. This tapped 

into the popular story of the Ottoman legacy of Islamization. In Serbia, public 

intellectuals such as Nobel-prize winning novelist Ivo Andric crystallized the myth of 
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violent, forceful conversion from Christianity to Islam, the official religion of the 

Ottoman Empire. Mythologized notions of coercion and blood tribute resurfaced after the 

fall of the communist regime. The “Muslims” were represented as an “imminent danger” 

posed by “Radical Islam, to European civilization as embodied by the Serbs.”80 In this 

way “stereotypes and myths about religious conversions were in the Serbian case crucial 

in constructing the image of neighboring peoples as renegades, dissidents, and cowards, 

with all the detrimental consequences that followed.”81  

Borba tapped into the negative sentiments that Islamization produced by linking 

the Bosnian Muslims to the pan-Islamic movement. The support of Arab countries was 

constantly brought to the fore along with other Islamic “threats.” Thus it comes as no 

surprise that the leader of the Bosnian Serbs, Radovan Karadzic described the Bosnian 

war as a genuine crusade against Islam or as “Europe’s last anti-colonialist war.”82 It is 

also not astonishing that after capturing Srebrenica and decimating its male population, 

the military leader of the Bosnian Serbs, and the most wanted suspect from the wars, 

Ratko Mladic, presented the take-over of the town as an act of revenge by the Serbs for 

the defeat they suffered at the hands of the Turks during the First Serbian Uprising (1804-

1813). On national television he declared: “We present this city to the Serbian people as a 
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gift. Finally, after the rebellion against the dahije [local janissary leaders] the time has 

come to take revenge on the Turks in this region.”83 

Both Borba and Hrvatsko Slovo (ab)used collective memory in their discourse on 

the wars. Describing the “other” as a fascist (correctly or not), along with 

commemoration of the Second World War fight against fascism deepened the division 

between former neighbors. The threat to one’s own religion was also brought to the fore 

and every issue of Hrvatsko Slovo featured a picture of a destroyed Catholic relic or 

cathedral. There was no need for explanation. The reader was already aware that the 

Serbs did it. The emphasis on a descending Islamic wave on the pages of Borba also 

aimed to communicate the threat to Christianity. Along with exploiting religious 

perceptions and collective memory, purely racist sentiments served to deepen the division 

with the “other” on the level of beliefs, feelings and emotions. All this was supplemented 

by a conspiratorial, reactionary and aggressive attitude toward the West and the United 

States in particular. In this way, accusations of war crimes were represented as 

conspiracies and plots against Croatia and Serbia (ironically sometimes against both at 

the same time as in the case of Tadeusz Mazowiecki). It was within this environment, 

framed by the appeals of professional anti-nationalist media such as Nasa Borba, that war 

crimes took place. 

 
83. Xavier Bougarel, “Death and the Nationalist,” in The New Bosnian Mosaic, 

142. 



Chapter 5: Conclusion 
 
 What took place in Yugoslavia was a complex and multilayered process of 

dividing and transforming not only people and territories, but also memories, sentiments, 

and affects. Contrary to the popular argument about “ancient hatreds,” the people in 

Southeastern Europe coexisted peacefully for centuries. In fact in places like Sarajevo 

even the war could not completely destroy the ethnic mixture. The integration of 

Yugoslav society could not be captured by Western notions of “multiculturalism.” This is 

epitomized in Richard Perle’s experience in post-war Sarajevo. The former assistant 

Secretary of Defense under Reagan, was taken on a tour around the city by a young 

Bosnian Muslim:  

 Perle asked the man to point out the Serb neighborhoods and the Muslim 

neighborhoods and Croat neighborhoods. The young man told him there were no 

neighborhoods, they were completely integrated. ‘Sarajevo was more integrated 

than Washington D.C.,’ Perle said. ‘They shared the same cafes, listened to the 

same music, and went to the same restaurants, the same schools. Any distinctions 

were based on income and education and so forth. Not on ethnic lines.’”1  

It was this coexistence that had to be destroyed (unsuccessfully in this case) in 

order for a nation state to exist. In the most ethnically mixed republic, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, only 18 out of 106 municipalities had populations of 80 percent or more of 

                                                            

113 
 

1. Alan Weisman, Prince of Darkness, Richard Perle: The Kingdom, the Power 
and the End of Empire in America (New York: Union Square Press, 2007), 132. 



a single group.2 It is hard to imagine how perceptions changed to completely transform 

borders, people, language, media and every other aspect of public life. It is precisely for 

this reason that a micropolitical analysis which traces the ruptures of the collective 

psyche in this period of intense transformation in Eastern Europe is needed. It captures 

the omissions of cultural and historical narratives that tell us additional yet salient stories 

of the sociopolitical contexts in which communal violence takes place. Macropolitical 

analyses are important for us to understand the way international and statist structures 

and institutions affect social space, but the local and subaltern specificities also need to 

be studied because they affect the global most recently exemplified by the conflict in 

South Ossetia, population 70,000. These phenomena call for a “new framework, beyond 

international law” that can “confront this global civil war.”3  

 What this study attempts to show is that endogenous phenomena such as the 

politicization of cultural identities and historical facts and myths create environments that 

are conducive of exterminating the “other.” From the outside, this type of conflicts seems 

remote. But local political culture connected with collective action is what fuels it and 

has direct effect on the global level. Collective action cannot be reduced to the study of 

macroeconomics, international factors and leaders. Drakulic perfectly captures this: “No 

graphics, drawings or maps can be of any genuine help, because the burden of the past –

symbols, fears, national heroes, mythologies, folksongs, gestures and looks, everything 
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that makes up the irrational and, buried deep in our subconscious, threatens to erupt any 

day now –simply cannot be explained.”4  

 Thus the goal of this study is to fill a gap frequently left open when war crimes 

are studied. Keen suggests, “what is most conspicuously missing, very often, is any 

detailed analysis of the relationship between the people who are not engaged in fighting 

and those carrying out or orchestrating acts of violence.”5 This question is left out not 

only because it is very complicated, but also because “the idea that a society or a political 

collective might be guilty, while it is often used in political rhetoric, makes no sense as a 

legal idea.”6 This study tries to bridge this gap, at least partially, in the case of 

Yugoslavia by explaining local grassroots phenomena and cultural and historical 

subtleties that are micropolitical but salient in adding to our understanding of the tragedy. 

 In this thesis, the search for the micropolitical phenomena at the local level, have 

resulted in a discussion of the “grassroots.” In the United States, “grassroots” connotes a 

bottom-up, progressive movement for change. In contrast, in light of the tragic events in 

Yugoslavia, the word has a negative meaning because it is used in regards to bottom-up 

fascistic movements that fragmented, transformed and created states from below.  

 The web of culture, history, nation-state building, and a new unmapped era of 

transition does not permit for a simple true or false answer on the emergence of 
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subliminal violence. Instead the multilayered nature of the environment in which war 

crimes are committed calls for a transdisciplinary approach that incorporates 

sociocultural, philosophical, political, psychoanalytic, ethnographic, economic and 

deconstructive perspectives. Theory, from the Greek word theorin “to look at,” is of 

particular importance in bringing us closer to an understanding of mass murder and 

genocide in the context of a globalized, changing and chaotic world. Theory, Michel 

Foucault contends, can be used as a “tool box” from which we can borrow “tools” and 

apply them to other disciplines and practical issues. Using Foucault’s notions of power 

and Deleuze’s and Guattari’s concepts of micropolitics and microfascism, this study 

explains the rise of fascist movements in Yugoslavia and the simultaneous change of 

perceptions of the ‘other’ in the public arena. What these concepts help us to see is that 

grassroots, popular, anti-West, fascistic movements immersed in an unstable environment 

with a public sphere abundant in unreconciled historical grievances and painful collective 

memory, were at the center stage of a perpetual cycle of violence and revenge that took 

place in Europe in the post-Cold War era. Structural or macropolitical studies often omit 

the salience of these grassroots level sociocultural factors yet they are essential in 

creating an atmosphere hospitable to collective neuroses and extreme crimes.    

 In the case of Yugoslavia what is unclear is whether politicians create 

nationalisms, or existing nationalisms shape the political sphere. But from the 

examination of the rise of nationalist movements across Yugoslavia as phenomena 

operating on the local level, it is certainly important to note that the grassroots had a 

significant effect on political culture. Hence for example, Drakulic admits that Croatia 

gained independence “simply because millions of people loved it enough to fight and to 
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shed their blood for it practically to the death.”7 What is clear from the examination of 

public outlets such as the local press is that hatred, directly linked with historical facts, 

myths and grievances operated to create a social environment conducive of war crimes. 

The perceived threat to one’s own culture and religion fueled racism towards the “other” 

(the Islamizing Bosnian Muslim, the fascist Serb committing “culturocide”) and was 

evident in the nationalist press. Slavoj Zizek explains that “the ‘other’ against whom we 

assert our national identity always threatens us ‘from within’” and for this reason 

“nationalism itself functions as a species or a supplement to racism.”8  

 What a micropolitical analysis of “fascist nationalism” shows us is that it is 

immersed in and fueled by history and collective memory. The story of Vojislav Seselj, 

the Serbian paramilitary warlord and leader of the far-right Serbian Radical party 

illustrates perfectly the way post-communist Yugoslav fascism forged links with the past. 

Momcilo Djujic, a California resident, who during World War II commanded the Knin-

based “Chetnik” units was the oldest surviving leader of the wartime movement. In 

August 1990 he recognized Seselj as his successor as “Chetnik Vojvoda” or (Duke of the 

Chetnik Movement).9 Jailed by the communists (several times), by Milosevic (several 

times) and today by the ICTY, Seselj’s statements about Croats and Bosnian Muslims 

were essentially calls for genocide. As a leader of one of the most brutal paramilitaries, 

the “Chetnik” Movement, he forged links with and was visited on many occasions by the 

extreme Russian nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky, French far-right leader Jean-Marie Le 

                                                            
7. Drakulic, The Balkan Express, 59. 
 
8. Zizek, The Metastases of Enjoyment, 79. 
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9. Thomas, The Politics of Serbia in the 1990s, 140. 



Pen and other leaders in the fascist French National Front (FN), such as Dominique 

Chaboche.10  

 Microfascism found a fertile environment in previously repressed grievances and 

collective memory in general. This link to history and collective memory was also 

evident during the Srebrenica massacre, when the Bosnian Serb leaders represented it as a 

revenge for Ottoman atrocities dating from the 19th century, and Borba linked it to the 

struggle against “Islamic fundamentalism” and the jihadist movement. Not only national 

collective memories but also local, village memories played a role. During World War II, 

local Muslims from Srebrenica and the nearby villages joined “Ustashe” units and 

massacred local Serbs. In 1995 in the eyes of many Serbs, Bosnian Muslim villages 

around Srebrenica were still seen as “Ustashe” strongholds.11 

 The variety of local, communal, and national grievances and myths, notions of 

heroism, war folklore and militarism blended with modern forms of post-communist 

fascism. What made things worse was the fact that these processes were fueled by real 

crimes and real threatening actions. For example, Croatia’s rehabilitation of participants 

in the genocidal “Ustashe” regime and the renaming of schools, streets and squares after 

some of them, as well as the actual removal of Serbs from police precincts and positions 

of power, triggered chilling memories in the Serbs of Krajina, the first victims of the 

“Ustashe” regime during World War II. The link of tragic history and threatening present 

pushed them to break from Croatia and certainly fueled the fascism in their own ranks. In 

                                                            
10. Ibid., 219. 
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11. Gerlachlus Duijzings, “Commemorating Srebrenica: Histories of Violence and 
the Politics of Memory in Eastern Bosnia,” in The New Bosnian Mosaic: Identities, 
Memories and Moral Claims in a Post-War Society, eds. Xavier Bougarel, Elissa Helms, 
and Gerlachlus Duijzings (Aldershot, England: Ashgate, 2007), 148. 
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this way, past grievances fueled by collective memory linked with real threats to the 

community to produce an environment fertile for the growth of postcommunist Yugoslav 

fascism. 
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