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The Yugodavs are encountering difficulties along their independent road
to socialism. Will they find a way through?

Martin Myant

YUGOSLAVIA:
an Experiment In Crigsis

SINCE TITO DIED in May 1980 there
have been clear Signs of serious crisisinside
Yugodavia National tensions have resur-
faced, most dramatically in the predomin-
antly Albanian area of Kosovo where
martial law was declared for a time in the
spring of 1981. Economic problems have
multiplied, setting into reverse years of
growth. Harsh austerity measuresare eating
into people's living standards causing
growing public disillusionment. Theruling
League of Communistsisitself increasingly
pardysed by internal divisions and aloss of
confidence in the leadership.

Tito, it is clamed, led Yugodavia
towards the creation of a new 'model’ of
socidism which was based on non-align-
ment, respect for internal nationa
differences and the development of sdf-
management. There is no question that a
great ded wes achieved. The Yugodav
date held together despite its national
diverdity. It won respect around the world
as an independent diplomatic force and its
dam to be countering the bureaucratisa-
tion of society has attracted a great ded
of interest.

Nevertheless, therewereawaysunderly-
ing tensions and disappointments. Inter-
views with partisans who had fought the
Nazis in the war and took the first stepsin
building the new Yugodavia showed that
even in 1971 they were dissatisfied with
what was being achieved.! They had
believed they were fighting for a society
based on socid equality, full national
equality, the right to work and full
democracy at dl levels. Instead, they have
a society with very clear socia divisions,
continuing national conflicts, about one
million unemployed and a political system
that leaves the majority of the population
feding alienated and manipulated.

The great success that they could be
proud of was economic construction. After
the war Yugodavia was backward and
devastated. By the 1970s it was an

industrialised country. Its national income
per head is estimated to have risen from
64% of the world average in 1950 to 131%
in 1975. Thecrucial point now isthat, with
the halting of economic growth, one of the
regime's maor clams to legitimacy is
threatened.

This must mean heightened tension, but
the dangers should not be exaggerated. As
we shall see, the three elements of the
Y ugodav model—non-alignment, national
policies and self-management — can al
provide important sources of stability.

With the halting of economic
growth, one of the regime's
major claims to legitimacy is

threatened.

Reconciliation: Kruschev and Tito in Yugosavia

Nonalignment

The first, and most fundamental element,
isYugodaviasinternational orientation. In
May 1948 the ‘Cominform’' condemned the
Communist Party of Yugodavia. Thiswasa
shattering surprise to the world as
Y ugodavia had previously been seen as the
Soviegt Union's closest and most reliable
aly. So strong was Communist influencein
the resistance that Tito's partisans had

established effectivdly a one-party state
when they took power from the defeated
Nazi forces. In fact, so loyd were the
Yugodav Communists to the Soviet model
that they were even beginning the
collectivisation of agriculture.

The crucial issue was probably Stalin's
determination to consolidate a bloc under
firm Soviet hegemony. Tito — enjoying
enormous prestige because of Yugodavias
heroic struggle during the war — could
actually have been an obstacle to this and
was even thinking in terms of a federation
with Bulgaria which could have created a
farly powerful sociaist state. In response
to criticism, however, Yugodavia did not
repent. Instead it defied Soviet attempts to
starve its economy and developed an
independent stand that had not redly
existed at the time of the initial break.

Aid from the USA was essential to both
military and economic surviva in the face
of Soviet hostility in the 1950s, but there is
no evidence at dl that it had any further
influence on Yugodavias foreign policy. It
was adways understood as cynicd <Hf
interest. There was never any likelihood of
Yugodaviajoining NATO. In fact, amaor
reconciliation was achieved with the USSR
when Khrushchev visited Belgrade in 1955
and publicly accepted what had become the
crucial Yugodav demand — that different
countries had the right to find their own
roads to socialism. That was an important
change in the international communist
movement and Y ugodavia has continued to
occupy a prominent position as a firm
defender of every party'sright to determine
its own policies.

Y ugodavidsgrestest international achieve-
ment is the founding and development of
the nonaligned movement which was
intended to give a powerful voice to the
emerging 'third world' countries. It has
recently been split by a number of conflicts

! Published in the Belgrade weekly NIN 28
November 1971.
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and Yugodavia has come into sharp
disagreement with Cuba over the issue of

whether the movement could regard the
USSR asits 'natural dlay'. In the Yugodav

view, it could not. This partly reflected

disagreement with Soviet policy in Eastern

Europe and Afghanistan, and partly abelief

that the movement's sze and credibility

depended on its maintaining firm inde-

pendence from both power blocs. In no
sense did it indicate a desire to dly with

USA, but it did place Yugodavia, on this
one issue, in the same camp as the more
reactionary 'non-aligned' countries. There
is no likelihood of an abandonment of the
policy of nonalignment. It has given
Y ugodaviaimmense standing in theworld.

Rather than being a minor member of a
bloc it can present itsdf as a forcefully
independent state with aprominent rolein
aworld movement. Moreover, Tito'swhole
approach to foreign policy has greatly
strengthened the regime's domestic stand-
ing. Thereisno danger that, asin Poland, it
could be condemned by a dgnificant
section of the population smply asaforeign
imposition. Moreover, it is an orientation
that brings economic benefits. The US is
deeply concerned at the prospect of
Warsaw Pact bases on the Adriatic. Despite
Yugodavias clear opposition to US policy
around theworld, theWall Street Journal of
6 July 1982 reported that bankers had given
new loans to Yugodavia following State
Department reminders that it 'was a
friendly nation outside the Warsaw Pact'.

Nationalism

The second element of 'Titoism' is the
recognition of Y ugodaviasnational hetero-
geneity. It in fact contains Sx nations and
a number of national minorities. The
Serbs, making up 40% of the population,
had amost total dominance in pre-war
Yugodavia and this was a mgor factor
fecilitating its downfall. The Nazis could
even rely on the fascist Ustasha movement
to lead an 'independent’ Croatian state and
to take a gridy share in massacring Jews,
Serbs and anti-fascists. In developing a
resistance movement it was quite impossi-
ble smply to advocate the restoration of a
Yugodav state. In fact, in some parts of the
country Yugodavia could hardly be
mentioned at al. It wes therefore crucid
that the Yugodav Communists emphasised
that their am was a federd republic
without the pre-war ruling groups. National
and socid revolution were to be linked.

Even dfter liberation, the nationa
guestion has remained very much a live
issue. Part of the trouble is the enormous
variaions in levels of economic develop-

ment. Figures for national product per
heed dhow Sovenia amost twice the
Yugodav average and, Croatia dightly above
the average. But for Kosovo — the smdll
autonomous province within Serbia inhab-
ited largely by Albanians — the figure is
less than 30% having dropped from over
50% in 1953. Unemployment is similarly a
regional phenomenon affecting over 20% of
the workforce in Kosovo while Sovenia

they even confiscate the works
of Enver Hoxha at the border

auffersfrom alabour shortage. Government
attempts to aid the more backward regions
have typically created a fen new industries
with well-paid workers while leaving the
area as a whole undeveloped. That can
cause resentment on al sides: the backward
area wants more help while the advanced
aress fed they are making sacrifices which
are only helping a privileged minority.

Economic difficulties create the ided
environment for national tensions to
flourish. It is very easy to blame whole
nations for one's troubles especially when
thereisahistory of conflict. A mgjor plank
of Croatian nationalism today is that
economic policy in Yugodaviais cons stent-
ly unfavourable to them. That view gained
widespread acceptance in the freer atmos-
phere of the late 1960s and contributed to
massive protests in Zagreb in 1971. The
federal leadership responded very firmly,
purging an estimated 3000 people from
responsible positions, as it seemed that
even many Communist officials shared the
protesters' feelings.

The most serious troubles in terms of
duration and extent of violence erupted in
Kosovo in March 1981. Strikes and
demonstrations by young people of Alban-
ian nationality were suppressed by the
police and army leaving officidly nine
dead. Many more were arrested and im-
prisoned over the following weeks. There
were some reported demands for ‘Union
with Albania, but a more persistent and
credible demand was for Kasovo to be given
the status of arepublic withinthe Yugodav
federation which would actudly give it the
forma right to secede. The Yugodav
authorities responded by accusing the
Albanian government of stirring uptrouble:
they even confiscate the works of Enver
Hoxha at the border.

Nationalist protest in Kosovo is very
disturbing, but it does not represent an
immediate threat to the federation.
Albanians are widely regarded with
contempt and socialy ostracised so that a

repressive policy can even be welcomed by
some Yugodavs. Croatia, with its strong
Catholic church and history of 'clerico-
fascism’, is dtill potentialy the most
dangerous area of nationalist opposition,
but even that should not be exaggerated.
Despite its international terrorist acts, the
Ustasha movement has no real domestic
base. The achievements of post-war
Yugodavia have reduced it to insignifi-
cance. Nationalist fedlings up to now
typicaly relate to cdls for a better ded
within a Yugodav state, not for its
dissolution — widely seen as an invitation
for a foreign invasion.

Among the constitutional changes to
outmanoevre nationalist fedings was the
decison in 1971 to replace the President
with a collective head of state. The modd
was Switzerland where the post is held by a
member of a different national group every
year. Whether it could work so well in
Yugodavia, a country that may need an
established figure-head if it is to play a
world role, is another matter.

Sdlf-management

In domestic policy the core of the Yugodav
model is said to be 'self-management’. The
stated aims are very ambitious. It is to
'transcend aienation through the trans-
formation of working men into managers'.
In terms of Marxist theory it is to make
possible the withering awvay of the state and
its replacement by an 'association of free
producers’. Thefirst steps were taken only
after the split with the USSR. Tito argued
that Stalin's dictatorial methods in foreign
policy reflected the centralisation of power
within the Soviet Union. Self-management
was presented as Y ugodavia's dternative to
this bureaucratic system.

It is now understood to mean the
decentralisation of power in dl fidds of
Yugodav society, but its core remains
workers' councils which were firgt estab-
lished in a number of big enterprises in
1949. They do not manage directly, but
they have considerable formd powers
including the right to appoint the director
who becomes ex-officio a member of the
council. It is, however, quite clear that
self-management has not dramaticaly
altered the workers position in society and
neither has it overcome their aienation at
work. This applies both to workplace re-
presentation and to loca administration
which seems to give even less of a voice to
ordinary people.?

Managers, although nominally under the
control of aworkers' council, typicaly till
run the enterprise as 'an autocrat, a
despot'.® For them the only use for



self-management isasatransmission belt to
communicate their views to the workforce.
That is a conception fully accepted in
practice by most of the leading activists
who ddf party, trade union and <Af-
management bodies and they are quite
prepared to maintain their authority over
the workers councils by harrassing and
publicly ridiculing individual workers who
might challenge a business decision.

This is possible partly because, as
surveys have repeatedly shown, manual
workers typically do not believe that they
have the right or the ability to make a
contribution to major management deci-
sions. That attitude is actually reinforced
by aspell on aworkers' council. Up to 20%
of employees participate a some levd in
self-management bodies, where they can be
confronted with a discussion on issues of
business policy on which they lack the
expertise or background information to
contribute anything positive. They are left
feeling incompetent and even more power-
less than before.

Nevertheless, manua workers do have
fath in a very different conception of
self-management. They believe it should
express their proclaim.ed power in society
in two ways. First, they want, but do not
have, acontrol over managerial power inthe
detailed organisation of work and over the
arbitrary authoritarianism of some fore-
men: in short they want self-management
to mean a strong shop-floor organisation.

Their second desire is for a system that
can improve their material position; but
this shows up the crucia limitation of a
structure based on representation within
the individual workplace. Even weages
depend very largely on centrally decided
guidelines and on the possbility of
.government financial assistance to the
enterprise. The issue of concern most
frequently cited is housing and there the
workers' council has very little power.

Under these circumstances it is hardly
surprising that the majority of working
people are apathetic towards self-manage-
ment. It is theoretically possible to raise
any issue, but the practical problems for an
inexperienced worker in forcing a point
across at one of the infrequent general
meetings of up to 500 people are obvioudy
immense. Nevertheless, it would be wrong
to dismissself-management asirrelevant. It
has helped to give the regime greater
legitimacy. Thereisalot of pridein what is
seen asa Yugoslav achievement: it is, at the
very least, 'something more than what the
Soviet Union has'.* There must, however,
be practical obstacles to developing a f-
management system that could genuinely

represent manual workers. Those obstacles
stem from the limited nature of pluralism
in Yugodav palitical life.

Pluralism

In some respects Yugodavia is a highly
pluralistic society. There may not be fredy
competing political parties, but there are
multiplicity of decision-making centres
(enterprises, banks, parliamentary cham-
bers) and delegate structures, dl developed
aspart of the highly decentralised system of
self-management.

A centralised and strongly repressive
regime would be very difficult to establish
in view of Yugodavias post-war history.
Non-alignment has meant easy interna-
tional contacts and a fairly free flow of
ideas. National diversity has created
decision-making centres in the various
republics. Even more significantly, the
stand against Soviet domination led the
Yugodav regime to present 'Stalinism' and
bureaucracy asits enemies. It has therefore
aways been defensive about repression and
has dlowed a freer press than anywhere
ese in Eastern Europe. Masses of small
publishing businesses effectively rule out
pre-publication censorship.

Despite dl this there is one clearly
dominant organised political force — the
League of Communists. Although it
changed its name in 1952 from the
Communist Party it is still colloquialy
referred to as 'the party’, and with
considerable judtification. Although there
are different positions within it — partly
reflecting the national and socia divisions
in Yugodav society generally — it is a
centralised and disciplined organisation.
This gives it immense power precisaly
because of the fragmentation of Yugodav
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political life. It has been described as the
‘ingtitutional glue’ for the potentialy
anarchic political and economic system.
The glaring contradiction is that the
maximum decentralisation is sad to be
essential for self-management to be mean-
ingful, but that apparently cannot apply for
the most important institution of all.

Within the government structure and in
places of work, despite the constitutional
position, the party is typicaly more
powerful than self-management bodies.
There have even been cases of a party
organisation simply dissolving an existing
workers council and announcing new
elections, although strictly speaking it has
no legad power to do so. It frequently
proposes the chairperson of a workers
council who is then elected unopposed.
Moreover, it is through the smaller, more
frequent and better organised party
meetings that employees have any red
opportunity to air their complaints. It is
certainly only through the party that they
can hope to influence decisions taken
outside the enterprise.

Trade unions have a reputation for
irrelevance. One survey in 1972 reveded
that that 39% of trade union chairpersons
actually did not believe that the unions had
any independent function at all. In an effort
to reform this it was decided in the 1974
congtitution that they should be given
greater powers. Nevertheless, their rolewas

2 Yugoslav and Western research on this has been
very extensive. | have relied especialy on
Drezga, Radnicigovoreo samoupravljanju (Zagreb,
1982). The book isacollection of interviews with
self-management activists.

3 | Sifter, Direktor iskuswo i praksa (Belgrade,
1978), pl4.

4 Quoted in S Zukin, Beyond Marx and Tito
(Cambridge, 1975), p96.
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dill to be very limited centering on
proposing candidates for the workers
council, 'mediating' in strikes and paying
attention to the work environment.
Officidly the LCY is sad to be the
greatest support for self-management, and
it does appear that without it workers
councils would collapse amid the workers
apathy. There is, however, ared sensein
which it is the crucial factor constricting
organisation at the grass roots leve. It is

there has been open
speculation about a possible
Yugoslav Jaruzel ski'

tied to justifying and defending policies
decided elsawhere and its basic organisa
tions are either dominated by managers or
paralysed by splits. It may in practice be
the best representative organ but the red
point isthat no alternativeis available. The
need for oneis clearly demonstrated by the
frequent strikes which are typicaly against
arbitrary management decisions or around
demands for state assistance to raise wages.
A vigorous trade union organisation based
on strong shopfloor organisation with a
voice in sociad and economic policies could
contribute greatly to satisfying workers
aspirations.

Economic crisis

Aslong as economic growth continued and
living standards rose, this political struc-
ture did not suffer any serious threat.
Unfortunately, however, it was itsdf a
mgor cause of economic difficulties. This
pointiscrucial. Yugodaviawas boundto be
afected by the world recession. As a
non-aligned country with aminute sharein
world exports (0.5%) it could never isolate
itself from world problems.

Formally spesking it is a planned
economy but that has little meaning.
Federa planning effectivdly ended in 1965
when the republics failed to agree on
priorities. Since then each republic has
produced its own plan which is inadequate-
ly coordinated with the other republics,
and isin redlity nothing more than alist of
targets which enterprises are free to ignore.
Neither is the market mechanism an
effective control because there is no red
punishment for enterprises that fail.

This lack of control over enterprises
encouraged excessive and wagteful invest-
ment — which rose far above the 'planned'
levd in the late 1970s— and that problem
was compounded by a strategy in the 1970s
of rapid growth in basic industries such as
steel, shipbuilding, petro-chemicals and

cod. The vison was of a modern, ¢ levd the LCY wes dividing on the crucid

sdlf-contained economy, but it was dways
over-ambitious. These industries required
enormous amounts of investment and a lot
of imported equipment and components.
At the end of the decade Yugodavia was
saddled with a totally unsuitable economic
structure for the new world conditions.
The new steel and petro-chemicals indus-
tries are running at barely 50% of their
capacity.

By 1980 exports were paying for only
60% of imports. The gap was made up by
earnings from tourism, with money from
the million Y ugodavs working abroad, and
by borrowing. Debts have grown to $19bn
and 35% of export earnings are now needed
to service them. Drastic cutbacks in
imports have caused stagnation throughout
industry and cutsin living standards which
stand 15% below the 1977 level; there is
now rationing of arange of consumer goods
and fears have grown within the leadership
that they could soon face 'Polish-type'
troubles.

Political uncertainty

The Yugodav leaders have gradualy been
admitting the depth of the country's
economic problems. In July the Govern-
ment, in the face of a great ded of
reluctance, pushed through parliament a
long-term programme of economic stabilisa:
tion.

The economy is to be 'restructured' to
improve its international competitiveness.
This is to include strengthening market
disciplines and encouraging firms to sack
'superfluous’ workers. Even if this is suc-
cesful — there is no sign of awy red
change yet — the prospect is of very
serious problems for the rest of the decade.

The October LCY Central Committee
meeting — reported asthe most critical and
heated ever — showed the depth of the
resulting political problems. There were
serious doubts about the LCY's ahility to
unite around and argue for so uninspring a
programme. Public confidence was fdling
— an opinion poll in NIN showed 38%
expressing confidence in the LCY com-
pared with 74% in 1974 — and ordinary
members were feding 'ashamed' to come to
meetings where they heard of the
incompetence and corruption of leading
members of their own party. They ill did
not believe that enough had been sad to
explain who redly was responsible for the
country's crisis. The Central Committee
was deeply concerned at the prospect of a
'very painful' situation, but aso deeply
divided on the details of the stabilisation
programme itsdlf. At a more fundamental

issue of what politica changes might be
needed to restore its standing in the face of
the economic crisis.

The dominant position a the 12th
Congress in June 1982 was for continuity
with the policies of Tito and Kardelj. The
leadership clung to old certainties demand-
ing no relaxation of 'democratic centralism'’
and emphasising 'destatisation and decent-
ralisation’ as the basis for the future. This
position must be unconvincing as Hf-
management cannot overcome its wesk-
nesses without wider political changes.
The main aternative, which is being
mentioned increasingly frequently, is for
‘democratisation’. Outside the party public
discusson forums have mushroomed.
Among their active participants are
members of the former group around the
journa Praxis which was banned in 1975.
It had developed a powerful critique of
existing forms of self-management and
argued the need for the acceptance of a
permanent diversity of views within the
LCY. A dmilar view was put by party
theoretician Slobodan Inic who demanded
the cregtion of ‘'new organisational
structures'.®> He complained that the LCY
was ill rigidly centralised with 80% of
activities 'ordered’ from above. Only by
means of a substantial reform, he argued,
could it be saved from an internal crisis
of confidence.

There are magjor obstacles to such
changes. Resistance centres on the spectre
of irredentist nationalism, although it is
increasingly being argued by the leader-
ship's critics that the real feer is that the
workers may 'bang their fists on the table'.®
There have dso been clear and public
demands from army leaders for more
money to help counter possible externa
threats and 'internal processes. They are
openly concerned a the disunity of the
LCY and, asthe only institution organised
entirely at the federd level, they could play
a much bigger role in the future.

There has been open speculation about a
possible 'Yugodav Jaruzelski', but there
gtill are other options. Yugodavids eco-
nomic and political troubles are smply not
onthesamelevd asPoland's. Nevertheless,
in the past Tito and Kardeli had the
prestige to initiate reforms while holding
them within limits. The current disunited
leading group has so far been unable to
overcome its fear that fundamental political
change might invite disaster. That il
leaves it drifting towards an uncertain
future. .

® Danas (a Croatian weekly) 10 August 1982.
6 J Zupanov, Danas 1 November 1983.



