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the other hand, this peasantry managed to preserve its traditional
institutions and language owing to the millet system of the Ottoman
Empire, an administrative system that offered a basis for future
Serbian nationalism of an egalitarian nature.

The leaders and promoters of this sort of nationalism within
Serbian society were the village priests and some of the traders who
lived outside Serbia. The discontent and goals of the clergy were the
same as that of the peasantry, from which the clergy itself originated.
Within the Serbian context, dioceses claimed control over the land.
Serbian intellectuals, both inside and outside Serbia, offered a
theoretical and sophisticated framework for this sort of nationalism,
which formulated and channelled domestic ingredients in a form of
egalitarian nationalism as described above. Under these socio-
economic circumstances, it was the only form of nationalism that
could breed in Serbian society: neither a bourgeois nationalism (like
the Czechs), nor an aristocratic one (like in Poland and Hungary),
nor a bureaucratic form (as in Turkey and Greece) could have
developed there.6

This social structure underpins Serbian national programmes
and explains the brutality of the ethnic cleansing committed by the
Serbs in last hundred years. During the Balkan Wars, as well as the
recent conflicts in former Yugoslavia, paramilitary units composed
of ordinary rural Serbs were the main perpetrators of ethnic
cleansing and the destruction of the non-Serbian cultures in the
territory of former Yugoslavia.” The drafters of the Serbian national
programmes originated mostly from this social structure, a fact that
renders the full democratisation of Serbian society very difficult
even today. Despite all the tragic events in Kosovo during the seventy
6 Peter Sugar, ‘Nationalism in Eastern Europe’, in John Hutchinson and Anthony Smith (eds.), Nationalism,

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994, pp. 176-77.

7 Cf. Ivan Vekovic, ‘Prilog razumevanju etnickih sukoba na Balkanu i Kavkazu’, Republika, No. 174, Beograd,
1997; See also Philip J. Cohen, Serbia s Secret War: Propaganda and the Deceit of History, 1996, where the
author provides a chronology of and reasons for the successful implementation of the Greater Serbia project.
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eight days of NATO air strikes against Yugoslavia (March-June
1999) and the heavy damage caused to Serbian leader, Slobodan
Milosevic’s power base, the opposition in Serbia remains weak and
unable to seriously challenge the regime in Belgrade.

THE DECISIVE ROLE OF SERBIAN NATIONALISM IN THE
DESTRUCTION OF FORMER YUGOSLAVIA

An analysis of the role of Serbian nationalism in the
dissolution of Yugoslavia must invariably answer two questions:
what was the role of Serbia in the creation of Yugoslavia and was the
former Yugoslavia an artificial creature or a normal one for its time,
like the other states of the international community?

Yugoslavia’s creation in 1918 was not at all an artificial act but
in accord with the will of the South Slavs to live within one state and
in the interests of the then Great Powers (France, Great Britain and
the United States) to set up a barrier against German penetration.

The desire to live within the same state existed among the
South Slavs for almost the whole of the nineteenth century. It was
evident in the national programmes of the Croat and Slovene
nationalists, but the Serbs rejected it since it ran counter to the very
idea of a Greater Serbia. The idea of Yugoslavia intensified by mid-
World War I through the work of the Yugoslav Committee residing
in London and its contacts with the Serbian King in exile on the
Greek Island of Corfu. Immediately after the War, Italian forces,
although on the Allied side, landed on the Dalmatian coast so the
Slovenes and Croats had little choice but to ask for help from the
Serbian Army, the only regular army among the South Slavs. The
Yugoslav Committee, which represented the Austro-Hungarian
subjects of South Slavic origin, was aware that this was a prelude to
a state totally dominated by the Serbs and that this would definitely
shatter their dreams of a federal structure for the future state. On the
contrary, the Great Powers’ sympathies towards the Serbian concept
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of Yugoslavia—in fact, Greater Serbia—stemmed from their
conviction that the Serbs had given a great contribution during the
War and had been the victims of the Central Powers.8

Such a context, both internal and international, provided the
Serbs with the opportunity for a de facto revival of the medieval
empire of Tsar Dusan, totally dominated by the same political class
that ruled Serbia before the war. This fact and the favourable
international environment, where Woodrow Wilson himself believed
that Yugoslavia represented a great solution for the South Slavs,
allowed the Serbs unhindered opportunities to continue their policy
of ethnic cleansing against non-Slavs. Later, the policy was pursued
even against those who were not constitutionally defined as the
founders of that state.® The Serbian nation, nourishing the belief that
they were the dominant nation and Serbia a centre of the South
Slavs, throughout Yugoslavia’s existence strove to preserve the
centralist structure of the state. The consequences of this Serbian
stance were seen during the Second World War and again repeated
in the years 1991-95 and in Kosovo during 1998-99. At a time when
all  former communist countries were heading towards
democratisation, Serbian society and its political class struggled for
new legitimacy to maintain power. The political class in Serbia
sought to integrate ordinary Serbs into the Project of Greater Serbia,
not to defend their private property but ‘the sacred lands and
Serbdom’. The 1986 Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of
Sciences and Arts outlined this strategy precisely. The slogan ‘All
Serbs in One State’ excluded all possibilities for ordinary Serbs to
make an individual choice.

8 Cf. Dusko Sekulic., “The Creation and Dissolution of the Multinational State: The Case of Yugoslavia',
Nations and Nationalism, Vol. 3, Part 2, July 1997, pp. 165-179; Aleksa Dijilas., The Contested Country:

Yugoslavia and Communist Revolution, 1919-1933. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press 1991, pp. 3-
34; Aleksandar Pavkovic., The Fragmentation of Yugoslavia: Nationalism in a Multinational State. London:

Macmillan 1997 pp. 3-24; Mark Almond, Europe’s Backyard War. The War in the Balkans, London:
Hienemann 1994 pp. 115-120.

9 Cf. Rexhep Qosja, ‘The Albanian National Question in Serb Political Programmes during the Years 1937-
1944°, International Journal of Albanian Studies, Vol. 1, Issue 1, fall 1997. This article describes the

international factors that determined the monstrous projects for the ethnic cleansing of the Albanians and the
Bosniacs.
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The 1986 Memorandum marked the beginning of this
f Serbian society’s emotional preparation for
committing ethnic cleansing and destroying other cultures. It was the
first national programme in Yugoslavia that was based on the
standardisation of nationalistic rhetoric with a view to eliminating
other cultures. The Memorandum set in motion the terminology that
reflected the intentions of its drafters—phrases such as ‘genocide
against Serbs’, the ‘Serbian Holocaust’, ‘martyrisation’ of the Serbs,
the “Serbian tragedy of Kosovo’, the “sacred land where the Serbian
graves lay’, ‘Serbian honour’, ‘enemies of Serbia’, ‘anti-Serbian
coalition’, etc. With this action, the Serbian Academy opened a
Pandora’s box that in the years to come would prepare the terrain for

the violent removal of the non-Serbs and the territorial enlargement
of Serbia to the detriment of others. 10

The closure of the Memorandum speaks of a “readiness to be
in the service of the realisation of the tasks outlined in it and for the
sake of the dictates of history and future generations”. This shows
how the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts paved the way for a
certain policy-that of territorial expansion, with agreement or many
militari, as Dobrica Cosic himself put it-and gave Serbian discourse
an additional argument in the future fight for Greater Serbia.!! From
then onwards, it remained only an issue of the redefinition of the
identity of ordinary Serbs for the achievement of a certain social
function.!2 This social function for the ordinary Serbs had already
been designed-the unconditional realisation of the Project of Greater
Serbia. The transformation of the collective identity of the Serbs in
realising this function was speedy, as it had been at other times
10 Slavko Curuvija and Iran Todorov, “The March to War. 1980-1990",in Jasmina Udovicki and James Ridgeway,
Yugoslavia s Ethnic Nightmare, copyright 1995 by Jasmina Udovicki and James Ridgeway, pp. 84-85.

11 See more on this in Philip J. Cohen., The Complicity of Serbian Intellectuals in Genocide in the 1990s. In
Thomas Cushman and Stjepan G. Meshtrovit (eds.) This Time We Knew, New York: New York University
Press 1996, pp. 39-64.

12 For the variable nature of the collective identity and its social function depending on the circumstances, see

Virginia Tilley, ‘The Terms of Debate: Untangling Language about Ethnicity and Ethnic Movements’,
Ethnic and Racial Studies, Vol, 20, No. 3, July 1997, pp. 497-522.
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during their modern history. The rural structure and egalitarian
nature of Serbian nationalism explain this. But the Memorandum did
not foresee the international environment that, by the end of the Cold
War, changed rapidly to the detriment of the Serbs. It was the same
world, albeit different in its content, that protected Yugoslavia during
all the time of its existence and, consequently, enabled the Serbs to
rule the others and commit ethnic cleansing with impunity.

TuE MAIN FEATURES OF ETHNIC CLEANSING COMMITTED BY THE
SERBS DURING THE RECENT WARS IN YUGOSLAVIA

As can be seen from this title, we speak here only of the
features of the ethnic cleansing committed by Serbs in the territory
of former Yugoslavia in recent wars and not of those committed
carlier. For those cases, we have already mentioned the Report of the
International Commission of Inquiry, which substantiates the facts
about the excesses committed earlier by the Serbs.

It is not rare to hear that all sides in the Bosnian conflict and
elsewhere in Yugoslavia have committed excesses. That being said,
however, it is still true that the Serbs committed most of the crimes.
The planned and premeditated expulsion of the non-Serbs and the
destruction of the other cultures represent the first and most basic
characteristic of the excesses committed by the Serbs. That this is so,
it can be seen from Serbia’s preparation for war, which had military,
political, propagandistic, economic and diplomatic dimensions.!?
This preparation, at the same time, speaks of the fact that ethnic
cleansing was not a result of war, as Serbs would like it to claim but
the war’s very aim. That ethnic cleansing was orchestrated by the
Belgrade regime has been proven in a very competent way by former
UN Special Rapporteur for Human Rights in Yugoslavia, Tadeush
Mozovietzcki.l4
13 For a detailed and substantiated analysis of these preparations, see Slaven Letica, ‘The Genesis of the Current

Balkan War’, in Stjepan G. Meshtrovic (ed.), Genocide after Emotion, New York & London, 1996, pp. 91-108.
14 Alfred de Zayas, op. cit., pp. 295-296.
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Another feature is that ethnic cleansing of all non-Serbs was a
function of Serbia’s programme of territorial expansion for the
project of Greater Serbia. In this sense, the wars in Yugoslavia
should be seen as typical Clauswitzian schemes pursued by Serbia
only when other political attempts for hegemony over non-Serb
populations failed. This means that the political project of a
centralised federation, that is, of a Greater Serbia could not be
achieved by political means and were pursued through violent ones.

The last feature of Serbian ethnic cleansing is the short time-
span allotted for its execution. Two factors determined Serbian hopes
that they could achieve territorial expansion in a short period-the
huge military arsenal concentrated in Serbian hands and the lack of
manpower for the effective use of their military machinery. These
factors determined the way military force was used for achieving of
the Serbs’ main strategic goals, that is, the creation of Greater Serbia

through ethnic cleansing of all non-Serbs and the destruction of their
culture.

CoNCLUSION

Ethnic cleansing, as a means of forcefully removing a
population, appeared only when nationalism became a leading idea
and the driving force of the socio-political redefinition in Europe
after the seventeenth century. From the beginning of this century, the
Balkans witnessed most of this obscure crime and the newly formed
Orthodox-majority states  (Serbia, Bulgaria, Greece and
Montenegro) have been the main locations of the crime.

The Project of Greater Serbia set up by Garasanin (1844)
through to the Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of Sciences
and Arts of 1986, prepared the ground for the Serbian crime of 1
ethnic cleansing. It was planned and, at certain times, put into effect 3
against those territories where Serbs were not in the majority. After
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the end of Cold War, though, the Project of Greater Serbia was
shattered but not defeated once and forever.

The first feature of the ethnic cleansing committed by Serbs
during recent wars in Yugoslavia is that it was planned long before it
was carried out. The 1986 Memorandum marks the decisive turning
point in the collective redefinition of Serbian identity. This time as
well, it was done in conformity with the social structure of Serbian
society and its élite, that is, it was a function of the Project of Greater
Serbia, as was the case over last hundred years of Serbian history.

The second feature of the crime is that it was planned as a
short-term campaign, a fact determined by two factors. First, the
Serbs forcefully took possession of the armaments of former
Yugoslavia to direct them against the other populations and achieve
the creation of Greater Serbia. Second, Serbian soldiers, regular and
paramilitary forces, committed the crime in the belief that the
occupied nations and international community would stay by idly
and watch them.

Lastly, the ethnic cleansing committed by the Serbs is a
continuation of the policy of the Memorandum of 1986 but by
violent means. This means that it has been and remains a typical
Clausewitzian war. From this stems the fact that the ethnic cleansing
is not the result of War, but its very aim. Serbian movements in
Kosovo at the beginning of 1998 proved exactly this and the
international community could not continue to maintain any longer
that the causes of tragedy lie somewhere other than in the policy of
the Belgrade regime. The international community, NATO
especially, was this time determined to recall the lessons from the
past. From now onwards, Serbian society has to face the bitter reality
of being isolated to tackle the root causes of its own irrationality.
Without the help of the international community, though, the
prospects for democratisation of Serbia remain very bleak indeed.
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