
 

 

 

THE SERBO-CROAT RELATIONS OF YUGOSLAVIA 

 

Neriman Naz Taşkıran Intern TASAM 

 

 

 

1.INTRODUCTION 

2.CH1: KINGDOM OF YUGOSLAVIA AND ITS PROBLEMS 

3.CH 2: WW2 AND DESTRUCTION OF FIRST YUGOSLAVIA 

4.CH 3: SECOND YUGOSLAVIA, SOCIALIST YUGOSLAVIA 

5.CH 4: DESTRUCTION OF SECOND YUGOSLAVIA 

6.CONCLUSION 

7.REFERENCES 

BOOK ANALYSIS 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The history of Yugoslavia is a complex process shaped by unification efforts, ethnic tensions and 

foreign interventions. From the establishment of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes in 

1918 to the Socialist Federal Yugoslavia established under the leadership of Josip Broz Tito, the 

country has experienced significant political, social and economic transformations. However, 

increasing nationalism, economic crises and political instability led to the disintegration of 

Yugoslavia in the 1990s. This article examines the process from the birth of Yugoslavia to its 

collapse and how nationalism, foreign interventions and economic problems shaped the fate of the 

country. 

2. CH1: Kingdom of Yugoslavia and Its Problems 

 

First Yugoslavia  

 

The lands of Yugoslavia have been under the influence of various civilizations such as the Roman 

and Byzantine Empires since the 7th century. These lands also served as a bridge between East 

and West and were called "the land of the Southern Slavs". 1 

 

The idea of unification of the South Slavs played a crucial role, but we should know that the 

unification progress was a problematic one due to tensions between different nationalities and the 

 
1 The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive Conflict, Caner 

Sancaktar, p. 15. 



 

 

interventions of external powers. The idea of Yugoslavism, which means the unification of the 

South Slavs, firstly emerged among the Croat intellectuals in the 1830’s. 2 This idea spread among 

the Croats, Serbs and Slovens late the 18 th century. This idea first became a political reality with 

the establishment of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes after World War I. 3 The name 

of the state was changed to the Kingdom of Yugoslavia in 1929. This kingdom involved the 

territories of recently Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia, Montenegro, 

and Kosovo. 4 This was the first succession of Yugoslav nations unification under the one state.  

The insistence of Serbia and the Serbian royal family created a unitary centralized constitutional 

monarchy regime during the process of its establishment. 5 The monarchy was given to the Serbian 

Karadordevic dynasty. 6 The majority of the government, parliament, bureaucracy and military 

were in the hands of Serbs. The power of the Serbs in every important level was bothering other 

nations in Yugoslavia. The greatest opposition came from the Croats who were the country's 

second largest ethnic group. Croats strongly demanded that the centralist unitary structure of the 

state be transformed into a federation. 7 An agreement was reached between Croats and the Serbs. 

According to this agreement, Serbs gave a wide political autonomy to Croatia in the borders of 

Yugoslavia and a short temper solution was found. However, this agreement did not last long. In 

April 1941, the fascist German-Italian alliance invaded Yugoslavia and the country was entered 

into war. 8  

Era of Josip Broz Tito and Federalism in Yugoslavia 

Josip Broz Tito was the most important leader that unified Yugoslavia. He ruled the state between 

1945 to 1980 which was his death. 9 During this period, there were significant changes in the 

political, economic, and social structure of Yugoslavia. YCP and Tito were formed in Yugoslavia 

on a federal basis to fight against nationalism and try to keep the nations. 10 Each federated republic 

had its own legislative, executive and judicial bodies and enjoyed very broad socio-cultural 

autonomy. 11This autonomy aimed to ensure that each nation exercised its cultural rights, 

especially the right to education in its own language. Tito tried to prevent nationalist politicians 

from organizing and rising. However, after his death in 1980, nationalist movements gained 

strength again. The principle of "brotherhood and unity" aimed to promote equality and solidarity 

 
2 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 52.  
3 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 52.  
4 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 52.  
5 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 53.  
6 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 53.  
7 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 53.  
8 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 53.  
9 The Dissolution Of Yugoslavia In The Balkans And The Dayton Peace Treaty, Batı-Tunbul, p. 76. 
10 The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive Conflict 
11 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 54. 



 

 

between different ethnic groups. However, despite this ideology, ethnic tensions and nationalisms 

continued to exist within the country to all effort. 12 Tito positioned Yugoslavia as a balance 

between the Eastern and Western blocs and played an important role in the establishment of the 

Non-Aligned Movement in 1961. This movement brought together countries that did not want to 

be between the two blocks during the Cold War and increased the importance of Yugoslavia in the 

international sphere. 13 Yugoslavia embraced a socialist economic system, but also included some 

elements of a market economy. The country has tried to eliminate regional inequalities and achieve 

economic development. However, after Tito's death, the economic crisis strengthened  and 

contributed to the dissolution of the country. 14 After the death of Tito, the country entered a 

process of dissolution which would result in the breakdown of Yugoslavia in the 1990s. Croatia 

and Slovenia were the first states that declared independence from Yugoslavia in 1991. This 

declared independence would lead to enormous civil conflicts. Later Macedonia in 1991, Bosnia-

Herzegovina in 1992, Montenegro and Serbia in 2006, and Kosovo in 2008. 15  

It is stated that Serbian nationalism, as well as the conflicts between different ethnic and religious 

groups in the country, played a crucial role in the dissolution of Yugoslavia. In particular, Slobodan 

Milosevic's leadership and policies in Serbia led to reactions in other federal states. The nickname 

of Slobodan Milosevic was ‘Serbian Butcher’. 16 

Also, Croatian nationalism was also effective in the dissolution of Yugoslavia as much as Serbia. 

The Croatian nationalist movement, led by Franjo Tudjman, played an important role in Croatia's 

independence, and then became effective in the Bosnian War with its "Greater Croatia" ideal. 17  

We should emphasize the failure of the European Community (EC) to stop the civil war. It has 

been stated that the EU was lacking to American policies during this period and this situation 

caused genocide of thousands of people.  

 

3. CH 2: WW2 and Destruction of First Yugoslavia 

 

The day of April 6 1941, German aircraft bombed Belgrade which was the first concrete action to 

indicate the beginning of the occupation of Yugoslavia in World War II. On April 17, Yugoslavia 

surrendered and the country was dismembered by Germany and Italy. 18 Germany occupied Serbia 

 
12 A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 135.  
13 The Dissolution Of Yugoslavia In The Balkans And The Dayton Peace Treaty, Batı-Tunbul, p. 77. 
14 A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 183.  
15  Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 55.  
16  The Dissolution Of Yugoslavia In The Balkans And The Dayton Peace Treaty, Batı-Tunbul, p. 78. 
17 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 56. 
18  A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 125. 



 

 

and Banat, while annexing northern Slovenia. Italy received southern Slovenia, Dalmatia and 

Montenegro. In Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, the Independent State of Croatia (NDH) was 

established. 19Kosovo and western Macedonia were given to Albania, which was under Italian 

protection. Bulgaria took eastern Macedonia, while Hungary entered the region between the Tisza, 

Danube and Mur rivers. 20  

 

The sovereignty that Croatia had been waiting for a long time was just a nationalistic dream. Both 

Hitler and Mussolini viewed the country as an occupied territory and drew a border through their 

territory. 21 Berlin used its diplomatic corps and the German General Representative to exert great 

political influence over racial, economic, and military policy. In the Protocols of Rome, Pavelić 

was forced to abandon a large part of the Dalmatian coast and the Bay of Kotor to Italy on 18 May 

1941.  

 

The German military government was established in Serbia under the Milan Nedić regime. By 

controlling the mines and railways in Serbia, the Germans incorporated the country into their war 

economy. The Germans also used great violence to suppress resistance in the areas they occupied. 

The German army mass executed civilians as "retaliation" for the attacks. 22 The Italians also used 

similar violence in the regions they occupied. Anti-Slavic sentiments and colonial experiences in 

Africa shaped Italian officers' attitudes towards Balkan  such as inferior people. 23  

 

During the occupation process, three armed forces emerged in Yugoslavia who were the 

Communist Party of Yugoslavia Partisan Army (CPY), the Croatian Ustasha Army and the Serbian 

Chetnik Army. 24 There was a violent civil war because of the three distinct nations. With the help 

of Germany, the Independent Croatian State was established in 1941 and continued ıntil the 1945 

due to Communist Party. Ustasha armed forces carried out ethnic cleansing of Serbs, Jews, Roma 

and Bosnians throughout the war.  Yugoslavia established not only against invader commanders 

but also Ustashas and Chetniks.25  

 

Ustasha Movement 

 

It means that extreme right ideology is based on Croatian discrimination. The Ustasha Movement 

was influenced by Italian and German fascism and it appealed in the 19 th century which focused 

 
19  A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 125. 
20  A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 125.  
21  A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 126. 
22   A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 126. 
23   A history of Yugoslavia, Calic, p. 126. 
24 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 53.  
25 Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, Caner Sancaktar, p 54.  



 

 

on Greater Croatia. 26 It includes anti-Serb, anti-communist and anti-liberalism. The goal was the 

homogenous Croatia state which includes the areas of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro and some 

parts of Vojvovina. The movement used the tools of leader principle, violence and paramilitary 

units. 27 In 1927, after the prohibition of Croatian nationalism by King Alexander, many party 

members exiled abroad and established an underground organization which was fascist and 

discriminative under the leadership of Ante Pavelics. 28  

 

After the German-Italian occupation, the Ustasha movement found a chance to establish the 

Greater Croatia dream which contains an ethnically homogenous state. Croatian fascist imposed a 

gradual campaign against Serbs, Jews, Romans and Bosnians. 29 The Independent State of Croatia 

(NDH) was created in the areas in Croatia and Bosnia Herzegovina. The Ustasha Movement 

created the Independent State of Croatia by the assistance of Germany which only sustained until 

1945. 30 This regime applied the ethnic cleansing policy to the Jews, Serbs, Romans and Bosnias. 

However, to the Ustashas, Pavelic was a national hero and the Ustasha Organization was the prior 

form of future Greater Croatia.  Also they stated that the mass massacres were made up by the 

Serbs and communist-titoist regime which aimed at the humiliation of Croatian nationalism. 31 

 

Later, Franjo Tudjman and the Croatian Democratic Union embraced the Ustasha Movement. 

Tudjman also regarded Ustasha as the organization of the nation and Pavelic as a national hero for 

the Croats. The Ustasha facism revived in the 1990’s. 32 

 

 

The Chetnik Movement  

 

The Chetnik Movement was the most important and influential action for Serbian nationalism. 33 

It actually means bands of irregular guerrilla fighters against the Ustasha Movement. These bands 

were established under Draza Mihailovic. 34  The aim of the Chetnik Movement was Greater Serbia 

after the liberation of the state from Germans and Italians. 35 It was also anti-Croat, anti-communist 

 
26  Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p. 76.  
27 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.112. 
28 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.112. 
29 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.127. 
30 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 54.  
31 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 54.  
32 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 56. 
33 Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p.88.   
34 Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p.88.   
35 Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p.89.  



 

 

and anti-Bosniak which means all the obstacles to the establishment of Greater Serbia. They aimed 

to reestablish the old Serbian governance structure against the internal and external conflicts. They 

planned the ethnic base forced mobility of approximately 70% of Yugoslavia. The Chetniks saw 

themselves as saviors of Serb nation such as the Ushashas in the Croat nation. First conflict started 

with the partisans which turned into a civil war in 1941. With the cooperation with the Italian 

invader officials, they established territorial autonomous organs. In the 1980’s, the Chetniks arose 

as the modern Serbian resistance movement. They revitalized as the savior in the popular culture.  

 

Yugoslav Communist Party and the Partisan Movement 

 

The Yugoslav Communist Party (YCP) played a very important role in the political history of 

Yugoslavia and was instrumental in both the founding and dissolution of the country. They 

embraced the aim of uniting the South Slavic peoples and eliminating capitalism. In its early years, 

the party saw the Yugoslavian state as a product of Western imperialism and claimed that the 

Serbian bourgeoisie was oppressing the South Slavic peoples. In the third congress in 1924, YCP 

accepted that Serbs, Croats and Slovenes were different peoples and defended the right of all 

peoples to self-determination. 36  In 1935, in the face of the danger of fascist aggression, the YCP 

changed its stance towards supporting the existence of Yugoslavia and establishing a federal state 

on the model of the Soviet Union. YCP played a crucial role in the fight against Nazi occupation 

during World War II and organized the resistance by establishing the Partisan Army. After the 

war, the YCP established the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) under the 

leadership of Josip Broz Tito.  

 

YCP was the first real party in Yugoslavia. Firstly they were against any level of nationality that 

damages Yugoslavia. They stated that the conflict between Croats and Serbs was a pattern that 

weakened the idea of Yugoslavia as a state. Secondly, all the members of YCP came from different 

ethnicities and nationalities. The party for all Yugoslavia not a particular nation. Thirdly they 

understand that every nation has the self determination right in the socialist and federal Yugoslavia 

with the conflict between Croats and Serbs. 37 

 

We can mention that the Partisan Movement was the first real resistance against Axis occupation.38 

The movement did not focus on particular nations such as the YCP, all Yugoslav nations were part 

of the resistance as one. The most important partisans fought against occupying forces without 

their guards down and never collaborated with the occupied forces unlike Chetniks or Ustashas. 

They not only fought with the occupiers but also with the Chetniks and Ustashas to protect the 

 
36 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.82. 
37 Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p.96.  
38 Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p.96.  



 

 

state. Lastly the Partisan Movement, unlike the Yugoslav government in exile,  did not comply 

with London in order to benefit.39  

 

During WW2, the party demanded the neutrality of Yugoslavia from the Cvetkovic-Macek 

government. They run a campaign to protest the Tripartite Pact. The party yielded to establish an 

alliance with the USSR. The goal was firstly the liberation of the state then achieving a socialist 

regime in Yugoslavia. The party fought against Axis powers, the Chetniks, the Ustashas and 

puppet Nedic government which was governed by the German assistance.  

 

People's Liberation Committees were established as temporary state bodies in the occupied 

territories, as an important part of the partisan movement in Yugoslavia. Their main purpose is to 

maintain order in the areas liberated from occupation, provide supplies, redistribute lands and 

provide necessities to people. The committees were seen as a means of legitimizing the socialist 

revolution and transforming Yugoslavia into an egalitarian workers and peasants state. People's 

Liberation Committees prepared a ground for upper political organs such as Anti Fascist Council 

of People (AVNOJ). 40  

 

The Partisan Leader Tito published an article about the National Question at the end of 1942. He 

emphasized the national self determination of all nations such as Croats, Slovens, Serbs, 

Macedons, Albanians and Muslims. This perspective solved the concern of the Serbian hegemony 

over the Yugoslavia state structure. The principle of brotherhood and unity embraced by the party 

which aims the integration of different ethnic groups under the one roof. The developments on 

Bihac played an important role in shaping political structure in the future. The vision of federal 

Yugoslavia streghetened by these perspectives under the leadership of Tito.41 

 

4. CH 3: SECOND YUGOSLAVIA, SOCIALIST YUGOSLAVIA 

 

The Socialist Yugoslavia’s basis built in the time of WW2 and aftermath. This process of transition 

includes the battle of partisans, communist ideology and federalism. The CYP embraced the 

marxist-leninist ideology and desired to restructure the state under the socialist bases. Socialist 

ideology is seen as an important tool to integrate under the principle of brotherhood and unity. The 

federalist structure embraced the process which aimed the self-determination of all nations under 

the same roof. Every federal republic had its own legislative, executive and legislation organs.  

 

 
39 Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p.97. 
40  Sancaktar, The Serbo-Croat Relations in Yugoslavia: Constructive Cooperation and Destructive 

Conflict, p.100. 
41 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.169. 



 

 

After WW2, the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY) was founded under the 

leadership of YC P. This new republic contains six republics: Serbia, Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia-

Herzegovina, Macedonia and Montenegro. YCP gathered all the power in one party and 

established one party regime. This action resulted with the limitation of political pluralism. New 

state prioritized economic development and industrialization. Yugoslavia tried to establish a 

unique socialist state structure. The worker self-management system has been an important part of 

this model. Especially, Yugoslavia maintained an independent stance in its relations with the 

Soviet Union. The separation with the Soviet Union in 1948 contributed to Yugoslavia developing 

its own model of socialism. 42 

 

1946 Constitution 

 

The 1946 Constitution has an important role in the establishment of the Socialist Federal Republic 

of Yugoslavia (SFRY) and in determining the state structure. It defined Yugoslavia as a federation 

which constitutes the integration of nations who have equal rights. In the constitution, except the 

right of self determination also the separation right exists. The constitution recognized the five 

founding nations of Yugoslavia as Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, Macedonians and Montenegrins.43 

Bosnian Muslims were not officially accepted as a nation until the 1960s, after which they became 

the sixth founding nation. The Constitution rejected the idea of uniting different nations within 

Yugoslavia to form a supranational Yugoslav nation. At the same time, the constitution tried to 

prevent the Serbs, which was the most populous nation, from establishing hegemony.  

 

The constitution had a bicameral parliament. The parliament was responsible for legislation at the 

federal level and determining the state policy.   The Constitution guaranteed the separation of state 

and church, freedom of religion, and equality of all religious communities. This meant that it was 

illegal to use religion for political purposes. Also it guaranteed women's full legal, economic and 

social equality, including the rights to private property, to vote and to hold political office. It paved 

the way for economic changes such as land reform and the state's program for purchasing 

agricultural products. The way has been opened for the state to invest more in areas such as 

education, health and culture.  

 

1963 Constitution 

 

The 1963 Constitution was an important turning point in the development of the Socialist Federal 

Republic of Yugoslavia (SFRY). The name of the state was changed from the Federal People's 

Republic to the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. It has been stated that Yugoslavia 

consists of six federated republics and that these republics have equal rights. Additionally, the 

 
42 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.177.  
43 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.168. 



 

 

existence of autonomous regions has been accepted. 44 The 1963 Constitution institutionalized the 

self-government system. This system meant that workers participated in the management of 

businesses and had a word in economic decisions. This also showed the democratization steps in 

Yugoslavia. The system was based on cooperation among republics but it was the biggest problem 

of Yugoslavia. 1963 Constitution was a product of the liberalization process in the 1960’s.45The 

constitution weakened the powers of the federal government and increased competition among the 

republics. The right of veto and equal representation principle were the causes of competition. 

Yugoslavian identity aimed at the prevention of national identities but the efforts would reversed 

the condition and increased the nationality conflict in Yugoslavia again. 

 

The Croatian Spring 

 

The Croatian Spring can be defined as a political movement that emerged in Yugoslavia, especially 

Croatia, in the late 1960s and early 1970s. During this period, Croatian intellectuals, students and 

some political leaders argued that Croatian identity and culture were not efficiently recognized in 

Yugoslavia. Croatians felt that they were economically exploited and that their income was not 

distributed fairly.   

 

The Croatian Spring was supported by a mass movement known as MASPOK. This move was 

supported by Croatia's major party leaders, cultural organization Matica Hrvatska, student 

representatives and the media. Croatian nationalists argued that Yugoslavia should be a community 

of sovereign and equal peoples. 46 This meant a challenge to the centralist structure of Yugoslavia. 

During this period, serious accusations were made against unitary-centrist forces in Croatia. Tito 

took action to prevent the rise of nationalism and dismissed party and state leaders in Croatia in 

1971. This event brought the end of the Croatian Spring. Although the movement was suppressed, 

it caused Croatian nationalism to become stronger and played a crucial role in the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia in the future.  

 

1974 Constitution 

 

The Constitution significantly limited the powers of the federal government by giving more powers 

to the republics. This led to the weakening of the central government and the republics becoming 

more autonomous in their internal affairs. With defining Yugoslavia as a federation with 

confederative features, the constitution aimed to move away from centralism and have a freer 

union of republics.It recognized the right of the nations forming Yugoslavia to live and develop 

their own identities freely which would result with the rising nationalism. It gave the authority to 

regulate only the issues of  defense, foreign policy, economic regulation at the federal level and 

 
44 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.168. 
45 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.213.  
46 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.238. 



 

 

transferred all other powers to the republics. The rising liberalization period also brought the 

suppression of the opposition in sometimes more violent ways. Additionally, nationalism and 

separatism were the powerful ideas that dominated the 1970’s. 47 

 

The 1974 Constitution weakened the national structure, increased the nationalism and caused 

economic problems. This situation played an important role in the process leading to the 

dissolution of Yugoslavia. 

 

5. CH 4: DESTRUCTION OF SECOND YUGOSLAVIA 

 

Economic Decline and Reconstruction of Capitalism 

 

The economic decline and restructuring of capitalism in Yugoslavia can be seen as part of the 

important transformations that the country underwent in the second half of the 20th century. The 

1973 oil crisis and the collapse of the international monetary system deeply affected the Yugoslav 

economy. While the "third industrial revolution" was taking place in the West, Yugoslavia had 

difficulty keeping up with this change. The foreign debts were the significant causes of decline. 

Foreign debts increased significantly between 1973 and 1981. Inadequate planning, management 

failures, insufficient investment and technological deficiencies also negatively affected the 

Yugoslav economy.  

 

In the mid-1960s, steps were taken towards the transition to a socialist market economy in 

Yugoslavia. State controls were removed, prices and wages were freed, and the private sector was 

allowed to develop. These incentives would raise the inflation and consumption in private sector.  

Yugoslavia tried to reduce unemployment by sending workers to Western European countries. 

Although this provided an inflow of foreign currency into the country, it also led to a brain drain. 

In 1989, the Yugoslavian government attempted to implement shock therapy in line with the 

recommendations of the International Monetary Fund (IMF). Like every other policy by the liberal 

economy, these reforms only increased unemployment and bankrupted many businesses.48 As a 

result, the process of economic decline and restructuring of capitalism led to the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia and the wars that followed.  

 

Rise of Serbian Nationalism in 1980s 

 

The rise of Serbian nationalism in the 1980s was an important element for the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia. The Albanian demonstrations that broke out in Kosovo in 1981 played an important 

role in the rise of Serbian nationalism. Serbs had the perception that they were victimized in 

 
47 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.243.  
48 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.284. 



 

 

Kosovo and were under pressure from the Albanians.49 By emphasizing that Kosovo is an 

important place for Serbian identity, Serbian nationalism has become even stronger through this 

region.Slobodan Milošević's accession to the leadership of the Serbian Communist Party in 1987 

was an important turning point in the rise of Serbian nationalism. 50 Especially, the text called 

"Memorandum" published by the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts (SANU) in 1986 was 

accepted as the manifesto of Serbian nationalism. Serbs saw Yugoslavia as a structure that served 

their national interests. It was argued that if Yugoslavia weakened, Serbs had the right to establish 

a separate state. Although the Yugoslav Army was initially seen as a unifying force, with the rise 

of Serbian nationalism it became a tool defending Serbian interests. 51 Also, the Serbian Orthodox 

Church worked to preserve and strengthen the Serbian national identity and mobilized nationalist 

sentiments by using religious symbols. 52 And finally the ideology of Yugoslavism gradually 

weakened and nationalist ideologies began to strengthen instead. People began to define 

themselves primarily with their own ethnic identities, rather than as Yugoslav citizens. 53 

 

Rise of Croatian Nationalism in 1980s 

 

The economic crisis throughout Yugoslavia also affected Croatia, causing problems such as 

unemployment, decline in living standards and social discomfort. Croatians felt politically 

underrepresented and discriminated against within Yugoslavia such as Serbians. Especially after 

the Croatian Spring, nationalist sentiments in Croatia were suppressed, but this caused nationalism 

to become even stronger. 54 The emergence of Franjo Tudjman as the leader of Croatian 

nationalism after the 1980s was an important figure for this movement. Croatian nationalism 

gaining an irredentist character played a crucial role in the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the 

Bosnian War. 55 The Croatian Catholic Church worked to preserve and strengthen the Croatian 

national identity and mobilized nationalist sentiments by using religious symbols. The cult of the 

Virgin Mary was used to consolidate national unity among Croats. 56 The rise of Serbian 

nationalism also led to the strengthening of Croatian nationalism. Two nationalist movements 

mutually flourished with each other and accelerated the dissolution process of Yugoslavia.   

 

In the early 1990s, Serbs in Croatia began to declare autonomy in regions with a Serb majority. 

Particularly the Krajina region has stood out in this regard. At the end of February, Krajina declared 

its independence from Croatia. This situation further increased the tension between Croatia and 

Serbs. The Croatian government strongly opposed the declaration of autonomy of the Serbs in 

 
49 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.260. 
50 Vesna Pesic, Serbian Nationalism and the Origins of the Yugoslav Crisis, p.4.  
51  V. P. Gagnon, Jr., Ethnic Nationalism and International Conflict: The Case of Serbia, P.144. 
52 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.271.  
53 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.280.  
54  Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 53. 
55  Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 53. 
56 Calic, A history of Yugoslavia, p.270.  



 

 

Krajina. Croatian authorities saw these demands as the Greater Serbia project. 57 It caused both 

sides to resort to acts of violence. Croatian nationalism implemented oppression, discrimination 

and ethnic cleansing against the Serb minority in the Krajina-Slavonija regions in order to create 

a homogeneous Croatian nation-state. 58 

 

Independence of Croatia 

 

On February 21, 1991, the Croatian Parliament decided to hold an independence referendum. In 

the referendum held on May 19, 93% of the valid votes were in favor of leaving Yugoslavia. The 

Croatian Parliament declared independence on 25 June 1991. However, the Constitutional Court 

of Yugoslavia stated that this declaration was unconstitutional. 59 This situation accelerated the 

dissolution process of Yugoslavia. Croatia's declaration of independence triggered many conflicts 

between the republics that formed Yugoslavia and led to the start of war in Croatia.  

 

After the declaration of independence, Croatia sought international recognition. The European 

Union and other countries have recognized Croatia's independence.Despite the recognition process 

could not prevent the civil war in Yugoslavia from continuing. Croatian nationalism implemented 

policies such as ethnic cleansing with the aim of establishing a homogeneous nation-state. Croatia's 

aggressive policy played a crucial role in the start of the Bosnian War.60 

 

Bosnian War 

 

One of the main reasons for the Bosnian War was the rise of ethnic and religious nationalisms that 

emerged with the dissolution of Yugoslavia. Serbian and Croatian nationalists especially saw 

Bosnia-Herzegovina as a target for their national projects.61 In this context, the ideals of Greater 

Serbia and Greater Croatia were important elements that started the war. It started with the 

declaration of independence of Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1992. There were three sides of the 

Bosnian War: Bosnian Serbs who were supported by the Milosevic administration, Bosnian Croats 

who were supported by the Tudjman administration in Croatian and Bosnians who were just trying 

to protect their nation against the invaders.62 During the war, crimes against humanity such as 

ethnic cleansing, rape and massacres were committed. Approximately more than 200,000 people 

lost their lives in the Bosnian War. The result of the war was the deep traumas of the state in 

Bosnia. 63   

 
57 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 68. 
58 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 80.  
59 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 72.  
60 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 81.  
61 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 74.  
62 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 78.  
63 Sancaktar, Sosyalist Yugoslavya’nin Yikilişinda Hirvat Milliyetçiliğinin Rolü, p 78.  



 

 

 

International Intervention 

 

One of the international community's reasons for intervention was to put an end to human rights 

violations and ethnic cleansing in the region. Especially the massacres and civilian losses during 

the Bosnian War caused great reactions in the international sphere. In the first stage, the 

international community tried to resolve the conflict through diplomatic means and various peace 

talks. However, these negotiations often failed to solve the civil conflict. The UN sent 

peacekeeping troops such as UNPROFOR to the region. Although, these forces were ineffective 

in stopping the conflicts due to their inadequate equipment and limited authority. Particularly 

during the Kosovo War, NATO launched air strikes against Serbian forces. This intervention was 

seen as a response of the international community to human rights violations, including the use of 

military force. The International Criminal Court (ICTY) has tried individuals responsible for war 

crimes. This highlighted the importance of international justice against human rights violations. 

 

The Dayton Peace Accords is an important agreement that ended the Bosnian War and shaped the 

current political structure of Bosnia and Herzegovina with the massive assistance of the US. The 

Dayton Peace Agreement emerged as a result of negotiations between the leaders of the war in 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, Aliya Izetbegovic (Bosniak), Franjo Tuđman and Slobodan Milosevic. 
64 It confirmed the internationally recognized borders of Bosnia and Herzegovina. Bosnia and 

Herzegovina is divided into two main entities: the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina which 

was ruled by Croats and Bosnians and the Republika Srpska. 65Also it led to the establishment of 

international legal mechanisms to prosecute those responsible for war crimes.  

 

In conclusion , although the Dayton Peace Accords ended the Bosnian War, it was insufficient to 

ensure permanent peace and stability and still show important problems for the future of Bosnia-

Herzegovina. The agreement reveals both the complexity of the international community's 

intervention and the long term effects of ethnic nationalism and internal conflict. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

The dissolution of Yugoslavia was a result of ethnic divisions, economic collapse and increasing 

nationalist movements. Despite efforts to unite different ethnic groups under a federal structure, 

internal conflicts and political rivalries led to the bloody dissolution of the state. The wars that 

started in the 1990s, especially in Bosnia and Croatia, deeply affected the region and led to 

tragedies that affected the lives of millions of people. Delayed interventions by the international 

community caused the crisis to become deeper and more dramatic, and war crimes and human 

 
64 Batı-Tunbul, The Dissolution Of Yugoslavia In The Balkans And The Dayton Peace Treaty, p.79. 
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rights violations have been the subject of discussion for many years. Although peace processes 

such as the Dayton Agreement have sought to end conflicts in the region, the legacy of Yugoslavia 

still remains an important factor determining political and ethnic relations in the Balkans. 
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