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Preface and Acknowledgements


The idea for this book has been long maturing. It brings together vivid memories connecting me to the life of the Balkans. Imagine then a summer day in 1996 during the early days of the NATO intervention in the Yugoslav Wars. I was strolling along the Danube corso with a Hungarian gentleman of my acquaintance when three young American soldiers in camouflage uniforms passed by. They were enjoying a moment of rest and relaxation. My companion stopped to look at them and then turned to me: “Ah the Americans!” he said, then paused; “at last!”

That remark in turn called up another memory when thirty-five years earlier I paid my first visit to Budapest on the way back from the Soviet Union. I was not in uniform or in the army, but I might as well have been, given the warm welcome I received everywhere I went: “an American at last!”

On the eve of the Yugoslav Wars, I was invited to become chair of the History Department at the Central European University in Budapest, the first and to date only American to hold that position. I was not unprepared. Trained as a historian of Russia and the Soviet Union at the Russian Institute in Columbia University, I gained a comparative perspective from Otakar Odložilic in the history of Poland and Danubian Europe and Halil Inalcik in Ottoman history. Teaching at Northwestern University, I learned much from my colleague, Leften Stavrianos, who had just completed his magisterial work The Balkans. When I returned to Budapest in 1995, my colleague there, Ivo Banac, had just been appointed director of the Institute for Southeastern Europe. My first task was to draft what became the first doctoral program at the CEU. It was approved by the Board of Regents of New York State and the Hungarian Academy of Science as The Comparative of Eastern, Central and Southeastern Europe (as we then referred to the Balkans).

By introducing the concept of comparative history we sought to engage the students in ongoing discussions over the commonalities and differences in the historical experiences of the three regions as an alternative to narrow nationalist interpretations. To the same end, we invited scholars from the three regions as visiting professors to teach problem-oriented courses rather than national histories. My own education continued when I participated in the research project of Drago Roksandić of Zagreb University on the Triplex Confinium and in a jointly taught doctoral colloquium on the Comparative History of the three regions with Roksandić and Jiři Musil of Charles University in Prague. Students in my course on the Second World War helped further to broaden my understanding of the complexities of Balkan history. In class discussions, they frequently invoked vivid family memories of the painful war years. Together we worked at making connections with long-term historical processes that characterized the region as a whole. The Second World War began to emerge in my mind as a cataclysmic culmination of these processes. I perceived more clearly the legacy that continued to press heavily on the lives of my students, their families, and entire societies in the region. This realization has shaped the thesis of this book.
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Introduction



The Balkans as Region


The Second World War in the Balkans was a regional conflict with particular features within a global setting. The region has recently taken its place beside nation and empire as a consequential spatial concept for historical analysis, and like the other two has given rise to diverse interpretations. The observation of Pierre Bourdieu provides a useful point of departure for an on-going discussion. In his view, “ ‘regions’ divided up according to the different conceivable criteria (language, habitat, cultural forms etc.) never coincide perfectly.…the most ‘natural’ classifications are based on characteristics which are not in the slightest respect natural and which are to a great extent the product of arbitrary imposition, in other words, of a previous state of the relations of power in the field of struggle over legitimate delimitation.”1 More recently some geographers have come round to an even more open-ended if less elegantly expressed view on the flexibility of the concept: “rather than a crude tool, the region offers to be an elegant, infinitely adoptive one.”2 This does not, however, solve the problem of how much diversity can be tolerated in imagining a region. Some anthropologists have recently stressed the importance of resolving the tension between unity and diversity, continuity and change, structure and contingency.3 Other scholars have sought to overcome the problem of reconciling diverse elements by focusing on the cosmopolitan characteristics of the region, converting them into a symbolic resource for the construction of multiculturalism in its modern form.4

Historians building on these views have recently defined a region, exemplified by the Mediterranean, as a collection of distinct cultural spheres divided into autonomous parts but linked by elements of interdependence and connectivity.5 Another approach to the problem of admitting diversity without losing cohesion within a region can be found in studies of territorial sub-units or micro-regions based on distinctive cultural characteristics within the larger state boundaries.6

In the case of the Balkans, the attempt to identify its major characteristics as a historical region has given rise to an especially controversial literature.7 Without rehearsing the debates, this book proposes a new approach to the Balkans as a historical region by focusing on the tangled political rivalries, culture clashes, and armed conflicts among the great powers and the indigenous peoples competing for influence and domination immediately proceeding, during and after the Second World War. The book employs the metaphor of storms to represent the war as a series of violent episodes which did not, however, erase all vestiges of the past, but swept them up in its destructive path. In the introduction, I denote four elements in the history of the region that weighed so heavily on the decisions of leaders and the life of the Balkan peoples during the Second World War: a geography of contrasts, a tradition of irregular warfare, a kaleidoscopic mix of people and foreign intervention in state building.


A Geography of Contrasts


The term a geography of contrasts suggests the unity and diversity of the region. It illustrates the sharp differences in a topography that allows easy access to the region by external powers but that raises difficulties in subjugating the region and then imposing unity on it. The surrounding three seas, the Adriatic, Black, and Aegean-Mediterranean and open land approaches from Trans-Danubia provided easy access to external migration and invasion from time immemorial. During the Second World War, the land and sea approaches offered no serious obstacles to Italy, Germany, the Soviet Union, and Great Britain as they moved their armed forces into the region, as their predecessors had done over the previous centuries; in some cases even earlier. But the insularity of the topography, most striking in the western and southern parts of the region where it was defined by heavily forested and mountainous terrain, unusual karst basins, riverine swamps, and deep river gorges, broke up the region into segments (župa). As the experience of the occupation forces demonstrated, these obstacles contributed to the difficulties of asserting control over the less accessible areas of the region.8 Even at the peak of the Ottomans’ rule over Rumelia, as they called the Balkans, they did not control parts of what later became Bosnia, Albania, Montenegro, and Pirin Macedonia. During the Second World War, much of this territory was never brought under the firm control of the Axis occupiers and became centers of resistance. The Partisans, Chetniks, ELAS, and Albanian bands could not have survived without the protection afforded by the mountains running along the north-western southeast axis from the Dinaric to the Pindus. Although the British were successful in landing an amphibious force in the Greek archipelago once the Germans had retreated and installing a right-wing government, they and their Greek allies were unable to reduce the communist resistance in “mountain Greece” for several years after the war and then only with the powerful assistance of the United States.

A second aspect of a geography of contrasts relates to the nature of the three seas. The easy access to the region from the Adriatic, Black, and Aegean-Mediterranean was offset by the fact that all three were inland seas and the access to them was controlled by narrow Straits: to the Black Sea by the Bosporus, Sea of Marmora, and Dardanelles; to the Adriatic by the Straits of Otranto and to the Mediterranean by the Straits of Gibraltar (and later the Suez Canal). During the Second World War, control of these narrow bodies of water became a major factor in the strategic thinking of the competing leaders in the storms over the Balkans.

A third aspect arises from the different topographies and social organization of the Western and East Balkans.9 In the East, the mountains (Balkan and Rhodhop Ranges) located in the center of the country were not a cultural barrier, being easily skirted to the east along the coastal strip of the Black Sea. They did not divide the Bulgarian population or, unlike the Western Balkans, dominate the region. Moreover, in the East where Ottoman authority had been weaker, patrilinear kin groups assumed greater responsibility for maintaining security. The rule of absolute male dominance stressed martial values that characterized the Serbian, Albanian, and Montenegrin language groups and help to explain why blood revenge was a strong tradition in areas inhabited by these groups. By contrast, in the East Balkans the village community was the main mediating organization in relations with the outer world providing a more stable social base for super ordinate authority whether imposed by imperial Istanbul or later a national government in Sofia.10 It was not surprising then that large-scale peasant uprisings came relatively late under Ottoman rule and that resistance movements in the Second World War were virtually non-existent in Bulgaria except in occupied Western Macedonia where the Yugoslav Partisans were active. In 1944 Stalin preferred not to commit the Red Army to a campaign in the Western Balkans against the Germans, leaving the liberation up to the irregular forces of the Yugoslav, Albanian, and Greek resistance; and again in 1948, he rejected the idea of taking on the battle hardened Yugoslav Partisan Army fighting on their own rugged ground.


Irregular Warfare


A second and related element traversing the history of the region was the recurrence of small-scale, irregular warfare which also characterized the civil wars in the Balkans during the Second World War. Its origins go as far back as the type of fighting along the porous frontiers between the Habsburg, Venetian, and Ottoman Empires. To the end of the seventeenth century, a majority of fighters on the Venetian and Habsburg side were made up of mercenaries and war was waged “to expel and murder, or take captive the population and destroy their material culture and economic resources.”11 Although the military border stabilized after the Treaty of Karlowitz in 1699, this kind of war, known as maly rat (irregular, low-level war), continued to plague the region. Conducted by roving bands and sparked by local conflicts rooted in traditional customs of blood revenge and clan rivalries, irregular warfare contributed to the rising levels of violence against the civilian population which continued throughout the eighteenth century.12 The phenomenon of irregular warfare shaded off into social banditry which survived as a field of inter-confessional violence into the early twentieth century.

Changes in the structure of Ottoman government and society contributed to the perpetuation of irregular warfare and its destructive impact on the civilian population. With the end of “unlimited expansion” in the late seventeenth century, the government lacked the resources to sustain a large army in the field. In wartime, it increasingly relied on hiring part-time soldiers recruited from the mountain clans. But once the wars were over, these men, who retained their arms, reverted to being “mountain bandits,” as the Ottomans called them, raiding Christian and Muslim communities indiscriminately.13 They earned the sobriquet hajduks (from the Arabic ḥaydūd translated to Turkish as haydud or haduk meaning highwayman or bandit). They continued to be employed by the government for its own purposes. Thus, banditry survived as a form of inter-confessional violence and also as an instrument of Ottoman governance.14

In Greece the armed bands were divided into three groups. The brigands (klephts) were often simply outlaws but also could combine their raiding with herding.15 They sought plunder mainly among the Muslims but did not shrink from stealing from fellow Greeks. The armatoloi or militiamen were allowed by the Ottoman officials to bear arms and to serve as guards at mountain passes and to keep order where Ottoman officials had little authority. The line between the two groups was thin and porous; much depended on local conditions. The armotoloi frequently engaged in extortion from Muslim landlords in the plains. They organized into communities with elected captians (kapetianos), some becoming famous in Greek folklore and history. They played an important part in the Greek revolution and like the klephts who often joined in, survived well into the early twentieth century, especially in the Pindus range and southern Albania where they could slip over the porous frontier. The third group, called kapoi were hired by Greek primates to police their properties but during the revolution often came out against their employers, going over to the brigands.16 The tradition of armed bands revived in the Greek resistance during the Second World War.

Social banditry was celebrated in the rich oral tradition of Greece and the Western Balkans. The masculine virtues of the warrior and the honor of the clan were highly regarded in the songs and epics that provided an alternative set of cultural values to the church in a society where illiteracy remained widespread into the twentieth century. Often their physical setting was the mountains. In Montenegro the spirit of irregular warfare as a defense against Ottoman control was captured in the long epic poem “The Mountain Wreath.” Written in 1846, it became the most famous work in the history of South Slav literature.17 Like other examples of the oral epic tradition among the South Slavs, it was incorporated into the national myth.18 During the Second World War, Milovan Djilas recalls reciting the Mountain Wreath to villagers who found “the essence of their ancient and still-present survival and honor of their name.”19

Small bands engaged in irregular warfare first began to take on political coloring in national independence movements. The role of irregulars played an important role in the outbreak of the Serbian revolution from 1804–1817, in the Greek revolt in the 1820s and the Serbian revolt again in 1875.20 In the Russo–Turkish war of 1877–78 Bulgarian irregulars supporting the Russian army assumed major responsabilities. By this time, the earlier tradition of toleration extended to the Christian faith by the Ottoman Empire had worn thin. Religious differences between Christians and Muslims became entangled with growing separatist and national sentiments, raising levels of distrust and suspicion. Tensions exploded into large-scale communal violence during the Bulgarian uprising of 1877 when both Christian Slavs and the notorious bashi-bazooks, composed of the Circassian tribesmen who had been settled in the region little more than decade earlier, committed wide spread atrocities against their religious enemy.21 Even after the formation of national armies among the Balkan states, irregulars participated in operations against the Ottoman armed forces as late as the Balkan Wars of 1912–13 when they once again engaged in ethnic cleansing as part of state-building.22 The particular savagery and brutality inflicted on the civilian population in the Balkan Wars are often attributed to the actions of irregular bands inflamed by religious and ethnic passions. Observers at the time were stunned by the levels of violence.23 Roving bands continued to be a problem on ill-defined frontiers after the First World War, especially in Macedonia and on the frontiers between Yugoslavia, Greece, and Albania. In the storms of the 1940s, bands were engaged in fierce fighting on all sides. Irregular warfare surfaced most recently, at the turn of the twenty-first century in Macedonia on the Serbian Albanian border.24


Kaleidoscopic Mix of Populations


A third element that had highly destructive consequences for the Balkans during the Second World War were the kaleidoscopic shifts in the ethno-linguistic and religious composition of the population as a result of wars of conquest, conversion, migration, colonization, and deportation. The original Ottoman conquest of the Balkans had led to large-scale voluntary conversion to Islam of the Slavs among the Bosnians, Macedonians, and Bulgarians.25 Unsuccessful wars and diminished material advantages for converts reduced the Muslim population of the Balkans in 1831 to 37%. The majority of these were located in Albania and Kosovo (70%), in Bosnia (50%), and Macedonia (almost 40%).26 The Muslim population of the Balkans received a fresh influx of immigrants after the Crimean War from the Russian Empire. About 60,000 Circassian tribesmen were scattered over Dobrudja, along the Danube, in Macedonia and Thrace.27 These reinforcements were more than offset by the large-scale killings and mass expulsion of Muslims from Bulgaria after the Russo-Turkish War and again after the First Balkan War. The retreat of the Muslim population left behind pockets of their communities lodged among the Orthodox where the memories of violent conflict infused and inflamed local uprisings on economic grounds or wars between the Ottoman and Christian states.28

The Ottoman conquest unleashed what Ivo Banac has called “a wave of ‘ethnic cyclones.’ ”29 Taking the form of large-scale internal migration, spontaneous and state sponsored colonization, these demographic disturbances immensely complicated state building. They left a legacy of uneasy relationships among mix communities that under the pressure of the Second World War reached a new climax of violence. The migration and flight of the Slavic population throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and into the northern and western Habsburg Empire and Venetian Republic led to the gradual replacement of the Italian speaking population in parts of Istria and along the Dalmatian Coast by Catholic Croats. Before this process was completed around 1815 when Dalmatia was incorporated into the Habsburg Empire, the Italian writers portrayed themselves as bearers of the Enlightenment and civilizing mission among the Slavs of the Adriatic. This tradition was later picked up by Italian nationalists who celebrated the Golden Age of the Venetian Republic’s domination of the Adriatic and included Dalmatia as an irredenta in their dreams of a united Italy; subsequently, Mussolini eagerly embraced the idea.30

During the Great Morean War at the end of the seventeenth century, the Austrians welcomed the Serbs fleeing Ottoman rule, recruited them and granted them tax free plots of land to serve on the Croatian–Slavonian Military Frontier which had been created a century earlier and manned by Croats as defense against Ottoman expansion.31 The ethnic mix and political complexities on the frontier continued to raise problems of governance. Austria gradually gave way to demands from Hungarians to administer the area, causing groups of embittered Serbs to emigrate to Russia for the first of three times over the next century.32 After the abolition of the military Frontier in 1881, the Croats and Serbs remained at odds over the design of future South Slavic State, although after 1903 there were attempts to find common ground on which to cooperate under the label “Croat-Serb national oneness” (narodno jedinstvo). These fell apart when the Monarchy collapsed in 1918, leading to communal violence before the Serbian Army imposed order and established Serbian dominance in the province as throughout the new state of Yugoslavia.33 During the Second World War, the Croatian Ustaša and Hungarian occupiers exacted revenge by launching a mass and violent expulsion of the Serbs from Croatia–Slavonia.

The German-speaking population entered the region along two lines: spontaneous migration of colonists and planned colonization by the Habsburg Monarchy. By the end of the medieval period, migrants from the south German states were moving into the area known as Upper Carniola and Lower Styria where they were later incorporated into the Habsburg Monarchy.34 They remained in enclaves among the Slovene population of Yugoslavia until the Second World War when Hitler sought to convert them into an instrument of re-Germanizing the region.

The most ambitious Habsburg colonization project followed their last military victory over the Ottomans which gained them the left bank of the Danube, the Banat of Temešvar, Western or Little Wallachia and the great prize of Belgrade, which the Ottomans called “the Lock.” The new frontier established a common border between Habsburg possessions in Croatia and Dalmatia for the first time in two centuries, facilitating the migration of the Croats into the Adriatic coastal zone. The centerpiece of the new policy was the attempt to make Belgrade a German city. A law of 1720 decreed that all the inhabitants must be German by ethnic origin and Roman Catholic by religion. The Serb Orthodox population was rounded up and resettled outside the city limits.35 In order to integrate the Banat into the imperial system, Vienna settled Serbian military colonists along the new Ottoman border, undertook a policy of economic development, and, under the sponsorship of Prince Eugen, brought in 15,000 German colonists from as far away as the Rhineland. Other migrants followed, including Bulgarians, Armenians, Hungarians, and another wave of German colonists from 1748 to 1753. A Colonization Project, issued in 1763 and a Colonization Commission in 1766 consolidated a state system of privileges and financial support not only for Germans but Western European as well. Only Hungarians were excluded.36

The hopes for autonomy were dashed after the death of Joseph II when the Hungarian county system was extended throughout most of the Banat, enabling Hungarian magnates to impose a seigniorial system on the land. This antagonized the Serbians and led to another emigration to Russia. Typically, the Hungarians attempted to magyarize the province which also antagonized the Germans. The Hungarians lost their preeminent position in the new state of Yugoslavia. The Germans bided their time, sympathizing with the rise of Hitler. As we shall see, they greeted the breakup of Yugoslavia, hoping for autonomy under German auspices, but had to contend again with a Hungarian occupation.

The migrations in and out of Kosovo and Macedonia were fraught with perhaps the most violent and lasting ethnic conflicts in the Balkans in the twentieth century. In Kosovo, Serbs and Albanians have repeatedly advanced contradictory historic claims to justify their exclusive rights in the province. A result of their high profile participation in the ruling elite of the Ottoman Empire, the Albanians were regarded by the Slavic population as oppressive instruments of foreign rule. Destabilized by recurrent demographic shifts, Kosovo became the object of claims and counter-claims by Serbian and Albanian nationalists, reaching a bloody climax in the Second World War.37

Recurrent population shifts often under conditions of violence produced social traumas that seriously impaired the process of state building. Dislocation meant loss of homes and disruption of communities, feeding ethnic and religious distrust and at times of crisis open hostility. It led to the creation of states where varieties of loyalty to the ruling elites and dominant cultures impaired the whole process of governance.38


Prolonged State Building and Foreign Intervention


From the first appearance of national independence movements in the Balkans, the formation of sovereign states was a prolonged and often interrupted process.39 The Serbs and Montenegrins had been state building for a century and the Croats even longer but only within the imperial structure of the Habsburg Monarchy. Greece also was the product of a century-long building project. In both Serbia and Greece blocs of territory were added irregularly. In Serbia the small principality of 1817 acquired six southern districts of the Belgrade paşalik in 1833, the Niș basin of the Morava River in 1878, doubling its territory in 1913 with the addition of the Sanjak of Novi Pazar and the north-western section of Macedonia. In Greece the foundation was laid in the Peloponnesus in 1832, followed by the addition of Thessaly in 1881, Crete and Macedonia in 1913, and Western Thrace in 1919 followed by an abortive and disastrous attempt to complete Megali (the Great Idea) in a war with Turkey by adding parts of the Anatolian coast and Aegean Islands inhabited by Greeks. The dream crashed in defeat and led to the exchange of populations in 1923. In all these cases the national independence movements were unable to overcome their Ottoman overlords without help from the great powers.40

Among the main reasons for the prolonged process of state building were first, as we have seen, the challenge of overcoming the domination of a powerful imperial power, the Ottoman Empire. Second, the absence of clear-cut natural or ethno-linguistic lines of demarcation to mark and secure international boundaries gave rise to recurrent disputes and violent conflicts among aspiring national movements. In clearing these road blocks to independent statehood, the interventionist policies of external powers frequently proved decisive, but at the cost of disappointing and antagonizing supporters of the national uprisings. Alert to their own interests, the great powers, either individually, bilaterally or in concert, sought to control or mediate the conflicts arising from revolutionary movements in the region from the Serb uprisings in the first decade of the nineteenth century to the Balkan Wars. But there was no fixed system for regulating these interventions. Informal arrangements on spheres of influence or international conferences were stop gap measures. So long as the leaders of the emerging states believed their task of construction to be incomplete or one of the great powers regarded that completion as a threat, the danger of war remained.

Although all the European great powers had some interest in the progress of state building in the Balkans, the Habsburg Empire and the Russian Empire were the most deeply committed to finding a solution compatible with the promotion of their strategic requirements and the projection of their imperial ideologies. Great Britain was a close third behind them; France a distant fourth and Italy a latecomer.


The Austrians and Hungarians


To consider first the Habsburg Monarchy: there were three main periods in its involvement in the Balkans. From the sixteenth to the end of the seventeenth century, Vienna represented its role and actively defended it as the bulwark of Christianity against the Ottoman onslaught. After the Treaty of Karlowitz (1699), crowning its victory in the Great Morean War, Vienna gradually altered its policy by promoting a reconquista to expel the “terrible Turk” from Europe and colonize its southern frontier with Germans. This “mission” ground to a halt at the end of the eighteenth century with the death of Joseph II and the end of the Greek Project, but not before Austrian troops had once again briefly occupied Belgrade.41 The next period was inaugurated at the end of the Napoleonic Wars when the Monarchy gained the province of Dalmatia and abolished the reforms the French had introduced after Napoleon had liquidated the Venetian Republic. Alarmed by Russian support of the Serb uprisings from 1804 to 1813, the Austrian Foreign Minister, Prince von Metternich, sought to devise a strategy to check Russian expansion into the Balkans.42 He argued for a common interest with Russia in containing the revolutionary uprisings so as to preserve the sovereignty of the Ottoman Empire while supporting autonomy for a diminutive Serbia, the Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia and protected independence for a small Greek state.43 Metternich pursued this policy during the 1820s and early 1830s when a series of crisis shook the Ottoman Empire. He labored successfully to reduce Russia’s claims to place the Ottoman Empire under its unilateral guarantee by persuading Nicholas I to accept the principle of prior consultation on matters concerning their common interest which were, he asserted, to preserve the Ottoman Empire.44

Metternich similarly work out an agreement with Nicholas to recognize their joint interests in the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia which in turn affected the gradual process of state building in a united Romania. He accepted, albeit reluctantly, the Russian occupation of the Principalities during the Russo-Turkish war of 1829 and its postwar political reforms in exchange for Russian assurances concerning Austria’s economic predominance on the Danube.45 His cooperation with Russia was rewarded in 1848 when Nicholas sent his armies into the Principalities and Hungary to repress national revolutionary uprisings. But then his successors failed to follow up his policy. In the crisis preceding the Crimean War, when Nicholas again occupied the Principalities, Vienna chose to interpret his action as a threat to its Danubian commercial link with the Black Sea. In the negotiations that followed, Austria itself occupied the Principalities and adopted a policy of armed neutrality that forced an embittered Russia to accede to a punitive peace.46

The third period followed the expulsion of the Austrians from Northern Italy (1859) and the German Confederation (1866), forcing Vienna to reach a settlement (Ausgleich) with the Hungarians in 1867. The Hungarians then came to terms with their Croatian subjects by extending them a degree of autonomy by the terms of the Nageba (or little Ausgleich). These arrangements had profound effect on the state building of the Croatians and Serbians. The Dual Monarchy, as it was then called, turned its main direction in foreign policy away from Central Europe to the Balkans. As early as the 1850s, the view that the “Balkans are our India” was already gaining ground in Austrian ruling circles.47 After the Ausgleich, Hungarians began to exert growing influence over the conduct of foreign policy.48 One objective was to bind Serbia economically to the monarchy. An agreement in 1881 virtually turned the country into an economic dependency.49 Another was to launch a prolonged campaign to bring Bosnia under the control of the Monarchy in order to thwart Serbian designs on the province. In the early 1870s, Habsburg and Russian consular officials vied with one another in supporting the Catholic and Orthodox protests to the Porte, in hopes of strengthening their influence.50 Austrian military officers argued in the early 1870s that a conquest of Bosnia and Hercegovina was essential for the defense of the long Dalmatian littoral. They persuaded Emperor Franz Joseph to undertake a month long voyage along the coast with an object of stirring unrest across the border, thus contributing to the Serbian insurrection of 1875. Three years later the Austrian troops entered Bosnia to implement the provision of the Congress of Berlin that granted them the right to occupy the province. They encountered fierce resistance from the Muslim population and suffered 5,000 casualties. Muslim resistance sporadically erupted over the next three years. Thousands emigrated or perished, reducing the Muslim population by a third within the same period.51 Ethnic tensions remained high.

Over the next decades, the administration of the two provinces was entrusted to Hungarian specialists in Balkan affairs. Benjamin (Béni) von Kállay, the Minister of Finance who had served as consul-general in Belgrade from 1868 to 1875, treated the provinces more like a colony than an integral part of the empire. He reformulated the tradition of an Austrian mission: “Austria is a great Occidental Empire,” he told an English journalist, “charged with the mission of carrying civilization to Oriental peoples.”52 He sought, in his words, “to make Bosnia and Hercegovina the model land of the Balkans, of whose cultural development and organization the Monarchy should be proud.” He worked to promote economic development through state-sponsored manufactures, mining, and railroad building. His political ideal was to forge a Bosnian local patriotism identity (bošnjaštvo) through educational reform and religious toleration. But his effort to wean Orthodox and Muslim populations from their natural communities in Serbia and the Ottoman Empire embroiled the religious communities in confessional struggles. Moving against him, the Croatian nationalists (Party of Right) used the annexation to claim the provinces for a future state, a claim advanced by the Ustaša regime during the Second World War.53

Kállay’s successor, another Hungarian noble, István Burián, also recognized the twin dangers of Panslavism and the revolutionary elements inspired by Russian “nihilism.” His response was to establish a new constitutional order and promote cultural autonomy after the Austria annexation of the provinces in 1908 which he helped to engineer. Instead of seeking to construct a Bosnian national identity, he allowed the formation of political parties. His polices were welcomed by moderate Muslims who formed a benevolent society and a Muslim political party. By 1914 they were the most loyal subjects of the Emperor in Bosnia. But their support was not enough to sustain the Austrian mission of state building in the Adriatic. As during the Second World War, they were caught in the crossfire of the increasingly radicalized Slavic political movements. Among the latter were the Young Bosnians whose members carried out the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand.

The Habsburg war aims in Serbia were a radical culmination of their interventionist policies. When they occupied Belgrade for the fifth time in 1915, they came as a conqueror determined to break the spirit of the Serbian state. The brutality of the occupation was a consequence of the attempt by the army to impose “the values of bureaucratic absolutism in the form of an idealized empire.” But the vision was harshly implemented; special forces were assigned to hunt down partisans and protect those elements of the population that were prepared to collaborate, foreshadowing the policies of Nazi Germany in 1941.54 Once Hitler had annexed Austria, he too acquired a South Slav frontier. He first attempt to control Yugoslavia economically and then politically before resorting to war, just like the Austrians in the third period of their intervention, with equally disastrous results.


The Russians


Russia’s interest in the Balkans stemmed from the imperial vision of Peter “the Great” modified over time by successive rulers and their advisers on foreign policy.55 Their foreign policies did not follow a preordained trajectory, however. Rather they responded to shifts in the international situation, the changing perceptions of Russia’s strategic needs and occasionally to the surge of emotional attachment to the cause of the embattled Slavic, Orthodox population by Russian educated opinion and diplomatic advisers driven by their deviant perceptions and ambitions.

Peter’s policies followed two main lines. The first was to gain control over the Baltic and Black Seas, as the northern and southern anchors of the state and to link them by combining canals and rivers in a system of internal waterways. The second related aim was to break up la barièrre de l’est, as Richelieu first called it, that walled off Russia from direct access to Central Europe and then to reverse the front by constructing a security belt of dependent states along the frontier from the Baltic to the Black Seas. In order to secure his system, he appealed to the Orthodox population of the Balkans to support a Russian advance against the Ottoman control of the Western coast of the Black Sea to the Danube delta. As this book will argue, these two aims informed Stalin’s policies from the eve of the Second World War to its conclusion. The similarity emerges most clearly in Stalin’s negotiations with both Hitler and Churchill over spheres of influence and the postwar sovietization of Eastern and Southeastern Europe. The parallel extends to breaking the cordon sanitaire, theVersailles equivalent of the barrière de l’Est, and replacing capitalist encirclement with socialist encirclement. The similarity of strategies extends to Stalin’s wartime propaganda which like Peter’s sought to mobilize the peoples of the Balkans in support of Russian interests by appealing to the common bonds of Slavicism and Orthodoxy.

The successors of Peter the Great adopted a strategy he had devised by experimenting with a variety of indirect rule over the Western borderlands, even though they were not always consistent or successful in their actions. Beginning with the incorporation of the Baltic littoral, Russian leaders sought to consolidate imperial rule in territories inhabited by peoples with different ethno-linguistic and religious identities, such as the Poles, Finns, and Bessarabians by recognizing cultural differences and co-opting local elites to serve in administrative and military institutions of the empire, win their loyalty and help maintain order and stability on the expanding frontiers. Another variation of a borderland strategy was to cultivate “Russian parties” among the nobilities of adjacent states in order to advance imperial interests.

In the Balkans, this policy chalked up some notable successes but it also sustained setbacks an even at times backfired. In the first half of the nineteenth century it worked well in the Danubian Principalities and for a time in Greece. A pro-Russian orientation in Serbia waxed and waned, depending upon the willingness of the Russians to offer direct support of Serbia’s state building ambitions through territorial expansion. Everywhere in the Balkans appreciation of Russia’s role in weakening Ottoman control was balanced by resentment at the heavy-handedness of Russian officials and diplomats. This arrogance cost Russia dearly in Bulgaria when after fighting to gain its independence the Russians squandered their great influence by overbearing intervention in local politics. Even so, right down to the outbreak of the First World War, “Russian parties” continued to exist in all the Balkans states. And there was always the alternative of relying more on Austria to counterbalance Russian influence. During the Second World War, the application of this strategy by the Soviet Union through the instrument of the local communist parties resulted in similar reactions up to the very collapse of the system with the Western powers providing an alternative.

The direct involvement of Russia in the Balkans occurred under the reign of Catherine, setting the pattern for two centuries. Russia’s victorious wars against the Ottomans from 1768 to 1774 and 1788 to 1792 and the three partitions of Poland accomplished the two major aims of Peter the Great.56 They broke down the last remnants of the barrière de l’est and secured possession of the northern coast of the Black Sea. This opened up new perspectives for Russia’s future in the Balkans. First, the Treaty of Kuchuk–Kainardji established the principle, albeit an ambiguous one, of Russia’s right to claim a protectorate over the religious interests of the Orthodox peoples of the Balkans.57 The Russian monarchs would repeatedly refer to these rights in order to pursue an interventionist agenda. Treaty rights became linked to emotional ties to the Orthodox Slavs involving Russia’s honor.58 Second, the acquisition of the Crimea and Sevastopol gave Russia the best deep water port in the Blacks Sea opening the rich agricultural and of the Ukrainian steppe to commercial expansion. This meant Russian policy was firmly set on keeping the Straits open to the free passage of warships and closing them to the entry of foreign warships into the Black Sea. Finally, by the Treaty of Jassy in 1792, Russia acquired for the first time a contiguous land frontier with Moldavia facilitating the direct passage of troops into the Balkans.

These three elements, the ideological, commercial, and strategic, in varying proportions formed the base of Russian interventionist policies in Balkan state building. In warfare and at the conference table, the Russians contributed at critical times to the progress of national independence movements in Greece, Serbia, Romania, Bulgaria, and Serbia culminating in its sponsorship of the Balkan League in 1912, which cleared the Balkans of Ottoman territory in the region.59 But its commitment was uneven, erratic, marked at times by conflicting views among its own diplomats and military men. Its actions were tempered by the fear of genuinely revolutionary movements and a desire to prop up the Ottoman Empire, fearing that its collapse would lead to a general war; that a weak neighbor would be succeeded by a strong successor. These hesitations and ambiguities can be illustrated by focusing on Russia’s relations with the Danubian Principalities and Bulgaria.

Following war with the Ottoman Empire and the Treaty of Adrianople in 1829, Nicholas I appointed Count Pavel Kiselev president plenipotentiary of the Danubian Principalities under occupation by the Russian army. He introduced a series of reforms, the Organic Statutes, which provided for an elective assembly dominated by the large landowners (boyars) in which Russian could count on a group of supporters. They, in turn, elected two princes of Moldavia and Wallachia for life and shared power with them. Kiselev inaugurated the rule of law with the help of a Russian trained police force, replaced archaic rules governing trade and taxation and encouraged trade and industry. The Statute also regulated relations between the boyars and their peasants; it subsequently served as a model for the reforms of the Russian state peasantry in the following decade.60 Finally, in order to define more sharply the frontier between the Principalities and Ottoman imperial rule, defined as “the Orient”, a quarantine line was imposed along the Danube. According to official instructions the aim was not only to control the spread of plague but also to hamper communications between the Principalities and the rest of the Ottoman Empire.61 Although the sultan retained nominal sovereignty, the presence of Russian advisors, the cultivation of Russian party among the boyars and Russian guarantees of the political order set the tone for the governance of the Principalities for the following twenty years.62

The Treaty of Paris in 1856 had important consequences for Romanian state building. Its provisions ended the Russian protectorate, placing Romania under a joint European guarantee. Russia was compelled to surrender three southern districts of Bessarabia to Moldavia, ending for twenty years its position as a riparian power. The delta was returned to the Ottoman Empire, and the Danube was placed under international control. Acquired in 1812, Bessarabia would henceforth become the lynch pin of Russian-Romanian relations. Its significance for both countries emerges clearly enough from a brief summary of its status as a prize in the see-saw struggle between Romania and Russia (both tsarist and Soviet) over its possession and place in state building.63 As a result of the Russo-Turkish War Russia recovered the entire province in 1878, lost it again in 1918 when it emerged as the beacon of a drive for the creation of the greater Romanian state after the First World War. Considered in Moscow as, an unredeemed territory, the Soviet Union occupied it in 1940 as a result of the Nazi–Soviet Pact and incorporated it into a new Moldavian Soviet Republic only to be forced out when the Romanian army joined Hitler in attacking the Soviet Union. Retaken by the Red Army in 1944–45, it remained part of the Soviet Union until its collapse and then was partitioned between an independent Moldavia and Ukraine.64

Stung by the humiliation of the Crimean defeat and the provisions of the Treaty of Paris, Russian statesmen sought to recover their influence in the Principalities by joining France in supporting the union of an autonomous Moldavia and Wallachia under the rule of a foreign prince. The advantages acquired would be first and foremost, a disruption of the Crimean coalition; both Britain and Austria opposed the union, Britain traditionally a strong defender of the integrity of the Ottoman Empire and Austria as well, but in addition fearful of the impact of a united Romania on the national aspirations of two million Romanians under Habsburg rule in Transylvania.65 But Russia’s vacillations in the complex negotiations that led to the recognition by the powers of a united Romania in 1862, revealed once again the contradictions that impaired a consistent policy toward state building in the Balkans. Defense of Orthodox Christians and support for autonomous rights of nationalities within the Ottoman Empire were at odds with fears of national independence movements fueled by radical or revolutionary impulses. Russia’s reluctance to press for full Romanian independence was due to the absence of a strong pro-Russian party among politicians in the Principalities, a growing concern that the country was moving in the direction of more radical, secular internal policies and was harboring anti-Russian revolutionary conspiracies among the Polish and Bulgarian exiles.66

Relations improved under the skillful rule of Prince Charles who guided the fledgling state to full independence, finally acknowledged in 1880 by the great powers. However, along the way Russia’s determination to regain all of Bessarabia and its shift to a preference for Bulgaria as its chief client in the Balkans delayed further involvement of Russia in Romanian state building until the First World War.The acquisition of Bessarabia by Russia by the terms of the Congress of Berlin in 1878 was regarded by Romanian politicians and the public as a serious blow to their aspirations to build a unified state. Compensation in the form of Dobrudja, noted for its sheep-raising, was initially regarded as wholly inadequate for the sacrifices Romania had made as an ally of Russia in the war.67 Isolated diplomatically after the war, Romania opted for a defensive alliance with Austria-Hungary, joined by Germany. Aimed against Russia it linked Romania to the Triple Alliance down to 1914. The First World War gave the Romanians another opportunity to achieve their dream of a “Greater Romania” through adroit bargaining with Russia and the Central Powers to obtain the maximum territorial enlargement of the state by the promise of Transylvania.68

A second example of Russian intervention in Balkan state building came in Bulgaria after its successful war against the Ottoman Empire in 1877–1878. Alexander II’s decision to go to war was precipitated by a wave of PanSlav agitation and activities in Russia responding to the suppression of uprisings by Serbs and Bulgarians against Ottoman rule. For once, the emotional appeal overcame political hesitations.69 The Russians sought to forestall Austrian opposition by promising not to create a large Slavic state in the event of victory and to support the Austrian occupation of Bosnia and Hercegovina. But in the wake of a great military victory, the ardent PanSlav who negotiated the Treaty of San Stefano, General Nikolai Ignat’ev, violated the assurances given to Austria by carving a large Bulgaria out of the Ottoman body politic including part of Macedonia and an outlet to the Aegean Sea. Precedents established by Kiselev in the Principalities were adapted to Bulgarian conditions.

With their army in occupation of Bulgaria, Russian advisers designed an Organic Statute for the new state, drawing on earlier constitutions for Serbia and Romania. Reshaped by Bulgarian politicians into the Tŭrnovo Constitution it still provided ample opportunity for the future intervention of Russia in Bulgaria’s domestic affairs, although as frequently happened Russian officials were divided between those who pressed for more direct controls and those who were willing to allow time to work in their interests.70 But there was general agreement in St. Petersburg on the need to cultivate a Russian party in the new Bulgarian parliament and to train a Bulgarian militia to serve Russian interests in the Balkans. Although Russians soon lost their dominant position in Bulgaria, they continued to exercise influence through the pro-Russian political representatives in parliament. But the main problem for Russia was its unwillingness or inability to arbitrate the Macedonian Question, the key to relations between its two prospective clients Serbia and Bulgaria.71 Stalin would face the same choice.

Ironically, the major external influence on Bulgarian intellectuals came through the direct transfer of Russian revolutionary ideas, primarily Populism and Marxism. These cross-currents survived and emerged in a new form after the First World War with the formation of a strong communist party. The pro-Russian sentiment in Bulgaria fed by the collective memory of the liberation of 1878 was sufficiently strong to keep Bulgaria from declaring war on the Soviet Union during the Second World War, the only member of the anti-Comintern Pact not to do so. Finally, Bulgaria was the only member of the Soviet bloc not to challenge Moscow’s hegemony throughout the history of the Cold War. For many years before the demise of communism in Russia, the only two statues of Alexander II in Eastern Europe were in Helsinki and Sofia where other testaments to the “liberation of Bulgaria from the Ottoman yoke” were and continued to be on public display.


The Italians


Of all the state building projects outside the Balkans, the one that most resembled them was Italy. At the same time that Italy was building its own state, it was playing a more active role in the same process across the Adriatic. Like the Balkan states, the unification of Italy was accomplished in stages, the result of wars and with the direct intervention of outside powers, France and Prussia. The last additions to the structure were only put in place after the First World War. Even then, Italians still resented their having been denied sections of the Adriatic coastline from Istria to Dalmatia as promised to them by the Treaty of London in 1915 for having joined the Entente against the Central Powers. Although the Italian peninsula could not be described accurately as a kaleidoscope of peoples, it was made up of sharply defined cultural sub-regions from Piedmont-Sardinia to Sicily. A tradition of irregular warfare also existed. Closer to at times to banditry in Sicily, where it survived until recently, and the Red Shirts of Garibaldi were irregular if anything was.

As Italians gathered themselves together, their gaze fixed on two different spaces beyond their peninsula; the Western coastline of the Adriatic and the Mediterranean. For strategic and later economic reasons both were vital spaces (Mussolini was to use the term spazio vitali). But hegemony in both pulled Italians in different directions and required resources that finally, in the Second World War, proved inadequate to the task in each. Moreover, Italian statesmen and the politically active public were divided over the best means to secure Italy’s interests, particularly in the Balkans.

The first sparks of the Greek revolution inspired a small number of Italian patriots to envisage a similar movement and led to the first Italian volunteers in the struggle for national liberation in the Balkans.72 After the revolutions of 1848, leading figures in the Risorgimento including Garibaldi, Mazzini, and Cavour explored in different ways the connection between progress toward a united Italy and the fate of the Balkan peoples. Mazzini and Garibaldi emphasized the role of liberal ideas in bringing about free development of nation states directed against both the Habsburg and Ottoman Empires. To check the domination of “feudal Russia” over the emerging states, they envisaged a form of confederation which would include Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Hercegovina, and Bulgaria.

Cavour was more cautious. Among several combinations, he also considered a confederal solution. The one that gained the greatest support over the years by his successors in the “historic right wing” of Italian politics involved drawing Austria into the Balkans as the Christian power liberating the Danubian Principalities, Bosnia, and Hercegovina with territorial compensation for Italy up to its Alpine borders. He offered diplomatic support for the unity of Romania as a barrier to Russian penetration and as a precedent for Italian unification. For Cavour and Italian statesmen who followed him, Serbia posed a dilemma. Its struggle for independence from Austrian control matched Italy’s. But a strong Serbia would dominate the eastern shores of the Adriatic with excellent ports. He took small steps to coordinate the actions of the Magyars and the South Slavs to resist Habsburg ambitions. On the other hand, he sought to avoid South Slavic dependence on Russia.73 The difficulty of resolving these entanglements would surface again in Mussolini’s attempt to construct a consistent Balkan policy.

New opportunities opened up in the relations between united Italy and the Balkans in the 1880s when the foreign policy implications of the “industrial revolution of the Giolittian era” became clear. The shift to greater emphasis on heavy industry stimulated a search for markets for manufactured goods and raw materials outside Italy. The Balkans was the most obvious target for Italian investment and sales. The main competitors were Austria-Hungary, its adversary in the past, and Germany, both members with Italy of the Triple Alliance. The government seized the opportunity to make Montenegro “the bridgehead of the Italian economic and commercial penetration of the Balkans.”74 Serbia was also open to Italian economic penetration as the influential Serbia minister to Rome and Foreign Minister from 1908 to 1912, Milovan Milovanović, actively endorsed a policy of promoting Italian influence to balance Austria’s ambitious policy of dominating the economic life of the Western Balkans. The Italians pressed ahead with plans to build a Western east rail network from the Adriatic to the Danube to offset the Austrian Vienna to Saloniki north–south line. At the same time, the big Italian banking houses organized a series of consortiums to gain a monopoly over the tobacco industry of Montenegro. On the eve of the Balkan Wars the Italians were expanding their financial relations with the Ottoman Empire as well.

Italy’s interest in the Albanians also took hold at about the same time, spurred by the initiative of Francesco Crispi. Italian naval specialists had already recognized the importance of the port of Vlorë and the Albanian coast as in the days of the Venetian Republic. Concern over its future in light of the Ottoman decline and the Austrian turn to the south prompted a vigorous response. Crispi’s so-called furor consularis to found schools, new consulates and new commercial agencies challenged the Austrians but alienated the Albanians who interpreted the Italian moves as steps toward turning their country into an Italian province. Their worst fears were realized when Italian troops occupied Vlorë in October 1914 after the Ottomans entered the First World War, and then in 1917 when Rome declared a protectorate over the port.75

While not all of the Italian projects reached fruition, they established precedents for a more ambitious involvement in the Balkans expanded under Mussolini. As self-appointed heir to the political legacy of the Venetian Republic, and the Risorgimento and the economic investments in the Western Balkans, he found himself once again an ally of his major competitor for influence in the region.


New Atmospheric Conditions


The winds of the Second World War that swept over the Balkans gained strength from elements of the past, intensifying their destructive impact: first a renewal of the type of highly destructive armed conflict that combined conventional and irregular warfare this time initiated by the intervention of the Axis powers aimed at dismantling the postwar settlements—a counter Versailles; second, a complex set of civil wars along ideological and ethnic lines, touching off large-scale flight and deportations—another turn of the kaleidoscope of people; and third a political-diplomatic dual among the victors over the future reconstruction of the region leading to Cold War and a split in the international communist movement.76

The storm over the Balkans appeared to blow up suddenly in the summer of 1941. Yet it had been long brewing. The treaty system that had ended the First World War had been constructed on the ruins of three dynastic empires, the Habsburg, Ottoman, and Romanov: Versailles (1919), Neuilly (1919), St. Germain-en-laye (1919), Trianon (1920), and Lausanne (1923) had all left deep scars on the Balkans. First, the settlements gave rise to strong revisionist sentiments. The Wilsonian promise of national self-determination was not and indeed could not be fulfilled given the mix of populations. Territorial boundaries were redrawn to favor a Serbian dominated Yugoslav state and Romania. Both were clients of France which sought to erect an alliance system directed against a revival of Germany and together with Poland a bulwark against the spread of communism. The victors rejected the overwhelming vote of the Austrians in a plebiscite to join Germany. The Hungarians surrendered two thirds of their population and an almost equal amount of territory to Romania, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia. Italy was denied territories on the Adriatic promised during the war. The Bulgarians lost territory in Macedonia and Western Thrace along with its access to the Aegean. The predominantly Albanian province of Kosovo was incorporated into Yugoslavia. The Soviet Union did not recognize Romania’s annexation of Bessarabia.77

The incorporation of territories torn away from the defeated and incorporated into the body politic of the victors created the potential of an internal enemy located on the frontiers whose loyalties remained with their former homeland. The attempts to assimilate the national minorities also fueled the antagonism between neighboring states. Feelings of national humiliation entangled with concerns over security pushed the recovery of lost territories to the forefront of foreign policies in Italy under Mussolini, Germany under Hitler, the Soviet Union under Stalin, and leaders of lesser powers such as Admiral Horthy in Hungary and King Boris in Bulgaria. Under the banner of counter-Versailles, they constituted a far more powerful aggregation than the main defenders of the peace settlements, France and its allies in the Little Entente of Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and Romania.78

Even before the Axis powers had completed their conquest of defeated Yugoslavia and Greece, spontaneous resistance movements began to form in the heavily wooded and mountainous terrain where small bands sought refuge in the tradition of irregular warfare directed against foreign occupation. The draconian policies of the Axis powers, Germany, Italy, Hungary, and Bulgaria, and their collaborationist allies, ignited latent ethnic tensions in areas of mixed populations, while the Allied leaders encouraged armed resistance. Churchill organized a Special Operations Administration to “to set Europe ablaze,” sending agents and arms into Yugoslavia and Greece to keep the fires burning. After the invasion of the Soviet Union, Stalin called upon “all freedom loving peoples to resist fascism,” releasing the Communist parties from their uneasy neutrality to launch attacks on the military units of the occupation armies and the puppet collaborationist regimes. For four years, a complex three way civil war raged among indigenous nationalists, communists and fascists entangled with the occupation forces, and inflicting terrible losses on the civilian population. The coming of peace to the rest of Europe did not extend to the Balkans where the Greek civil war raged on with support from Yugoslavia for three more years. A legacy of bitter memories survived in postwar generations, to be revived by demagogic politicians at the end of the century.

During the Second World War, the Balkans never became a major field of military operations. No great battles took place there; certainly nothing to compare remotely with the clash of large mechanized armies and air armadas on the Western and Eastern fronts. Yet despite the absence of a third front to match the other two in the East and Western, the strategic importance of the region grew steadily as the war progressed. By the end of hostilities it had acquired global proportions.

The occupation of the region by the four Axis powers, Italy, Germany, Hungary, and Bulgaria gave rise to constant disputes among the erstwhile allies. Despite the cordial relations between Hitler and Mussolini, differences divided their military and civilian representatives over spheres of influence, the treatment of the local population, prospects for the future re-organization of the region, and, as the war progressed, the role of the Balkans in the Axis global strategy. Along similar lines, differences arose between the British, Americans, and Russians over the importance of the Balkans in their overall strategy. Again despite cordial personal relations among the Big Three during the war, it gradually became apparent that their postwar planning was developing along different lines.

By the close of hostilities the Balkans had become one of the flash points in the growing confrontation between the Western Allies and the Soviet Union. It was the only point of contact between a communist dominated resistance movement and the Western armies that threatened to break out in violence. The crisis inspired Churchill’s iron curtain metaphor. At the same time, the Soviet efforts to control the activities of the communists in the region ran afoul of Tito’s partisans who, emerging triumphant from civil war, harbored their own views on remaking the region.

The coming of peace in the rest of Europe did not extend to the Balkans where the Greek civil war, originating during the period of occupation by the Axis powers reached its climax. This brought in the United States, up to this point more of a bystander than a participant in the region, to take the place of a much weakened Britain in the defense of Greece and Turkey. Meanwhile, the attempt of Stalin to impose discipline upon the communist parties of Europe with a primary aim of bringing the wayward Yugoslavs into line led to a split in the communist camp and a repression that had a lasting effect on the morale and international influence gained by the Soviet Union during the Second World War.


Leadership


To follow the track of the storms, this book focuses on the role of leadership for several reasons. The major figures in the conflict, Mussolini, Hitler, Stalin, Tito, and Churchill, amassed extraordinary powers during the Second World War. Their motivations and decisions, their rivalries and interactions with one another and their relations with the turbulent social movements in the region resonated with echoes of the past even as they struggled to overcome its legacies. They unleashed a wind and reaped a whirlwind.

Disillusionment over the postwar settlements provided a fertile ground for the rise of unheralded ambitious men. Four of the five, Mussolini, Hitler, Tito, and Stalin, were very much a product of their time. None of these four came from the pre-war elites but rather from modest or marginal social backgrounds.79 Mussolini’s father was a socialist blacksmith, Hitler’s illegitimate father came from the peasantry though he worked himself up to become a customs officer, Stalin’s father was factory shoemaker; his passport listed him as a peasant; Tito also came from a peasant family. With the exception of Mussolini, they were men of the borderlands. Hitler was born in the border town of Brannau in the Innvietel region of Austria which historically had changed hands several times between Bavaria and the Habsburg Monarchy. A local dialect was spoken strong traces of which Hitler preserved in his spoken speech. He did not become a German citizen until 1932. Stalin (Djugashvili) born in Gori, Georgia published his early polemical revolutionary tracts exclusively in Georgian until he was twenty-seven years old. He was never completely russified in speech. Tito was a Croat with a Slovene mother born near the Croatian Slovenian border. His native idiom was spoken in the Western part of Croatian Zagorje and he never seemed to master Serbo-Croatian, confusing their idioms and frequently resorting to Russian.

The future leaders of Italy, German, and Yugoslavia were deeply scarred by their experiences in the war, radicalizing them. Mussolini initially opposed Italy’s entry. Then he volunteered, served in the trenches, and was wounded. He felt deeply that his country had been betrayed by the peace settlement. Hitler also served as a front-line soldier, was gassed and embittered like Mussolini by the Versailles Treaty. Tito was arrested for anti-war activity and drafted into the Austro-Hungarian Army. Wounded and captured by the Russians, he spent time in a prisoner of war camp before being freed by the revolution. He was converted to Bolshevism during his seven-year residence in Soviet Russia. Stalin was declared unfit for military service and opposed the war as “imperialist.” But he then served as a political commissar in the Civil War and Soviet Polish War. His experiences influenced his views on war as the harbinger of revolution and the possibility of building socialism in Russia without the assistance of the industrialized Western. None of them attained officer rank in the old army. None of the radical leaders entered university; each regarded himself as self-educated, promoting his ideas in journalistic or polemical literature. In the Weltanschauung of these four, a highly personal view of history occupied a prominent place. But they were also deeply influenced by radical philosophies which stressed the place of violent struggle in human affairs; Mussolini by Nietzsche, George Sorel and Pareto, Hitler by Social Darwinism, Stalin and Tito by Marxism-Leninism.

All sought to transform the traditional form of romantic nationalism into a new imperialism based on culture (Italianate civilization), race (Pan-Germanism), or class (proletarian internationalism). They all claimed to embody the will of the people, variously defined, (popolo, narod, volk) and adopted the formal trappings of democratic institutions like voting or representative assemblies, but in fact build their power on personal charisma.

In their role as leaders, the four men exercised their charismatic authority over a charismatic community.80 In Max Weber’s original formulation the distinctions are important. Charisma is “a certain quality of an individual personality by virtue of which he is considered extraordinary as endowed with supernatural, superhuman or at least especially exceptional powers or qualities.” Charismatic authority relates to the regard in which he is held by his “ ‘followers’ ” or “ ‘disciples.’ ” The psychological foundation of this recognition is a matter of complete devotion to the possessor of charismatic quality “arising out of enthusiasm, or of despair and hope.” The followers organized under this authority constitute a “charismatic group.” Here we can detect the basic elements of their appeal: the concept of leader (Duce, Fuhrer, Vozhd), the structure of the party (Fascist, National Socialist, Communist) and the emotional foundations arising from reactions to the outcome of the First World War, ranging from feelings of humiliation over defeat, anger at betrayal, and alienation from the bourgeois capitalist hegemony, expressed in popular, mass demonstrations. Pure charisma may be indifferent to economic rationality, but “the heroic warrior and his followers actively seek booty….” The Nazi-Fascist looting of Europe and the communist expropriation of private property that often lacked a rational basis fits this scenario as well.

The leaders chose to exercise their authority within the charismatic group in different ways shaped by their personal character and the structural framework in which they operated. Of all of them, Stalin had secured by the beginning of the Second World War the greatest direct control over the levers of power—the Communist party, the military, police and state officials—by having conducted ruthless purges of all the institutions of Soviet society. Although personal rivals and departmental conflicts existed below the surface, they had no bearing on Soviet policy in the Balkans.

While Hitler too had conducted purges of the political opposition and the military, he relied more heavily on his inspirational speeches and force of personality to indicate his policy preferences. Whether out of laziness or lack of interest, he allowed his subordinates a degree of freedom of action in carrying out what often amounted to vague policy pronouncements. He was in full control of foreign policy, often intervened in military matters, but in the Balkans his relatively lax exercise of authority, failure to coordinate, or give a clear direction, gave rise to confusion that at times bordered on chaos.

Like Hitler Mussolini placed great emphasis on his personal presentation as an inspired leader. His hold over the Fascist party and army was never as firm and steady as that of the Führer, and he had to contend with the Church and the king as alternative sources of authority. His foreign policy aims did not add up to a coherent whole. His friendship with Hitler was not shared by his own foreign minister and many in the army who clashed with their German counterparts in the Balkans.

Churchill represented himself as the embodiment of the traditional heroic leader of a democratic society. Yet he had never led his party in a general election until the end of the war when he went down to defeat. He depended upon his stubborn determination keep Britain in the fight until stronger allies entered on his side. He wielded considerable skills in parliamentary politics as the head of coalition government, in negotiations with powerful foreign statesmen like Stalin and Roosevelt and with difficult ones like De Gaulle and members of the government-in-exile. Without using the threat of force or intimidation, he was able to impose his will on his closest military and civilian advisors despite their occasional disagreements with him.

Tito’s charismatic group most closely resembled a band of brothers. His sway over them depended in part on his reputation as a survivor of Comintern politics and purges and in part on his personal courage in the resistance. Even so, he had to deal with differences within the party leadership; in the end he had to resort like Stalin to purging men had worked closely with him, but stood in his path.

In sum, the authority and style of governance of these leaders with the partial exception of Churchill, did not depend on the traditional sources of authority in Europe before 1914: hereditary rule and victories in parliamentary elections. It was exceptional and could not be passed on to a successor.

Although Weber emphasizes the magical or divine elements in charisma, he does not exclude the possibility of a secular dimension. If he draws a sharp line between charismatic authority and bureaucratic or traditional authority, he leaves the way open for the revolutionary force of charismatic leadership to create formal hierarchies and rules which can then be manipulated or ignored depending on the will of the leader. In addition to the new symbolic language of fasces, swastikas and red stars, gestures and modes of salutation, the men of vision also invoked national myths, images of past glories, and aspirations to enhance their charismatic authority. That Nazi Germany was the Third Reich, Fascist Italy a Roman Empire reborn, the expansion of communism in the Balkans a radical reconstitution of the Illyrian idea, and socialism in one country a testament to the uniqueness of the Russian Empire, could all be interpreted as a variation on this theme.

The new leaders incorporated into their eclectic Weltanschauungen spatial concepts that gained currency in the first decades of the twentieth century. For Mussolini, it was spazio vitale, for Hitler, Lebensraum, both derived from, the nineteenth-century German geographer, Friedrich Ratzel; for Stalin and Tito, Lenin’s federal structure of soviet republics. These ideas did not determine their actions nor were they followed consistently. But they served to justify, rationalize, and inspire what otherwise would have appeared to be mere expansion for its own sake.

The new men all took a direct, personal role in planning and conducting military operations. They regarded war not only in terms expressed by Clausewitz as politics by other means but also as transformative experience for the participants. They employed harsh repressive measures against domestic opponents, liberal democrats, social democrats, and deviants within their own ranks, resorting to organized terror in foreign territories they occupied during the war.81

Winston Churchill enters this narrative as an exceptional figure. He was an active participant in the regional struggle and in the long run an opponent of all the rest as a leader and bearer of a traditional imperial vision against which the other four were reacting. An outstanding member of Britain’s pre-war social and political elite, he was a staunch defender of liberal democratic values at home and of Britain’s overseas colonial empire. He was already a seasoned politician and cabinet minister before the outbreak of the First World War.

Churchill also shared several characteristics with the marginal men. He experienced combat in the First World War, having served as an officer in France, where he was deeply affected by the devastating losses of trench warfare. He too was influenced by the geopolitics of his day, represented in his case by Admiral Mahan’s views on the prominence of sea power. He was something of a maverick in British politics, having switched parties twice. Also he was half-American on his mother’s side and proud of his Atlantic connection. He wielded a powerful pen, more as an historian than journalist, but nonetheless a skillful advocate of his country’s historical destiny and his place in it. In the course of the Second World War, he also acquired a charismatic aura as a brilliant speaker, exhibiting in public a tough optimism, flashing his own power symbol of V for victory. He too took an active role in planning and executing military operations and acquired degree of power that was perhaps unmatched by any prime minister since Pitt.

In the long run, all five leaders failed to realize their imperial aims in the Balkans. Mussolini was the first to fall, followed by Hitler; then Stalin was checkmated by Tito whose own design did not survive his death. In opposition, Churchill witnessed the British abandon the Mediterranean lifeline and its interest in the Adriatic, granting Egypt, Malta, and Cyprus independence over the years, as well as general decline of the Empire. To return to the charismatic character of agency evoked earlier is to rehearse a pattern of loss: Mussolini and Hitler with their defeat in war, Stalin and Tito shortly after their natural death and with them their authority and the charismatic community. With Churchill the aura of the charismatic person lives on, perhaps a shade diminished but he like the others has had no successor. None succeeded in overcoming the deep structural obstacles to the realization of hegemonic control over the “field of force.”



Storms over the Balkans During the Second World War. Alfred J. Rieber, Oxford University Press. © Alfred J. Rieber 2022. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192858030.003.0001




1 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power (Oxford University Press, 1991), p. 22. Traian Stoianovich, A Study in Balkan Civilization (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), p. 144, who employs similar language for the subject of this book: “Balkan societies, consequently, continue to constitute a field of strain and stress, as well as a field of new and old solidarities.”

2 J. Nicholas Entrikin, “Regions and Regionalism,” in John A. Agnew and David N. Livingstone (eds.), The Sage Handbook of Geographical Knowledge (Los Angeles: Sage, 2011), p. 346. See also A. Suliborski and M. Koter, “Region and Regionalism—A Political Geographical Approach,” Regions and Regionalism 1 (1994), pp. 9–32.

3 See, for example, Perigrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, The Corrupting Sea. A Study of Mediterranean History (Oxford University Press, 2000) where the conceptual scheme combines what the authors call the “interactionist” approach applied to common physical features and emphasizing the sea and the “ecologizing” approach emphasizing the hinterlands; and W. V. Harris (ed.), Rethinking the Mediterranean (Oxford University Press, 2005).

4 Pamela Ballinger, “Multiculturalism against the State,” in Johannes Feichtinger and Gary B. Cohen, Understanding Multiculturalism. The Habsburg Central European Experience (New York: Berghahn, 2014), p. 109 who points out that the Adriatic orientation was downplayed in socialist Yugoslavia in favor of the traditional rural culture, another variant on symbolic geography. See also “Re-visioning the Mediterranean,” a special issue of History and Anthropology, 16:1 (2005), ed. by Paul Sant Cassia and Isabel Schäfer.

5 Özlem Ҫaykent and Luca Zavagne, Islands of the Eastern Mediterranean. A History of Cross-Cultural Encounters (London: I.B. Tauris, 2014), pp. 3–4. A good example of the Mediterranean as connecting substance for an autonomous region is Andrew C. Hess, The Forgotten Frontier. A History of the Sixteenth Century Ibero-African Frontier (University of Chicago Press, 1978).

6 For a recent survey of the literature on sub-regions from the point of view of a historical geographer see Alan R. H. Baker, Geography and History. Bridging the Divide (Cambridge University Press, 2003), although the author devotes almost all his attention to Anglo-American and French authors without much attention to any practitioners in Europe east of the Rhine. See also a review of the historical approach in Celia Applegate, “A Europe of Regions: Reflections on the Historiography of Sub-National Places in Modern Times,” American Historical Review, 104:4 (Oct. 1999), pp. 1157–82.

7 The most useful summary of this literature is Alexander Vezenkov, “Entangled Geographies of the Balkans. The Boundaries of the Region and Limits of the Discipline,” in Roumen Daskalov et al. (eds.), Entangled Histories of the Balkans, vol. 4, Concepts, Approaches, and (self-) Representations (Leiden: Brill, 2017), pp. 115–256. Recently, the use of the term Southeastern Europe has gained ground as a substitute for Balkans which in some quarters acquired a pejorative meaning. I have retained the term Balkans, however controversial it may be today, as the usage current in the period covered by this book.

8 Jovan Cvijić, La péninsule balkanique: géographie humaine (Paris: A. Colin, 1918), pp. 12–17, 19–20, 26–7, 34 offers suggestive insights.

9 For the distinctive characteristics of the Eastern Balkans see Y. Eyüp Özveran, “A Framework for the Study of the Black Sea world, 1789–1915,” Review, 20:1 (1997), pp. 77–113; Charles King, The Black Sea (Oxford University Press, 2004) and Stefan G. Troebst, “Schwarzmeervelt. Einige geschichtesregionale Konzeption,” Südosteuropa-Mittlelungen, 40:5–6 (2006), pp. 92–102.

10 Karl Kaser, “Pastoral Economy and Family in the Dinaric and Pindus Mountains, 14th to 20th Centuries” (2010) in Kaser (ed.), Household and Family in the Balkans. Two Decades of Historical Family Research at the University of Graz. Studies in Southeastern Europe, no. 13, revised edition (Vienna-Berlin, 2012), pp. 301–15 and Ulf Brunnbauer, “Descent or Territoriality: Inheritance and Family Forms in the Late Ottoman and Early Post-Ottoman Balkans” (2003) in ibid., pp. 317–36.

11 Drago Roksandić, “Stojan Janković in the Morean War, of Uskoks, Slaves and Subjects,” in Roksandić and Natasa Štefaneć (eds.), Constructing Border Societies on the Triplex Confinium, 1700–1750 (Budapest: CEU Press, 2000), p. 248.

12 Christopher Boehm, Blood Revenge: The Enactment and Management of Conflict in Montenegro and Other Tribal Societies (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1987), especially, pp. 59–61 and 183–6; Margaret Hasluck, The Unwritten Law in Albania (Cambridge University Press, 1954; Traian Stoianovich, A Study in Balkan Civilization (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), pp. 141–4 estimates that by the end of the eighteenth century on the frontiers of the Ottoman Empire that bordered on independent Christian states, “ten percent or more of the rural Christian population, or a third of the Christian male youth were members of wild outlaw bands.” Ibid., p. 144.

13 See Frederick F. Anscome, “Albanians and ‘Mountain Bandits,’ ” in Anscome (ed.), The Ottoman Balkans, 1750–1830 (Princeton University Press, 2006), pp. 87–115.

14 Tolga U. Esmer, “Economies of Violence, Banditry and Governance in the Ottoman Empire about 1800,”Past and Present, no, 224 (August, 2014), pp. 163–99.

15 John R. McNeill, The Mountains of the Mediterranean World an Environmental History (Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 118,

16 John Anthony Petropulos, Politics and Statecraft in the Kingdom of Greece, 1833–1843 (Princeton University Press, 1968), pp. 31–4, and McNeill, The Mountains, p. 228.

17 Elizabeth Roberts, Realm of the Black Mountain. A History of Montenegro (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2007), pp. 132–5, 186–8 also demonstrates how the political message of the poem continued to change and resonate down to the 1990s. For a detailed analysis of the poem see Zdenko Zlatar, Njegoš’s Montenegro. Epic Poetry, Blood Feud and Warfare in a Tribal Zone, 1830–1851 (Boulder COLO: East European Monographs, 2005), pp. 287–332.

18 Svetozar Koljević, The Epic in the Making (Oxford University Press, 1980), pp. 214–15; see also Matthew C. Curtis, Petar II Petrović Njegoš and Gjergj Fishta: Composers of National Epics, The Carl Beck Papers in Russian and East European Studies, no. 1808 (Pittsburgh: The Center for Russian and East European Studies, 2007), pp. 11–12 and 13–20. The role of the oral tradition in building national components of state building is well-attested. In his classic work, Walter Ong pointed out how in a pre-literate societies the oral tradition was an incentive to action and “enthusiastic in its description of physical violence.” Orality and Literature: The Technology of the Word (London: Routledge 2005 [1987]), pp. 41 and 44.

19 Milovan Djilas, Land Without Justice (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1958), pp. 131–2. See also Andrew B. Wachtel, “How to Use a Classic: Petar Petrović in the Twentieth Century,” in John Lampe and Mark Mazower (eds.), Ideologies and National Identities: The Case of Twentieth Century Southeastern Europe (Budapest: CEU Press, 2003), p. 148, noting that contemporaries quote the poem as a source of moral authority.

20 These struggles were often accompanied by bouts of ethnic cleansing by Christians against Muslims. For example, after the Serbs received autonomy in 1817 they expelled the entire Muslim population; Wayne Vucinich, The First Serbian Uprising, 1804–1813 (Boulder,COLO, Social Science Monographs, 1982). In Greece during the revolution, local leaders (kapotenios) slaughtered 15,000 unarmed Muslims out of a population of 40,000. Dennis N. Skiotes, “Mountain Warriors and the Greek Revolution,” in Vernon J. Parry and Malcolm E. Yapp (eds.), War, Technology and Society in the Middle East (London: Oxford University Press, 1976), pp. 308–29 and Douglas Diakin, The Greek Struggle for Independence, 1821–1833 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973).

21 Justin McCarthy, “Ottoman Bosnia, 1800–1878,” in Mark Pinson (ed.), The Muslims of Bosnia-Hercegovina. Their Historic, Development from the Middle Ages to the Dissolution of Yugoslavia (Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), pp. 80–1.

22 André Gerolymatos, “Bandits with Attitude,” in The Balkan Wars. Conquest, Revolution and Retribution from the Ottoman Era to the Twentieth Century and Beyond (New York: Basic Books, 2002), pp. 85–119; Mark Biondich, “The Balkan Wars: Violence and Nation Building in the Balkans, 1912–1913,” Journal of Genocide Research, 18:4 (2016), pp. 289–404.

23 Wolfgang Höpken, “Performing Violence. Soldiers, Paramilitaries and Civilians in the Twentieth-Century Balkan Wars,” in Alf Lüdke and Bernd Weisbrod (eds.), No Man’s Land of Violence. Extreme Wars in the 20th Century (Gottingen: WallsteinVerlag, 2006), especially pp. 223–43. As the author notes: “The role of irregulars in the Balkan Wars of 1912–1913 just as during the 1990s was very much in the tradition of a society which had never really established a clear separation between the state and it monopoly of violence on the one hand and segmentary violence on the other.” Ibid., p. 241. The classic work documenting the atrocities is the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, Report of the International Commission to Inquire into the Causes and Conduct of the Balkan Wars (Washington: The Endowment,1914.)

24 Maria Elerin Koppa, “Ethnic Albanians in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia between Nationality and Citizenship,” in Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 7:4 (2001), especially, pp. 55–6.

25 Antonina Zhelyazkova, “Islamization in the Balkans,” in Firket Adanir and Suraiya Faroqui (eds.), The Ottomans and the Balkans. A Discussion of Historiography (Leiden: Brill, 2002), pp. 245–9 estimates that by the end of the eighteenth century in Bosnia Muslims numbered 265,000 people, with members of the Orthodox Church totaling 253,000 and Catholics 80,000, including many soldiers who garrisoned Hungary. The upward mobility of Bosnian officers in the Ottoman Army led to “the isolation of Bosnian Muslims from their Christian neighbors who tended to regard them as religious fanatics.”Antonina Zhelyazkova, “The Penetration and Adaptation of Islam in Bosnia from the Eighteenth to the Nineteenth Century,” Journal of Islamic Studies, 5:2 (1994), pp. 187–208.

26 Anton Minkov, Conversion to Islam in the Balkans (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp. 43–61.

27 Marc Pinson, “Ottoman Colonization of the Circassians in Rumelia after the Crimean War,” Études balkaniques, 3 (1972), pp. 71–85; Kemal H. Karpat, Ottoman Population, 1830–1914. Demographic and Social Characteristics (Madison, WISC: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), pp. 65–70.

28 Victor Roudometof, Collective Memory, National Identity and Ethnic Conflict. Greece, Bulgaria and the Macedonian Question (London: Praeger, 2002), especially pp. 10–15; Paul Mojzes, Balkan Genocides: Holocaust and Ethnic Cleanings in the Twentieth Century (Lanham, MD: Rowan and Littlefield, 2011, p. 198 writes “fear and the desire for revenge are probably the most important factor in ethnic cleansing.”

29 Ivo Banac, The National Question in Yugoslavia. Origins, History, Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), p. 40. This study remains a classic in tracing the course of this cyclone.

30 Larry Wolff, Venice and the Slavs: the Discovery of Dalmatia in the Age of the Enlightenment (Stanford University Press, 2003) and Wolff, “Venice and the Slavs of Dalmatia: the Drama of the Adriatic Empire in the Venetian Enlightenment,” Slavic Review, 56:3 (Autumn, 1997), pp. 428–55.

31 Karl Kaser, Freier Bauer und Soldat: die Militarisierung der agrarischen Gesellschaft and der kroatisch-slowanischen Militärgrenze (1535–1881) (Vienna: Bölau, 1997) and Michael Hochedlinger, Austria’s Wars of Emergence: War, State and Society in the Habsburg Monarchy, 1683–1797 (London: Pearson Education, 2003), pp. 98–111. The frontier later acquired additional functions as a quarantine and economic barrier against Ottoman commercial competition. William O’Reilly, “Border, Buffer and Bulwark: The Historiography of the Military Frontier, 1521–1881,” in G. Ellis and Reiner Esser (eds.), Frontiers and the Writing of History 1500–1800 (Hanover: Wehrhan, 2006), pp. 229–44.

32 Kurt Wesseley, “The Development of the Hungarian Military Frontier until the Middle of the Eighteenth Century,” Austrian History Yearbook, vols. 9–10 (1973–1974), pp. 70–80 and 100–1. To add to the mix, remnants of the Zaporozhian Cossacks reacted to the abolition of their autonomy under Catherine II by leaving Russia to accept Habsburg service on the Military Frontier. Wynar Lubomyr (ed. and intro.) Habsburgs and Zaporozhian Cossacks, The Diary of Erich Lassota von Steblau (Littleton Ct: Ukrainian Historical Association, 1975), pp. 41–6 and Volodymir Mil’chev, Zaporozhtsi na viĭs’komomu kordoni. Auvstriĭs’koi imperii, 1785–1790; doslidzhennia ta materialy (Zaporozhe: Tandem-U, 2007).

33 Banac, The National Question, pp. 97–9 and 129–31.

34 Sergij Vilfan, “Die Deutsche Kolonization nordöstlich der oben Adria und ihre sozialgeschichtlichen Gründlagen,” in Walter Schlesinger (ed.), Die deutsche Ostsiedlung des Mittelalters als Problem europäische Geschichte (Sigmaringen: J. Thorbecke, 1975), pp. 567–604.

35 Karl A. Roider, Austria’s Eastern Question, 1700–1790 (Princeton University Press, 1982), pp. 6–7 based on Theodore von Stefanović-Vilovski, Belgrad unter der Regierung Kaiser Karls VI: (1717–1749) (Vienna: Holzhausen, 1908), pp. 23–30.

36 Ernest Schimsche, Tekhnik und Methoden der Theresianischen Besiedlung des Banats (Baden bei Wien: Rohrer, 1939); Iu. V. Kostiashov, Serby v avstriiskoi monarkhii v XVIII veke (Kaliningrad: Kaliningradskii gosudarstvennyi universitet, 1997), pp. 26–36. Sonja Jordan, Die Kaiserliche Wirtschaftspolitik in Banat in 18. Jahrhündert (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1967).

37 On the controversy over who was first in Kosovo see, from the large literature, Noel Malcolm, Kosovo: A Short History (London: Macmillan, 1998), pp. 139–62, Frederick F. Anscombe, “The Ottoman Empire in Recent International Politics – the Case of Kosovo,” International History Review, 28:4 (December 2006), pp. 789–92; and Alain Ducellier, “Les Albanis ont-ils envahi le Kosovo?” in Ducellier, L’Albanie entre Byzance et Venise Xe-XVe siècles (London: Valorium Reprints, 1987), pp. 1–8. On the reputation of the Albanians among the South Slavs, Maria Todorova, “The Ottoman Legacy in the Balkans,” in Carl L. Brown (ed.), Imperial Legacy: The Ottoman Imprint on the Balkans and the Middle East (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), pp. 45–77.

38 The most recent attempt to redefine degrees of loyalty to the national ideal is Tara Zahra, “Imagined Non-Communities: National Indifferences as a Category of Analysis,” Slavic Review, 69:1 (2010), pp. 93–119. While suggestive, its two dimensional classification of active and indifference forms of nationalism does not transfer to most states in the Balkans where multi-level distinctions in measuring loyalties was the norm; nor does it make important contextual differences as for example between intra-imperial and extra-imperial nationalism which again often characterized the national ideal in the Balkans. Cf. Alexei Miller, “National Indifference as a Political Strategy?” Kritika, 20:1 (winter 2019), pp. 63–72.

39 The debate on state formation in Western Europe has been couched in different terms. See the contrasting views of Eric Hobsbawm, “From Social History to the History of Society,” Daedalus (1971), 100:1, pp. 20–45 and Eugen Weber, Peasants into Frenchmen: The Modernization of Rural France, 1870–1914 (Stanford University Press,1976) over whether nations formed only after early social structures had been previously weakened or whether nations achieved ascendency by dismantling the earlier social structures and imposing standardization.

40 The armed forces of the fledgling states were too small and under equipped to defeat the Ottoman army in open combat. See Stephen Fischer-Galati, “Military Factors in Nineteenth Century Balkan Revolutions,” in Béla K. Király and Gunther E. Rothenberg (eds.), War and Society in East Central Europe (New York: Brooklyn College Press, 1979), pp. 183–96.

41 Hans Sturmberger, “Türkengefahr und österreichische staatlichkeit,” Südostdeutsches Arkhiv (Munich: Oldenberg, 1967), pp. 136–9; Roider, Austria’s Eastern Mission, pp. 148–9, 166, and 180–1.

42 Austrian fears of Russia’s intentions to encircle it with Orthodox client states went back to the early eighteenth century.A. V. Florovsky, “Russo-Austrian Conflicts in the Early Eighteenth Century,” Slavonic and East European Review, 47 (January 1969), pp. 94–115. In 1829 the Russian ambassador in Vienna, D. P. Tatishchev, was reporting to Tsar Nicholas I that Austria’s main fear was of a “future Serbia” especially if it were to be placed under Russian protection. Ministerstvo innostrannykh del Rossiiskoi Federatsii, Vneshniaia politika Rossii XIX i nachala XX veka. Dokumenty Rossiiskogo Ministerstva inostrannykh del (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia, 1995), series 2, vol. 16, p. 590, note 133.

43 During this period, Metternich’s policy toward Russia could best be summed up in the words of his ambassador to St. Petersburg, Count Ficquelmont: “to restrain always; to break with, never.”

44 Miroslav Šedevy, “From Adrianople to Münchengratz. Metternich, Russia and The Eastern Question, 1829–33, International History Review, 33:2 (June 2011), pp. 209–33 and Šedevy, “From Hostility to Cooperation? Austria, Russia and the Danubian Principalities, 1829–40,” Slavonic & East European Review, 89:4 (2011), pp. 630–61.

45 Ibid., pp. 644–9.

46 Paul W. Schroeder, Austria, Great Britain, and the Crimean War. The Destruction of the European Concert (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972) places Austrian-Russian relations in the tangled web of European diplomacy preceding the outbreak of the Crimean War. See also David Goldfrank, “Policy Traditions and the Menshikov Mission of 1853.” In Hugh Ragsdale, ed Imperial Russian Foreign Policy, (Cambridge 1993) pp. 119–59, who emphasizes Nicholas I’s expansionist, territorial designs and V. N. Vinogradov, “The Personal Responsibility of Emperor Nicholas I for the Coming of the Crimean War: An Episode in the Diplomatic Struggle in the Eastern Question,” in ibid., pp 159–72 who disagrees, admitting only Russia’s commitment to maintaining its political influence.

47 Zoltan Szasz, “The Balkan Peoples of the Habsburg Empire in the 1870s,” in Béla K. Király and Gail Stokes (eds.), Insurrections, Wars and the Eastern Crisis in the 1870s (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), p. 86 and Tofik Islamov, “The Balkan Policies of the Habsburg Monarchy and Austro-Russian Relations,” in ibid., pp. 32–4.

48 The fullest account is now Ian D. Armour, Apple of Discord. The Hungarian ‘Factor’ in Austro-Serbian Relations, 1867–1881 (Western Lafayette IND: Purdue University Press, 2014).

49 Wayne S. Vucinich, Serbia between East and Western: The Events of 1903–1908 (New York: AMC Press, 1968 [1954], p. 171; Michael Palairet, The Balkan Economies.1800–1914: Evolution without Development (Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 302–5 and Armour, Apple, pp. 294–6 for a slightly different view but reaching the same conclusion.

50 Al. Kharuzin, Bosnia-Hertsegovina. Ocherk okkupatsionnoi provintsii Austro-Vengriia (St. Petersburg: Gosudarstvennaia tipografiia, 1901), pp. 274, 280–1.

51 Justin McCarthy, “Ottoman Bosnia, 1800–1878,” in Mark Pinson (ed.), The Muslims of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Their Historic Development from the Middle Ages to the Dissolution of Yugoslavia (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), pp. 80–1).

52 Robert J. Donia, Islam under the Double Eagle. The Muslims of Bosnia and Hercegovina, 1878–1914 (Boulder CO. East European Monographs, 1981), p. 14. See also Robin Okey, “A Trio of Hungarian Balkanists. Béni Kállay, István Burian and Lajos Thallóczy in the Age of High Nationalism,” Slavic and East European Review, 80:2 (April 2002), pp. 234–66. Okey, Taming Balkan Nationalism (Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 252–8; quotation, p. 57. Most Austrian diplomats serving in the Ottoman Empire were educated in the Oriental Academy in Vienna, where they were taught to recognize and refute all stereotypes of the Turks and Muslims and to respect their culture and religion. Paula Sutter Fichtner, Terror and Toleration. The Habsburg Empire Confronts Islam, 1526–1850 (London: Reaktion Books, 2008).

53 Kharuzin, Bosniia-Hertsegovina, pp. 282–8, 296–303; Donia, Islam under the Double Eagle, pp. 18–19; Robert J. Donia, “Fin de Siècle Sarajevo. The Habsburg Transformation of an Ottoman Town,” Austrian History Yearbook, vol. 23 (2002), pp. 43–66.

54 Jonathan Gumz, The Resurrection and Collapse of Empire in Habsburg Serbia, 1914–1918 (Cambridge University Press, 2009).

55 The best general guide to Russian policy remains Barbara Jelavich, Russia’s Balkan Entanglements, 1806–1914 (Cambridge, 1991) For general histories of Russian foreign policy see the first post-Soviet Russian survey of V. N. Vinogradov, A. G. Ignat’ev, and V. N. Ponomarev (eds.) Istoriia vneshnei politiki Rossii (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia, 1995) and essays in Robert Legvold, (ed.) Russian Foreign Policy in the 21st Century and the Shadow of the Past (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007).

56 In presenting this interpretation in his capacity as tutor to the heir, the future Alexander II, Baron F. I. Brunnow, the ambassador to Britain, noted that “the means chosen by the Empress Catherine for the execution of her plans are far from harmonizing with the character of honesty and fairness which is the constant measure of our policy and our actual powers.” “Aperçu des transactions politiques du Cabinet de Russie (par Baron Brunnow),” Sbornik Imperatorskogo Russkogo istoricheskogo obshchestva. Gody ucheniia ego Imper. Vysochestva Naslednika Tsesarevicha Aleksandra Nikolaevicha (St Petersburg, 1880), pp. 197–217, quotation on p. 197.

57 This is not the place to rehearse the disputes over the interpretations of the treaty, particularly article VII that established this claim. See Jelavich, Russia’s Balkan Entanglements, pp. 120–5 and E. I. Druzhinina, Kiuchuk-Kainardzhiiskii mir 1774. Ego podgotovka i zakliuchenie (Moscow: Nauka, 1955). In a prescient comment, Brunnow noted that the language of the treaty was so vague regarding the right to make remonstrances to the Sultan in favor of the Orthodox of the Danubian Principalities that it was “one of the most frequent causes of our repeated complications with Turkey” but Russia could not renounce them because they had become “the basis for Russian-Ottoman relations today.” “Aperçu des transaction politiques,” p. 210.

58 In his manifesto of August 3, 1914 Nicholas II invoked this obligation, declaring that “Russia, related by faith and blood to the Slav peoples and faithful to its historical traditions, has never regarded their fate with indifference”, going on to justify Russia’s protection of Serbia as an obligation of “honor and dignity.” cited in Jelavich, Russia’s Balkan Entanglements. p. 275.

59 For the Russian party in the Greek revolution see Petropolus, Politics and Statecraft, especially pp. 302–13; Barbara Jelavich, Russia and Greece in the Regency of King Othon, 1832–35 (Thessalonika, 1962), p. 92 concludes that Russia’s prime interest in Greece was to maintain a balance between the competing influences of the protecting states (France, Britain, and Russia) and secure the power and prestige of the Orthodox Church in the country. This policy was continued even after the Crimean War. N. I. Khitrova, “Rossiia sosretochivaetsia,” in Akademiia nauk, Istoriia vneshnei politiki Rossiia vtoraia polovina XIX veka (Moscow: Mezhdunarodny otnosheniia, 1997), pp. 62–3.

60 A. P. Zablotskii-Desiatovskii, Graf P.D. Kiselev i ego vremiia. Materialy dlia istoriii imperatorov Aleksandra I, Nikolai I i Aleksandra II, four vols. (St. Petersburg: M. M. Stasiulevich, 1882), vol. 1, pp. 348–57; N. M. Druzhinin, Gosudarstvennye krest’iane i reforma P.D. Kiseleva, two vols. (Moscow: Izd. Akademiia nauka SSSR, 1946), vol. 1, pp. 257–63.

61 Victor Taki, “Between Polizeistaat and Cordon Sanitaire. Epidemics and Police Reform during the Russian Occupation of Moldavia and Wallachia, 1828–1834,” Ab Imperio, 4 (2008), pp. 82–9.

62 According to Keith Hitchens, “The political structure of the Rumanian Kingdom between 1881 and 1914 remained essentially that of the Principalities.” Only the nature of the franchise changed after the Constitution of 1866. Rumania 1866–1947 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), p. 90.

63 Andrei Cusco, Between Nation and Empire: Russian and Romanian Competing Visions of Bessarabia in the Second Half of the 19th and Early 20th Century (Budapest: CEU Press, 2008).

64 In Soviet circles, Bessarabia was known as “Alsace-Lorraine on the Dnieper.” Louis Fischer, The Soviets in World Affairs, 1917–1926, two vols. (Princeton University Press, 1951), vol. 2, p. 510.

65 Barbara Jelavich, Russia and the Formation of the Romanian National State 1821–1878 (Cambridge University Press, 1984), pp. 64–7, 115.

66 For the Romanian sympathy with revolutionaries ibid., pp. 128–9, 174–5; for religious issues, including the secularization of monasteries and the creation of an autocephalous Romanian church, ibid., pp. 130–40.

67 The Romanian elites, however, turned the new territory into a symbol of their European identification, “a land given [us] by Europe and [which] sets us in contact with Western Europe.” They further argued that control over the Danube delta would make Romania Western military bastion against Russia and a guarantor of stability in Eastern Europe. Constantin Iordachi, Citizenship, Nation and Nation Building. The Integration of Northern Dobrogea into Romania, 1878–1914, Carl Beck Papers, no. 1607 (Pittsburgh, PA, University of Pittsburgh Press, 2002), p. 15.

68 For the negotiations, Alfred J. Rieber, “Russian Diplomacy in Romania,” in Alexander Dallin et al., Russian Diplomacy and Eastern Europe (New York: Columbia University Press, 1963), pp. 235–76; cf. V. N. Vinogradov, “Romania in the First World War: the Years of Neutrality, 1914–1916,” The International History Review, 14:3 (August 1992), pp. 452–61.

69 For the Pan Slav movement and opposition to the war by War Minister, D. M. Miliutin and Finance Minister, M. Kh. Reutern, see the classic account of B. H. Sumner, Russia and the Balkans, 1870–1880 (Hamden: Conn. Archon Books, 1962 (reprint of 1937), and archival material from the Serbian side in David MacKenzie, The Serbs and the Russian Panslavs, 1875–1878 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1967).

70 Cyril E. Black, The Establishment of Constitutional Government in Bulgaria (Princeton University Press, 1943), pp. 52–68; 101–10. The first three ministers of war in Bulgaria were Russian generals and a Russian cabinet existed from 1882–83.

71 The two states fought four wars over the territory ending in the Second World War, and it continued to plague relations even between the communist parties of both countries right after the war. Andrew Rossos, Russia and the Balkans: Inter-Balkan Rivalries and Russian Foreign Policy, 1908–1914 (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1981), chaps. 6 and 7; Edward Thaden, Russia and the Balkan Alliance of 1912 (University Park, PA: Penn State University Press, 1965).

72 Gilles Pécoud, “International Volunteers and the Risorgimento. Introduction,” Journal of Modern Italian Studies, 14:4 (2009), pp. 421–2 and Antonis Liakos, L’unificazione italiana e la Grande Idea. Ideologia e azione dei movimenti nazionali in Grecia (Firenze: Alethia, 1994). In the early years of the Risorgimento the foundations for an Adriatic policy were weak. Italy lacked a strong navy, and its only naval base at Ancona was more suitable for a Mediterranean policy directed against Africa. Jesné Fabrice, “L’Italie face la question adriatique,” in Vojislav G. Pavlović (ed.), Italy’s Balkan Strategies. 19th and 20th Century (Belgrad: Institute for Balkan Studies, 2014), p. 108.

73 Angelo Tamborra, Cavour e i Balkani (Turin: ILTE, 1958); Ljilara Aleksić-Petković, “The Serbian Question in Italy’s Balkan Policy,” in Pavlović, Italy’s Balkan Strategies, pp. 83–5.

74 Angelo Tamborra, “The Rise of Italian Industry and the Balkans (1900–1914),” Journal of European Economic History, 3:1 (spring, 1974), p. 100. Aleksić-Petković, “The Serbian Question,” p. 95.

75 Bernd J. Fischer, “Italian Policy in Albania, 1894–1943,” Balkan Studies, 26:1 (January, 1985), pp. 104–5.

76 I use “counter Versaillles” as an umbrella term to cover all the postwar treaty settlements.

77 For a useful summary of the territorial allocations in the Balkans see M. S. Anderson, The Eastern Question, 1774–1923 (London: Macmillan, 1966), pp. 353–61. For a mildly revisionist treatment of the negotiations at Versailles see Margaret Macmillan, Peacemakers. Six Men Who Changed the World (London: John Murray, 2001), part three is devoted to the Balkans.

78 On the weakness of the French security system Magda Adám, The Little Entente and Europe, 1920–29 (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 1993) and Pyotr Wandysz, The Twilight of French Eastern Alliances, 1926–1936. From Locarno to the Remilitarization of the Rhineland (Princeton University Press, 1988 [1962]).

79 On the idea of Hitler and Stalin as marginal men see Alfred J. Rieber, “The Marginality of Totalitarianism,” in Lord Dahrendorf et al. (eds), The Paradoxes of Unintended Consequences (Budapest: CEU Press, 2000), pp. 265–84. For Tito see Milovan Djilas, Tito: The Story from the Inside (New York: Harcourt, Brace Jovanovich, 1980), pp. 10, 19–20, who found him to be “something of a foreigner in Yugoslavia.” Ibid., p. 61.

80 The following is based on Max Weber, Economy and Society, two vols. (Berkeley, 1978), vol. 1, pp. 241–9. On “what Weber really meant,” see for example Ann Ruth Willner, The Spellbinders. Charismatic Political Leadership (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984) which reviews the very large and often contentious literature on the subject along with her own interpretation. For the dangers of over attributing Nazi policies to Hitler’s charisma and thereby homogenizing its policies see Michel Dobry (2006), Hitler, Charisma and Structure: Reflections on Historical Methodology, Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, 7:2, 157–71, DOI: 10.1080:14690760600642164.

81 As Charles Tilly has noted,” Where participation in organized violence opens the paths to political and economic power, collective violence multiplies.” The Politics of Collective Violence (Cambridge University Press, 2003), p. 41.







Part One


The Storms Break






1


Mussolini


From the outset of his rise to power, Mussolini’s assault on the Versailles system centered on a radical reconstruction of the Balkan states. His armed intervention triggered civil wars in the region that led by the end of the Second World War to a political conflict over the future of the region that inaugurated the Cold War. He envisaged his domination of the Western Balkans as a prerequisite to realize his imperial ambition of making Italy the dominant power in the Mediterranean. This idea had a long pedigree to which he frequently referred. He shared it with leaders of the Risorgimento. They too had regarded the Western Balkans as the space where they could best cultivate the mythical connection between burgeoning Italian nationalism and the historical memories of the Venetian Republic and the Roman Empire.1

Italy’s alliance with Prussia in the Six Weeks War against Austria enabled it to obtain the Habsburg province of Venetia despite its defeat on the battlefield. It was another humiliating reminder, following the French alliance that gained it Lombardy seven years earlier, that unification depended upon powerful allies. The lesson would be reinforced after the First World War. Nonetheless, the recovery of Venetia as Stato da Mar was celebrated in 1866 as a triumph of irredentism and a platform from which to reclaim Dalmatia. At the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, the enshrinement of this legacy in the nationalist Italian historiography gained prominence.2 These appeals had more than historical sentiment behind them. Italians constituted about a third of the population of the city of Zadar and surrounding countryside. They dominated the commercial and ruling life of the province. Italian was the official language of administration.3 All the more reason that the Italian statesmen and politicians felt cheated and betrayed by their British, French, and American allies by the Treaty of Paris in 1919.

Four years earlier Italy had entered the First World War having been promised by the Treaty of London enormous territorial acquisitions in the Western Balkans including Trentino, Istria, Dalmatia, and the Adriatic Islands. The British had also agreed to the Italian annexation of the Albanian port of Valona (Vlorë) and the surrounding area, Saseno Island, and the neutralization of the Albanian Coast.4 In the face of Woodrow Wilson’s opposition, the British and French gave way at Versailles, and these promises were not honored. The postwar Italian Liberal governments suffered a great loss of prestige. They had failed to gain a hegemonic position on the Adriatic which would have crowned their aspirations to become a great power in Europe and a major colonial power in the Mediterranean.

Mussolini’s rise to power clothed these aspirations in a new fascist ideology of empire. Once he had embarked on this course, he enlarged upon his own myth as the man of destiny and thereby enhanced his charismatic appeal.5 However, he was not a systematic thinker. His imperial gaze wandered, and he frequently changed his mind about possible targets and allies. Over time, his judgment became erratic and his delusionary fantasies more pronounced. Not until the eve of the Second World War did he fully develop a theoretical justification for expansion with a geopolitical accent, which could compete with that of Hitler, his ally and rival.6

Mussolini first embarked upon a colonial adventure to revive the aborted adventure of the Italian liberal government in Libya. A rebellion by the Senussi tribes against Italian rule during the First World War shook the Italian colonial administration to its core. The fighting forced it to grant virtual autonomy to the tribes in the Treaty of Ancona in 1918. For the next four years the local resistance continued. It appeared to be on the verge of attaining independence when Mussolini’s new fascist government launched a brutal campaign of reconquest. In the course of the next eight years it took to break the rebels, the Italian army committed atrocities which surpassed in brutality and killing any outrage they carried out in the Balkans.7 These tactics, including chemical warfare, were to be repeated in Ethiopia a few years later. But they were not employed in the Balkans by Italy, suggesting their African policy by contrast was indeed racist at bottom.

Mussolini’s earliest flights of imperial fancying the Balkans fixed on historical injustice. In May 1919 he was already using the issue of Fiume to denounce the peace discussions in Paris as “simply absurd” because “anti-historical.” He seized on the “entire people’s” dissatisfaction over the refusal of Italy’s allies to fulfill the terms of the Treaty of London in 1915. This was tantamount in his eyes “to denying Italy the elementary needs of its civilization and a place in the world in order to accomplish its own mission of civilization.”8 He further expanded on this theme in the immediate postwar years by linking this civilizing mission to fascism. He identified the Upper Adriatic as “the testing ground for fascism; it was the “advanced sentry of the purest Italianess [italianita]” as opposed to Yugoslavia as the “vanguard” of Pan-Slavism.” The Italian population in the newly acquired territories of the Giulian region constituted, in his eyes, a “civil minority” confronting the “primitive and savage majority of the Slavs.”9

Mussolini’s imperial gaze fixed on the non-Italian speaking inhabitants of the newly annexed Upper Adriatic as a people ripe for assimilation by means of recovering their lapsed Roman origins. In a speech to the Italian Parliament in 1927, he declared: “Up there is nobody but an Italian minority who speaks a German dialect.…We regard them as Italian citizens who have lost themselves and must find themselves anew.” By using the term “allogeni” signifying people of the land who were not racially different from the Italians, fascists followed Mussolini’s line by arguing that even the Slovene and Croat speakers of the region were assimilable, because they were originally Italian, albeit “debased.”10 Fascist policies of assimilation then focused both on resettlement of Italian immigrants into the area (reflecting Mussolini’s concerns about the effects of assimilation) and on the introduction of Italian in all secular schools. The German speakers were most resistant to these policies, creating problems for Mussolini in his relations with Hitler a decade later. Although the assimilationist policies failed, the idea of recovering a people who had strayed from their historic origins was consciously or not picked up by Hitler when he called for making the Slovenes “Germans again” in territories annexed from defeated and partitioned Yugoslavia.11

Mussolini’s fascist rhetoric encompassed the reconstruction of Europe directed against a wider Slavic-Communist world.12 That this reconstruction would also involve a struggle between Germanism and Slavism, moved other fascists to speculate that Italy’s role would “prove its greatness in competition with Germanism.”13 While the first half of this prophecy proved correct, the second half, to Mussolini’s subsequent woe, turned sour.


1.1 Spazio vitali


By the mid 1930s he was widening the temporal and spatial dimension of his imperial design. In 1934 he declared that “Italy’s historical objectives have two names: Asia and Africa. South and east are the cardinal directions which must excite the interest and will of Italians.” The aim was to extend Italian hegemony beyond the Adriatic to the entire Mediterranean, the northern half of Africa and Ethiopia to demonstrate the transformative values of fascism and to prove to the Italians that they were a warrior nation.14

This was not imperialism, he claimed disingenuously. It was not about territorial conquests but about “a natural expansion” that would enhance collaboration between Italy and the people of Africa, between Italy and the nations of the Near and Middle East. What this meant in practical terms was made clear by his attack on Ethiopia in 1936 which he justified for the first time explicitly with “the need for space for the vitality of its own population…” (necessità di spazio per l’esberanza dell apropria popolazione).15 A year later he coined the phrase vital space (spazio vitale), suggesting that the lengthy maturation of the geopolitical views underlying his imperial design had found its highest expression. One can only speculate as to whether this was a conscious imitation of Hitler’s concept of Lebensraum. The speculation gains some credence from the Italian wording of a key paragraph in the text of the Pact of Steel, signed on May 22, 1939.

“The Italian people and the German people tightly linked by the profound commonality of their conception of life and solidarity of interests are determined to proceed side by side also in the future with their forces united for the security of their vital space (spazio vitale) and for the maintenance of peace. Following the path indicated by history, Italy and Germany intend in the midst of a disquieting and disruptive world to accomplish their task of guaranteeing the basis of European civilization.”16

Yet as was so often true with Mussolini’s relationship with Hitler, his spazio vitale rested upon a different foundation than Lebensraum.17 Italy’s claim to greater space could not be justified in racial terms. There was no Italian equivalent of volksdeutsch who, having colonized large swath of territory from the Baltic to the Black Sea and beyond the Danube frontier into Southeast Europe, were potential candidates in Hitler’s design for unification under the flag of Grossdeutschtum The Italian claim to mare nostrum could invoke the spirit of the Roman Empire, but there were few Italianate descendents of that greater Mediterranean space.18 A much closer historical point of reference was the Venetian Republic.19

The difficulty for Italian geographers, in contrast to their German counterparts, was in “moving toward Il Duce” on this question. In the early years of fascism, they had sought to distinguish their views from the Germans.20 Rejecting the “economic determinism” which they identified with Friedrich Ratzel, they coined the term “dynamic political geography” (geografia politica dinamica) in place of “geopolitics.” In more precise terms, most of them adopted a nineteenth-century concept of “geographical awareness” (conscienza geografica) to give expression to cultural factors in politics.21 When fascist geographers founded the journal Geopolitica in 1939, they wrestled with the problem of giving a more comprehensive fascist content to these concepts. They picked up the term spazio vitale, which Mussolini had ironically borrowed from Ratzel, and emphasized its economic character, confusing it with other expressions. To them spazio vitale was first and foremost autarchic space enveloping not only metropolitan Italy but also neighboring regions including Africa. But disagreements among the specialists over this idea soon surfaced and the mix of terms and their composite elements became ambiguous and confused. One thing they agreed on was that the German ally was not welcome in that space.22

On the eve of the Second World War Mussolini unfolded the most complete version of his imperial design in a confidential speech to the Fascist Grand Council in February 1939. He confided to his fascist followers that Italy’s geopolitical interests differed from Germany, but nevertheless historical necessity required an alliance with it. To illustrate the point, he unfolded a sweeping vision of Italy’s destiny. “States are more or less independent according to their maritime position…” Italy was surrounded by an inland sea. The exit to the ocean was controlled by Great Britain through its possession of Gibraltar and Suez, leaving Italy “a prisoner in the Mediterranean.” Mussolini then expounded on an ambitious and somewhat phantasmagorical scheme “to break the prison bars (Corsica, Tunisia, Malta, and Cyprus) by expansion in Africa.” For this Italy needed backing on the continent which was the reason for the Rome–Berlin Axis. He then proceeded to connect the link with the Adriatic which may have taken second place in the imperial dream but represented more concrete and realizable goals. Italy’s separate interests from Germany were not confined to the recently occupied Albania but included “the unfinished business of the First World War in the Adriatic and at the expense of Yugoslavia.” The control of this inland sea was “essential to Italy’s conception of her position as a Mediterranean power.” It had been left unsatisfied by the Peace Treaties of 1919.23

Once the term spazio vitale entered the wider discourse of fascism, propagandists married the concepts of vital space and historical destiny to provide a more convincing justification for the achievement of Mussolini’s imperial design through war than the vaguer invocations of fascism or historical destiny. In the years of war from 1939 to 1943, no less than fourteen books were published with the phrase “spazio vitale” in the title.24 Mussolini himself continued to invoke the term, to endow it with temporal preeminence and even to give it a precise target. The work of fascism, he declared, has been interrupted by the war and only after victory and “when our vital space will be guaranteed” will we go back to that work. On the eve of his own fall, Mussolini informed the Fascist Council that agreements with the German High Command have turned over to Italy the responsibility for the occupation of all of Greece. This would require addressing serious problems, he added, while keeping in mind that “Greece lies within the Mediterranean vital space of Italy.”25


1.2 The First Fascist Trophy


In Mussolini’s imperial design, Albania constituted a key building block in his spazio vitale. In this case, too, he was expanding the unfulfilled and unfocused imperial aspirations of the prewar Italian government. Beginning with his assumption of power, Mussolini proceeded gradually, erratically, and by stealth in advancing his plans in the lower Adriatic. His none-too-successful efforts to increase Italian influence and finally to establish control over the country were hampered from the outset by pre-war Italian policy which, in his view, had proven sterile. In the late nineteenth century, Italo-Albanians sought to stimulate a cultural awakening of their confreres across the Straits of Otranto, stressing the importance of unity. The few indigenous intellectuals were suspicious of Italo-Albanian motives, fearing their policies were the prelude to Italy’s territorial aspirations. Italy took the opportunity shortly after the outbreak of the First World War to seize the superb harbor of Valona located only sixty miles from the Italian coast and commanding the Straits of Otranto. The Treaty of London in 1915 promised Italy full sovereignty over Valona and a defensive glacis in return for its assurance that it would not oppose a partition of the rest of the country among Montenegro, Serbia, and Greece if it in fact received the other territories promised in the Upper Adriatic.

The Italians extended their occupation while fighting against the Austrians and Bulgarians. Advancing from the north, they reconsidered their position and advocated a united and independent Albania under their “shield and protection.” At the end of the war, Italy was in occupation of most of the country. But the Greeks and Yugoslavs hotly disputed its claims at the peace conference where the Albanians were not represented. Woodrow Wilson succeeded in refuting all efforts to partition the country and insisted on the independence of Albania within the 1913 borders as outlined by the powers in London. The dispirited Italians withdrew all their troops except from Valona. Harassed by Albanian attacks on their positions, and facing riots and demonstrations at home, the Italians completed the evacuation of the port and island of Saseno in September 1920. It remained only to delimit Albania’s borders, a task which required six years.

Mussolini was quick to react to the Italian withdrawal. He condemned the loss of Albania as “a second Caporetto,” the most serious military defeat in the First World War. “A few thousand Albanian rebels have thrown a Big Power like Italy overboard,” he lamented. “When I heard of the evacuation of Valona, I wept. And this is not just a rhetorical phrase.”26

After taking power in Italy, Mussolini maneuvered to bring the new ruler of Albania, Ahmed Zogu, under his control. Descendent of pashas in Ottoman service and trained as a soldier, Zogu had seized power in 1924 with the support of the Yugoslav government. Having no further use for his former patron, he turned to Italy for economic assistance to develop his poverty-stricken country. Mussolini was delighted to comply, perceiving the opportunity as the first step toward turning Albania into a political dependent. In January 1924, Zogu signed a secret shipping and commercial pact in return for a large personal loan to consolidate his rule. In rapid sequence he negotiated an agreement regulating the exchange of workers, the terms of Italian colonization in Albania and other financial deals.

In March 1925, Mussolini extracted from Zogu a semi-colonial economic agreement providing a large loan guaranteed by Albanian custom receipts. This laid the foundation for a secret military agreement and two public pacts that restricted Albania’s freedom of action in several areas. In the event of an armed conflict involving the two powers, Albania was committed to place its military under Italian command. The slippery slope led the following year to the first Tirana Pact of Friendship and Security which stipulated that Albania would not conclude any military or political pacts with other powers. Another year brought a further concession in the second Tirana Pact in 1927 which obliged Zogu to transform the Albanian army into a virtual mercenary force paid by the Italians.27 Albania had become, in the words of MacGregor Knox, “the first fascist trophy.”28

However, Zogu proved to be a skillful foe. He managed to negotiate additional agreements that placed his economic relations with Italy on a more businesslike foundation. Then in 1928 Zogu engineered his elevation to the throne as King Zog I, giving him virtually complete authority over the country’s internal affairs. His promised reforms may not always have been implemented, but his attempts to free Albania from Italy’s tight grip incited a strong reaction from Rome. He was forced to back down and accept even greater Italian influence over the army and the economy.

The new Italian Foreign minister, Mussolini’s son-in-law, the brash and impatient Count Ciano, was determined to implement a “radical solution” in Albania, supported in principle by Mussolini. Yet, for all his ambition, the Duce was hesitant to plunge into a new adventure before Italy’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War was concluded. While Ciano plotted, Mussolini wavered, reluctant at first to endorse an invasion and annexation, hoping for a negotiated settlement. Ciano rationalized outright annexation as “satisfaction and compensation” for Hitler’s annexation of Bohemia and Morava which “concerns and humiliates” the Italian people. Finally convinced by the tepid posture of Great Britain, Mussolini ordered the invasion. Yet even then he concealed the operation from the Germans, although they supported his venture. Italy’s occupation of Albania in March 1939 was hardly a heroic moment.29 But it gave Italy strategic control over the Gulf of Otranto, the key to the Adriatic gateway to the Mediterranean.


1.3 Enemy Number One


Mussolini could not complete his domination of the Adriatic, as long as an unfriendly Yugoslavia existed. In 1924, he had taken a first step toward encroaching on territory inhabited by Slovenes by concluding a treaty with Yugoslavia which finally recognized Italy’s annexation of Fiume. But the Yugoslavs reacted by signing a treaty with France. Mussolini was incensed. He began to plot his anti-Yugoslav policy aimed at the destruction of the country. This involved signing treaties with countries on Yugoslavia’s borders, spinning a diplomatic web of encirclement and giving encouragement and support to Croatian terrorists in exile in Italy. An anonymous French Army report in 1927 based on local informants asserted that Italian agents were active in Macedonia collecting military intelligence and surveying the frontier with Albania. Allegedly, Rome had extended a large loan to the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO) to prepare an uprising. In the opinion of the informant, however, Italy’s aim was to bring pressure on Belgrade to make concessions in Dalmatia and grant access to the metal and coal deposits of Slovenia.30 By 1927 Mussolini was convinced that the apparent stability of Italian–Yugoslav relations was like a building of which only the façade in the form of the friendship pact was standing; “all the remaining parts have collapsed.” He advocated further negotiations only to demonstrate that the Serbian (sic) government had been exposed as preaching to Europe that Italy did not want a peace policy in the Balkans.31 For years, the British ambassador in Belgrade was convinced that Italy would resort to any means short of war to destroy Yugoslavia.32 It appeared that Mussolini was prepared to cross that line when in November 1932 he mobilized troops on the Yugoslav border and alerted Croatian nationalists to the possibility of setting up a satellite government in Croatia.33

For Mussolini the most promising émigré agent to pursue his policy was the heir to the Frankist legacy, Ante Pavelić, the leader of a fascist organization of Croat “insurgents” (Ustaša) founded in 1930. Although of Croatian origin, Pavelić, like many of the new men was born in the culturally mixed province of Bosnia and Hercegovina, where tensions ran high among the three main ethno-religious groups, numbering at the end of the nineteenth century 700,000 Orthodox, 550,000 Muslims, and 400,000 Catholics. He was closely associated from his student days with Catholic priests, many of whom rallied to support his radical cause.34 A lawyer by profession, Pavelić had served in the Yugoslav parliament as a member of the Croat Party of Right.

Following the promulgation of a royal dictatorship, Pavelić joined the small number of Croats who sought refuge in Italy. Two years earlier he had already made contact with representatives of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, submitting a memorandum which prefigured collaboration by Croatian nationalists with Mussolini during the Second World War. They recognized Italy’s dominance in the Dalmatian littoral by accepting its right to promote its cultural influence and exploit the natural resources of the Western Balkans. They promised that once in power they would cede to Italy key strategic points on the coast. They were willing to abandon any claims to Slovene territory which they asserted could be left to Hungary.35 Supported financially by Italy and Hungary, the Ustaša established training bases in both countries and organized terrorist attacks in Yugoslavia. Their most notorious act was their participation in the assassination of King Alexander and the French Minister of Foreign Affairs, Louis Barthou in Marseilles in 1934. The terroristic attack resonated on the international scene, and Mussolini, embarrassed, reined them in. He ordered the arrest of Pavelić and Eugen Kvaternik and then kept Pavelić under semi-detention and surveillance. The Ustaša were disarmed and many of its important members were interned.36 But Mussolini kept them in reserve as a potential weapon against Yugoslavia.

Once established in Italy Pavelić had embraced a some of the fascist emblems of violent antipathy to “alien” peoples, first and foremost Serbs, and later Jews and Gypsies, a remaking of youth along revolutionary lines and a fuzzy version of Mussolini’s corporatist order, and German racism.37 Neither Mussolini nor Hitler had much respect for him, but his dependence on them made him malleable for their purposes.38

Up to the invasion of Yugoslavia in April 1941, Mussolini was perfectly capable of switching tactics or conducting his policies on two levels depending on the political changes in Belgrade. What remained consistent, however, were the themes of his propaganda invoking his plans for the Adriatic. Aside from the daily press, the most powerful voice in this campaign was the Instituto di Studi Adriatici, established in Venice in April 1933; it was open up to 1945, even though most of its activities took place between 1935 and 1943. Between 1933 and 1935, it promoted cultural and scientific activities related to the Adriatic Sea, especially cultivating the history and myth of a glorious Venetian Republic. Thereafter and increasingly after 1938, it expanded its political coverage. Its aim was to “develop the greatness of Italy in the Balkan peninsula and in the East” “through a cautious and constant work of penetration.” In keeping with Mussolini’s grand design, it identified the Eastern coast of the Adriatic Sea as “a well-defined living space (spazio vitale).”39 In pressing his case for the historical, cultural and economic unity of the Adriatic coastline, Mussolini’s fascist minions continued to orchestrate his denunciation of the Yugoslav tradition of Illyrianism.40

The most abrupt diplomatic adjustment in his relations with Yugoslavia came in 1935 when a dramatic change took place in the Yugoslav government. After a much-disputed election, Milan Stojadinović became prime minister. He reoriented Yugoslav foreign policy away from the French alliance and the Little Entente, moving closer to Italy and Germany on key issues like the Spanish Civil War and the Anschluss.41 With Hitler’s encouragement, Mussolini negotiated a series of agreements with the new Yugoslav government which committed the two countries not to attack one another and granted some economic concessions to Yugoslavia. Stojadinović admitted to Count Ciano that Yugoslavia’s long standing pro-French policy as a member of the Little Entente was barren of results. He denounced the “socialist government” of Leon Blum as a clique of Jews, Masons, and communists. He acknowledged that Yugoslavia was in no position to come to the assistance of Czechoslovakia in the event of a German attack, as his treaty obligations required. And he denounced the League of Nations. For his part, the Italian foreign minister, Count Ciano, who was never a fan of Hitler, assured Stojadinović that “once the Anschluss is an accomplished fact, all those countries who must oppose German descent toward the Adriatic or along the Danube Valley, will polarize around the Rome-Belgrade axis.” This would deter Germany from “any mad attempt.” In the meantime, the association of the three powers would be a bulwark against communism, “the menace most feared by Yugoslavia.” Overly optimistic, Ciano forecast an end to twenty years of “bitter friction” between Italy and Yugoslavia. He was even convinced that “Stojadinović is a fascist, if not by party loyalty,” he hastened to add, then “by concepts of authority, of state and of life.”42

The rapidly changing political situation in Europe and particularly in Yugoslavia soon undermined Stojadinović’s position. This forced Mussolini, in turn, to adjust his policy. In February 1939, the Yugoslav regent, Prince Paul sought to deal with double danger; abroad, triggered by Hitler’s invasion of rump Czechoslovakia; at home by a divisive election which revealed the deep gulf between Croatia and Serbia, Paul perceived an obvious parallel between Hitler’s use of the Sudeten Germans to subvert and destroy Czechoslovakia and the threat of the Ustaša to perform the same disruptive function in Yugoslavia. He dismissed Stojadinović.

Mussolini had interpreted the fall of Stojadinović as another maneuver to diminish Italy’s influence and he ordered the concentration of half a million troops on the Yugoslav frontier. Prince Paul’s creative response was to strike a deal with Vlatko Maček, whose Croatian Peasant party had won an overwhelming electoral majority in Croatia. The agreement (Sporazum) signed on August 26, 1939 gave Croatia its much sought after administrative and financial autonomy, cutting the ground from under the appeal of Mussolini’s sponsored Ustaša. Any further progress in bringing external pressure on the Yugoslav would depend upon Hitler’s determination to bring Yugoslavia into the Axis camp.


1.4 The Brutal Friendship


Mussolini shared with Hitler “a common destiny” in their equal determination to overthrow the international order established in the postwar settlements and to infuse their imperial designs with a radical transformative ideology. The main thrust of their expansionist designs—Germany’s to the East and Italy to the West—was historically grounded and in theory complementary if separate. Both men envisaged a reordering of space; for Germany it was Lebensraum, for Italy spazio vitale.43 In the early years, their relationship appeared to be based on a mutual admiration for their respective ideologies, especially their anti-Communism and their rejection of the peace treaties ending the First World War. Moreover, Hitler repeatedly reassured Mussolini, that he “regarded the Mediterranean as a purely Italian Sea.” In 1936 Hitler lauded Mussolini as “the leading statesman in the world to whom none may even remotely compare himself.”44

What drew Mussolini into an alliance was his realization that he needed continental security in order to pursue his overseas imperial plans. Mussolini’s most far-flung adventure, the invasion and conquest of Ethiopia, brought home to him the strategic necessity of bringing the sea lanes of the Mediterranean and the Adriatic under his control if he intended to fulfill his grand imperial design. But this required a reorientation of his European policy in general. He realized that British opposition to his colonial adventure in Ethiopia, where they had no vital interests, foreclosed any hope of London’s support for his Mediterranean policy which could be interpreted as threatening the British lifeline to India. This meant turning against Italy’s allies in the First World War to embrace an alliance with Hitler. This also meant given up his patronage of Austria and Hungary in order to forge a new Rome–Berlin Axis.45

Mussolini had made this clear to Ribbentrop when he declared that he was “tired of mounting guard over Austrian independence…Italy’s interest is no longer as lively as it was some years ago for one thing because of Italy’s imperialist development which was now concentrated on the Mediterranean and the colonies.”46 When Mussolini finally accepted the Anschluss he earned Hitler’s accolade: “Tell Mussolini I will never forget him for it, never, never, come what may.”47 In his fateful decision, however, Mussolini was ignoring the warnings of his own diplomats. His foreign minister, Count Ciano, ever suspicious of Hitler’s motives and ambitions and fearful of breaking completely with Britain, urged Mussolini to press for a general discussion of all outstanding issues with London before accepting the destruction of Austria. He complained to the Germans about the lack of consultations over Austria, a complaint that he would frequently repeat as Hitler concocted his expansionist plans in secret and informed Mussolini only at the last moment of his sudden moves on the international scene. In his instructions to Dino Grandi, the Italian ambassador in London, Ciano agonized: “Should the Anschluss take place, should Greater Germany by then press on our frontier with the weight of its whole 70 million then it will be impossible even to talk with England for fear of seeing the rapprochement as a journey to Canossa under German pressure.”48

Ciano was echoing the views of more seasoned diplomats. As early as 1932, the Italian ambassador in Madrid had vigorously denied that the German nationalist movement “can give us our Adriatic security” either by securing Italian interests against Yugoslavia, tied to France, or “the defense of our interests in Albania” or “the solution of our colonial problems.”49 On the eve of the Anschluss, the Italian undersecretary for Foreign Affairs warned Mussolini, in vain, that once the Germans had arrived at the Brenner Pass, it would be a “dangerous illusion” to assume that they would not overcome the hundred kilometers that will then separate them from the Adriatic Sea. “A people of eighty million and the organizational spirit of the Germans with their myth of racial superiority and the powerful impetus to expansion and traditional thrust toward the roads to the South and East can be stopped only by a cautious and permanent defense.” He concluded with a prescient prognosis: “Germany in Vienna means Germany in Budapest. Czechoslovakia will then be defeated, Romania will be forced to become a vassal of Russia or Germany, and it likely will choose the latter. Yugoslavia asks for nothing more than to be allied to Germany. The other Balkan countries following their traditions or interests will fall under the fascination with Germany and submit to its arrogance.”50 His fear that Anschluss really meant “the connections for Italian expansion into the Balkans would be irreparably cut off,” proved wrong. Instead, it meant that Italian expansion could only trail behind the German juggernaut.

From the moment the Axis was born, still another shadow fell over the relationship between the two countries. The problem for Mussolini was that the alliance was asymmetrical in terms of power. The relative weight of their military and economic strength shifted steadily and sharply in Hitler’s favor not only in the Upper Adriatic but in Southeastern Europe and North Africa.51 It was clear to the Germans that Italy, for all Mussolini’s bravado, was not ready for war. In his rational moments, the Duce recognized this. Throughout August 1939 he was still expressing a strong view that it was as he put it to Hitler, “still possible to attain all our goals without resort to war.”52 No wonder, then, that Hitler continued to pursue his aggressive designs without consulting Mussolini on his key decisions.53 For all the cordiality that marked their public pronouncements and private meetings, their ambivalent feelings trapped both of them in a relationship so well characterized by Deakin as a “brutal friendship.”

In the meantime, Mussolini continued to act in concert with Hitler. His military support of Franco in the Spanish Civil War was a further step in that direction but taken mainly toward fulfilling his Mediterranean ambitions. In this case too, as John Coverdale has argued, ideology was less important than geopolitical considerations. Although Mussolini set no specific goals or expectation of rewards from Franco, he surely expected reciprocal support for his own policies in the Mediterranean and possibly even bases for the Italian navy in the Balearic Islands.54 But the Italian “volunteers” fighting on Franco’s side were humiliated at the famous battle of the Guadarama, demonstrating what was widely known among Italian military leaders but never publically acknowledged: that Italy’s military power was greatly exaggerated by Mussolini and wholly incapable of realizing his imperial design.55

Mussolini recognized that he needed Hitler’s support to achieve his aims. But he also resented Hitler’s successes and his patronizing exercise of power toward Italy. Hitler’s recognition of Italy’s military weakness militated against his misplaced admiration for Mussolini as a statesman and ideological comrade. As early as 1936, Hitler encouraged Mussolini to pursue a policy of rapprochement with Yugoslavia to counter British influence and to erect a barrier against communism.56 But he had other aims in mind as well. As he maneuvered to wean Italy away from its protective policy toward Austria in preparation for the Anschluss, so he aimed at breaking the alliance of Yugoslavia with Czechoslovakia on the eve of his occupation of that country. When the crisis over Danzig heated up, Hitler and Ribbentrop suggested that Mussolini might take advantage of “the Polish affair” to partition Yugoslavia. Considering Hitler’s concurrent negotiations with Stalin to partition Poland, this offer may be interpreted as a minor but useful contribution to a larger imperial plan.57

However, when the German invasion of Poland led, unexpectedly for Hitler, to war with Britain and France, he performed one of his characteristic volte faces by warning Mussolini that “an Italian attack on Yugoslavia could spark a conflagration of war on the entire Balkan Peninsula…[and] lead to Russian intervention and solidarity between Russia and Great Britain.”58 Mussolini had been unpleasantly surprised by the announcement of the Nazi–Soviet Pact, about which Hitler had not consulted him. He warned Hitler that while he “who had been born a revolutionary” had never change his beliefs; “you cannot sacrifice your permanent principles of revolution to the tactical demands of a given political stage. I think that you cannot abandon the banner of anti-Semitism and anti-Bolshevism which you have brandished for more than twenty years and for which so many of your comrades have died.” He further insisted that another step toward Russia would have “catastrophic repercussions in Italy.” Moreover, he continued, the German problem of lebensraum could only be resolved in the immense space of Russia and its low population density. “The mission of Germany is to defend Europe against Asia,” he concluded.59 He was further convinced that the Nazi–Soviet agreement on the partition of Poland would reduce Italy to being Germany’s “poor relation.” Rumors circulated among the highest officials in Rome that Hitler intended to descend on the Adriatic and reduce Italy to “a secondary appendage.” Hitler’s dependence on the Soviet Union would vastly increase Soviet influence to the point, in Mussolini’s distraught reaction, that Hitler was even considering turning the Nazi party into a “national Bolshevik” party. He feared that if the war with Britain and France continued, revolution would break out in Europe. For this reason, he was desperately eager to mediate between the Western Allies and Germany to end the conflict.60

Then, in March 1940, Hitler’s informed him that Russia was no longer to be treated as a mortal enemy but rather as a state with traditional interests which had to be recognized.61 While German diplomats repeatedly reassured Mussolini that Yugoslavia belonged in the Italian sphere of influence, they also repeatedly demanded that Italy postpone an attack until the defeat of Great Britain. Hitler’s insistence that Mussolini hold off his imperial design lest it complicate the German strategic position in the Balkans was fully justified by events.62 The rapid collapse of the Anglo-French armies in May alarmed Mussolini. He had been repeatedly informed Hitler that the Italian armed forces were not ready for war and up to the last moment before Italy’s intervention he pleaded for additional time to complete technical military preparations. When the Italians entered the war, their forces in the Alpes-Maritime did not perform well. Hitler’s dictation of the armistice with France made no provisions for the territorial gains for Italy outside a slight frontier rectification. Mussolini had expressed his willingness, once he had belatedly joined Hitler in attacking France and declaring war on Britain, to postpone his demands for Tunisia and Corsica and his claims on Great Britain in East Africa until the signing of a future peace treaty. Blocked from moving West, Mussolini returned to his interest in the east, namely the Balkans. This required a new departure from his anti-Soviet stance, a reversal that resembled Hitler’s readjustment the previous year. This could hardly have been coincidental.

Mussolini’s Soviet policy had undergone various twists and turns during his career. Before he came to power, Italy had abandoned its hostile attitude toward the Bolshevik revolution, withdrawing its troops early on from the Allied intervention in the Caucasus. Later, Mussolini boldly announced to the Italian parliament, “I recognize the Soviets,” explaining that national interests overrode ideological issues. This touched off a race with Britain to be the first major power to recognize the USSR de jure. Unhappily for him, Mussolini lost by several days. But economic agreements and commercial relations developed apace until Mussolini’s imperial ambitions fixed on the Balkans. In 1927, his recognition of Romania’s rule in Bessarabia clouded the horizon; his support the same year of Zogu’s coup led to the dismissal of the Soviet ambassador from Tirana, ending Soviet–Albanian relations for almost twenty years.63 However, relations between Italy and the Soviet Union remained good enough to permit the signature of a non-aggression treaty in 1933. Thereafter, they worsened considerably as Litvinov’s policy of strengthening the League of Nations and promoting a policy of collective security repeatedly clashed with Mussolini’s adventures in Ethiopia, Albania, and Spain. Moreover, Mussolini was critical of the Soviet attack on Finland. A number of factors led to another shift toward better relations.

First, Mussolini sought to revive commercial relations in hope of obtaining much needed oil from the Soviet Union. Second, the end of the Soviet–Finnish Winter War in March 1940 removed one obstacle and his growing estrangement from Britain provided an alternative for advancing his interest in the Balkans. Finally, the Germans sought to promote such a rapprochement in order to prevent a clash of Italian and Soviet interests in the Balkans. They helped to reestablish normal diplomatic relations between the two countries.64 This led to one of the less known but highly significant episodes in his “brutal friendship” with Hitler.

After a preliminary sounding, Mussolini gave his personal endorsement to the newly appointed ambassador in Moscow, A. Rosso, to outline the main interests of Italian foreign policy as a basis for an agreement with the Soviet Union, building on the treaty of non-aggression and friendship of 1933. Mussolini had expressed his belief, according to Rosso, that Italian and Soviet interests in no way diverged and that their relations could be improved “in agreement with third countries,” presumably being Germany. Rosso repeated the usual litany of complaints against “Anglo-French hegemony” in the Mediterranean. But he asserted that Italy had no aggressive intentions with respect to Switzerland (!) Yugoslavia, Greece, and Turkey and no claims; “Rumors to the contrary are false.” Rosso went on to dissimulate by asserting that Italy had only friendly economic interests with the Danubian and Balkan countries and sought no exclusive influence or territory, but only “friendly cooperation.” However, he added that Italy had only an “indirect interest in the open territorial issues like Transylvania, Dobrudja and Bessarabia. Italy merely hoped to help resolve these questions by peaceful means.”65

Mussolini’s government then immediately proposed a peaceful solution to the Bessarabian question which was heating up as the Soviet pressure on Romania to cede the province “peacefully” reached a climax. Ciano offered to mediate while at the same time advising Romania to accede to the Soviet demands. By this clumsy maneuver, Italy could appear to serve the interest of all; Germany by restraining the Soviet Union from precipitate intervention; the Soviet Union by advising Romania to accept its demands; and Romania by appearing to act in its best interests.66 The Italian initiative to exercise its “indirect interest” in an area that the Nazi-Soviet Pact had placed within the Soviet sphere failed. The Soviet intervention to detach Bessarabia was brutal. This did not deter the Italians from pressing for Moscow for a resumption of trade relations. But a month after Molotov’s memo, the Soviet Minister of Trade, Anastas Mikoian, replied that without a political agreement there could be no economic agreement.67 Why was Mussolini stalling in response to Molotov’s proposals?

There was no enthusiasm in Berlin for a Soviet–Italian deal. On two occasions in August and September Ribbentrop insisted that Italy not pursue further the negotiations with the Soviet Union, keep the situation in the Balkans fluid, and take no arbitrary action in the Balkans especially with respect to Yugoslavia and Greece.68 Clearly, the Germans suspected that a Fascist–Soviet Pact could precipitate a division of the Balkans to the exclusion of Germany and an invitation for Italian expansion in the Western Balkans. And they were right. At that very moment in August when Germany issued its final warning, the Italian General Staff began preparations to invade Greece. Mussolini assured Hitler that Italian military preparations on the Greek and Yugoslav borders were only of a “precautionary character prompted by the fact that both countries are hostile to the Axis and ready to stab it in the back if a favorable occasion should offer itself.”69 Speaking with the German ambassador, Ciano reiterated that Italy harbored no aggressive intentions toward Yugoslavia.70 These reassurances were the standard fare of Italian diplomats. The Greek leaders warned Germany of Italy’s aggressive intentions and pleaded for its moderating influence on Mussolini.71 The Italian deception of its German ally was blatant.

Mussolini had harkened to the siren call of Count Ciano who offered an attack on Greece as compensation for the postponed showdown with Yugoslavia. He was persistently annoyed by Hitler’s failure to consult him on any of his military operations.72 Mussolini jumped at the chance to act boldly on his own without informing the Führer. “I am going to pay him back in his own coin,” he declared. “He will find out from the papers that I have occupied Greece. In this way, the equilibrium will be re-established.”73

He was more discreet in his letter to Hitler, replying to the Führer’s warning that the military and psychological effects of an attack on Greece at that time would be militarily and psychologically a mistake. His lame excuse was that he had not received Hitler’s letter in time. He then attributed the humiliating setback at the hands of the Greeks to unfavorable weather conditions, the defection of Albanian troops who mutinied and the attitude of the Bulgarians who allowed the Greeks to transfer eight divisions from Thrace to the Western Balkans.74 It was a rather pitiful performance. In general, Mussolini’s formula for retaining Italy’s freedom of action was, as he put it, to fight “a parallel war, with its own specifically Italian objectives and it having nothing to do with the present adversaries…not for Germany, not with Germany, but alongside Germany.”75 However, for Italy the idea of a “parallel war” rapidly lost its allure.

The Italian invasion of Greece on October 28, 1940 proved disastrous. The defending Greek forces inflicted a humiliating defeat on the elite elements of the Italian army and drove them back into Albania. Contrary to Mussolini’s intentions, his unilateral policy brought Germany deeper into the Balkans. Reviving Mussolini’s failed diplomatic initiative, Hitler proposed to Ciano that Yugoslavia and Bulgaria be brought in to partition Greece with Italy. Mussolini informed Hitler that he was prepared to guarantee Yugoslavia’s boundaries and to grant her Saloniki on three conditions: first, that Yugoslavia adhere to the Tripartite Pact; second, that it demilitarize the Adriatic and third, that Yugoslavia refrain from entering the war against Greece until the Italians had gained a notable success by their own actions.76

Mussolini’s views on the Western Balkans were not shared by all individuals and groups within the Italian military and civilian elite. Long before the war, Italian diplomats had questioned the advantages for Italy of promoting the break-up of Yugoslavia. Dino Grandi, not known for his perspicacity, nonetheless was an early skeptic. He confided to his diary that if Italy “had to choose between having Croatia within Yugoslavia as a counterweight to the centralizing tendencies of Serbia and thus exercising a weak pressure on the Adriatic and on Illyricum; or having an autonomous Croatia willing to be integrated again into Hungary or Austria, and thus exerting on the Adriatic an unimaginable pressure, we would hope that Croatia would never gain its independence.” Yet the best course now, he concluded, would be to weaken the internal structure of Yugoslavia.77 Mussolini, however, was bent on achieving the glory of a military victory. Hitler’s intervention in Yugoslavia gave him a second chance to achieve his ambitions in the Western Balkans.


1.5 Mussolini and Slovenia


Six days after the Wehrmacht crossed the Yugoslav frontier on April 6, Hitler issued a directive partitioning the country among Germany, Italy, Hungary, and Bulgaria. The actual negotiations to delimit the boundaries of their respective territorial acquisitions and spheres of influence lasted for several months. Mussolini sets his sights on annexing the territories in the Upper Adriatic that had been promised Italy in the Treaty of Rome in 1915. Beyond military occupation, he faced two major problems; to delimit the new boundaries of the Italian state in competition with other claimants and then to identify and assimilate the mixed populations which came under his control.

In Venezia Giulia including the city of Trieste, the task was complicated by historical memories and a highly mixed population; it was a high-level micro-shatter zone. The census figures for Istria in 1910 under Habsburg rule had recorded an approximate total of 250,000 inhabitants of the peninsula, excepting Trieste and Rijeka. Of these, 52% were Italian, 39% Croatian, and 9% Slovene. According to a census under Italian administration in 1921, the population had increased to 265,000 with 66% Italians, 24% Croatians, and 9% Slovenes. These figures have been challenged, as might be expected. An independent scholar working after the war estimated that by 1939 out of a population of 284,000 about 146,000 (51%) were Italians, 81,000 (29%) were Croatian, and 34,000 (12%) Slovenes, with an additional 20,000 (7%) mixed and 3,000 (1%) of other origins. There are several problems in interpreting the data. In some districts of north Western Istria, the population spoke a Croatian-Italian dialect which makes it impossible to include them in either nationality.

Even more dramatic demographic shift took place in the city of Trieste after the First World War. The Italian occupation brought pressure on the Slovene population, which counted about 30% of the population, to adopt Italian identification or emigrate, the course followed by about 100,000 Slovenes.78 Ethnicity, however defined, was not a very good indicator of primary loyalty of the population especially in Trieste. For example, the outbreak of the First World War opened up a latent split between the cultural ties with Italy and political affiliation with Austria-Hungary. A small but vocal body of Italian nationalists had been agitating for the inclusion of the city in Italy since the unification of Northern Italy in 1866. But the diets in Trieste and Istria were more concerned with local problems and the commercial ties of Trieste, the fourth city in the Habsburg Monarchy as a major export port for the Monarchy. It was already clear by the outbreak of war that the region was developing a borderland identity or becoming frontier society institutionalized at the sub-state level in the form of regional autonomy.79

After Italy’s entry into the war in 1915, Trieste maintained its loyalty to Austria-Hungary as did most of the Adriatic littoral; the region furnished 50,000 volunteers to the Habsburg Army while only about 1000 Italian irridentists emigrated to join the Italian Army.80 Slovenia was a bloody battleground during the war and the Slovene troops in the Habsburg Army sustained heavy casualties. In postwar Yugoslavia, Slovene veterans continued to suffer from discrimination. Those with disabilities received much lower compensation than the war veterans of Serbia and Montenegro; those who served as commissioned officers in the Royal Yugoslav Army complained about unequal treatment in comparison with Serbs. The Slovene population under Italian occupation during the war recalled the experience as an ordeal, captured vividly in the postwar press and preserved by the Union of War Fighters. Under fascism, the Slovene territory annexed by Italy was exposed to a ruthless process of de-nationalization. Half a million Slovenes in Venezia Giulia were treated as aliens and objects of assimilation policies.81 The Slovenes fought back. An underground resistance organized by the clergy sponsored an anti-fascist youth movement that engaged in violent attacks on the Italian military and cultural institutions, including assassinations and sabotage. It was ruthlessly suppressed, engendering bitter memories of Italian rule.82

The Treaty of Rapallo, which cleared way for Italian annexation of Venezia Giulia including Trieste, precipitated a commercial disaster for the city, which lost its connection to the Central European hinterland, and signaled a political shift to the right. As a reaction to the “Red biennium” of 1919–20, Italian fascist gangs attacked the Croatian and Slovene migrant workers. In the elections of 1921, the right including the fascists won 47% of the vote. Mussolini further incited ethnic differences by encouraging anti-German sentiment in the region up to 1935 in hopes of deflecting disappointment at the Italian failure to restore the economic vitality of the city.83

To draw the boundary line between the territories of Slovenia occupied by the Germans and the Italians, the Italian Foreign Minister Ciano and German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop sat down in April 1941 to pour over a large map. The Italians bargained hard but failed to gain an economically advantageous dividing line along the northern border of their share of Slovenia which they then called the Province of Ljubljana. The Italian Army Chief of Staff, General Mario Roatta described the partition as lacking any reasonable foundation and at points “absurd.” An Italian manufacturer, Alberto Pirelli added that the line made no economic sense, passing so close to Ljubljana that aqueduct and electricity serving the city as well as the surrounding mines and cotton manufactures ended up in German hands.84 The Italians carried away with them a feeling of bitterness toward their German allies which added to the tension between them in other areas as well.

In pursuing their policies in Slovenia, the Italians made a serious mistake at the very beginning of the occupation. An influential group of Slovene political leaders greeted the Axis invasion by setting up a Slovene National Committee to secure independence from the German and Italian occupation authorities. But Mussolini rejected their request, despite their “act of submission,” because he intended to annex the region. The Italian policy, duplicating that of the Germans in their zone, sought to de-nationalize the local population and “Italianize” it. Undeterred, anti-communist Slovene collaborators formed themselves into their own armed groups, the Blue and White Guards and the Home Guard. Like the traditional bands in the history of the Western Balkans, they were rivals. The Blue Guard was an autonomous Chetnik band legalized by the Italians but at daggers drawn with the White Guard which was strongly anti-Yugoslav. The Italian military admitted that their territory was mired in a civil war and covertly also supported the White Guard in its anti-Partisan activities.85 Meanwhile, in 1942 the representatives of the Slovene Alliance began to show signs of ideological divisions between conservative supporters of collaboration with Italy and supporters of the anti-fascist coalition (the Liberation Front).

When the Italians belatedly realized their error, they renamed the Slovenian Alliance the Centro Nationale Sloveno and attempted to manipulate it for their own purposes. But they badly mismanaged the operation; they stubbornly refused to grant the Slovenes their independence. Even worse the Italian military authorities reacted brutally to the growing resistance movement. Most notoriously, General Roatta of the Second Italian Army issued a pamphlet on counter-insurgency which stipulated a number of severe punishments and reprisals, giving his subordinates a free hand without worrying about the consequences: “Let it be understood,” he wrote, “that excessive reactions undertaken in good faith will never be prosecuted.” He directed his fury at the Partisan uprisings in Slovenia, Dalmatia, and Montenegro, instructing the commander of the 11th Army Corps in June 1942: “At whatever cost, Italian domination and prestige must be restored even if all Slovenes have to be shot and Slovenia destroyed.”86 These and similar instructions encouraged widespread atrocities by the Italian military that drove increasing numbers of the Slovenes into the arms of the Partisans.87


1.6 Patronizing Terrorists


Mussolini’s plans for Croatia were deeply flawed from the outset. He claimed to guarantee the independence of the country within the sphere of Italy’s spazio vitale. Yet he was forced to share the occupation with Nazi Germany. He claimed, as a loyal ally, to defend Croatian territory. Yet he annexed part of Dalmatia, depriving Croatia of the major part of its seacoast. He supported the appointment of his fascist client, Ante Pavelić, as chief (Poglavnik) of the Independent State of Croatia (Nezavisna Država Hrvatska—NDH), but was then appalled by the atrocities of his followers (the Ustaša) and his chaotic ruling policies.

The new borders of the NDH both expanded the nominal territorial size of the state and reduced its political autonomy, making a mockery of its “independence.” A draft treaty between the new state and Germany set the border between the two countries along the old administrative boundary of Styria and Croatia in the Habsburg Empire. Negotiations between Italy and Croatia over the borders and authority of the NDH proved more complex and contentious. The fascist propaganda machine had staked out Italy’s claims during the April war on the basis of economic needs justified by Italy’s hereditary rights as a successor to the Venetian Republic. Mussolini’s historical views were equally widely diffused by fascist propagandists during the early phase of the occupation of the Adriatic littoral of Yugoslavia. History was distorted to the point where the Morlachs of Dalmatia were portrayed as “a rural Latin population” descendent from the Romans. Ignoring the fact that there were virtually no Italians left in Dalmatia, fascist plans for denationalizing the local population fixed on the idea that ethnic criteria should be derived from historical contexts. Towns where there had been a large Italian population could be selected as target for irredenta (redemption) by expelling the Slavic population and replacing it with “native Italian elements.” Mussolini grasped the opportunity to advance his cherished goal of “Italianizing” the annexed territories which he claimed as a legacy of the Venetian Republic. Dalmatia was the keystone of this policy.88

Initially, Mussolini had favored total annexation of Dalmatia, fearing that otherwise the Croats would take over with their stronger national claims. The occupation of the Dalmatian coast, all its islands and the interior up to the “natural borders” of the Velebit and Dinaric Mountains would secure Italy’s strategic borders and solve once and for all the Adriatic question. In negotiations with the Croats, however, he reached a compromise which partitioned Dalmatia. He justified his reversal by stating that to have annexed all of Dalmatia would have brought hundreds of thousands of Slavs within Italy’s national borders. But to keep his options open, he preferred to consider the annexations provisional until a final peace settlement.89 His plans for Dalmatia were not well received in Berlin. In an early sign of the tension that would arise between Italian and German policies, German propaganda throughout the NDH with particular effect in Dalmatia represented the Italians as impotent and spread the illusion that after their victory the Germans would restore to Croatian rule the territory in Dalmatia occupied by the Italians.90

The formal relations between Italy and Croatia were contained in three agreements negotiation in the months after the Italian occupation. The first agreement consolidated Mussolini’s economic interests claims by creating two economic zones where Italian industrial and financial projects could be spread over very broad areas of exploitation, extending as far as Bosnia. They would guarantee Italy control over the bauxite and copper mines to supply Italian manufacturers and provide a valuable source of exports. The agreements stripped prewar Croatia of 150 factories and most of its Adriatic coastline. The second agreement forbade the NDH to construct any military bases within an 80 kilometer “second zone,” or to maintain a navy in the Adriatic except for coastal vessels. Together the two agreements carved out an Italian sphere of influence in Croatia extending up to a line demarcating the German occupation zone. By the terms of the third agreement, Italy promised to defend the political independence of a Croatian “Kingdom”, although the Italian candidate for the throne never showed up.91

The maintenance of the occupation zones rapidly broke down when the Croatian Army and Militia were unable to repress uprisings in their own territory caused by their own brutality. The Italians stepped into the breach. In the spring of 1941, Italian troops moved back into the second zone to replace and disperse the Croatian forces which were unable to deal with the outbreak of local revolts. The second zone was then merged with the first zone to form a Governante of Dalmatia. Under the rule of the governor, Dr. Giuseppe Bastianini, a series of measures ranging from the removal of visible symbols of Croatian nationality to the dissolution of all Croatian associations and the introduction of Italian in the schools were carried out with uneven results. The Italian occupational authorities encouraged the settlement of Italians, aiming at “the elimination of Slavdom in the Adriatic territories.” They launched a vast program of public works to employ the emigrants, but this too fell short of expectations. The Italian policies sparked resentment rather than appreciation among the Croatian population.

In the early days, Mussolini assured Pavelić that he would withdraw Italian troops from Croatian territory, but he never did. Instead he maintained them under various designations, extending their control when the Croatian security forces proved incapable of containing the internal uprisings that began almost immediately after the Yugoslav surrender.92 The NDH fell rapidly under the domination of the two occupying powers, embroiling all three states in a struggle over policy and resources.

The three major sources of tension and rivalry between Italy and Germany centered on the treatment of the local population, mainly the Serb civilian minority in Croatia inhabiting the old Military Frontier and the emerging Chetnik bands; economic policy and the competition for resources; and control over the Croatian armed forces. The boundaries of the NDH encompassed a “shatter zone” of ethno-religious groups which Ustaša policy brutally exploited, undermining the stability of the state. Scarcely half of the population was Catholic. Out of a total of 6.5 million inhabitants, 3.3 million were Catholic Croats, 800,000 were Muslims, 2.2 million Orthodox Serbs, 100,000 Germans, 18,000 Jews and several hundred Italians.93 Determined to purge the new state of its “alien” elements, the Ustaša began immediately to carry out a systematic policy of ethnic cleansing. At first, the Serbian population reacted with stunned incredulity. When the truth dawned on them, thousands of young men from the villages in Croatia took to the hills where they were taken under the wing of local bands forming under the leadership of the Yugoslav Communist Party (the Partisans) and officers of the Royal Yugoslav Army (Chetniks).94

According to statistics compiled by the Ustaša leaders, they expelled 120,000 Serbs from their territory and dumped them into Serbia. A massive program of forced religious conversion, reminiscent of the policies in the seventeenth century, aided and abetted by the Croat clergy, turned as many as 250,000 Orthodox believers into Catholics.95 Widespread disagreement exists on the number of Serbs who were massacred by the Ustaša or died in the camps. The most reliable estimate calculates that over 300,000 Serb inhabitants of the territory of the NDH lost their lives during the war.96 This does not include the murder of the Jews. German, and Italian army units were appalled by the massive and random Ustaša terror; there were incidents of clashes between Ustaša and Italian troops attempting to protect the civilian population.97

The terror unleashed by the Ustaša in Bosnia and Hercegovina from the very moment their forces entered the annexed territory drove the local Serb and Muslim population to appeal to the Italian Army for food and protection. Although Italy had formal relations with the NDH, the Italian army leaders quickly grasped the advantages of working with the Serbs first, to curb the excesses of the Ustaša, which had plunged the region into civil war, and second, to combat the activities of the Partisans, whom they rightly regarded as a greater threat to their long term interests. Moreover, they took a different view of the Croat state than Mussolini. They regarded with disdain the many former Habsburg officers in the Croatian as well as the German forces in their zone as heirs of their former enemy in the First World War. Italian intelligence officers took an even broader view, reasoning that “The Croats have been historically and remain our enemies. The reason: the Adriatic Sea…and we cannot survive with a Greater Croatia and, even worse, if we were to establish old Austria.”98

Leading generals like Mario Roatta, the Chief of the General Staff and commander of all Italian forces in Croatia, had considered the partition of Yugoslavia a serious mistake that would lead to nationalist discontent, civil war, and a drain on the Axis powers.99 Initially, the Italian army leadership deplored the murderous attacks of the Ustaša on the Serbs and Jews which General Roatta characterized as “extermination.” Considering his reports, Rome approved the replacement of the Ustaša civil administration by the army. Roatta claimed that his intervention had saved 600,000 Serbian Orthodox and prevented the deportation of the Jews in their sector.100 In August, 1941, in response to the breakdown of public order, General Vittorio Ambrosio, chief of staff of the Italian Second Army, issued orders to occupy the demilitarized zone of Croatia and remove the area from Ustaša control. He demanded that all administrative posts and as well as confiscated property formerly held by Serbs be returned to them and that all Orthodox Churches be reopened. But his policies, even when extended to the demarcation line with the German zone, failed to restore order.

From the first contacts with the Serbian bands, the relationship of the Italians with the Chetniks was fraught with problems. Often determined by local conditions, they became more complex as the civil war in Yugoslavia intensified.101 In Croatia, the Chetniks appealed to the Italians to place the areas inhabited by the Serbian minority in Croatia under their protection or else to annex them. The Italian government began to incline toward the Serbs and Montenegrins as opposed to the Croats and Albanians as the most effective way of penetrating the Balkans.102

By the summer of 1942, the Chetniks in the Italian occupation zone had succeeded in obtaining recognition by General Mario Roatta as an auxiliary force which he armed and supplied. This enabled them to engage the Germans in negotiations to reach an accommodation with the Ustaša. But this phase did not last long. In the fall of 1942, the Germans and Croats on a northern flank and the Italians and Chetniks on a southern flank mounted a combined operation against the Partisans on the Neretva River, the only time this kind of cooperation was carried out. It was followed almost immediately by Chetnik attacks on the Ustaša. In their relations with the Chetniks in Croatia, the Italian military leaders maneuvered; at times they engaged in outright deception, in order to use them against the Partisans without alienating the Croatian authorities. By tolerating Chetnik abuses, however, they ended up contributing to the growing sympathy of the Croatian population with the Partisans.103

Up to the last months before Italy’s surrender, Mussolini and his representatives in Zagreb repeatedly expressed their deep dissatisfaction with Pavelić and his Ustaša followers. Reviewing the situation in February 1943, the Italian minister in Zagreb informed the Duce that Italy’s policy of supporting Pavelić had largely failed. The Croatian leadership was often hostile. Pavelić appeared unwilling or unable to correct the drift away from Italy. The government ignored the repeated warnings of Mussolini himself as early as 1942 that the brutal treatment of “the Orthodox,” that is the Serbs, was intolerable. He further insisted that Pavelić be informed that Croatia’s irredentist propaganda aimed at the recovery of Dalmatia was “impractical and ridiculous.” He was equally dissatisfied with Pavelić’s “pendulous” policy, oscillating between Germany and Italy.104

The Italians were no happier about their relations with the Germans in Croatia. Advising Mussolini on his upcoming conversations with Ribbentrop in February 1943, the Italian minister in Zagreb, Raffaele Casertano, reported that “a real German protectorate over Croatia has been established.” German troops occupied three-quarters of the country; the police depended wholly on the Gestapo; the economic life of the country was under German control, “leaving very little margin for Italian initiatives and trade.” To correct this situation, which was a clear violation of the recognition of Croatia as part of Italy’s spazio vitale, it was necessary to bring about the closest coordination of activities between German and Italian representatives in Zagreb; no important decision should be taken without Italian consent.105

To resolve these questions on the spot, Casertano met the following month with the German representatives, Glaise von Horstenau and Siegfried Kasche. His report to Mussolini exposed the deep division between the Italian and German interests in Croatia. He was barely able to contain his anger and frustration. He repeated the charge that the Germans unilaterally had adopted decisions without prior consultation. The Italian authorities should not have to count on the Croatian officials or even the newspapers to find out what had been decided. He insisted that the Germans had not respected agreements reached in 1939 about the distribution of resources in Croatia. He attributed the insincere character of German–Italian relations over the territories on the Adriatic to the revival of Habsburg policies personified by Glaise “who, suffering from ‘Croatomania,’ could not forget the past of the monarchy which he served.”

In response to the minister’s objection that “the cities, ports and Adriatic coast have an importance for us Fascists which must be given the maximum importance,” Glaise replied that unfortunately the Croats knew this; that is what led to the “misunderstanding.” In particular the Italian minister complained about the training of Croatian sailors in the German occupied Black Sea Coast of the Soviet Union. Glaise “insinuated that a little Croatian navy certainly cannot disturb Italy.” As if this were not enough, Kasche gratuitously added that “the Adriatic solution” should be designed to grant “all of Dalmatia to the Croats with an Italian protectorate over the new state.” Casertano bristled at this suggestion. The Duce had made it clear that every irredentist and territorial demand by the Croatians was ridiculous. As for the Ustaša, he declared, it hardly existed as a political or military force, and there was no basis for Italian cooperation with it.106 These complaints summarized two years of frustration over Mussolini’s plan to bring Croatia into his spazio vitale.


1.7 From Dalmatia to Epirus


Although the war against Greece had produced little more than humiliation for Mussolini, the German blitzkrieg in the Balkans offered him an opportunity to repair his tattered reputation and pursue with even greater vigor his aims along the entire Adriatic littoral south of Dalmatia into Montenegro, Albania, and Greece. Here, unlike Slovenia, Croatia, and Serbia, he had obtained from Hitler full authority. But from the outset, his plans for Montenegro went awry. His aim was to win over the population by granting the country nominal independence under Italian protection with the promise of restoring the monarchy. But the Italians could not agree on a candidate. Was it to be Queen Elena, the daughter of the last Montenegrin King, Nikola, and the wife of Italy’s King Vittorio Emmanuele? Or would it be Nikolai Romanov, the son of another daughter of Nikola, Princess Milica who had married the Russian Grand Duke Piotr Nikolaevich? Or failing these royals, perhaps Prince Mihailo the grandson of King Nikola? In the event they cancelled out one another.107

In the meantime, on July 12, the Italians had rounded up a few dissident members of the so-called Green party to proclaim independence under Italian protection. The Greens had emerged in 1919, as violent opponents of what they regarded as the arbitrary and unilateral absorption of Montenegro into Yugoslavia. They had plunged the country into a brief but violent civil war, before accepting the status of a legal political party in the interwar period. Asserting they were Serbs, they advocated a federal structure that would recognize the prewar, historically determined borders.108 The majority reacted with outrage to the proclamation of July 12. True to form, they rose up in an armed insurrection. The idea of becoming an Italian protectorate was, in their view, adding insult to injury. The Italians had already lopped off significant portions of Montenegrin territory and distributed it to their other creation, “Great Albania.” The Montenegrins had fought hard to acquire these lands, some as far back as 1878 and others after the Balkan Wars. The Italians were stunned by the extent and violence of the onslaught. The new Italian commander, General Alessandro Pirzio Biroli, declared: “This is a people ready for anything and sustained by a mystical fanaticism….” The Italians rushed in fresh troops and aiding by Slavic Muslims and Albanians they crushed the uprising. There were heavy casualties on both sides.109

In their search for local assistance to help pacify and stabilize their rule in the Balkans, the Italian authorities soon found a willing collaborator among the Chetniks under the command of Colonel, later General Draža Mihailović. A veteran of the First World War, who had served with the Serbian Army, fighting its way back from Saloniki through Macedonia to liberate the country, Mihailović had the reputation of a courageous officer and Serbian patriot but with limited political skills. During the collapse of the Royal Yugoslav Army in May 1941, he retreated with a small number of non-commissioned officers and men into the fastness of Western Serbia (Ravna Gora) and Montenegro, where he established himself as the leader of the Chetnik movement.

The Chetniks drew on a long tradition of irregular bands (četa) fighting against the Turks and emerging most prominently during the Balkan Wars of 1912–13. Some Chetniks resurrected the image of heroic warrior of old with their ample beards, long hair, wearing uniforms decorated with skulls and cross bones and flourishing daggers. True to their traditions and the inclinations of their leader, the Chetnik bands did not submit to a centralized command or maintain a consistent political outlook aside from embracing a Great Serbian idea.

When in June Mihailović set up his headquarters in Montenegro, the Yugoslav government-in-exile in London, named him chief-of-staff of the Yugoslav Army. They steadfastly supported and promoted him to the end of the war; he was subsequently raised to a cabinet level appointment as Minister of the Army, Navy and Air Force, despite increasing and convincing evidence that he was involved in collaboration with the Italians and at times even with the Germans. Having reestablished nominal control in Montenegro, the Italian authorities reached agreements in the spring of 1942 which granted the Chetniks the right to form a Nationalist Committee pledged to maintain order. Jointly their condominium worked to expel the Partisans. They then cooperated with the Italians in policing the country.

Initially, Mihailović counted on military assistance from the British in his combined strategy of resisting the occupation and fighting the Partisans and Ustaša. But when they proved to be chary with arms and supplies, he turned first to the Italians and then to the Germans, entangling himself in compromising relationships that he probably would have preferred to avoid. Disappointed that the British could only manage one airborne drop in the fall of 1941, Mihailović began secretly to negotiate with the Italians who became his chief sponsor, supplying him with weapons. During the first half of 1942, he actively collaborated with them in Bosnia-Hercegovina as well as Montenegro in order to repress the Partisans and defend the Serbs against the Ustaša.110 One of the largest Chetnik bands operated in Western Bosnia and Northern Dalmatia. Constantly in touch with Mihailović, they openly cooperated with the Italians up to the capitulation of Italy and thereafter with the Germans.111

The Chetnik political program was vague, short on specifics, although thoroughly imbued with a Greater Serbian spirit. Beginning as early as June 1941, the first of several documents drafted by leading Chetniks outlined a plan for reconstructing and enlarging prewar Yugoslavia. Their territorial demands extended to parts of Northern Albania, Western Bulgaria (Macedonia) and Romania, southern Hungary, southern Austria, and Italian Istria. Their population policy advocated mass expulsions of non-Serbian nationalities and resettlement of Serbs outside the current and projected boundaries of the Greater Serbia. Mihailović gave instructions to his commanders in Montenegro, confirming his approval of the main outlines of these proposals including the ringing phrase: “the cleansing of the state territory of all national minorities and a[nti]-national elements.”112

By the spring of 1943, the Italians were losing confidence in the Chetniks, in part because of their defeats at the hands of the Partisans, in part because of pressure from the Germans who did not trust them for good reason. The Italians were no more able to control the Chetnik terrorist tactics than those of the Ustaša. Even before Italy was forced out of the war, the Chetniks had become more of a liability than an asset.113 The Axis powers began to disarm their bands in Montenegro, forcing Mihailović to leave Montenegro for Serbia. It was another sign that the Italian position throughout the occupied territories was fast losing ground.


1.8 The Albanian Protectorate


Within a few months of Yugoslavia’s collapse, King Victor Emmanuel announced the formation of a Great Albania. But Ciano’s initially overly ambitious even fantastical plans for expanding Albania’s borders into Montenegro, Macedonia, and Greece had to be scrapped in the face of German and Bulgarian objections. Still, the strained negotiations among the predators brought over half a million Albanians under the rule of Italy’s puppet state. Fatefully, most of these were Kosovars. The Italian support of Albanian claims for the incorporation of all Kosovo into a “Great Albania”was nourished by the hope that they could gain control of the mines in the German zone.114

When the Germans invaded in April 1941, the Albanians from Kosovo and Metohija launched a large-scale anti-Yugoslav and anti-Serb rebellion and welcomed the Wehrmacht. Once again, however, German and Italian interests diverged. While the Italians sought to create a Greater Albania, the Germans were moving in the opposite direction. The German military were largely successful in putting an end the ethnic clashes in northern Kosovo and reaching an agreement with local leaders to create a “Little Albania.” Working through them, they also agitated for the incorporation of all Kosovo-Metohija into the rump Serbian state to gain the wealthy mines of chrome and magnesium. But in another example of tangled bureaucratic lines, the German Foreign Ministry representative in Belgrade, reacting to the protests of Nedić, forced a cancellation of these arrangements. The German domination of Albania would have to wait until the collapse of Mussolini’s rule.

The Italians attempts to stimulate Albanian nationalism fell short of expectations. They watched helplessly, as yet another of their plans for taming a national movement came apart. Under their control, up to 100,000 Serbs and Montenegrins were expelled from Kosovo but this did not prevent the situation in a Great Albania from rapidly deteriorating into chaos. In the words of General Alberto Pariani, commanding the Italian Crown forces: “the only current that is taking on more and more life is Italianophobia.” The problem had multiple causes, he stated: a history of resistance to orderly administration rooted in the Ottoman period; the lack of true independence under Italian protection; the poor showing of the Italian armed forces in East and North Africa, Greece and the Russian front. In addition, he deplored the corruption rife in the administration and the inequality of wealth which breeds communism.

Pariani recommended two lines of action; the first was to increase the Italian garrison and reform the Albanian armed forces, as well as organize irregular bands under the command of local clan leaders accustomed to wage guerilla warfare. The second was to improve the spirit of collaboration. This meant instilling the Albanians with a clear sense of the moral danger facing them; their failure to defend their lands against the Greeks and Yugoslavs who, avid for revenge, would destroy the country if the Axis powers were defeated.115 The Albanian government prodded by the Italian occupation authorities struggled to implement these recommendations. The gnawing problems were centralizing the government’s policies and organizing of the armed forces.116 In the long run Italy’s prestige in Albania sank to new lows.

Despite the poor performance of the Italian army in the war against Greece, Hitler assigned the Italians a major role (Preponderanza) in the occupation. The German army had done most of the work in defeating the Greek army and the British expeditionary force, and Hitler was determined to occupy strategic locations, mainly to prevent the British re-gaining land bases to bomb the Romanian oilfields.

The Italians could be useful by freeing up the first line German troops for the Russian campaign. Their armed forces occupied the Ionian Islands, the Peloponnesus, Epirus, Thessaly, and parts of Western Macedonia. The Ionians were annexed, the Italian language and currency introduced. Parts of Epirus and Kastoria which Italy had occupied in 1916 were attached to Albania.

Tensions soon developed, however, between the Italians and Germans over their economic policies. Mussolini and Ciano complained that the levels of German levies of food supplies and financial contributions were creating economic chaos and stimulating uprisings and strikes. The Germans put these down mercilessly which further stimulated the growth of the resistance and irritated the Italians.117 The German policy of requisitioning workers had a further depressing effect on the Greek economy and incurred the displeasure of Mussolini. The Duce reminded Hitler, in vain, that postwar Greece was to be part of Italy’s spazio vitale. To ease the way to cooperation with the Greek population, it was necessary to adopt policies that would make this possible.118

More adventurous in Thessaly, the Italian authorities supported the establishment of an autonomous administration centered on the small Vlach population headed by a veteran separatist, Alkievadis Diamantis, who dreamed of a Principality of Pindos. Self-styled as the “Prince,” his official title was Governor General of Epirus and Macedonia. He collected a small “Legion” from the dregs of the local population which engaged mainly in criminal activities under the guise of policing. A second rival group formed with Italian support managed to fight occasionally against the resistance bands of ELAS. Diamantis, no doubt taking a cue from Mussolini’s pseudo-historical imaginings, promulgated the notion that the Vlachs had descended from the Fifth Roman Legion and that they were the long lost brothers of the Italians. The Germans would have none of it, and refused to approve the creation of a vassal Vlach state. The Greek collaborationist regime in Athens also ignored Diamantis’ appeal to join him in creating a new European order. The farce soon ended with the flight of Diamantis, the collapse of the Italian occupation and the victory of the partisans.119 The episode deserves mention only as an extreme example of the cultural fantasies embedded in the plans of Mussolini Hitler in the Western Balkans.


1.9 From Dreams to Nightmare


Even after Mussolini appeared to have realized his ambitions in the Western Balkans, his subordinates recognized the fascist order was built on sand. In Montenegro, where Italy’s protectorate over the country’s independence was seen for what it was—a vast deception—the military shared this pessimism from the outset of the occupation. “The Montenegrins, like the Croats, Bulgarians (and also the Albanians) do not like us,” the commander of the Italian army of occupation, General Biroli, wrote to a colleague in July 1941. He continued: “The feeling among the [Montenegrin] masses is one of superiority over the Italians.” His solution, hopelessly vague but generally applied was to act with justice but apply “strict repression of extreme harshness” when necessary.120

In a mirror image of the Nazi system of governance, or lack thereof, Italian civilian and military figures competed with one another. In dealing with local elites, they resorted to a variety of tactics ranging from cooperation to repression and fascistization. At the same time, they experienced mounting frustration with their German counterparts who were also divided over the best means to carry out Hitler’s imperial plans.121

After the Allied invasion of Italy, Mussolini’s complaints to Hitler about the situation in Croatia merged into his broader concern over the direction of Axis strategy. Reflecting the views of his diplomats, who expressed regret over Hitler’s obsession with the Soviet Union, the Duce sought to persuade the Führer that he should adopt a defensive posture on the Eastern Front and concentrate on the Mediterranean where the Axis still enjoyed tactical advantages. His advisers had pointed out that the supply lines of the Western allies were vulnerable to mass submarine attacks. A shift of resources would strengthen the ability to reshape the European system, a view, they reported, unanimously supported by their allies.122 But these entreaties fell on deaf ears in Berlin.

The surrender of Italy and the coup that overthrew Mussolini brought his grand imperial design to a crashing end. The spectacular rescue of Mussolini from imprisonment by Hitler in his last gesture of friendship enabled the Duce to create a fascist republic of Saló in the north. But this merely touched off a civil war in Northern Italy.123 Meanwhile, the demoralized Italian army of eighty divisions virtually disintegrated. Instead of turning against the Wehrmacht, like the Romanian and Bulgarian armies, the majority meekly surrendered to the Germans who disarmed them. Others in Yugoslavia turned their arms over the Partisans, supplying them with heavy weapons that contributed to their success in clearing their country of the remaining Axis forces. Some units went over to the Partisans, like the self-styled Garibaldi division. This lamentable result demonstrated how little enthusiasm for his imperial design Mussolini had generated in twenty years of ruling Italy.124

Unlike Hitler, Mussolini perceived the Western Balkans as a key component in his imperial design. His dominance over the region would guarantee control over the Adriatic and a protected naval access to the Mediterranean. It would provide him with valuable raw materials for his military build-up. He hoped, in vain as it turned out, that the region would attract Italian settlers, providing a safety valve for Italy’s surplus population and reestablish Italian historic cultural hegemony on the Adriatic coastline. Faced with the opposition of Britain and France to his Adriatic-Mediterranean aspirations, he found it necessary to turn to Nazi Germany at a high price. He was obliged to give up his protection of Austrian independence and accept joint occupation in Croatia as well as a subordinate role to Germany, in real if not symbolic terms throughout the region as a whole. Influential figures in his Foreign Ministry, especially Ciano, and among the top military command, resented their subordinate position in the alliance and the all too often superior attitude adopted by their German equivalents.

Mussolini’s relations with the collaborationists were also fraught with tension. This was due in part to disputes over policy and influence with Germany; in part to conflicts with the Slovene, Croatian, and Albanian nationalists who sought to manipulate their alliance with Italy for their own ends while he was determined to turn their states into Italian protectorates. Mussolini’s Italy lacked the resource base and industrial power to play the part of a major power in the region. Moreover, the Duce failed for all his bluff and bluster to persuade the Italian people and the rank and file of the army to share his imperial ambitions.
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Hitler


Like Mussolini, Hitler nourished a deep-seated hatred for the Versailles system, but his wrath was initially directed first toward Central and then Eastern Europe. But his occupation of Austria brought the German borders in contact with the Balkan frontier and his close alliance with Mussolini that made that coup d’état possible drew him into the storm that Mussolini had done so much to whip up.

Hitler’s had foreshadowed his involvement in the Balkans by developing an economic policy aimed at acquiring German economic preponderance in the region in order to gain access to important natural resources, including important sources of war raw material such as zinc, copper, and bauxite in the Yugoslavia and oil in Romania as part of a larger plan to create a Grosswirtschaftsraum.1 What some historians have called this “Drang nach Südost-Europe” was launched almost the moment Hitler took power and in a form already foreshadowed by his Weimar predecessors. Throughout the 1930s, the broad development of these ideas was sketched out in the daily press and the scientific journals specializing in a wide variety of subject dealing with the economy, geography, and literature of the countries involved.

By the time the war broke out, plans had been drafted by Wilhelm Funk, German Minister of Economy, outlining a regional project within the Grosswirtschaftsraum with vaguely defined boundaries, but clearly including Yugoslavia.2 Beginning in 1933,Yugoslav–German trade agreements prepared the ground, reaching their highest point in 1939 when Yugoslav exports to European countries going to Germany reached 28.3% while Italy lagged far behind at 7.4%. The preponderance of Yugoslav imports by the end of the same period came from Germany (34.8%) while again Italy’s share amounted only to 7.8%.3 Less than a year before Germany invaded Yugoslavia, Herman Goring in his capacity as head of the four-year plan declared Germany’s aim of creating a Grosswirtschaftsraum.4 Although Nazi Germany lagged well behind France and Britain in foreign investment, the acquisition of Austria and Czechoslovakia contributed to sharp increases, particularly in metallurgy and mining where its percentage of capital invested amounted to 35%.5 No wonder then the Nazis insisted that, after their unexpected invasion of Yugoslavia, their share with Italy in the partition should be heavily determined by economic considerations.

Hitler’s relations with Romania were motivated by a combination of economic needs and political alliances. Romania possessed the large oil reserves in Europe, and Hitler’s need for oil was the most overriding economic prerequisite for conducting a war of machines, particularly aircraft and tanks. But the Belgian, British, and French companies owned about two-thirds of the production and a subsidiary of Standard Oil of New Jersey had acquired another 14%. What Romania lacked for industrial development was high-quality coke and coking coal. The Germans had ample resources of both. In order to guarantee a steady supply of oil Hitler ordered the foreign ministry in March to negotiate a comprehensive economic agreement with Romania. King Carol, who had been moving steadily toward the establishment of a personal dictatorship along the lines of Mussolini’s corporate state, responded enthusiastically, proposing a broad exchange of goods. Within a few weeks an agreement was signed, outlining a “multi-year economic plan” that would “satisfy German import demands.” Romania was committed to exporting a large quantity of agricultural goods and forest products and to establishing with Germany a joint stock company to extract and refine oil. In exchange, Germany would supply Romania with weapons and supplies for the Romanian armed forces and machinery for military and extractive industries, and would build and improve roads and communications. A secret protocol required Romania to assume responsibility for encouraging and supporting German companies to extract oil and develop new fields. The overall effect was to turn Romania into an economic dependency of Germany.6 Hitler’s policy throughout the Balkans was a vast extension of Germany’s “export empire” that had become increasingly difficult for the smaller states from Hungary to Turkey to resist.7

In addition to building on Germany’s prewar economic position, there were other reasons guiding Hitler’s conviction that it would be a mistake to open a new land front in the Western Balkans. In an extraordinary exchange of letters with Mussolini in November 1940 Hitler outlined what he called the military and psychological reasons for maintaining peace in the region as part of his unfolding Mediterranean strategy. Informed of Italy’s warlike preparations on the Greek frontier, he warned that it would be unwise to attack before Crete was occupied and the British fleet eliminated. Moreover, the psychological impact on Bulgaria and Russia of such an attack would undermine the position of the Axis in the Balkans. As for the Yugoslavs and the Vichy French in North Africa, it was hard to say, he admitted, but they too might be influenced to maintain their policy of wait and see in the belief that the war was not yet over. It was important, he asserted, not to raise obstacles to future operations with respect to countries such as Yugoslavia “in order to avoid their adopting a hostile position that could provoke if not a catastrophic, at least a regrettable spread of the conflict.” Every effort should be made to keep the RAF from obtaining bases in Greece within range of the Ploesti oil fields which given the vulnerability of refineries to air bombardment would be disastrous.

Hitler proposed an alternative set of measures; first, to persuade Spain to enter the war immediately, seize Gibraltar, close the Mediterranean to the British fleet, and prevent the defection of the French in North Africa; second, to turn Russia away from the Balkans to the East; and third, to win over the Yugoslavs to a new policy of collaboration to settle the Greek question. He emphasized that without assurances from Belgrade it would be fruitless to risk operations in the Balkans, “which would be crowned with failure.” He proposed that Italy and Germany pool their air power to cripple the British fleet before any operation was undertaken against Greece, a matter of several months.8 It was an imaginative and comprehensive strategy. But it was ruined by Franco’s refusal to join the Axis and by Mussolini’s determination, as we have seen, to strike out on his own, launching a “parallel war” against Greece, and then in June 1941 by the coup d’état in Belgrade.

Hitler’s policy in the Balkans took an unexpected turn in the early years of the Second World War. Initially, the region occupied a secondary front in his overall strategy to force England to its knees and to destroy the Soviet Union. Drawn unwillingly into a military intervention, he became ever more deeply entangled in the complex politics of the region. Following the failure of the Luftwaffe to bomb Britain into submission, Hitler turned away from the Channel in the fall of 1940 and shifted his attention to the Mediterranean where a strong British presence posed the most immediate threat to his domination of the continent but where it was also most vulnerable to a concentrated attack by a collation of forces led by Germany. Viewing Hitler’s foreign policy from this angle sheds light on the complexities of his larger plans for re-ordering Europe.

Confronted by a series of unforeseen and challenging circumstances in a region where historically great powers had failed impose and maintain their hegemony, Hitler was forced to compromise the main ideological components of his Weltanschauung: Lebensraum, the racial state, hatred of Jews and Bolshevism, economic autarchy and belief in the historic destiny of the German people. The entanglement of these factors and his shifting emphasis on one or the other reveal another aspect of his character: his impulsive often improvisational reaction to particular situations. The difficulties of finding firm ground in the implementation of his policies multiplied as his subordinates competed to interpret his frequently vague policy pronouncements.

Hitler plunged into the Balkan vortex in reaction to a coup by military officers in Belgrade that raised the teenage Peter to the throne, replacing the regent Prince Paul and dismissing the pro-Axis prime minister. Taken unawares, Hitler was enraged by what he perceived to be a threat to his policy of keeping Yugoslavia tied politically and economically to Germany. Only ten days earlier, the Belgrade government had signed the Tripartite Pact in return for Hitler’s recognition of the sovereignty and integrity of the Yugoslav state and a promise to support its acquisition of Saloniki, a long-standing desire of the Serbs.9 His plan for a dependent Yugoslavia resembled those of his Habsburg predecessors toward the Serbs, and like them he felt he had been betrayed. The official declaration of war portrayed the leaders of the coup as the “same clique…had organized the assassination of King Alexander and the Sarajevo murder that unleashed World War One,” and now turned Yugoslavia into an anti-German base.10 In a conference with his leading military commanders, Hitler explained that defection of Yugoslavia jeopardized the planning for the attack on Greece (Maritsa action) “and even more in regard to the Barbarossa Operation later on.”11 He told the Hungarian ambassador: “there must never again be a Yugoslavia.”12

Hitler acted rapidly to enroll the states of counter-Versailles in his operational planning and the dismemberment of Yugoslavia. The Adriatic coast, Banat, and Macedonia were to go to Italy, Hungary, and Bulgaria respectively. Echoing again Hapsburg policies in the Balkans, he told the Hungarian ambassador: “Historically, Germany and Hungary did belong together, after all. Both were confronted by a tremendous Slavic wave. This friendship with Hungary did not depend upon him, rather it lasted through all systems of government, sometimes more sometimes less, depending upon the possibilities of the political and military situation.”13

In April Hitler launched a Blitzkrieg against Yugoslavia and Greece. The Italians tagged along, eager to have the German bail them out of the Greek debacle. The Hungarians and Bulgarians piled on, eager to redeem territories they had lost in the Balkan and First World Wars. Although their armed forces did not make a serious contribution to the rapid defeat of the Yugoslavs, the spirit of Counter Versailles had found its incarnation.

Once committed to an invasion of the Yugoslavia, Hitler adjusted his prewar policies and ideological commitments to meet a new and complex set of requirements. First, he needed to wind up quickly his military operations against Yugoslavia in order to provide the maximum striking force necessary to deliver a decisive blow against the Red Army. Second, for the same reason, he wanted to avoid tying down a large number of German troops in occupation duties, and most certainly not front line units. Finally his long standing hostility toward the Serbs fueled his intention to break up Yugoslavia into satellite states and reduce the territory and population of the Serbs to something like the pre-1914 level. Internal collaborators were also important to keep order and prevent incipient resistance. These could be found among extreme nationalist elements in Croatia, Bosnia, and even Serbia. Hitler’s need to keep German access to raw materials in occupied Yugoslavia became if anything more pressing as the war lengthened.

Finally, Hitler sought to fulfill his vision of Grossdeutschtum by strengthening the bonds between the Reichsdeutsch and the large number of volksdeutsch in the region. The latter had already displayed their loyal support during the short military campaign by carrying out sabotage in the rear of the Yugoslav army. But his policy conflicted with his commitment to the Hungarians in the Banat and gave rise to disillusionment among the volksdeutsch leaders.

As the Second World War dragged on, Hitler’s policy in the Balkans was increasingly influenced by his fear right up to D Day in France that that Britain would, as Churchill advocated, open a second front in the region.14 Forced to shift his gaze in the Balkans, Hitler lost his focus. Beset by too many irreconcilable contradictions, he scrambled to reach compromises. More and more he resorted to improvisation. Although Hitler was never one to subordinate strategic even politically pragmatic considerations to ideological consistency, the tension between the two threatened the entire enterprise. Since his officials dealing with the partitioned territories differed among themselves over implementing his vague or confusing orders, described as “working toward the Fuhrer,” the Nazi pursuit of Hitler’s policies in the Balkans was at times scarcely coherent.15


A Greater Germany


Hitler had played the racial card in promoting his policies in the region before the war. As early as his Reichstag speech of March 23, 1933, he had stated that “We have particularly at heart the fate of Germans living outside the borders of the Reich who are allied with us in language, culture and traditions and who fight hard to retain these values. The National Government is resolved to use all the means at its disposal to support the rights internationally guaranteed to the German minorities.”16 Hitler most frequently used the term volksdeutsch, to identify these people. The term had a long pedigree among conservative German thinkers. As a model of national identity, it gradually acquired anti-Semitic and racial overtones super-imposed on a myth of agrarian utopia and the concept of Lebensraum. Growing anxiety over the failure of the liberal idea to embody the essential elements of German culture and the search to find alternative sources of identity had inspired literary and scholarly works on volkisch and agrarian themes. They began to appear in Germany in the 1850s and ’60s of the nineteenth century.17

As a murky alternative to the French concept of la nation, the concept of Volk was an attempt to provide the metaphysical basis for the unity of a politically divided German speaking people. As the discourse evolved in the late nineteenth century, the core definitional terms of volksdeutsch came to comprise three elements: Boden (rootedness in the native soil), Sprache (the bond of language) and Blut (biologically shared blood, that is race).18 They were widely embellished during the First World War, underpinning Germany’s war aims in the East. The concept of cultural soil (Kulturboden) represented what Stefan Berger has called the third periphery of the German Empire outside the national state. It encompassed the territories where Germany was obliged to shoulder a civilizing mission and fulfill its duty to save their peoples from sinking into barbarism under Slavic rule.19

The Pan-German idea had a second birthplace in the Habsburg Empire in the writings of a German member of the Austrian Parliament, Georg von Schönerer, based on the so-called Linz Program of 1882. Drafted by a group of Austrian intellectuals, it endorsed the creation of an Austro-German state shorn of its Slavic provinces and committed to an uncompromising nationalization of provinces of mixed ethnicity. Schönerer injected into his version of Pan-Germanism a dose of anti-Semitism and anti-Catholicism. Although his ideological extravagance never gained mass following in the Monarchy, it did influence the young Hitler.20 In Mein Kampf Hitler wrote of how providential it was that “he had been born on the border of two countries that it was his life’s task to unite.”21 Hitler, like Mussolini, saw himself as the radical heir to a mission rescued from the dead hand of the Habsburg Empire where imperial statesmen had left it.

Before his invasion of Yugoslavia, Hitler had employed the volkisch myth to great effect in his propaganda and organizational activities aimed at the German minorities in Austria, the Sudetenland, the free port of Danzig and the Baltic republics, in preparing the way for his territorial demands. This way, he was able to present a German version of the self-determination of nations to fit between the Wilsonian and Leninist-Stalinist theories. However, promoting the volkisch ideal in the Balkans ran into practical difficulties even before the outbreak of war with Yugoslavia.

As early as 1928, Hitler perceived the mutual attraction for a National Socialist Germany and a Fascist Italy of a population transfer of Germans in the South Tyrol. Based on the last Habsburg census, he calculated that there were 400,000 Italians and 200,000 Germans in the Habsburg Empire. Shrewdly, he opposed the militant stance of ultra German nationalists on annexing the South Tyrol which would simply bring 400,000 Italians into Germany; he accused them of unwisely stirring up hatred against a nationalist Italy, yet betraying the true interests of Germans at home. Instead, he argued that his proposal would satisfy the racial-national aims of both Italy and Germany. It would diminish Mussolini’s opposition to an Anschluss. It would also contribute to a reorientation of Italy’s foreign policy away from Central Europe to the South. Hitler foresaw that “the natural area for Italian expansion is and remains the land bordering the Mediterranean Sea.” He reasoned that such a policy, if it had been followed by Berlin before 1914, “might have offered the only possibility of pulling Italy’s interest away from the Adriatic and thus reducing friction with Austria-Hungary. What is more it would have solidified the most natural antagonism that can ever exist—namely that between Italy and France” and thus also strengthened the Triple Alliance. Clearly, Hitler did not intend to make the same mistake.22

In March 1939, Hitler ordered Himmler to begin negotiations over a population transfer. A formal treaty between the two countries, concluded without the participation of the volksdeutsch, provided compensation by the Italian government for those who chose to depart for Germany voluntarily by the end of 1942. The two sides were intent on achieving the same aim of promoting greater national-racial unity. But like other resettlement schemes of Italians and Germans in the Western Balkans, this one ran into obstacles on the ground. Local Italian authorities soon realized that they were about to lose a very productive element in the population and at a very high cost in compensation payments for property losses. The volksdeutsch began to have second thoughts, too, about giving up their homes and farms for an uncertain future; the only penalty they would suffer by staying behind was the loss of the right to conduct official business in German.23 By the deadline, only half of those who had originally expressed a desire to leave actually were evacuated. Those who remained behind felt justified, if only briefly, when the German army occupied the north-western provinces of Italy’s Adriatic coast in September 1943 after the fall of Mussolini.24

In the wake of Italy’s surrender, Hitler ordered the Italian provinces of Bolano, Belluno and Trento to be placed under the authority of the German gauleiter of the Operational Zone of Alpine Foothills while Udine, Goriza, Trieste, Pola, Fiume, and Ljubljana were incorporated into the German Occupational Zones of the Adriatic Littoral under Gauleiter Friedrich Rainer. Rainer also took over the administration of the territories ceded to Italy from Croatia by the Treaty of Rome including the districts of Susak, Bakar, Čabar, Kastav, and Krk. Hitler refused to reverse his decision when Mussolini was freed from captivity in a daring German rescue mission.25 Thus, by late 1943, Germany had replaced Italy as the controlling power in the Adriatic littoral from Venezia Giulia to Corfu.


Making Germans Again


Hitler’s decision to advance the borders of the Reich in Slovenia was hampered by the decline of German cultural influence in the northern Adriatic. It had once been dominant among the educated Slovene and especially Croatian elites and among the urban population. From the early sixteenth-century “breakthrough” until the mid-nineteenth century, the penetration of German language and cultural values in the Croatian “ethnic space” played the role of a modernizing force. After 1815 communication among the educated elites took place in German. Only gradually did Croatian gain currency among the commercial classes and lower orders of the population. Even then, according to Drago Roksandić, the Croatian ‘national renewal’ “depended more on the ‘domestication’ of German values and patterns in Croatian and (South) Slavic terms.”26 It was the survivals of this cultural tradition that Hitler counted on to build his barrier to the south.

After the Anschluss, Hitler created the Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle to deal with all questions relating to Germans living outside the new borders of Germany. It was placed under the authority of the Nazi Party and by 1940 had come under the command of senior SS officers. Characteristically, this institution had been provided in 1938 with a scientific arm in the form of two Südost-Deutsches Instituten at Graz and Klagenfurt for the dissemination of propaganda and preparation of espionage. These offices were closely connected to the Ministry of Interior in coordinating policies for the territorial expansion of the Reich and the organization of newly acquired territories.

In 1941 Himmler formulated a Deutsche Volksliste to refine the definition of volksdeutsche. Typical of the Nazi bureaucratic mindset, he organized the information gathered by his agents on those who were candidates for re-Germanization into four categories. These ranged from “pure” and politically “clean” in the first category to “renegades” in the fourth. The assignments were based on language and a mixed bag of subjective factors such as appearance, habits of living, cleanliness, and willingness to work hard. As might have been expected, the concept was “full of contradictions, unclarities [sic] and absurdities.”27 Applied to the Western Balkans, it created as we shall see, great confusion and no little bitterness on the part of its intended beneficiaries.

The practical problems facing Hitler’s imperial interest in Slovenia were already foreshadowed in the history of German–Slovene relations in the Habsburg province of Carinthia. Like other Slavic peoples in Eastern and Southeastern Europe, the autochthonous Slovene population had been steadily pushed out of their original lands by German colonizers during the Middle Ages until a stable language frontier had been established around 1500. Under Habsburg rule in the mid-nineteenth century, two-thirds of the people in the province spoke German while in the southern third Slovene speakers constituted about 84% of the population. Not until the late nineteenth century, did national antagonism flare up in passionate debates over the language of instruction in schools. These led to occasional physical clashes after which, in 1903, the Slovenes concluded that “the greatest threat to their national future is posed by the Germans and their ‘Drang nach Süden’ while the German-Slovene conflict is just one part of ‘the thousand year old’ struggle between the Slavs and the Germans, which is currently approaching the decisive stage and must sooner or later end with a Slovene victory.”28

At the same time, speakers of a Slovene dialect with a mixture of German (sometimes called Prekmurian or Windisch or Wend), became a center of controversy over their identity. After 1918, the so-called Wends were considered, together with the Germans, to be loyal to the new state of Austria while the Slovenes, cut off from their majority in the new Yugoslavia, were regarded as renegades.29 Interest in the Wends declined until it was revived in 1929 on a so-called “scientific basis” in order to provide the racial justification for incorporating them into the German nation. The fact that the Nazis did not recognize the term Windisch after the Anschluss did not stop them from pursuing their campaign to discover “Germaness” among Slovenes in Austria and after the invasion of Yugoslavia in Slovenia.

As soon as German troops crossed the Yugoslav frontier, Hitler appeared to revive his commitment to the idea of expanding Lebensraum to the south, justified by ancient historical memories. In April he ordered one of his subordinates in Slovenia to “make this land German again for me.”30 He envisaged a human wall constructed against the age old threat of encroachment by the Slavic hordes to the south. This was just a variation on the theme of Ostpolitik that he was in the process of implementing in Poland, another dismembered Slavic state on Germany’s eastern frontier.

Two years before the invasion of Yugoslavia, the Nazi Party had established “provincial borderland offices” (Gaugrenzlandamt) which were placed in charge of promoting the Germanization of the Slovenes in the formerly Austrian province of Carniola. They cooperated closely with the Süddeutsches Institut and the leadership of the Slovenian German organization (Kulturbund). In line with their preparations, the Germans occupied and then de facto annexed the northern part of Slovenia after the defeat of Yugoslavia, dividing it into two administrative units; the Western part (known as the Occupied Territories of Carinthia and Carniola and the northeastern part (Lower Styria). All civilian, military and police units were staffed with Austrian Nazis and a program of cultural Germanization was launched. Hitler originally intended to annex these areas once they had been Germanized but this was never carried out.31

In carrying out Hitler’s expressed desire to make Slovenes Germans again, his subordinates faced the same problems which complicated and often frustrated their competing policies in Poland.32 On a different and larger scale, the administrative chaos which characterized Nazi policies in the occupied territories was similar to that of Fascist Italy in the region. While in Italy the elites were divided over the relative importance of geopolitical and historical factors in staking their territorial claims, German theorists and politicians clashed over whether race or Kultur was the best criteria for defining Germanness and providing the ideal human material for creating or re-creating a Volksgemeinschaft. These differences were magnified in both cases by personal rivalries and the practical considerations. The formidable problem facing the Nazi administrators of the Slovene territories annexed to the Reich emerged in a survey conducted by a commission from Berlin which confirmed the findings of the Habsburg census of 1910; the last four Habsburg censuses showed a gradual trend toward homogenization of the population. The percentage of Slovenes declined by over 8% in Styria but increased slightly in neighboring Carinthia except in Ljubljana where the German population fell from 23% to 15% from 1880 to 1910. That the figures raise questions has been pointed out by Peter Thaler. In measuring ethnicity census takers asked an individual for his/her Urgangspreche or daily use of language. Over time, the answers became highly politicized. Citizens who spoke both German and Slovene easily switched their choice from one language to another, depending on local circumstances.33

The re-Germanization of the Reich borderlands in occupied Europe, including Slovenia, was entrusted to Himmler who was authorized to undertake a three-part program of repatriating Germans scattered throughout European countries, eliminating small groups of non-Germans within the Reich and resettling Germans in areas considered to be of strategic or historical significance. His organization, grandly called the Reich Commission for the Strengthening of the German Ethnic Community, spread its tentacles throughout Slovenia. But its ambitious program ran into difficulties almost at once.

Local Nazi administrators reached the decision to organize the deportation of Slovenes to Serbia in order to make way for a resettlement of volksdeutsch and Reichsdeutsch in line with Hitler’s speech of October 1939. In the spring of 1941, the occupation authorities screened more than half a million inhabitants of Lower Styria and Upper Carniola on the basis of race and political views in order to eliminate “racially inadequate elements” and “persons hostile to the Germans.” Expulsions rapidly followed. The majority of deportees were identified as Slovenes; the rest were made up of small numbers of Jews and Roma who had not been caught up in the earlier sweeps. A complicated and overly bureaucratized process was set in motion to categorize the remaining population between those selected for permanent or temporary German citizenship and those deemed racially inferior “Clients of the German Reich.” People in these categories were awarded privileges or saddled with prohibitions. The goal, following Hitler’s expressed wish, was to convert as many Slovenes into Germans as possible. But from the beginning resistance was fierce; repression followed, and local rebellions flared up almost immediately after the German occupation.34

Croatia agreed to accept a portion of the expelled Slovenes to replace Serbs living in the former Croatian military frontier (Vojna Krajina) who were to be deported to Serbia. These plans had to be scaled back and modified in other ways in the face of resistance by the Slovenes in the territories annexed to the Reich and Serbs in Croatia. Attempts were then made to select promising candidates for Germanization and send them to the Reich. At the same time, Auslandsdeutsch from conquered territories in the East were made available for resettlement in Slovenia. A similar process of deportations and resettlement had already taken place in Poland.

Beginning in 1942, resistance among Slovenes to Nazi policies also broke out across the border in the Austrian Gau of Carinthia which formed the most southeastern region of the Third Reich in the period from the Anschluss until 1945. Composed mainly of Slovene farmers, they were inspired in part by a desire to create a Slovenian nation state. Attracted by Tito’s concept of federal autonomy, they cooperated with his Partisan movement in the latter stages of the war. Two battalions of their fighters held out in the Karawankan mountain range, carrying out local raids. They inflicted the only defeats by partisans of Nazi units on German soil during the Second World War.35

Despite these difficulties, the Nazi authorities were determined to resettle the Germans concentrated in the Kočevje area within the Italian Province of Ljubljana on the newly annexed territories, without providing clear documentation of their racial stock or political loyalty. To make room for them, Himmler ordered Slovenes in the border villages who were certified as “Germanizable.” to be resettled along the new southern borders of the Reich. The resettlement plan met with a refusal of the Croatian government to accept the evacuation of 45,000 Slovenes who were not qualified for Germanization.36 Moreover, uprooting the Slovenes from Upper Carniola met stronger resistance than those in Lower Styria, reflecting the intensity of the ethnic struggles in the area going back to Habsburg days.37 Resettlement ground to a halt.

The Nazi leaders initially conceived of Slovenia as proving ground for the spread of Germanic culture into an old contested frontier zone.38 The occupation authorities immediately began the replacement of Slovene by German in the schools of northern Slovenia (Upper Carniola) and then in April 1942 the mass deportation and replacement of Slovenes by volksdeutsch from Italy and Eastern Europe. But the Governor (Reichstadtthalter) of Carinthia, Friedrich Rainer, son of a border family dedicated to “Stop the Slavs”, changed his views in the face of local resistance.

After the fall of Mussolini in 1943, he seized upon the opportunity to exploit the long standing anti-Italian feelings in the Slovenes who had lived under Italian rule in Istria in the 1920s. Consciously inspired by the Habsburg nationality policy, he advocated winning over the all Slovenes by instituting a policy of autonomy in the old triplex confinium region under his control as High Commissioner of the Operation Zone Adriatic Coastline. Under his stewardship, Slovene Home Guard battalions were formed in the Adriatic littoral. In 1944 they pledged to fight “in the common struggle with the German armed forces, standing under the command of the Führer of Great Germany, the SS troops and the police, against the bandits, as well as communism and its allies….”39

Rainer restored the Slovene language, removed Italian officials and appointed Leon Rupnik, a Slovene and former Habsburg officer as mayor of Ljubljana. But he was probably also responsible for the appointment of the notorious Odilo Globocnik, another Austrian, as head of the SS and police in the zone. Together with his appointees also mainly Austrian, Rainer supervised the construction of coastal fortifications by employing slave labor and stepped up the reign of terror against Jews and dissident elements in the Slovene population. To the end of the German occupation, he remained firmly committed to the idea of a Greater Germany in which the Slovenes would play only a subordinate role.40

Characteristically the Germans failed to envisage let alone execute a consistent occupation policy in Slovenia. They spawned multiple civilian and para-military organizations of collaborationists with overlapping jurisdictions. They were divided among themselves. As the Germans retreated Slovenia fell into chaos. As the home Guard was being cut to pieces, thousands of civilian refuges mixed with German and Axis soldiers, civilian and Slovene collaborators in a frantic exodus. Another of Hitler’s ambitious designs evaporated in misery and death.


Danubian Illusions


The creation of Yugoslavia gave an opportunity for the one million widely scattered former German colonists in Croatia-Slavonia to organized their first volksdeutsch cultural organization in 1920 followed in the next year by the establishment of a Ethnic German Party contesting seats for parliament. But it became an object of attacks by Serbs. With the abolition of the constitution by King Alexander in 1929, the party disappeared and the cultural organizations were racked with internal divisions. The coming to power of the Nazis in Germany opened a new era for the Danube Swabians. But Berlin, while encouraging was wary of getting involved in local disputes. The Swabians were then stunned by Hitler’s speech of October 6, 1939 when he called for re-settlement of the auslandsdeutsch back to the Reich. But Yugoslavia was reassured that this was not planned immediately.41

The collapse of Yugoslavia reduced the prospectives of the volksdeutsch to a state of confusion. Their status in conquered Yugoslavia had already been discussed in May 1941 at a meeting of members of their organizations in Vienna. The most extensive rights were accorded them in Croatia where they were to constitute a state within a state. Within three days of the proclamation of the NDH, the local volksdeutsch announced the formation of a Volksgruppe to take charge of their interests. Berlin promptly declared their action invalid and reprimanded them for having preempted orders from the Führer. The Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle, now under Himmler’s command, employing senior SS officers, appointed a new leader of the Volksgruppe, Branimir Altgayer, a former officer in the Austro-Hungarian Army. After having briefly served in the Royal Army of Yugoslavia, he drifted from one volksdeutsch organization to another, rising to become head of the Kulturbund of Croatia. Under the German occupation, he rapidly expanded the Volksgruppe into a network of civil and military organizations on the regional level throughout Yugoslavia, of which the most important were in Croatia. There were political branches for the Nazi party, women, and youth, free associations for the professions and economic activities.42

Before the dismemberment of Yugoslavia, Hitler may have toyed with the illusion of constituting a German state along the middle course of the Danube.43 It would be a recreation in expanded form of the old Habsburg military frontier manned by German Grenzers. Instead of forming a bulwark against Ottoman expansion into Central Europe, it would serve as a barrier against the South Slavs much like a similar construction erected in a partitioned Poland against the East Slavs.44 It would be anchored by “fortress Belgrade” which for a brief period in the early eighteenth century had been a German city under Habsburg rule. In 1941 many Germans believed in the vision as reported by the head of the Volksgruppe, Altgayer, in the months after the occupation. “The idea developed in the Srem region [the eastern part of the military Frontier of Croatia-Slavonia], as it did in the Banat and Bačka, of developing a well-defined province which would gravitate to the Belgrade Fortress…and would encompass the principal granary of the southeast and would, furthermore, be capable of influencing the economic development of the entire Balkan peninsula to a considerable degree.”45 But this was an illusion. Although the local Volksdeutsche initially refused to recognize the authority of the NDH, they were gradually brought to order. The Nazi representatives reminded them that the Ustaša were fighting side by side with the Germans against Bolshevism.46

Any idea of a Greater Danube State composed of volksdeutsche was further compromised by Hitler’s competing idea of a “Greater Hungary.” As part of his broader ambition to reconstruct Central Europe as a bastion against the Slavs, he supported Hungarian irredentist claims on southern Slovakia, Transylvania, and the Vojvodina (the Bačka region and Baranya triangle) of Yugoslavia, with their large Hungarian populations.47 In return he expected and obtained from his sated ally fresh divisions which he could employ against the Russians as well. Although he affected to despise the Habsburgs, his plan for a Greater Germany in alliance with a Greater Hungary could be interpreted as a radical recasting of the Dual Monarchy along racist lines. Into this design, he would fit the largest number of volksdeutsch in prewar Yugoslavia who inhabited the Bačka region.

The initial enthusiasm of the local volksdeutsch population for a unification of all volksdeutsche along the mid-Danube was sharply curtailed by the arrival of Hungarian army units. The local Kulturbund had prepared to celebrate the arrival of German forces. Their reaction upon learning that Hungarian units had entered the Bačka was vividly expressed in a radio message to Vienna by the head of the Kulturbund, Dr. Josef “Sepp” Janko: “We are thoroughly disillusioned, embittered and restless. What are the Hungarians doing here? We would rather live out whole lives under the rule of the Hottentots than submit ourselves for a single day to the crown of St. Stephen and the uniform of its government.”48

Hitler attempted to mollify the volksdeutsche, while fulfilling his promise to Budapest to annex a small slice of territory north of the Mura River which had been previously part of Habsburg Hungary. The German foreign ministry made representations to Budapest to resettle volksdeutsche in the region and incorporate three German villages on its Western border into the Reich, but this proposal did not elicit any response. Instead, the Hungarians granted an oil concession in the region to Germany. Hitler accepted the trade-off, demonstrating once again, that strategic interests could preempt his commitment to racial unity.49

As a symbol of their loyalty to their German ancestry, the local population in Banat had continued to celebrate in folklore and rituals the memory of Prince Eugène (Eugen) of Savoy as the perfect Christian Knight and defender of European civilization against the barbarians during the Habsburg wars against the Ottomans.50 It was natural then that the formation of the SS “Prince Eugen” Division was one of their substantial contributions to the armed forces in the Nazi cause. Altogether the militia formations, German units of the Croatian Army, police, Waffen SS and the SS “Prinz Eugen” Division, constituted about 30,000 men out of the total population of 180,000 volksdeutsche.51 Selected on the basis of racial purity and bound by ties of personal loyalty to the leader in the name of Hitler, these organizations enjoyed virtually unlimited autonomy from the Croatian government. They were quite literally a state within a state.52 But the volksdeutsche wanted more.

In the agreements with Budapest regulating relations between the Germans and the Hungarians, Hitler had made provisions for the virtual autonomy of the Kulturbund in Bačka and Banat. This did not immediately satisfy many young volksdeutsche who volunteered for the Wehrmacht or fled to Germany, creating problems with the Hungarian military authorities. Berlin shelved the lingering idea of a Donau-staat. But the Nazis continued to recruit youth for the Waffen SS, granting them German citizenship, despite the fact that the population of Bačka had been designated as Hungarian citizens.53

The volksdeutsche of the Banat were also disillusioned by the failure of the Reich to grant them a separate state or to define clearly their membership in a Volksgemeinschaft. The need to recognize the interests of the minority populations of Hitler’s Hungarian and Romanian allies once again diluted the idea of the pure racial state.54 This sort of conflict between competing ideological claims and political realities continued to disrupt Hitler’s Balkan policies throughout the war from the Adriatic to the Danube.


Racial Policy Compromised: Croatia


In implementing his racial policies toward the rest of the Slavic population in the dismembered Yugoslavia, opportunism and inconsistency became the rule.55 Hitler’s anti-Slavic racial sentiments, as expressed in Mein Kampf, were unequally distributed among the South Slavs. On the eve of his invasion, Hitler hoped to reach an agreement with Vlado Maček, head of the majority party in Croatia. But Maček refused and under the occupation withdrew to his country home, refusing to back the Ustaša government but also unwilling to encourage armed resistance. As a result, he lost all political influence and the Peasant Party fell apart with some members joining the Partisans.

Hitler turned to his next best option. He reluctantly accepted a minority of Croats as allies, armed and organized them into military units under German command, although he had little respect for the Ustaša. Even his visceral contempt for the Serbs was slightly mitigated by recognizing a puppet regime in Belgrade with its own small armed force. These tactical adjustments to accommodate Slavic collaborators corroborate John Connelly’s view that the major criterion in Hitler’s treatment of different Slavs throughout Eastern Europe was compliance with his imperial design as opposed to purely ideological conviction.56

Although Hitler repeatedly assured the Italians that they should enjoy primacy in Croatian affairs, German civil administrators and military men began as early as 1941 to assume great authority and control, beginning with economic relations.57 The Germans rapidly lost patience with the Italian failure to control the anarchic Chetnik bands in the vicinity of the Croatian bauxite mines. The Wehrmacht moved into the area violating the demarcation line with Italy, disarmed the Serbian units, and occupied the mines.58 With subtle German backing, the Croats were able to stave off Italian demands for a custom union. Germany rapidly dominated the share of the import–export market by employing its clearing methods, reaching a level of 55–60% of the total as compared with Italy’s 23–28%. The German price fixing mechanism proved ruinous for the NDH. Inflation skyrocketed and the black market flourished. German demands for Croatian industrial goods took precedence over those of the Croat state. By 1943 industrial production had fallen by 80%.59

The occupation costs for the Axis occupation forces added to the burden. The territory of the NDH was a food-deficit area before the war. Supplying the Germans in their occupation zone with mainly meat products, and the Italians with all their food stuffs created widespread shortages. The Germans were forced to import food for the civilian population, supplying 20–25% of grain consumption.60 German economic preponderance remained unchallenged to the end of the war, but the benefits were offset by the losses.

A second source of tension came over the control of the Croatian armed forces. The loyalty of the Croatian units in the Royal Yugoslav Army was questionable. During the First World War the Croats had been the most Kaisertreu of all the Slavs in the Habsburg Army. Croatian officers and civil administrators had played an active role in denationalizing Serbia during the brief period of the Austrian occupation, laying the foundations for a bitter rivalry that would last almost a century.61 In the interwar period, the Serbian veterans of the irregular Chetnik units who had formed strong organizations pursued a campaign of violence against the Croats and Muslims to the point in 1936 where the normally pacifist Croatian Peasant Party organized its own armed militias to protect its countrymen.62 The Croatian militias were heavily recruited among former Austro-Hungarian army officers who duplicated in large measure the structure of the Habsburg officer corps. If, as John Paul Newman has rightly argued, the Croat-Serb conflict in the form of Ustaša against the Chetniks was “a refraction of the Habsburg war,” then too the Italian involvement in their conflict was another dimension of the same war.63 And part of what was at stake for all was control of the upper Adriatic, the old triplex confinium.

When the Axis powers attacked Yugoslavia, the Croatian units of the Royal Army simply disintegrated. Pavelić was able to recruit three divisions from the deserters. They were originally trained for the Russian front. But the spread of the armed resistance forced the German army to employ them in the territory of the NDH. According to Pavelić’s figures, the total number of Croat soldiers serving under German command was 170,000 while another 92,000 served under Croatian officers. Within the NDH the regular army units were not considered as good fighting material. The Militia, an elite party formation of 20,000 fought well, although they earned a reputation for being brutal.64

The presence and forceful intervention in Croatian politics of the German Army of occupation posed a formidable challenge to the authority of Pavelić and his Ustaša over the Croatian armed forces. Shortly after the collapse of Yugoslavia, Hitler appointed General von Glaise-Horstenau, army chief of staff in Croatia. As another former officer in the Habsburg army Glaise had little respect for the Italians and increasingly less for the Ustaša. He was often at loggerheads with his civilian counterpart representing the foreign ministry, SA Obergruppenführer Siegfried Kasche, a fanatical supporter of Pavelić. Within months of his appointment, Glaise was complaining of anti-German speeches by his Italian counterpart and the damage to Germany of Italy’s exploitative economic policies in Croatia. He was equally unhappy with the failure of both the Ustaša forces and the Italian army in holding down the various insurgent groups operating in Croatia. He was also appalled by the indiscriminate killing by the Ustaša of Serbs in Croatia.

Backed up by high-ranking officers in the German army of occupation, Glaise argued for the submission of all Croatian army and Ustaša units to the German Command.65 After a long bureaucratic battle with Kasche and Pavelić for Hitler’s support, all the Croatian forces were finally brought under the control of the Wehrmacht.66 Glaise hoped for more. In his postwar memoirs, he made frequent reference to what might be called Hitler’s growing nostalgia for the Austrian mission in the Western Balkans. “Thus old Austria is now haunting the mighty leader,” he noted in his diary, “who had so bitterly and unfairly reviled it in his ‘struggle’ [Mein Kampf].” In 1943 Glaise again cited Hitler in a conversation with Herman Neubacher, another Austrian, and the former mayor of Vienna, who had been appointed special envoy to Nedić in Belgrade: “We have to do just like Austria, maybe even so well.” Hitler went on to refer rather obscurely to the opportunity that had been given after the Treaty of Munich. “At the time we were not only committed to [absorb] the nonviable part of Czechoslovakia but the whole of the southeast to the Danube estuaries which would have fallen in the lap of the German Reich through clever policies supported by a corresponding sympathetic response in the spiritual life of foreign peoples. What Felix zu Schwarzenberg had dreamed of could have become a reality…”67After Stalingrad, Glaise took heart from information that Hitler’s interest in the East had declined but had risen for the Southeast. He was encouraged that four Austrians, Rendulic, Löhr, Neubacher and himself, were in now in positions of great authority. He and Neubacher agreed that Croatia should become like the old Military Frontier, a German Reichstaat. But Hitler could only be pushed so far; he and Himmler never understood “old Austria”, Glaise reluctantly concluded.68 Hitler continued to express his need to keep Pavelić loyal and to treat Mussolini with kid gloves. The growing preponderance of German power and authority in Croatia, increased tensions with the Italians to the point by February 1943, differences between the Italian and German occupation authorities reached a near-breaking point.

Hitler now found it necessary to make a direct appeal to Mussolini. He began by expressing his regrets that the Italians had failed to stabilize the situation in Greece and even in Albania where the collaborators could no longer be fully trusted. As for Croatia, the Italians forces had failed to carry out their part in the suppression of the Partisans. He warned Mussolini that Mihailović was only biding his time until the Allies landed on the Adriatic coast and that he was deceiving the Italians into providing him with arms and provisions under the pretense of pacifying the country; a continuation of this cooperation with the Chetniks, he insisted, could only lead to “the annihilation or disarming of your forces.” Hitler had given order to repress all Mihailović’s forces in areas under German occupation and urged Mussolini to give orders to his commanders to do the same. He lamented that if both the Partisans and Chetniks were not disarmed, communications would be cut with the Peloponnese where a few German divisions and the Italian occupation force would not be able to prevent an Allied landing there or in the Adriatic. In that event, the Axis would face a general rising of Serbs, Albanians, and Greeks. The only state that has no interest in the competition among those states, he asserted, is Croatia because whatever the outcome, it would then disappear. Hitler concluded on a plaintive note: “How I would like to speak personally with you, oh Duce, on these problems.”69

As the situation continued to deteriorate, Hitler made one last appeal to Mussolini to take vigorous action against the bands. He broadened his criticism of the Italian army, blaming it for failing to maintain order throughout the entire Balkans and “seriously jeopardizing peace and security in a territory that for both of us is indispensable economically as a supplier of raw materials and militarily as a source of reserves.” In particular, he stressed the vital importance of securing the bauxite mines. Without these supplies it would not be possible to manufacture German airplanes which the Italian command constantly requested. He singled out General Biroli, Governor of Montenegro, for his inability to prevent communist bands from penetrating Montenegro, hampering the German troops from carrying out such activities, handing out weapons to these bands, and thus seeking to preserve rather than destroy them. He expressed his concern that the Italian forces lacked the strength, armament and will to resist an anticipated British landing in the Peloponnesus and in the event of German troops being sent instead to protect Crete, the Dodecanese, and the Peloponnesus their supply lines would be jeopardized by the continued existence of the bands in Montenegro.

Hitler appealed to Mussolini as one of the only two men capable of rectifying the situation and restoring order “at the last effective moment.” He dismissed the Italian military’s tolerance toward the Jews as their own business. But the fate of German soldiers was a different matter. Despite his “angelic patience”, Hitler declared and in the face of “sabotage” a true cooperation in the conduct of the war was not being carried out. Yet, once again, Hitler ended on an upbeat and cordial note. He regretted that not all the German and Italian generals were behind them. But he assured the Duce: “I will always be next to you, beside you and backing you up.”70 The ties of the brutal friendship were frayed yet they were never broken.

The collapse of fascist Italy removed one source of the German difficulties in dealing with Croatia but increased others. Faced with the dilemma of how to stem the disintegration of the increasingly ineffective Ustaša state, Hitler recognized the need to reorganize the German civil and military authority in the Western Balkans. Glaise and several “Austrians,” Löhr and Neubacher, favored introducing drastic changes in the civil and military administration in Croatia and Serbia. Kasche concurred but continued to praise the Ustaša militia. Strapped for manpower, Hitler believed he had no choice but to continue to back Pavelić and the Ustaša. Contrary to Neubacher’s plan, he allowed only limited collaboration with separate Chetnik units in Serbia, all with the aim of crushing the Partisans.71 Everywhere, however, direct German intervention at the local level inevitably increased. In a particularly harsh example, the military organized over the objections of Pavelić, and Kasche a brutal evacuation of the male population of the Adriatic Islands and coastline in order to prevent the local population from assisting an Allied landing should that occur. Up until their withdrawal in the spring of 1945, the German authorities acted at cross-purposes but Pavelić remained loyal to the bitter end, even outlasting Glaise who was forced to resign.72


Caught in the Crossfire


The conflicting interests of the Germans and Italians exposed the Muslims in Bosnia under Croat rule to the contrary winds of civil war. They were the most vulnerable people in the Western Balkans. They alone harbored no imperial designs. Ever since their absorption into the Habsburg Empire in 1908, their leaders had taken a conciliatory stand toward demands coming from both Croats and Serbs to assimilate. With the collapse of Yugoslavia and the creation of the NDH, they were brutally subjected to assimilation policies by the Ustaša.73 They suddenly found themselves caught in a crossfire. Ustaša atrocities against the Serbs triggered Serbian retaliation directed at Muslims as well as Croats. Neither the Germans nor the Italians to whom they appealed for protection responded unequivocally; sometimes attempting to recruit them for their own interests, often ignoring their plight. Battered and confused, some rallied to the new state, if only briefly, or else enlisted in German led military units. Others remained passive. Still others joined the resistance either by organizing their own defense forces or finally going over to the Partisans who offered, them the best opportunity for equal treatment.74 But their attempts to adjust to an impossible situation were doomed to fail.

Pavelić appointed a few Muslims to secondary positions in the NDH, but they were woefully underrepresented in the key administrative offices. Defenseless, about 50,000, fled to Eastern Bosnia and the Sanjak. The Italians briefly reached out to organize them, but this policy raised problems with their Chetnik allies. The attempt of some Muslim leaders to end the conflict with the local Chetniks led to a brief period of cooperation and enrollment of Muslims in Italian-Chetnik militias. But the aim of the Muslim leaders was to wrest autonomy from the warring factions. Reduced to desperate measures as their communities were being torn apart, a few religious figures visited Germany to request the establishment of an autonomous area in Bosnia under the protection of the Wehrmacht. They even threatened to organize emigration to Turkey if “this insane [Ustaša] regime continues.”75

By 1943 local Muslim leaders were turning into warlords, forming their own self-defense units (so-called Green Cadres) in order to protect their communities. By necessity they engaged both Chetnik and Partisan bands. Drawn deeper into communal warfare, they committed atrocities against the Orthodox population. Efforts by the Chetniks to recruit the Muslim bands had only marginal success. A greater number of them joined up with the Partisans. By 1944 most of the Muslims had lost confidence in a German victory. Recruits swelled the ranks of the self-defense forces and defections to the Partisans were on the rise.76

As the situation began to deteriorate in Bosnia in 1943, the German authorities split over the question of whether and how to win over the Muslim population. The SS and Wehrmacht responded to the growing chaos by promoting the religious element as a weapon against their internal and external enemies. Kasche and the Foreign Ministry opposed the maneuver as undermining the NDH. From Himmler’s perspective the NDH was “a ridiculous state.” A massive propaganda campaign, supported by Himmler, portrayed Islam as a natural ally of Germany against the Jews and British and Soviet imperialists ruling over large Muslim populations. He persuaded Hitler to sanction the formation of an SS Division of Bosnian Muslims. The Handžar Division was first SS division to be composed of non-Germans. The Muslim hope to retain the division in Bosnia as the foundation for an autonomous Bosnia-Hercegovina in the new German order was quickly dispelled when the unit was trained and deployed outside the boundaries of their phantom state.77 Trapped in a no man’s land, where neither the Italians nor Germans nor the Ustaša and the Chetniks were able to bring Bosnia under their control or establish a modicum of order, the Muslims struggled to survive in a sea of conflicting and shifting loyalties.78


A Serbian Puppet


The collapse of the Royal Government of Yugoslavia and its flight to London led to a breakdown in public order. Spontaneous revolts broke out, mainly in Bosnia, Serbia, and Montenegro, confronting the Germans with a dilemma. Highly advanced plans for the invasion of Russia required a mobilization and transportation to the Eastern front of all the main units of the Wehrmacht, including three motorized divisions that had been committed to the invasion of Yugoslavia. None of Hitler’s allies were adequately prepared to assume the duties of pacifying the country. The Italians were forced to deploy the bulk of their forces to repress the rising in Montenegro which had been included in their sphere of influence. The Hungarians and Bulgarians kept their forces tied down in occupying the small territories allotted to them. The Germans were left with three weakened, second rate divisions for occupation duties. They were unable to repress the revolts and maintain order without recruiting local assistance.

The German command began to improvise. After several false starts, in August a newly appointed Commander of Serbia General Dankelman set up a government of National Salvation headed by Milan Nedić, the former chief of staff of the Yugoslav Royal Army. Before the German invasion, Nedić was convinced that Hitler would defeat Great Britain and would secure Germany’s hegemony over Europe. Therefore, the wisest course would be to join the Axis in hopes of conserving most of Serbia’s territory from covetous neighbors, and also of acquiring Saloniki from a defeated Greece. Dismissed by the regent Prince Paul, he reemerged after the July uprisings when the Germans needed a strong man to head the Government of National Salvation, Nedić recruited a number of generals and prewar Serbian political figures who held impeccable anti-Communist credentials. Among his first acts was an appeal to the population to return to their homes and work, promising amnesties but otherwise threatening repression. Despite being a monarchist, he was opposed to the reconstitution of Yugoslavia. His relationship with the German military and civilian authorities was uneasy and his regime ineffective in providing a shield against their ruthless exploitation of the county.79

Under Nedić’s administration a Serbian Cultural Plan was drawn up with strong racist overtones. To carry out these plans, he instituted purges of the school and university system of teachers and professors and organized the deportation of students to Germany. A Committee for the Protection of Serbian Blood was assigned the task of preserving the Serbian race and spreading the teaching of German. The Orthodox Church was enlisted to reinforce the blatant anti-Semitism of the regime.

Despite these subservient measures, Nedić’s requests for autonomy were routinely rejected by the German authorities until the appointment of Franz Neuhausen as the German Plenipotentiary for the economy and the representative of the Four-Year Plan in Serbia. A favorite of Göring who installed him as early as 1936 as the man in charge of economic relations with Yugoslavia, he was convinced that the anti-Serb policy in Berlin needed to be reversed in order to quell the insurgency. He managed to outmaneuver Ribbentrop’s agent, Hermann Neubacher, the former German Consul General in Belgrade, whose drastic requisitioning policy had alienated even the Serb collaborationists.

Neuhausen’s economic policy focused on measures to make Serbian industry and food production more efficient and productive to fulfill the needs of the Reich. He employed his authority to assume a leading position in German private industrial concerns which he coordinated in order to coordinate mining and metal production for the Reich.80 Neuhausen sought to moderate German policies including the harsh reprisals. His master plan drafted in October 1943 envisaged the creation of a “Greater Serbian Federation” uniting Serbia, Montenegro, and the Sanjak presided over by Nedić. German administrative control would be curtailed. This would be the first step in forging a greater anti-communist bloc comprising the Serbian Federation, Albania, the NDH, and “the Greek area.” Another fanciful imperial design for the Western Balkans, it was rejected by Hitler who expressed his deep suspicion of the Serbs as “people with a political mission.”81 Neuhausen’s efforts also failed to prevent the incarceration of about 150,000 people in concentration camps of whom approximately 50,000 were killed and another 50,000 were deported to Germany. The Jewish population of Serbia was decimated.82 His manpower policies ran afoul of the demands of the Wehrmacht and accusations of corrupt practices in respect to his activities was administrate head of private industries led to his recall and arrest in July 1944.83 The conflicting policies of the German Foreign Ministry, Wehrmacht, and economic planners in Serbia illustrate once again the fragmented, often chaotic character of Hitler’s Balkan policy.

The armed forces of Nedić regime, in particular, were distrustful of the Germans. Their ranks were riddled with internal rivalries and conflicting attitudes toward the Chetniks and Partisans. His small army of 17,000, called the Serbian State Guard, was infiltrated by Chetniks and even Partisans. His only reliable force, numbering 3700 pro-fascist Serbs, called the Serbian Volunteer Detachment (Srbska Dobovoljacka Kommanda), was reorganized in 1942 as the Serbian Volunteer Corps. Headed by Dmitrij Ljotić, its program endorsed all the Nazi shibboleths; it was anti-Semitic, anti-communist, anti-Masonic, and anti-Western, but pro-monarchist. It served under direct German command and was use to fight both the Chetniks and the Partisans. Loyal to Hitler’s Germany to the end, the Volunteers were evacuated in 1944 by the retreating Wehrmacht.84 With defeat in sight, Nedić fled, having issued a proclamation urging the population to refrain from any resistance to the Partisans’ and the Red Army. Captured by the Americans, he was turned over to Tito’s government and died in prison.


Ambivalent Collaborators—the Chetniks


In their relations with the Serbian Chetniks, the Germans could never count on an unambiguously loyal collaboration. Moreover, they failed to develop a consistent policy and found themselves once again embroiled with their Italian allies over means and ends. The first spontaneous groups of Chetniks to appear after the collapse of the Royal Army operated independently of Colonel Draža Mihailović of the Yugoslav General Staff who was beginning to organize scattered officers of the Royal Army and Gendarmes in Western Serbia.85 Among these were the Chetniks of Kosta Milanović Pećanac, the only Chetnik unit in Serbia which the Germans recognized as being “legal.” Like Mihailović, Pećanac was a veteran of World War I who had won a reputation (subsequently tarnished by documentary revelations) as a leader of the Toplica uprising in February 1917 against the Bulgarian occupation forces in Serbia. The brutal repression by the Bulgarians possibly explains Mihailović’s reluctance to encourage a mass uprising against the occupiers in the 1940s. Pećanac headed one of the two main veterans groups between the wars, the Chetnik Association, which extravagantly claimed a membership of half a million. Composed mainly of peasants and petty bourgeois elements with very few intellectuals, its program was predictably vague, but no one could deny its anti-liberal, anti-Communist tone.

The prewar regular military leadership showed no interest in drawing upon the experience of the association in order to prepare for guerilla warfare in the event of a foreign invasion. But Pećanac refused to accept defeat at the hands of the invaders and gathered a force in the hills of south Serbia that was initially better armed and more numerous than that of Mihailović. The government-in-exile officially recognized him as commander of an army unit. He fought roving Albanian bands during the summer of 1941, although there is no record of his having fought the Germans. As soon as the Partisans took the field, he had second thoughts. He sought an agreement with Nedić’s government to join the fight against the Partisans, accepted a German officer as advisor and received supplies from the German army. He rejected Mihailović’s offer to share command of the nationalist resistance. His force of approximately 13,400 proved to have little combat effectiveness. Early in 1943 the Germans disbanded it and incorporated its most reliable elements into Nedić’s Volunteer Detachment. Later, Pećanac was captured and executed by Chetniks under Mihailović’s command.86

The German relations with Mihailović and the other Chetnik factions were most complex of all. In dealing with the Germans, Mihailović concurred with the messages that he received from London stressing the need to conserve his strength, avoid open clashes with the occupiers but defend the Serbian population against Ustaša terror. Therefore, he sought to avoid fighting the occupying powers in order to prevent the savage reprisals that the German Army, in particular, inflicted upon innocent civilians as a punishment for any acts of sabotage or terror directed against their troops.87 For this reason, his attitude toward the British was always ambivalent, fearing that their encouragement of guerilla actions ignored the price that Serbian civilians would have to pay. His aim was to build up strong, well-armed units in the mountains until the final stages of the war, when he would coordinate attacks upon the enemy with Allied landings on the coast. He was willing to fight the Ustaša where they were a direct threat to Serbian villages. Occasionally this conflicted with the aims of the Germans and Italians. His first priority was to destroy the Partisans where there were more opportunities to collaborate, if necessary, with the occupying powers and, in extremis, with the Ustaša and Nedić in order to prevent the Communists from taking over the postwar government by a social revolution. On the other hand, he regarded Ljotić’s volunteers as outside the pale of Serbian nationalism; his struggle against them even took precedence over his resistance to the Germans.88

The Chetniks drew their main social support from the Serbian peasantry and the Serbian Orthodox Church. They were both sources of weakness as well as strength. The peasantry was reluctant to move outside their districts, like their counterparts in other nationalist resistance movements from Poland to China. They tended to go over to the Chetniks following either Partisans raids that touched off German reprisals or else attacks by Croats, Muslims, and Albanians. Where the dynasty was still revered and traditional hierarchical and patriarchal structure of the villages remained intact, the elders were frequently successful in holding the clan or area for the Chetniks. They were assisted by the Serbian Orthodox Church, which had been outspokenly anti-Communist before the war. Stories of the ruthless persecution of the Church by the Ustaša and the forced conversions also turned many peasants toward the Chetniks. But much of this support, as the German documents demonstrate, was passive. The German Army estimated that at the end of 1943 the illegal Chetniks, by this time known as the Yugoslav Army in the Homeland, numbered no more than 30–31,000 men.89

By assuming an ambiguous political stance, Mihailović forfeited the support of Yugoslavia’s international friends, presaging his tragic fate. There was a brief period in the summer and fall of 1941 when the Chetniks won credit for having prevented the early popular uprisings from falling under Communist domination. A few skirmishes with the German occupying forces earned them the reputation that sustained them far longer than they deserved it as the main resistance force in the country. At this early stage in the resistance, Mihailović appeared willing to cooperate with the Partisans and even met twice with Tito to work out a common policy.90 But once he realized that the Partisans were intent on a social revolution, he broke off relations.

Simultaneously, Mihailović offered the Germans a deal. In exchange for his cleaning out the Partisans east and south of the Morava River, the Germans would promise to end their punitive expeditions in Serbia. But the Germans demanded unconditional surrender of the Chetniks. Together with Ljotić’s forces they moved to destroy Mihailović. He found himself caught between two fires.91

Meanwhile, the British, who were politically committed to the Royal Government- in-exile, decided to recognize Mihailović as the only legitimate leader of the resistance and to urge Soviet compliance; they consistently followed this policy until the Teheran Conference. In his relations with them, Mihailović performed a delicate balancing act. He sought to retain British support and at the same time secure tolerance, at the very least, from the Italians and Germans, giving him a free hand to deal with the Partisans. But the Germans distrusted Mihailović throughout the war, knowing full well that he was waiting for an Allied landing in order to turn against them. They had tried several times in late 1941 to destroy his forces and kill him. By mid-summer 1942, Himmler was sufficiently alarmed at the growth of the Chetniks in Serbia that he ordered a full scale campaign to annihilate Mihailović.92 At the end of 1942, the German forces launched double pronged offensive in order to check the spread of the resistance that threatened to get out of hand; to drive the Partisans out of Serbia and to smash the Chetnik forces which either broke up into small bands or else “went legal” as part of Nedić’s collaborationist army. A short period of confusion followed. Some Chetnik units outside Serbia and out of touch with Mihailović continued to fight side by side with the Partisans. But once the collapse of talks between Mihailović and Tito became known they switched sides. During the German and Ustaša offensive in Eastern Bosnia, the Chetniks withdrew from the front lines undercutting the Partisan position.93 The last hope of a united resistance evaporated.

The high point of Mihailović’s cooperation with the Germans against the Partisans came in the winter of 1943. Earlier that year during the so-called Third Offensive of the Axis forces and Ustaša, the Chetniks had provided assistance in helping drive the Partisans out of southeastern Bosnia and Montenegro into Western Bosnia, forcing the Partisans to embark on their punishing “Long March.” But this was not their main interest, contrary to what they told their Italian sponsors; it was rather to provide a screen behind which to unleash a reign of terror against the Croats and Muslim Bosnjaks. In revenge for the massacres by the Ustaša and Muslim militia, they launched a series of “cleansing actions.” In January 1943, alone they killed over 10,000 Muslims in Sanjak and southeast Bosnia. They extended their campaign into Serbia mainly against the Partisans but also assassinating supporters of Nedić who had been named a collaborator on BBC broadcasts.94

Mihailović’s more active participation against the Partisans in the Fourth Offensive, German code name Weiss, was prompted by the expectation that the Allies would follow up their success in North Africa by landing on the Adriatic Coast. If the Partisans could be eliminated once and for all, then the Chetniks would be well-positioned to seize the coastline, greet the Western forces as they came ashore and help drive the German Army out of Yugoslavia. There was much of the Polish Burza mentality in the plan. Mihailović believed he could also count on assistance from the Italian occupation forces. Stretched to the limit of their capabilities, they had defied Hitler’s order to disarm the Chetniks. Instead they worked closely with a large Chetnik force of 12–15,000 men in the final stage of the battle of the Neretva that almost destroyed the Partisans.95

The Chetnik strategy to eliminate their internal enemy as a prelude to joining the victorious allies against Germany backfired with disastrous results. After the Neretva, according to Djilas, “the people’s abandonment of the Chetnik movement surpassed our expectations.” Disgusted with collaboration, fresh and hardened Serb fighters began to defect to the Partisans. Meanwhile, the German command, convinced that the Chetniks were preparing to facilitate Allied landings, cracked down on them as they moved into Montenegro with Italian permission.96 In launching their Fifth Offensive, code name Schwarz, the Germans mauled the Partisans but inflicted even heavier losses on the Chetniks by disarming 7000 of their fighters and virtually destroying their influence outside Serbia. By this time, the British had lost confidence in Mihailović.

As Mihailović’s position with the British deteriorated, and the prospects for an Allied landing in Yugoslavia faded, the Germans perceived the advantage of using individual Chetnik units to keep the Partisans out of Serbia and to compensate for the expected loss of Italian forces once Italy dropped out of the war. With Hitler’s reluctant approval, the German command was permitted to sign agreements with local Chetnik commanders to carry out specific tasks such as defending the valuable bauxite deposits from Partisan raids. A web of deception grew up around these arrangements. The Germans insisted that the individual units involved could not accept Allied liaison officers. The Chetniks were happy to agree so that they could keep the British and American officers at Mihailović’s headquarters in ignorance. The Chetniks profited in several ways. They received arms and supplies from the Germans and they were now better situated to infiltrate Nedić’s administration and recruit his disillusioned followers. But others, dismayed by the open collaboration deserted in increasingly larger numbers to the Partisan ranks. In the Chetniks’ bastion of Serbia, the Partisans increased their numbers during the period from November 1943 to June 1944 from an insignificant 1700 to 13,000.97


Decline and Fall


The Allied invasion of North Africa forced the Italian and German authorities to reconsider their options. The Italians began planning for a partial withdrawal of their forces to bolster the defense of the homeland against a possible Allied invasion. Roatta sought to bring the Chetnik bands under tighter control in order to replace his forces. The Italian command now under the leadership of an anti-German, General Ambrosio, refused to endorse the German strategy of an all-out offensive against all guerilla forces in the Balkans. The Italian protection of the Chetniks aimed at preventing costly military operations and the penetration of the Germans into their zone of occupation. By contrast Hitler, ever suspicious of the Chetniks’ ties with the Western allies, was determined to destroy any resistance group that might link up with an Anglo-American landing along the Adriatic coast.98

Meanwhile, the bands operating out of Mihailović’s control were more interested in reaching local agreements with the Ustaša and Germans, while maintaining their ties with the Italians, in order to free their hands to wage ethnic warfare against local Croat and Muslim civilians and to crush the Partisans. Abandoned by the Italians and distrusted by the Germans, the Chetniks lost all cohesion.

After the Italian surrender, Mihailović no longer represented a serious military factor in occupied Yugoslavia outside of Serbia. By the fall of 1944, his Chetniks, had been broken up into local self-defense units, marauding bands and anti-Partisan auxiliaries. Their political position was desperate. Subject to heavy Partisan attacks, they were isolated from the Allies but unwilling to commit themselves wholeheartedly to the Germans who were in any case in full retreat. Several local commanders made contacts with the Red Army as it crossed into northeast Serbia on its way to Belgrade. Marshal Tolbukhin accepted their aid until Tito protested. Then the Soviet commander ordered the Chetniks to surrender their arms or join the Peoples Liberation Army. It was the same choice as Stalin had imposed on the Home Army in Poland. Other Chetnik units turned against the Germans and tried to fight their way north and Western to link up with the Western Allies. They went under in a sea of Partisans.

Mihailović and a small detachment avoided the main battleground. As late as March 1945 he still counted on a falling out between the Western and the USSR that would restore his fortunes. He clung desperately to the notion that the Germans could hold on for another year and perhaps come to “some agreement with the Anglo-Saxons.” His last message to Fotić appealed for an Allied or American occupation of the entire country to prevent a civil war and guarantee democratic liberties. Similar appeals issued from the anti-Communist forces in Slovenia led by the Bishop of Ljubljana and Pavelić himself in the name of safeguarding Slovenia and Croatia from the Communists.

By the end, according to German reports, Mihailović was reduced to getting in touch with the hated Ustaša in order to stave off what he regarded the greater evil that threatened to envelope him.99 Sustained by his illusions, he led his diminished force of 12,000 men weakened by disease and dwindling supplies back into Serbia. In March 1946, Tito’s security forces hunted him down in Bosnia, arrested, tried, and executed him.


The Albanian Exception


After the surrender of Italy, the Germans rapidly occupied all Albania in part to forestall any Allied landing which was still expected somewhere along the Adriatic coast.100 Although the Germans knew little about the country, their occupation policies were probably more successful than anywhere else in Europe. Several factors enabled them to construct a collaborationist government that enjoyed the support of up to a third of the population. First, their proconsul, Hermann Neubacher, drawing upon the favorable memories of Austro-Hungarian policies in Albania was successful in recruiting an impressive group of Albanians from the local elites to staff a government which was granted greater authority than its Italian dominated predecessor.101

Key positions were held by Kosovars who in addition to their strong anti-Serb credentials could claim in the words of their first prime minister, Rexhep Mitrovica; “Albanians, as Aryans of Illyrian heritage, could not ignore tradition and would be saved from the hydra of communism.”102 Second, the Germans benefitted from the comparison with lamentable reputation of the Italians among the Albanians. The Italian army was regarded with special contempt for its disastrous campaign against Greece and its poor showing in holding down the local resistance forces. Unlike elsewhere in occupied areas of Europe, in Albania the German army behaved rather well.

The Germans were less successful in the economic sphere where they failed to provide stability. As elsewhere in the Western Balkans, they vigorously exploited the extraction of subsoil raw materials, especially chrome for its military value, without providing adequate compensation. So too their effort to raise local forces for the fight against the partisan bands fell short of expectations. They recruited heavily among the Kosovars to establish an Albanian SS division, named for the legendary national hero Skanderbeg.

Himmler again took the initiative. He pointedly referred to the tradition of the Bosnian and Hercegovinian units which had fought for the Habsburgs in the First World War. By stationing the Skanderbeg Division in Kosovo, he aimed to protect ethnic Albanians from the Chetniks. In addition, substantial Albanian police units (militias) were recruited to fight against both Yugoslav and Albanian Partisans.103 However, as elsewhere in the Western Balkans, the collaborationist elements were not strong enough to survive on their own the retreat and defeat of the Axis occupying powers. Deprived of protection by the Wehrmacht, they were swept away by the Partisans.

Hitler’s policies in the Balkans, for there were more than one, evolved in relation to his grandiose design to make Germany the dominant power on the continent. His first steps toward that goal were to create a Grosswirtsschafstsraum and a Grossdeutschland. Through commercial agreements and based on barter etc. he sought to gain control of strategic materials that Germany lacked to conduct a modern war: oil from Romania, zinc, aluminum, copper, and other metals from Yugoslavia and foodstuffs from both countries. His foreign competitors were primarily Britain and France primarily, but it was also important to keep Soviet economic penetration to a minimum. As the same time, he advanced more aggressively to integrate Austria and the Sudetenland and diplomatically to organize the immigration of auslandsdeutsch from the Baltic provinces and Northern Italy with the expectation that Danzig could also be obtained without a war. His rapprochement with Stalin, clinched by the Nazi–Soviet Pact provided for both economic resources and population exchanges. His cultivation of cultural ties with the auslandsdeutsch in the Balkans complemented his economic policies there as well. All of this was in preparation of the territorial expansion at the expense of Poland and the Soviet Union by conquest as the living space for the enlarged German population. The exposure of his Balkan flank by the precipitous action of Mussolini and the coup in Belgrade forced him to expand his sphere of operations by intervening in a region where he could no longer maintain his peacetime policies. He could not resolve the contradictions which surfaced almost immediately after his military victories in the region.

Hitler’s policies were flawed from the outset. Focused hastily on a secondary field of operation, his aims were not clearly defined and often contradictory. Security considerations ran counter to ideological obsessions like his anti-Slav feelings. His main preoccupation was to obtain economic resources. In contrast to Stalin who ran a tight ship, Hitler exercised a loose control over his subordinates, especially in the Balkans where they took advantage to strike out on their own. Goring pursued his dreams of an economic empires; Himmler’s concern was mainly in the field of security. The interdepartmental clashes proved particularly damaging between the “Austrians,” Glaise, Rainer, and Neubacher, and Nazi zealots like Himmler and Kasche. The alliances with Italy and Hungary proved more of a burden than an advantage in the region. His expectations that they would relieve the pressure on his manpower resources evaporated in 1943 with the surrender of Italy.

Hitler had little trust in ostensible collaborators on the ground whether Slovenian Home Guards, Ustaša, Chetniks, Muslim militias or Nedić. And their aspirations, in conflict with one another, did not match his. To be sure, military defeat in the West and East sealed his fate. But even during his brief ascendancy in the region he made little progress in resolving any of the major questions rooted in long-term historical processes that had thrown up such formidable obstacles to hegemony of the great powers in the region.
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Stalin


Following Lenin, Stalin denounced the First World War as an imperialist war and the Versailles Peace as an imperialist peace. The Russian civil war (1918–20), Allied intervention and the Polish–Soviet War of 1920 convinced Stalin that the new Soviet state was threatened by capitalist encirclement. Tactical considerations, however, required that once his own power was consolidated, he would maneuver between the victors and the vanquished to break up any possible coalition of the European powers against him. This led him to adjusting Soviet economic policies and the political line of the Comintern to keep his potential enemies abroad off balance while he dealt with the problem of eliminating them at home and building socialism.

Hitler’s rise to power, his destruction of the German Communist party, and German rearmament drove Stalin to embrace, however lukewarmly, unprecedented treaties of alliance with capitalist France and Czechoslovakia, the victors of Versailles, and to endorse a Popular Front with all opponents of fascism in Europe. Soviet policy in the Balkans also underwent a sharp reversal. The resolutions of the Seventh Comintern Congress in 1935 rejected the idea that communists everywhere should work to break up multinational states, such as Yugoslavia, into their component national parts; this had been the line of the previous so-called “Third period” promoting ultra-leftist tactics in forecasting revolutionary upheavals. The tactical shift too had been a reaction to the concern that only the fascist powers would benefit from a weakening of state sovereignty in the Balkans and Central Europe.1 But the Nazi successes in annexing Austria and Czechoslovakia without generating Western opposition convinced him to adjust to the new circumstances. In the Balkans this meant shifting once again his strategic priorities and adjusting his ideological pronouncements to match. After bargaining with both Germany and the Western powers to gain maximum advantage, he opted for a deal with Hitler. In a related move, he sought to secure Soviet interests in the Straits by moving toward a policy familiar to observers of tsarist foreign policy; he would oppose any power outside Turkey from gaining control over the gateway to the Black Sea.2 This meant in effect, stressing the relatively greater importance of the Eastern Balkans (Romania, Bulgaria, and Turkey) in contrast to the earlier policy of the Comintern that regarded the entire Balkans as an undifferentiated, potentially revolutionary socio-economic space. The following section divides Stalin’s intervention in the Balkans two complementary lines, the strategic and the ideological pursued along different trajectories. They were, however, interconnected; the strategic with respect to diplomatic relations with major powers and territorial aspirations; the ideological with respect to the transformation of political and social structures. His major strategic aim focused on the construction of a defensive glacis while his major ideological aim envisaged a transitional form to socialism for countries within his sphere.


The Defensive Glacis


Hitler’s incorporation of Austria and Czechoslovakia demolished the Soviet policy of collective security, staunchly defended by Foreign Commissar Maxim Litvinov and confronted Stalin with an altogether new strategic challenge. The Munich agreement, negotiated by Britain, France, Italy, and Germany without his participation, had destroyed the Franco–Czechoslovak–Soviet alliance system and raised the specter of the diplomatic isolation of the Soviet Union. Then, in a dazzling sequence of moves, Hitler occupied the rest of virtually defenseless Czechoslovakia, brought pressure on Poland to cede Danzig and then made demands on Lithuania to cede Memel (Klaipeda). These moves threatened the security interests of the Soviet Union in the Baltic. There was more to come. The day after the seizure of Memel on May 23, 1939, Germany signed an economic agreement with Romania which virtually turned that country into an economic dependency of Germany.3 Thus within one month, the Soviet Union witnessed the final destruction of its only ally in Central Europe and German penetration of the strategic approaches to Baltic and Black Seas on its northern and southern flanks.

In the summer of 1939, Stalin reacted defensively to the renewed threat of a German Drang nach Osten. His negotiations with France and Britain failed to meet his requirements for a military alliance and a guaranteed rite of passage across Polish and Romanian territory in the event of war with Germany. The Germans proved more generous in their offer. The terms of the Nazi–Soviet Pact were not clearly defined. Stalin interpreted them as Hitler’s recognition of a Soviet sphere of influence in the historic borderlands of imperial Russia from Finland, through the Baltic States and Eastern Poland to Bessarabia.4

Within days of Hitler’s invasion of Poland in September 1939, Stalin began to cash in his chips. Once the German defeat of the Polish Army was assured, he ordered the Red Army to occupy Eastern Poland, incorporating these territories into the Belorussian SSR and the Ukrainian SSR. He then demanded bases from Estonia and Latvia and signed a mutual assistance pact with Lithuania, involving the transfer of Soviet-occupied Wilno (Vilnius) from Poland. Initially, according to Dimitrov, Stalin explained that this had won “the right to allow us to bring a number of countries into the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence…strictly observing their internal regimes and independence. We are not going to seek their sovietization.”5 He did not long adhere to this resolution. It was not the last time he would deny even in private conversations with his intimates his intentions to carry out a transformation of the political institutions and social structure of neighboring countries in order to strengthen his defensive glacis. When Finland rejected his demand for bases, he launched an ill-prepared and ill-fated attack. His initial impulse was to incorporate the Finns into a national soviet republic. But stiff Finnish resistance forced him to settle for something less; the creation of a Karelo-Finnish Union Republic.6 The fall of France took him by surprise but spurred him to consolidate his gains in the Western borderlands. In June Soviet troops moved out of their bases to occupy the three Baltic republics and impose; “friendly governments.” After fraudulent elections were held, their incorporation into the USSR as national soviet republics was proclaimed.7

The same month Stalin issued an ultimatum to Romania. Deprived of its French ally, Bucharest ceded Bessarabia, the old bone of contention between Romania and Russia. Stalin merged it with an existing autonomous republic of the Ukrainian to form a Moldavian SSR. After the fall of France which alarmed him by its suddenness, Stalin ordered a rapid sovietization of the newly acquired territories. But there had not been adequate preparation. The process was hardly underway when the German attack in June 1941 shattered the partially constructed glacis and turned anti-Soviet elements of the recently absorbed population into Nazi collaborators.8

Were these borderlands Stalin’s equivalent of Hitler’s Lebensraum and Mussolini’s spazio vitale? Only in part and with important reservations. Stalin’s objectives were radically transformative, but unlike Hitler and Mussolini, he did not plan a large scale Russian colonization of the newly acquired territories. Instead, he ordered massive and brutal deportations to be carried out. In the former territories of Poland, Western Belorussia, and Western Ukraine, these took the form of ethnic cleansing; in the Baltic republics the actions focused more on the civil and military elites.9 It is important to note that the incorporation of these territories into multinational structure of the USSR and the rapid, if preliminary, moves to sovietize them were only carried out in territories that had been part of the former tsarist empire. States brought under Soviet control in the postwar period were not converted into constituent republics of the USSR, nor were they ever completely sovietized.

Stalin’s policies, like those of Mussolini and Hitler, were shaped in part by his historical thinking. As a man of the borderlands, Stalin appreciated the role russification had played under tsarist rule in forging ties between the periphery and center. Was he counting as much on reviving that tradition as Mussolini was in summoning up the spirits of the Roman Empire and the Venetian Republic or Hitler the Grossdeutschdom of the Holy Roman Empire and the Habsburg Monarchy to reinforce their radical reformulations of traditional ideas? Or was he primarily concerned with preventing a deeper German penetration into the Western borderlands that constituted a Soviet version of vital space? The two aims were in fact complementary.

Once he had consolidated his territorial expansion, Stalin’s viewed the Turkish Straits as the most vulnerable point remaining in his design of a defense glacis. Over the course of the following year, Stalin and Molotov engaged the Axis in a diplomatic duel for a dominant position in the approaches to the Straits.10 A revealing but half-forgotten episode in this duel was the abortive agreement between the Soviet Union and Italy, which sought to define their respective spheres of influence in the Black Sea and Mediterranean. With France having unexpectedly collapsed, Stalin welcomed the opportunity to open negotiations with Italy in order to strengthen the Soviet position in southeastern Europe. As we have seen, these concerns drew him closer to Mussolini who also worried about growing German influence in the Balkans.

Stalin and Molotov carefully prepared the ground by exploring with German diplomats the precise nature of Hitler’s views on the issue of diplomatic consultation over the future of the Balkans. On June 3, Molotov pressed Schulenburg, in his typically dogged way, over whether the Germans and Italians had reached an agreement that the Balkan question would be resolved jointly and peacefully by Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union. On June 23 Schulenburg responded that Ribbentrop’s answer “was not entirely clear.” But one could assume, he added, that the August 1939 pact also applied to the Balkan question. Molotov was not satisfied. In his negotiations with the Italian ambassador Rosso, taking place at the same time, he wanted to know Italy’s position on all issues touching on the Balkans, but he did not raise the question of joint consultation with Germany.11

Molotov’s memo of June 25 to the Italian ambassador outlined the basis for a division of the Balkans into spheres of influence between Italy and the Soviet Union. First, he addressed the main concerns of Italian interests. The Soviet Union regarded the claims of Hungary and Bulgaria against Romania as fully valid, while justifying Soviet claims on Bessarabia as well. He also explained the basis for Soviet suspicion of Turkey, stemming from its pact with France and Britain, its claim to be the sole sovereign of the Straits, and its menacing attitude toward the Soviet Union in the area southeast of Batum in the Caucasus. In all his remarks, Molotov made it clear that he favored reaching an accord with Italy and Germany on “other areas” including both Romania and Turkey. As far as the Mediterranean was concerned, Molotov assured Rosso that the USSR considered it “fully just that Italy have a preeminent position.” In addition, he “hoped that Italy will recognize the USSR’s rights as the major power on the Black Sea.”12 A significant omission was any mention of Yugoslavia or the Adriatic.13 There are several indications here to suggest that both Molotov and Ciano were seeking to reach a bipartite accord over the future of the Balkans, Straits and the Black Sea in order to circumvent Hitler. In the absence of documentary confirmation, Hitler’s opposition to reaching specific accords with the Soviet Union on the questions of greatest interest to Molotov provides additional credibility to this suggestion. As we have seen, Mussolini was warned off by Hitler who expressed his concern over implications that Stalin would be encouraged to put pressure on Turkey. The Italian–Soviet agreement was stillborn. Stalin, meanwhile, was not satisfied by assurances from either Italy or Germany about the preservation of Soviet influence in the Balkans.

Hitler, in turn, was increasingly alarmed by the precipitous Soviet actions in the Baltic States and Bessarabia and the Soviet diplomatic recognition of Yugoslavia.14 In August 1940, Germany extended a unilateral guarantee of Romania’s frontiers in order to secure vital supplies of grain and oil for the Reich war machine. A few months later, German troops arrived in Finland. The Soviet Union protested both moves as violations of the pact, an infringement of the Soviet sphere. In Stalin’s instructions to Molotov for his meeting in Berlin with Hitler and Ribbentrop in November 1940, he insisted that Bulgaria be included in the Soviet sphere in the Balkans to balance Romania’s inclusion in the German sphere. Molotov was also instructed to demand that the Soviet Union be consulted on future fate of Romania, Hungary, and Turkey as neighbors of the Soviet Union. He was to inquire what the Axis had in mind for Greece and Yugoslavia. Stalin further expressed Soviet interest in pursuing talks on the free passage of ships in peacetime and wartime through the straits leading from the Baltic to the North Sea.15

In his conversations with Hitler and Ribbentrop, Molotov adhered closely to Stalin’s instructions, as might have been expected. But he also pressed Hitler on the Soviet priorities; “We want one thing: to guarantee ourselves from attack through the Straits,” the main threat, he added, coming from Great Britain which more than once had entered the Straits to attack Russia. He went on to state that this could be arranged in direct talks with Turkey which would be facilitated by a Soviet guarantee to Bulgaria. Molotov claimed that the Soviet Union was not interested in the internal affairs of Bulgaria. He would not accept Hitler’s verbal assurances or excuses that Italy had to be consulted and insisted that Bulgaria had to accept the idea of a unilateral Soviet guarantee.16 As Molotov reported to Stalin, Hitler, and Ribbentrop sought to evade the question of unilateral Soviet guarantees and negotiations, preferring to bring the Soviet Union into multilateral negotiations among Germany, Italy, the Soviet Union. and the countries of greatest importance to Moscow, namely Turkey and Bulgaria. He concluded that on all issues the previous two conversations did not give the desired results.”17

Stalin decided then to proceed on his own to strengthen Soviet ties, first and foremost with Bulgaria and then with Yugoslavia. In proposing a mutual assistance pact to Bulgaria, Stalin offered to support its territorial claims on Western Thrace including Edirne and Kavalla giving access to the Aegean Sea, which had been lost after the Second Balkan War, all at the expense of Turkey. In addition, he promised material aid in the form of loans of grain and cotton. Finally, he stated that he had no objections to Bulgaria joining the Tripartite Pact, adding “we ourselves in that event will also join that pact.” He concluded that if the Bulgarians declined his offer “they would fall entirely into the clutches of the Germans and the Italians and so perish.” Stalin reasoned, incorrectly, that the Germans favored the Italians as masters of the Straits. In his fixation with Russia’s “prior interests in the region,” he assured Dimitrov; “We shall drive the Turks into Asia.”18 Sofia rejected the Soviet offer, claiming that the country did not want to risk being drawn into a war. Under German pressure, Bulgaria was falling into Hitler’s net. Having signed the Tripartite Pact, King Boris allowed the entry of German troops into Bulgaria. Molotov protested in vain.19

Yugoslavia also appeared to be rapidly succumbing to German influence, mainly on the basis of the close economic ties between the two countries followed by Yugoslavia’s adherence to the Tripartite Pact under German pressure.20 The unexpected coup in Belgrade threatened Hitler’s domination of the Balkans and presented Stalin with a last opportunity to counter German influence. Yet, as the crisis unfolded on the Adriatic, Moscow stopped short of becoming directly involved. It permitted the Yugoslav communists to greet the putsch of patriotic Serbian army officers against the pro-Axis government as “a progressive step.” But Stalin, ever cautious, was unwilling to commit himself wholly to Yugoslavia’s defense. When the Royal government expressed its readiness to accept Soviet armed forces on Yugoslav soil, primarily aviation, the Soviet leaders demurred, considering such a step too dangerous and a violation of the Nazi–Soviet Pact.21 Instead, Stalin then hastily negotiated a friendship treaty with the new government in hopes that this would deter Hitler from intervening and then, if the Germans did attack, would stiffen Yugoslav resistance and delay Hitler’s preparations for a war in the East.22

Throughout the months of crisis, pro-Russian demonstrations broke out first in Bulgaria and then in Yugoslavia, but Stalin remained fearful of provoking a war. His orders to the Comintern stressed the need for the local communist parties to adopt a cautious and defensive stance. The directive to the Bulgarian central committee warned against giving a campaign in favor of the Soviet policy “a party, antibourgeois, anti-dynastic or anti-German nature. It must be conducted not on a class basis, but on general national and state grounds.”23 Instructions to the Yugoslav communists after the coup were even more explicit. They were to avoid street demonstrations and above all armed clashes: “The time is not ripe for decisive engagements with the class enemy,” Dimitrov declared.24

By this time, Stalin’s dual policy was showing signs of wear. On the one hand, the Soviet Union was faithfully fulfilling its treaty obligations to Germany, including large scale deliveries of raw material. On the other hand, it was secretly encouraging domestic resistance to German influence. When Hitler unleashed the attack on Yugoslavia, Stalin did not come to the rescue of his embattled ally; there was to be no repeat of August 1914. Within a few weeks of the capitulation of Yugoslavia, Vyshinskii informed the Yugoslav ambassador that relations between the two countries must cease.25 Stalin appeared to have lost the game.

A few months later, in June 1941, Stalin’s policy of building a defensive, territorial glacis in the borderlands of Eastern Europe collapsed under the fury of the German attack. His desperate and unparalleled appeal to “all freedom loving people” to join in the war against fascism required a radical shift in the activities of the communist parties. His encouragement of massive resistance to the Axis powers in occupied Europe was devoid of any revolutionary rhetoric or appeal to a class war.

From his earliest conversations with the British, when the Wehrmacht was the gates of Moscow, Stalin made it clear that his war aims were to recover all the territory that he had gained as a result of the Nazi–Soviet pact. Beyond that, in the wartime meetings with Churchill and Roosevelt, he said very little about how he envisaged the reconstruction of Europe. In his famous spheres of influence deal with Churchill, he seemed merely to be repeating the arguments he and Molotov had stressed in conversations with Hitler and Ribbentrop; the area of greatest concern to the Soviet Union was the status of Bulgaria, Romania, and Hungary. Before the Yalta Conference, it may not have been entirely clear how the Soviet leadership envisioned a postwar settlement that would best guarantee Soviet security in a reconstructed Eastern Europe. However, there can be little doubt that they shared strong feelings about the least favorable outcome. In the long run, these considerations may have weighed just as heavily in shaping Stalin’s policy making. Moscow’s main concern was to head off Western plans for a federation in Eastern Europe that looked like a disguised revival of earlier attempts to isolate Russia by erecting a barrière de l’est or a cordon sanitaire.

Both the U.S. State Department and the British Foreign Office had drafted postwar plans to organize, with different participants, an association of states between Germany and the Soviet Union. Soviet military intelligence reported in early 1943 that according to their agents a Special Committee of the U.S. State Department concerned with postwar problems in Europe had worked out a preliminary plan to create an East European Union. It would not take the form of a federation but rather of an alliance of independent and sovereign countries composed of all the states between Germany and Russia from Estonia in the north to Austria and Greece in the south. An internal memo had further proposed that the alliance might possibly be taken under the supervision of the United Nations and that its basic aim would be to guarantee peace and external security, the development of the regional economies, and the establishment of stable frontiers. Finally, the internal security would be guaranteed through the creation of a regional police or gendarmerie. No national armies were envisaged. Other issues that were debated included representative government and regional courts.26 British diplomats pursued their version more actively and persistently.

The Litvinov Commission was supplied with a memo entitled “The Question of Federations in Eastern Europe” compiling the record of every effort of the British government to advance the idea from November 1940 to September 1943. One early version summarized the negotiations between the Czechoslovaks (Masaryk) and the Poles (Sosnkovski), followed by a Greek–Yugoslav pact. Both were in the view of the Soviet commentator “without doubt” prepared by the British Foreign Office and indicated that Britain had made a major effort “to cobble together two regional blocs along the Western border of the Soviet Union and even to form this barrier from the Baltic to the Aegean Sea with the agreement of four émigré governments in London.”27

Over the following three years, the memo continued, the British government and Anthony Eden in Parliament “heavily propagandized” the idea of a federation of Eastern Europe. However, the “stubborn efforts” to get Soviet approval had failed in the face of Molotov’s principled opposition. The public Soviet rejection of the idea was, the memo concluded, “a great victory” for Soviet diplomacy.28 It may be argued that the Roosevelt had never seriously considered such a scheme and that the British gave up on it definitively after Churchill’s sphere of influence agreement with Stalin. But was the ghost ever laid in the mind of Stalin and his associates? The alliance was fragile. Roosevelt proved all too mortal; the U.S. never recognized the Soviet incorporation of the Baltic republics; and even before the Cold War broke out, American diplomats throughout Eastern Europe strongly protested against the emergence of a “soviet bloc.” The agreement with Churchill was informal, to say the least, and he too was vulnerable to electoral defeat. Even before the announcement of the Marshall Plan, Soviet commentators were warning of a Western Bloc.29

Stalin may have harbored exaggerated suspicious of Western intentions, but Russian leaders cannot ignore the recurrent factor in their foreign relations; the idea of a “barrière de l’est” that dates back to Richelieu, reappeared the 1920s as the “cordon sanitaire,” and emerged full blown in George Kennan’s initial statement on containment. The strong indications of what many in the Western chancelleries preferred and proposed for Eastern Europe could not be dispelled, in Stalin’s eyes, by mere border rectifications or even large-scale deportations and postwar purges so long as he perceived the potential existed for internal opposition to sovietization supported by one or several Western powers, as had been the case during the Russian civil war and intervention.

Stalin’s ideological pronouncements over the previous decade reveal clearly that he envisaged something more than “influence” in “friendly countries” to secure his hegemony in Eastern Europe; what he required was a social transformation. How this might exactly be carried out was only gradually revealed as the Red Army recovered lost ground within the 1941 borders of the Soviet Union and then advanced into neighboring states. Once again, the role of national communist parties shifted, each one reacting to local conditions under Stalin’s supervision. Because the communist resistance in Yugoslavia had assumed an exemplary role and its activities had resonated throughout the Western Balkans and beyond, the question of how its postwar transformation would fit Stalin’s theory of building socialism acquired special significance.


Transitions to Socialism


Stalin’s views on the transition from a bourgeois democratic to a socialist revolution had been shaped by his own experience in the Bolshevik revolution, civil war, intervention and Soviet-Polish War of 1920.30 Once the Bolsheviks had taken power, he displayed on several occasions his skepticism toward the ability of other communist parties to take power on their own, and a preference for the dominant role of the Bolshevik Party in coordination with the Red Army in spreading and defending the revolution in the borderlands of the former tsarist empire. He regarded the Comintern with a jaundiced eye. He did not make a major address to that body until 1928. By that time, he had enunciated his doctrine of socialism in one country which in effect reversed the relationship established by Lenin and endorsed by Trotsky between the socialist revolution in advanced industrial countries and the building of socialism in Russia. In 1926 at the Fifteenth Party Congress, he declared that “in order to win conclusively, we must bring it about that the present capitalist encirclement [of the Soviet Union] is replaced by a socialist encirclement, that the proletariat is victorious in at least several more countries.”31 The implications were stunning. He was asserting that the victory of socialism in one country, that is the Soviet Union, depended on carrying out revolutions in a belt of economically backward, overwhelmingly, agrarian states adjacent to the Soviet frontier. Absent altogether was the dependence of a socialist transformation in Russia on the outbreak of socialist revolutions in the advanced industrial countries of Western Europe.

Stalin was now insisting that the world revolution was dependent on the success of building socialism in the Soviet Union rather than the reverse. Breaking out of capitalist encirclement would also serve the vital purpose of depriving the advanced capitalist states of territorial bases from which to launch another intervention “in order to restore the old order.” Two years later he concluded that revolutions in what he called a second type of social formation, such as “Poland and Romania” (as opposed to advanced industrial countries of the first type and colonial dependencies of the third type) with weak capitalist development, feudal survivals and an agrarian problem would involve the petty bourgeoisie and peasantry “speaking with its own strong voice.” Here revolution “can and probably will demand some intermediate stage in the form, let us say of a dictatorship of the proletariat and peasantry.”32

The triumph of Nazism in Germany and the destruction of the powerful German Communist Party, which had failed to join forces with the German Social Democrats to oppose Hitler, sparked a reversal of Comintern policy, ending a period of isolation and inaugurating the Popular Front. The stimulus came from below among the rank and file of communist parties like the French and Czech supported by a few Comintern veterans like the Italian Palmiro Togliatti and Dmitri Manuilskii who advocated working with petty bourgeois and peasant parties and trade unions to oppose fascism. At the same time, Soviet foreign commissar Maxim Litvinov was pressing Stalin to adopt a policy of collective security which involved defensive alliances with “bourgeois democracies” like France and Czechoslovakia. Stalin accepted these shifts without much enthusiasm, more as an observer than an active participant. At the Seventh Comintern Congress in 1935, Georgi Dimitrov, the Bulgarian communist who had defied Hitler as the accused in the Reichstag Fire Trial, stressed the radical nature of the fascist state as a prelude to calling for “a proletarian united front of communist and socialist workers at its heart and a fighting alliance with the peasantry and urban petty bourgeoisie.” He even envisaged the heretofore unprecedented possibility of communist participation in a coalition Popular Front government “which might prove to be one of the most important transitional forms.”33 Vague as it was, this formulation would be resurrected by Stalin in the early years of the Second World War as the United Front, to mask its revolutionary implications] and then as Popular Democracy, open as ever to different interpretations concerning the character and pace of the transition. Resolving these debatable questions would become one of the sources of tension between Stalin and Tito.

Unexpectedly for Stalin, revolutionary situations arising from conflicts with fascism during the period of the Popular Front developed in Spain and China. But these countries exhibited, roughly speaking, the same socio-economic conditions he had singled out as prerequisites for the second type of revolution. They were relatively economically backward, displaying feudal survivals and suffering from an agrarian problem. Here then was an opportunity to test the viability of popular democracy as a transitional stage to socialism, one sufficiently distant from Soviet borders to lessen the danger of direct involvement. Under the banner of anti-fascism, the Soviet Union supported the republican governments in Spain and China diplomatically, sent military aid and advisers, promoted the dispatch of volunteers and pressed the Spanish and Chinese communist parties to cooperate in the struggle up to and including the formation of coalition governments.34 Despite the failure of these efforts, they can be seen as prototypes that evolved further in the form of popular democracies in the period 1944–49.

The collapse of these efforts together with the appeasement policy of the Western powers forced Stalin to turn away from the idea of the Popular Front (at least in Europe) to reach his own accommodation with Hitler, but only temporarily. He revived it in somewhat different form immediately after the German invasion in June 1941, appealing to “all freedom loving people” to join the Soviet Union in the struggle against fascism. He summoned the communist parties back to the defense lines they had abandoned now under the banner of “united front.” The change in terminology reflected, presumably, the extra care he saw necessary in reassuring the world that this was not a transitional stage in a communist revolution. In the meantime, he was considering the abolition of the Comintern, crippled by his purges and faced, after the fall of France, by the dilemma of implementing a single policy in radically different circumstances.

The end to Stalin’s illusions about a stalemate in the Western and faced with the prospect of German domination of the rest of the continent confronted him with a dilemma; how could he continue to pursue a policy of cooperation with Hitler while at the same time, undermining his authority by encouraging resistance within the occupied territories. The burden fell on the local parties. The French communists were now urged to defend the material interests of the working class, a standard theme, but in addition “to struggle against the foreign yoke for the real freedom and independence of France.”35 This had to be done legally and directed mainly against government of Marshal Pétain. The Comintern warned against any form of collaboration with the German occupation authorities but the distinction between collaborators and occupiers was difficult to draw.

The Comintern played its ambiguous role badly. It broadened its criticism of Axis aggression as the Germans and Italians penetrated the Balkans, first in the Vienna arbitrations forcing Romania to cede parts of Transylvania to Hungary, then in Axis pressure on Bulgaria to join the Tripartite Pact and finally in the invasion of Yugoslavia and Greece. But found it difficult to strike the right tone of resistance. Stalin had already concluded in January 1940 that “World Revolution as a single act is nonsense. It transpires at different times in different countries.”36 Andrei Zhdanov picked up the theme a month later, stressing importance of local factors: “we got off the track on the national question.” Dimitrov chimed in: “A combination of pro[letarian] internationalism and the healthy national feelings of a given people. Our ‘internationalists’ have to be trained,” he concluded.37

Within a year, Stalin made it clear that the radically changing international situation rendered the Comintern obsolete. “Today,” he declared in April 1941, “the national tasks of the various countries stand in the forefront. But the position of the Com[munist] parties as section of an international organization subordinated to the Executive Committee of the KI [Comintern] is an obstacle.” Brusquely dismissing the “parochial interests” of the Executive Committee, he spelled out his new approach. “The membership of the Com[munist] parties within the Comintern in current conditions facilitates bourgeois persecution of them and the bourgeois plan to isolate them from the masses of their own countries, while it prevents the Communist parties from developing independently and resolving their own problems as national parties.”38

The abolition of the Comintern was the logical outcome of the new thinking, but for reasons that are still unclear it was not announced until May 1943.39 Most of the Comintern’s functions were then redistributed mostly to the newly created Section of International Information of the Central Committee of the CPSU with many of the same personnel.40 The question remained open as to what would replace the fascist regimes. Differences over this issue can already be detected in the reactions of the national parties to the abolition of the Comintern. While they unanimously expressed formulaic approval of the announcement, the timing and language of their statements foreshadowed serious political differences which would emerge starkly in the early postwar years, most clearly in the discussion over the reestablishment of an international organization of communist parties. It took several months for the Comintern executive to round up a sample of opinion, and then it was only a sample. All the parties that responded accepted the dissolution in principle; mais c’est le tone qui fait la musique. The Yugoslavs embraced the dissolution defiantly: “Under the banner of Marxism-Leninism, the party will as in the past continue to fulfill its duty toward the people…[and] remain true to the principles of internationalism.” Similar sentiments were echoed by the Belgian, Spanish, and Bulgarian parties. All might be considered to be on the left of an admittedly narrow spectrum of Comintern parties. The Italians, who were drawing ever closer to the French model, made no mention of Marxism-Leninism or internationalism.41

That Stalin had not yet made up his mind on the nature of the postwar governments, even those that might be liberated by the Red Army. This view gains credence from the on-going discussions, lasting up to the Yalta Conference, in three commissions Stalin had appointed in September 1943 after the dissolution of the Comintern. The Commission on Questions of the Peace Treaties and Postwar Reconstruction was chaired by Maxim Litvinov; the Commission on Armistice Problems was chaired by Klim Voroshilov; and the Commission on Compensation for the Losses Inflicted on the Soviet Union by Hitlerite Germany and Its Allies was chaired by Ivan Maisky.42 According to Litvinov, “our commission, with the approval of the government [surely this means Stalin and Molotov] was to prepare its work ignoring the possibility of serious social upheavals (pereverotov) in Europe and taking its point of departure from the existing structures.” He added, with reference to France; “of course if there is a change in the class structure then it will be a different story.”43

When the Litvinov Commission solicited opinion papers from leading communist exiles in Moscow, their prognoses of a postwar settlement in their countries reflected this cautious approach to revolutionary social change. For example, Mátyás Rákosi of the Hungarian Communist Party reviewed the evidence for “the rapid rise of democratic and radical strengthen” in Hungary, including reformist tendencies in the Social Democratic and Small Holders Parties and sympathy for the Soviet Union in their left wings, although there were no parties in the Hungarian parliament which could counter the pro-English orientation after the war. But he predicted a rapid jump in pro-Soviet feelings among workers and peasants after a victorious war. He scarcely mentioned the communists as a political force.44

Vasili Kolarov of the Bulgarian Communist Party presented two alternatives in his memo on the post-war Balkans. Asserting that a return to the prewar status quo would mean “banditism, violence and war as the only means of a national policy in the Balkans,” he proposed a “union of all south-Slavs into a united Danubian Federation.” Together with Bulgarian and Macedonians as a distinct nationality, it would be composed of Serbs, Slovenes and Croats. The nationalities would enjoy equal rights. Their boundaries would, however, be altered to correct historical injustices. Bulgaria would regain Western Thrace with the town of Kavala, restoring the territory lost to Greece after the Second Balkan War, and the purely Bulgarian territory torn away by “Serb chauvinists” in 1919. Serbia would recover the Slavic parts of the Banat, annexed by Romania after the First World War. Slovenia would get back the territory annexed by Italy and Austria in 1919 plus Fiume. Macedonia should include territory from both Serbia and Bulgaria and also Saloniki from Greece, the natural outlet of Macedonia to the Aegean. If the idea of a federation should encounter obstacles, then a second option would be for Bulgaria to be reestablished with the same expansion of its frontiers in addition to Macedonia which would be given autonomy. “Russia (sic!) should arbitrate.”45 Thus, many of the schemes subsequently proposed by Tito and Dimitrov were already being considered in Moscow.

Following the line first drawn by his compatriot, Dimitrov, Kolarov envisaged that postwar conditions would be favorable for “the creation of a people’s democratic power.” This required the abolition of the monarchy; the purge of all fascist elements; the introduction of freedom of the press, assembly, recognition of all anti-fascist parties,
 and the elimination of German capitalist domination of Bulgaria’s economy. He anticipated that the Fatherland Front sponsored by the communists but including a wide range of political groups would come to power in the wake of the Soviet occupation of the country as in fact occurred.46

As the Red Army liberated territories occupied by the Germans within the 1941 boundaries of the USSR, communist parties and Komsomol cadres with the NKVD in close support began immediately to restore the institutions of soviet power. The process was often marked by violent methods including large scale deportations especially in areas like Western Ukraine and the Baltic republics where anti-Soviet resistance was fierce and prolonged into the postwar period.47 But once the Soviet forces had crossed the 1941 frontiers, the orders from Moscow were to avoid any hint of social revolution or sovietization. The local communists, many having been brought back to their home countries in the baggage trains of the Red Army, were instructed to assist in the construction of popular democratic, coalition governments with the participation of all anti-fascist political parties. Excessive zeal in pressing for a communist take-over were sternly rebuked, nowhere more vigorously than in the Soviet zone of Germany. Consistent with his rationale for abolition the Comintern, Stalin sought to treat with each national party on a bilateral basis, rather than imposing a single rigid “party line,” keeping firmly in the forefront the political and military requirements and economic interests of the Soviet Union.

It is possible, however, to distil from his instructions to national communist party leaders in allied countries or the armistice agreements and terms of unconditional surrender he imposed on defeated allies of Hitler, a number of requirements for what he defined as “friendly countries” in Eastern Europe which would then serve as prerequisites for the establishment of popular democracies as the form of transition to socialism. In the period of liberation and first post war years, these included unconditional cooperation with the Red Army including the subordination of all civilian, regular army units and partisans to Soviet commanders in the zone of military operations; signing of bi-lateral treaties of alliance and mutual assistance with the Soviet Union; acceptance of Soviet territorial demands endorsed by the U.S and Great Britain, meaning restoration of 1941 frontiers plus additional bases from Finland and the cession of north East Prussia from Germany; the legitimization of communist parties and their inclusion in coalition governments; the purge of all fascist and collaborationist elements from political life and the armed forces; the recognition of the primacy of the Soviet Union in foreign policy; the prohibition of criticism of the Soviet Union in public forums and the press; the reparations for wartime damage in the case of former Axis powers or, in allied states, economic agreements for the joint exploitation of natural resources; partial nationalization of industry including all German assets; the abolition of “feudal” privileges, including the break-up of large landed estates and redistribution of their properties to the peasantry. As a corollary, national communist parties, especially in Western Europe, were encouraged to improve their standing through legal means including elections without antagonizing the Western powers or giving them an excuse to intervene.48 In former enemy countries (Finland, Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria), Soviet influence was exercised up to the signing of peace treaties partly through domination of the Allied Control Commissions and partly through indirect means.

The question remained open of how these prerequisites might serve as the basis for a transitional stage in the revolutionary path to socialism. The most important clues to this phase of Stalin’s foreign policy can be found in the further development of the concept of popular democracy in the postwar period when the rough ideological sketches were converted through practice into a full-blown scenario. He rarely used the term. Unlike, for example, socialism in one country, he seemed to give, as he had in the past, alternative versions and different ways it might be achieved. It entered the communist vocabulary either as the “new democracy” or “popular democracy.” In ideological terms, popular democracy was similar to Hitler’s racial policy and Mussolini’s fascism as a transformative policy in the sense of superimposing on territorial expansion a policy of radical social change the extent of which had not been seen in European politics since the early years of the French revolutionary wars.

The first systematic attempt to provide a set of guidelines for the further development of “friendly countries” into popular democracies was undertaken only in November 1945 by B. N. Ponomarev, deputy director of the Marx-Engels Institute in Moscow, Comintern veteran and member of the department of international information of the Central Committee of the CPSU. In his report, an edited version of which was subsequently published in the official organ of the party, Bol’shevik, he analyzed the changing circumstance underpinning “the democratic transformation in the liberated countries.” He argued that the process of democratization differed in each of the countries liberated by the Red Army including Yugoslavia. His comparative comments suggested that Yugoslavia was altogether a more advanced form of popular democracy. It had included representatives of non-communist parties in the first post war government but had smashed the old state apparatus. When the non-communist ministers like Ivan Šubašić and Milan Grol in the Tito’s cabinet had opposed the transformation, they were forced to resign.49 The government had brought eighty per cent of the industrial enterprises under state control, matched only by Poland. The Yugoslav armed forces were being reshaped to create “an army of a new type.” Ponomarev rejected the concept being promoted by the Department of Propaganda of the Central Committee that the countries in this group should be called “revolutionary-democratic dictatorships of the proletariat and peasantry.”50 As we have seen this was a pre-revolutionary formulation of Lenin which Stalin had rejected. That it should have been resurrected within the Soviet bureaucracy is something of a mystery. But the discrepancy reveals, as had the differing views in the Litvinov commission and other areas of postwar discussion, the uncertainty in the absence of an ex cathedra declaration by Stalin about the nature and, perhaps just important, the duration of the transition period.51

The leaders of the national communist parties seeking guidance on these questions might well have been puzzled by the mixed signals coming from Moscow and the local Soviet representatives; Western observers also expressed uncertainty about the Stalin’s intentions, then and since. Stalin never tired of telling the East European communists that, for example, “in Poland there is no dictatorship of the proletariat.” He gave a long explanation of why the situation had been entirely different in the Russian experience, emphasizing as he frequently did, the necessity imposed on the Bolsheviks of establishing a dictatorship of the proletariat in order to win the civil war. In Poland there was a “new type of democracy,” the same as in Yugoslavia and partly Czechoslovakia, democracy that leads to socialism but “without the shedding of blood.”52 In light of these and other statements to communists in the early post war period, it is possible to conclude, always acknowledging the absence of conclusive documentary evidence of a comprehensive design, that he envisaged a gradual transition to socialism in which each national party would adopt its own tempo to the specific prevailing local socio-economic conditions and nature of the opposition. He would reserve the right to intervene on a bi-lateral basis and preferably indirectly through a process of advice and consent.

Up until the Red Army appeared on the frontiers of Balkan states, Stalin confined his intervention in the region to verbal support for anti-fascist activities in public pronouncements and private consultation with local communist leaders. In addressing both audiences, he avoided revolutionary rhetoric and discouraged it among the more zealous like the Yugoslavs. He shifted from speaking with one voice through the Comintern to multiple voices to take into account the different situations in different countries. His strategic aims remained consistent through his negotiations with Hitler and with Churchill. He was also willing to cut deals with the leaders of Romania and Bulgaria as his armies crossed their frontiers in order to minimize their resistance, to avoid the outbreak of civil war, and to reassure the Western powers that he had no intention of exporting revolution. To further these ends, he evolved the idea of promoting “democracies of a new type” or “popular democracies”. He sought to manage these in bi-lateral relations with communist parties and their sympathizers on the left.

Although Stalin did not by and large attempt to micro-manage the conduct of foreign parties, but rather give them general advice and guidance, he did insist on consultation. This became a particular sticking point in his relations with Tito and ultimately, as we shall see, with other communist leaders. One problem with this mode of operation was his dependence on the information he was receiving. Unlike Hitler or Mussolini, Stalin did not have to deal with rival factions within the state or party. He had made sure of that. He together with Molotov had complete control over the conduct of foreign policy. But the way forward was not always clear, as his appointment of the Litvinov Commission indicated. Moreover, his diplomatic, military and police representatives in the field, operating in a fluid situation, tended to protect themselves against accusations of lacking Soviet rectitude by exaggerating the shortcomings of the national parties. This was perhaps less evident in their reporting on the Yugoslavs at least up to 1947. But there were hints of things to come. The question to be raised in Chapter 5 is how closely Tito’s concept of popular democracy fit into Stalin’s thinking. That the controversy between them became entangled in international politics was due in part to the place that the Balkans occupied in their alternative versions of a socialist transformation.
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Churchill


Churchill was one of the original staunch defenders of the Versailles settlement. But the rise of Hitler compelled him to accept some painful adjustments in order to maintain the basic principles of British foreign policy. As elsewhere in Eastern Europe, his policy in the Balkans during the Second World War sought to combine two traditions. The first was to intervene in European affairs when it was incumbent upon Britain to maintain a balance of power and prevent any single state from dominating the continent. This required cultivating a continental ally or allies through a combination of diplomacy and military assistance; if necessary, Britain might be willing to recognize spheres of influence they would not threaten to exchange one threat to the balance for another. The second aim was to maintain British supremacy in the Mediterranean as the line of communications with Britain’s imperial possessions in the Middle East, India, and beyond.1 With these aims in mind, Churchill opposed appeasement as the response to the expansionist policies of both Germany on the continent and Italy in the Mediterranean and supported the war against them. The only viable continental ally after the fall of France in 1940 was the Soviet Union, a risky alternative as a wartime ally in light of its policy of Counter Versailles and the potential it represented as a replacement for Germany as the dominant continental power in the event of victory.

The dilemma was clear enough. Churchill’s solution was, roughly equivalent to that of Castelreagh which was to group Russia and concede its domination of Eastern Europe while keeping the Russians out of the Mediterranean. It required no mean skill to maneuver between these two strategic aims in pursuing his Balkan policy. He gradually shifted the emphasis during the war from driving the Axis powers out of the Balkans and defeating them on the battlefields of Europe to blocking the Soviet Union from taking their place.


Appeasing Italy


Up until the eve of the war, Conservative British governments sought to reach an accommodation with Mussolini which accepted Italian hegemony in the Adriatic. Although there were a few dissonant voices, by and large British diplomats regarded Italy as a stabilizing force in the region while Yugoslavia was considered something of a wild card. For the British, an additional problem in dealing with Yugoslavia was its membership in the Little Entente and especially its ties to France. London looked on the Entente and the French security arrangements, culminating in the Franco–Yugoslav Treaty of 1927, as a return to the discredited alliance system that was responsible for the First World War. In reaction to the treaty, Mussolini had spread rumors concerning Yugoslavia’s Adriatic policy that allegedly included plans to expand to the Aegean and prepare for an armed incursion into Albania.

The Foreign Office agreed to accept tacitly Italian penetration of Albania as better suited to keep a balance and the peace between Rome and Belgrade. Neville Chamberlain completely misread Mussolini’s plans for the region: “I will stake my reputation for judgment of Italy on the statement that Mussolini does not intend to intervene by force in Albania and will not do so if trouble is not started from other quarters…” meaning “…if the French can keep the Serbs quiet they need not fear the Italian government.”2 The British determination to bring about reconciliation between Italy and Yugoslavia was not even shaken by the assassination of King Alexander of Yugoslavia by an agent of the Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO) with connections to Ustaša exiles in Italy. Downplaying Italy’s part, the Foreign Office persisted in its resolve to broker a pact between France, Italy, and Yugoslavia to check Hitler’s designs on Austria. These complex negotiations were brought to an abrupt end when Italy invaded Ethiopia.3 Italy’s intervention in the Spanish Civil war upset the British but this too did not end their attempts to appease Italy. Influential voices in the Foreign Office perceived Franco as a bulwark against the spread of communism.

In the summer of 1937, when Churchill was still out of office and far from the center of power, the British government undertook a major review of its policy toward Italy in which the Mediterranean bulked large. It was a time when Britain was already embarked on a rearmament program. The debate within the cabinet and among the military chiefs centered on two questions. First, should the country’s preparations for a potential war in the near future be directed primarily against Germany, the continental variation, or divided between meeting the German and the Italian threat, the Mediterranean option? Second, could the threat from Italy be countered best by a policy of appeasement or confrontation?4 The decision to explore the possibility of negotiations with Mussolini over the Mediterranean question produced two extensive summaries of the main problems ranging from the withdrawal of Italian “volunteers” from Spain (including the evacuation of the Balearic Islands), to the recognition of Italy’s sovereignty over of Abyssinia, the stabilization of the Italian garrison in Libya and the exchange of military information.5 As Eden had expected, Mussolini proved unwilling to commit himself to implementing a draft of the Anglo-Italian Agreement prepared in London.6 With this the negotiations broke off, signaling the last gasp of Chamberlain’s appeasement policy.

Even before the outbreak of the Second World War, Churchill was one of those who regarded the Mediterranean as a major theater of a future European conflict where the superiority of British naval strength would give it a strategic advantage over a continental power. When Mussolini designated the Mediterranean as mare nostrum as a prelude to expanding into East Africa, Churchill responded cautiously at first. Out of office, he urged reinforcement of the Mediterranean Fleet and collective action by the League of Nations, not in the service of moral principle but as defense against Hitler.7 The chances of winning over Mussolini to contain his Mediterranean ambitions and to check Hitler in Central Europe diminished year by year.

As the prospect of war with both Italy and Germany increased, Churchill sent a memo to Chamberlain outlining his Mediterranean strategy. “England’s first battlefield is the Mediterranean,” he wrote. Not to hold onto it would expose Egypt and the Suez Canal to attack whereas a “series of swift and striking victories in this theater” would have “a helpful bearing on the main struggle with Germany.”8 When Mussolini ordered the invasion of Albania, Churchill immediately grasped the strategic implications. He was outraged that the British fleet was riding at anchor in the Bay of Naples whereas it should have been on the other side of Italy in the Adriatic not the Mediterranean “to make the rape of Albania impossible.” What was at stake, he wrote to Chamberlain, “was nothing less than the whole of the Balkan Peninsula.” As a first counter-step, he proposed that the British occupy Corfu, thereby closing the Straits of Otranto to the Italian Adriatic squadron.

A rash proposal, it was rejected by Chamberlain who was engaged in a futile effort to gain Mussolini’s support against the mounting threat of Hitler’s aggression.9 The main problem for Britain was not the lack of foresight here, but the global extent of its empire. Commitments to defend Singapore and the East stretched its resources to the point where it was forced to adopt a defensive stance in the Mediterranean. Once hostilities broke out, the only way to change this policy and revive Churchill’s confidence was to draw the U.S. with its powerful naval forces into the war. The problem for him then, however, was that though the Americans had endorsed a Europe first strategy, they were reluctantly to follow his lead in the Mediterranean, still less the Adriatic.


The Mediterranean Strategy


Once the British had been driven off the continent at Dunkirk in 1940 and Churchill taken command in London, he turned his major attention and allocated disproportionate resources in pursuit of a Mediterranean strategy second in importance only to the battle for Britain. In July 1940 he approved a memo by the Chiefs of Staff endorsing a decision to hold on to the Middle East from Egypt to Iraq as long as possible. This was a stunning reversal of prewar priorities giving precedence to the defense of Singapore and Australasia.10

Committed to the defense of Egypt against an Italian attack from Libya, he faced a dilemma when the Italians also invaded Greece. Initially, Churchill was reluctant to intervene but allowed himself to be persuaded by his top officials to dispatch air and then ground units to support the Greeks. His War Cabinet recommended and subsequently in his memoirs Churchill justified the move as an attempt to animate Yugoslavia, Greece, and Turkey into forming a Balkan front.11 But the Greeks, having repelled the invasion, were reluctant to accept British help for fear of triggering German intervention to rescue the inept Italians. The massing of German troops and aircraft on their northern frontier changed their minds. A Commonwealth expeditionary force dispatched from Egypt met with a disastrous defeat. Greece was lost and Crete evacuated with heavy loss in men and naval forces. Churchill had greeted the coup in Belgrade as having saved Yugoslavia’s soul, but the British were in no position to come to the aid of Yugoslavia when the Germans, Italians, Bulgarians, and Hungarians overran it. With the Adriatic under the control of one power—Italy—for the first time since the fall of the Roman Empire, the whole of the Balkans was then lost, as Churchill had foreseen. The battle for the Mediterranean would now begin in earnest.12

British leaders, more Eden and the War Office than Churchill in this case, pressed hard for the dispatch of half Britain’s mobile tank reserve to Egypt. It is a further measure of Churchill’s persistent commitment to the defense of Egypt that he was determined to keep sending convoys through the Mediterranean despite the dangers from air attacks by the Italians and Germans. The success of these convoys depended on holding Malta.13 As Mussolini had observed more than once, the British control of Gibraltar, Malta, and Cyprus was decisive in their domination of the Mediterranean.

With the entry of the United States into the war, Churchill faced another strategic dilemma which jeopardized his Mediterranean first strategy. The Americans were pressing him hard by 1943 to open up a second front across the English Channel. Churchill resisted stubbornly. At the Quebec Conference with Roosevelt, he offered to shift his priority if certain conditions were fulfilled.14 This gave him time and some room to maneuver.

Churchill’s success is well- known in persuading the Americans to carry out his Mediterranean strategy by landing in North Africa, then Sicily and Italy as a prelude to a cross-channel operation. At the Quebec Conference in August 1943, Churchill was still pressing for “as stab in the Adriatic armpit” by landing British and American troops from Italy to seize Istria, occupy Trieste and Fiume. He was still counting on an American promise to provide the landing craft.15 In his war memoirs he claimed that his strategy would check “the rapid encroachment of Russia into the Balkan Peninsula and the dangerous spread of Soviet influence.”16 Was this in fact the case? What motivated him at this point appeared to be a mix of concerns. First, he apparently saw sought an opportunity for the Eighth Army in Italy under his favorite general, Field Marshal Sir Harold Alexander, to play a glorious role in the final Allied victory.17 Second, he harbored doubts over the ability of American and British forces to overcome the superior fighting ability of German army in Western Europe after the landings in France.18 It was not until April 1944 that he expressed a “growing apprehension that Russia has vast aims and that these may include the domination of Eastern Europe and even the Mediterranean and the ‘communizing’ of much that remains.”19

In the meantime, Churchill continued to pursue his alternative to a cross-channel invasion before a German collapse. A month after his setback at Quebec, he was agreeing with the General Jan Christian Smuts, premier of South Africa who wrote him that “our victories in the Mediterranean should be followed up in Italy and the Balkans instead of now adopting a cross channel plan.” Although he explained to Smuts that he could not break his arrangements with the Americans, he reassured him that there were ample resources to pursue both strategic options. He followed this up with an appeal to Roosevelt reformulating his Mediterranean plan. He requested the use of American landing craft to occupy Rhodes, Leos, and Cos in the Dodecanese in order to gain control of the Aegean and most likely to bring in Turkey. Even his own chief of staff, Field Marshal Alanbrooke, deemed this obsession “Rhodes madness.”20 In discussions with his military chiefs, Churchill outlined the Mediterranean option in the larger strategic scheme he would pursue if the British could go it alone. Although sketchy in content, its thrust was unmistakable: “1) to reinforce the Italian theater to the full; 2) to enter the Balkans [where?] 3) to hold our position in the Aegean Islands; 4) to build up our air forces and intensify air attacks on Germany; and 5) to encourage a steady assembly in this country of United States troops….”21

Having failed to budge the Americans, Churchill sounded out Stalin in hopes of recruiting him for his Mediterranean strategy. Eden, visiting Moscow, was instructed to ask Stalin whether his preference would be for a cross-channel landing or British acting in the Aegean, involving Turkey and opening the Dardanelles and Bosporus to that British naval forces and supplies could move into the Black Sea and Britain could then “give them our right hand along the Danube.” This was an extraordinary question given Churchill’s knowledge of Russian history dating back to the Crimean War and the British failure in 1916 to open the Straits on his initiative. Despite Churchill’s misleading Stalin on Eisenhower’s optimism about the landing in France, the Soviet leader did not hesitate to state categorically his preference for the cross-channel operation.22

Undeterred, Churchill renewed his campaign to convince Roosevelt at the Cairo Conference, making explicit for the first time his Adriatic corollary to the Mediterranean strategy. He proposed “to seize a port or ports and establish bridgeheads on the Dalmatian Coast and carry a regular flow of airborne supplies to the Partisans” as well as “use the British First Airborne Division and all the available Commandos in the Mediterranean to aid and animate the resistance in Yugoslavia and Albania.” He also recommended the capture of islands like Corfu and Argostoli….”23

At the Teheran Conference in late November and early December 1943, Churchill presented his most detailed plan for a Mediterranean strategy, outlining a series of possible operations including commando raids on the Adriatic coast. But his main object was to bring Turkey into the war. Stalin was having none of this. He forcefully dismissed the idea of a Mediterranean operation as a diversion from the main strategic line of a landing in north-western France (Overlord) and in southern France to catch the Germans in a huge enveloping movement.24 Roosevelt agreed. He and Stalin continued to suspect that Churchill had never given up the idea. Ironically, as we have seen, Hitler agreed. They were all right.

Churchill’s next gambit was to take advantage of Roosevelt’s insistence that an American, namely General Dwight Eisenhower, be in command of Overlord (the invasion of France) to pursue his Mediterranean strategy by other means. He argued successfully that in the interests of reciprocity, a British officer should replace Eisenhower as commander in the Mediterranean theater. And he rejected Roosevelt’s proposal that an American, namely General George Marshal, should be placed in supreme command of the entire European theater. As a result, Sir Henry Maitland (“Jumbo”) Wilson was appointed overall commander in the Mediterranean and Sir Harold Alexander, one of Churchill’s favorite generals given command in Italy.25 Now he had his men in position to pursue his strategy, just so long as he could marshal the resources sufficient to break through the formidable German defenses, and prevent the Allied forces in Italy from being siphoned off for the invasion of France. In the event he could not.

In November 1943, British forces launched several widely spaced and up to now still little known military probes on the fringes of the Balkans, aimed at weakening the Nazi war effort but, perhaps even more important, preparing the way for more extensive operations. The SOE Mission ‘Chowder’ aimed at infiltrating the Reich through the bi-lingual Carniolan borderland which, it may be recalled, Hitler was determined to make German. The British position was in line with the Allied decision at Teheran to restore Austrian independence after the war. Although each of the Big Three had a different motive, the stated goal of the SOE was to prevent Germany from controlling Austria “the gateway to the East- [that would] ensure German hegemony in Europe.”26 This operation was in line with Churchill’s effort to secure Stalin’s support for a landing in Istria opening the way to and advance into Central Europe.

At first, Tito agreed to authorize the SOE to set up infiltration routes into the region with the help of Slovene partisans. But a competition over who would influence the Slovene Partisans developed between the British mission (‘Chowder’) and the Communist Party of Slovenia, backed by Kardelj, the top Slovene in the Yugoslav Communist Party. By early 1945, the British officers were isolated, and the chief of the mission was murdered.27 The Yugoslavs were left in possession of the field, although Stalin reneged on his promise to support Yugoslavia’s postwar expansion in the region.

At the same time in November 1943, Churchill authorized an amphibious attack on Leros in the Dodecanese. It backfired badly when the British garrison occupying the island was overwhelmed. Still he persisted. In summer of 1944, after the allied landings in France, British Indian troops stormed ashore to occupy one Aegean island after another.28 It was a victory empty of strategic importance. All this added up to a series of uncoordinated operations that were insufficiently equipped to carry out Churchill’s Mediterranean strategy.


Linking Up with the Partisans


That Churchill hesitated until the Teheran Conference to throw his weight exclusively on the side of the Partisans as the leading force in the anti-fascist resistance was due in large part to the confusion and lack of central direction in British policy toward Yugoslavia within the context of his Mediterranean strategy.29 It was one thing to call for setting Europe ablaze, and another thing to determine who was best suited to ignite the fire. In search of a clear picture, the British sent more agents to Yugoslavia in the early years of the war than to Greece. Among them were several personal representatives of Churchill, including his research assistant during the nineteen thirties, F. W. Bill Deakin, his own son, Randolph and the seasoned diplomat and soldier, Fitzroy Maclean who had corresponded with him during the war in the Western desert.30 From the beginning the information coming out of Yugoslavia was fragmentary and often contradictory, reflecting the various sources and events in different regions of the country. The reports were interpreted differently by agencies entrusted with providing guidance. The SOE officers in Cairo and in London submitted conflicting accounts based on their agents on the ground; the War Office relied on German intercepts. The Foreign Office had its own point of view. One of the summaries presented to Churchill by SOE Cairo as late as January 1943 still denied that there was any evidence to suggest that Mihailović had made any compromises with the Germans. Although disagreements existed, conspiracy did not.31

The Foreign Office in London and the first British missions in Yugoslavia had started out with a favorable attitude toward Mihailović but were shortly disillusioned. Mihailović systematically misled them whenever he could about his activities, especially his collaboration with the Germans and his unwillingness to accept the Partisans as allies. By this time, Churchill was receiving irrefutable intelligence through the code breakers of Ultra that Mihailović was collaborating with the Germans and dealing with Nedić.32 In early 1943, the accumulated evidence was overwhelming that the Chetniks were utterly useless as a military force and that they were even unwilling to carry out acts of sabotage to which the British set them. The Foreign Office, in particular Alexander Cadogan, had become fully aware of an incipient civil war, He began to delay arms shipments to the Chetniks for fear that they would be used against the Partisans. But, as we have seen, this merely increased Mihailović’s dependence on the Italians and later the Germans. Mihailović began to resent British attempts to force him to break his ties with the occupation forces and to goad him into action. He bitterly denounced the proposals of the British military mission to divide the country into two resistance zones in order, as Colonel Bailey put it, to avoid the danger of making Yugoslavia another Spain; so the parallel was on the minds of the British as well as the Russians. To Mihailović this was tantamount to discrediting his official position as Minister of War. In June 1943 Churchill, influenced by military considerations, tipped the balance in favor of increasing supplies to the Partisans without, however, completely abandoning the Royal government-in-exile.33

The entire British position in Yugoslavia was further complicated by the deterioration of relations with the government-in-exile in London. Young King Peter II was turning out to be more of a playboy than a potential national leader. The cabinet, composed of prewar politicians, spent most of its time in petty intrigues and spiteful backbiting. The majority were Serbs. They were reluctant to accept the Sporazem recognizing Croat autonomy, and they resented the Croat ministers for hesitating to denounce the Ustaša. For their part, the Croats resisted attempts to restore Serbian political hegemony. All of them were, in the words of Stevan Pavlowitch, “politicians of another age who did not realize that their achievements, ideals and followings were being destroyed by the war.” Each side believed only the intelligence reports from its own sources. The whole of 1942 was one long cabinet crisis over Serb-Croat relations.34

The British and American diplomats and intelligence services may have disagreed about who should be supported in the resistance, but they all concurred that “the government has become a laughing stock in Yugoslavia.”35 Their reputation was further diminished by their inability to contribute to the war effort outside their homeland. Unlike the Poles or the Greeks, the Yugoslav Army had not managed to extricate any sizable force from the debacle of defeat so that only a paltry battalion of 850 men constituted the government-in-exile’s army abroad. Unlike the Polish airmen who fought in the battle of Britain and the Polish divisions fighting in Italy and Normandy, the Norwegian sailors involved in the battle of the Atlantic, the Free French in equatorial Africa, Libya and the cross-channel invasion, the Yugoslav resistance was deeply embroiled in an internecine struggle.

After Teheran, Churchill’s patience with the government-in-exile was rapidly wearing thin. He stepped up the pressure on them to get rid of Mihailović in order to salvage something for the sagging fortunes of the monarchy in Yugoslavia and assure some future for British influence in the country. It was a frustrating task. The British could not even get the ministry of Božidar Purić, which was partly their own creation, to dismiss Mihailović; instead they reappointed him as minister of war. Finally, Churchill prevailed upon the king to select Ivan Subašić as the new premier. A Croat and former Ban of Croatia, Subašić was a strong advocate of a federal solution for Yugoslavia, cooperation with the Partisans and close relations with Russia. But in January 1944 it was far too late for him or any other émigré politician to affect the outcome of the civil war in Yugoslavia.

In the meantime, representatives of the government-in-exile and Mihailović made every effort to drag the Americans in on their side of the civil war. In the spring of 1943, the Yugoslav ambassador to Washington, Constantine Fotić had spearheaded the campaign by accusing Soviet propaganda of spreading false tales about Mihailović’s collaboration with the Germans. Several American military missions to Mihailović gave high marks to the Chetniks’ prowess and denied reports of collaboration with the Germans. These substantially inaccurate reports impressed high U.S. officials including William Donovan of OSS and Secretary of State Cordell Hull who warned the president to take a cautious approach in establishing relations with Tito. Mihailović sensed the opportunity to drive a wedge between the British and Americans. In August 1943, he began to supply the Americans through Fotić with frequent reports critical of British policy “which is directed against our people and their interests.” He accused the BBC of being pro-Communist and pro-Ustaša. “I have irrevocable proof,” he wrote, “that the British are working to set up communist rule in all provinces outside Serbia in order to separate them and enforce their will everywhere.” If it had not been for the British support for the communists, he claimed, “we would have completed the organization of the entire country and by now our power would have been such as to allow us to accomplish on our own the liberation of Yugoslavia….” He concluded: “it is impossible, I repeat—impossible, to achieve concord between the Yugoslav army in the country and nationalistically-minded elements on the one hand and the communists on the other. Therefore, this concord (cooperation?) should be neither mentioned nor advocated abroad.”36

In contrast to the SOE, the American OSS mission to Mihailović took up his cause with enthusiasm. An OSS officer continued to serve with the Chetniks after King Peter had dismissed Mihailović as minister of war, staying on even after he had been recalled by Roosevelt in November 1944, yielding to Churchill’s strong protest. His proposals for a new government established for the purpose of conducting free elections and composed of one third Chetniks, one third Partisans and one third neutrals appointed by the Western allies horrified the British.37 It was characteristic of a widespread and naive American belief that free elections were a panacea for irreconcilable differences rooted in historical, cultural, and ethnic conflicts. Their view was not shared by any of the contending parties in the Yugoslav civil war.

In October 1944, Churchill sought to salvage some British influence in the Balkans by cutting a deal with Stalin in the famous percentage agreement. Six years earlier Churchill had already given indications to Stalin of a willingness to recognize their respective strategic interests in a mutually advantageous way. In October 1939 he informed the Soviet ambassador, Ivan Maisky, that Britain had no objection to a “Russian protectorate” over Estonia and Latvia. It was much preferable to their incorporation into a German state system and the expansion of Hitler’s lebensraum. In a long monologue, he insisted that British and Soviet interests corresponded in southeastern Europe. Churchill drew a line on a map of the region, along the new borders of Germany and the northern parts of Romania and Yugoslavia declaring:” Beyond this line Germany cannot be permitted to go.” It was in Britain’s interest, he added, to prevent Germany’s Drang nach osten into the Balkans and Turkey. It was especially important to Britain that Germany not break through to the Black Sea. If it acquired the Danube Delta, the way would be open to the Near East, Iran, and India. This is why friendship with Turkey was so important to Britain. In extremis Britain would send naval vessels into the Black Sea. But Churchill acknowledged the equally pressing need for Soviet–Turkish friendship. If Moscow agreed with Ankara to close the Straits to German warships, then Britain would accept the closure for its ships as well “and would abstain from any serious activity in the Balkans.”38 These and other assurances were clearly intended to weaken the Nazi–Soviet ties. But they were not passing fancies. Throughout the war, in dealing with Stalin, Churchill consistently held close to a realpolitik position. By offering to recognize Soviet interests in the Baltic and Poland he hoped to win Stalin’s acceptance of British supremacy in the Mediterranean.

As the war entered its final phase, Churchill and Stalin had compelling reasons to reach some kind of accord on their respective “spheres of influence,” in the liberated areas of Nazi occupied Europe, even if they avoided the term in official correspondence. The first was to avoid, insofar as this was possible, civil war between their clients during and after the war, and the second was to recognize the basic security interests of one another so as to avoid clashes. In the second case, this meant that that Churchill and Stalin “had agreed to recognize the other’s primacy in the Mediterranean and Black Sea areas respectively.”39 There was a good deal of haggling between Eden and Molotov about the exact details, but there was little disagreement about a fifty-fifty split for Yugoslavia. What exactly this meant, however, was not entirely clear. Stalin acknowledged the primacy of British interests on the Dalmatian coast. Molotov at one point even hinted at the partition of Yugoslavia, but then agreed with Eden on a joint policy to create a united Yugoslavia under a coalition government that would leave open the question of the return of the king.40 When Churchill complained to Molotov that Tito had unceremoniously broken off a personal meeting with him in Italy to fly off to Moscow, Molotov responded: “Tito is a peasant who does not understand politics and loves secrecy. Therefore, he does not inform anybody about his plans.”41 Molotov was deceiving Churchill; he had agreed to Tito’s request to visit Moscow and had offered assistance to bring him there.42 The Soviet leaders were still engaged in a delicate balancing act, illustrating how Stalin’s plans for the future of the Balkans were still unclear.

Churchill was deceived, but he also engaged in some self-deception. With an American promise for some landing craft obtained at the Second Quebec Conference, and Stalin’s fifty–fifty deal in his pocket, he ignored Tito’s brusque behavior. He plunged ahead with ambitious plans to land a substantial British force at the head of the Adriatic, link up with the Partisans and drive on toward Vienna, as a possible long-range target in the expectations that a German collapse was imminent. Even as the logistics proved formidable, he was only willing to scale back the operation until it became clear even to him that the operation was no longer viable. “Tito has turned very nasty,” he admitted and the German residual strength in the Western Apennines was too strong.43 Although he gave up his plans for a landing in the Adriatic, he did not abandon completely his interest in the Balkans. Instead, when the German forces retreated from the region he supported the rapid advance of the Eighth Army to beat the Partisans in the race to occupy Trieste and secure it for Italy in the postwar era. Meanwhile, he had committed British forces to repress the Greek version of the AVNOJ and secure Greece for his Mediterranean strategy.


The Greek Connection


Greece loomed large in Churchill’s Mediterranean strategy in line with traditional British policy.44 His interventionist tactics were more aggressive and eventually more brutal than in the rest of the Balkans. He was faced with an internal situation that was just as complex as that in Yugoslavia, but at least he did not have to compete directly with Stalin as part of the mix. Moreover, his advisers were divided over several key issues, similar to the situation in Yugoslavia but with additional complexities. Their main differences centered on the nature and even the value of the resistance and the future constitutional structure of the state.

The resistance movement in Greece got off to a slow start. From the moment of the Greek surrender and British evacuation, the old divisions within Greek society and the political elite between the monarchists and the republicans began to surface once again, and Greek politics reverted to the pattern of patron–client relations.45 The breakdown of the Greek resistance movement was rooted in deep prewar social fissures. The ordeal of the First World War had split the country into two hostile camps, opening up “the national schism” that plagued the country throughout the rest of the twentieth century and beyond. One side backed the king and his policy of neutrality in the First World War. The republic opposition was devoted to the charismatic leader of the Liberal Party, Eleutheros Venizelos. Committed to the “Megale Idea” of a Greater Greece of “five seas and two continents,” he was determined to lead the country into the First World War on the Allied side, even though this meant breaking with the king who was pro-German, and plunging the country into a constitutional crisis. His action sparked a virtual civil war between the royalist “State of Athens” and his own rebellious, provisional government, the “State of Thessaloniki.” Venezelos’ attempt to bring the Greek speaking population of Western Anatolia into a Greater Greece led to a disastrous war with the new Turkish Republic.46

Defeat, a massive flight of Greeks from Asia Minor and a population exchange with Turkey swelled the population of Northern Thrace by over 600,000 immigrants. Their influx diluted the ethnic composition of Thrace and Macedonia, reducing the Slavonic speakers to a small minority. Initially hostile to the left, they later became the bulwark of the communist resistance in the region. When the Greek Communist Party reorganized itself in 1930 about half the central committee and almost all the members of the politbureau including the secretary general, Nikos Zachriades, came from the immigrant population of the north.

During the republican era, the communist party emerged as a real political force, picking up strength from the Venezelists as the depression cut into their constituency of workers and poor peasants. It skillfully exploited the appeals of the Popular Front, re-knitting the divided trade union movement. But it barely survived a military coup in 1936 and the establishment of a dictatorship under General Metaxas. The German invasion probably saved the Communists from extinction as it did elsewhere in the Balkans. Their domination of the active resistance movement in Greece was due as much to the political errors of the traditional right as to their own efforts, vigorous as they were.

When the Germans and Italians overran the country, a small number of generals stayed behind in Athens to form a collaborationist government. The Germans soon became impatient with the generals who proved ineffective in organizing the security forces for counter-insurgency against the resistance. In 1943 they replaced the hapless generals with Ioannis Rallis, a civilian associate of Metaxas, veteran anti-Communist, and true believer in the German New Order. Rallis was primarily responsible for organizing the Security Battalions, commanded by Greek officers and armed by the Germans, to assist in combating the guerillas. The puppet force deployed a variety of units, including assassination squads to kill EAM leaders. By the summer of 1944 they numbered 16,000 men, all volunteers.47

The government-in-exile was headed by the unpopular King George II who by fleeing the country during its ordeal further undermined the authority and dignity of the monarchy. But Churchill was determined to support him, convinced that the constitutional monarchy in Greece was the best guarantee of conserving British influence in the country.48 This view was shared by the Foreign Office, but not by the SOE agents in Greece who were exposed on the ground to widespread anti-monarchist sentiment.49

The right in Greece also drew strength from bands of republican nationalist officers. They resembled Chetniks in Yugoslavia, though the parallel was not exact. The largest and most was a group called EDES led by Napoleon Zervas. An ambitious former officer of republican sympathies, he had served as a pro-Venezelist in the First World War. Behind the facade of a democratic program, Zervas ran what Hondros has called “an authoritarian clientage organization.” His regional stronghold was in Southern Epirus and Western Roumeli. His support came initially from like-minded republican officers and democratically inclined elements of the intellectual and professional classes. But during the occupation he became, almost by default, a rallying point for royalists in search of an authority figure. They swelled the ranks of his forces until the left of center politicians dwindled to “a dissident minority,” in the words of Woodhouse.

Zervas owed his survival to the fact that he was a capable military man. The British mission found him to be the only resistance leader deserving the description of an officer if not a gentleman. In fact he had an unsavory reputation as a gambler, womanizer, and conspirator. His men played a role in the most successful clandestine military operation in Greece, often cited as the most successful in occupied Europe. It was the demolition of the Gorgopotamos Viaduct in September 1942 that cut the major land route that had been supplying Rommel’s Africa Corps. As it turned out the operation was another of those wartime myths of the resistance. It happened only after the battle of El Alamein had turned the tide in the Western Desert, reducing considerably its military value. However, thereafter Zervas was the darling of SOE as a symbol of effective sabotage, legitimating their rising status in the competitive arena of intelligence politics.50

The Foreign Office favored Zervas; reports from field agents emphasized his political usefulness. He became completely dependent on British financial and military assistance. He repaid them with almost slavishly loyalty.51 He followed their orders to hold his fire until the Germans began to withdraw, then attacked their retreating columns. The British were even willing to overlook his alleged complicity with the Germans in an operation he launched against some communist led bands. At its height, Zervas’ private army numbered about 12,000 strong. Under British auspices and the pressure of his royalist adherents, he steadily gravitated farther to the right. He took an active role together with the Security Battalions in repressing the left after the liberation. Subsequently, he became Minister of War in the post-war royalist government.52

The left in Greece, making up the main force of the resistance, was the communist dominated EAM (National Liberation Front) with its military wing, ELAS (Greek People’s Liberation Army). EAM was not monolithic, but the extent to which the communists controlled it remains a contentious issue. In a related matter there is also disagreement about policy differences within the communist party itself.53 Part of the problem, as with other aspect of the Cold War, lies with the tendency of observers to view things through an ideological prism and to slight the social factors. Both German and internal Greek resistance documents strongly suggest that communist strength within EAM varied according to the region, having been as high as 25% in the Peloponnese, but much lower in rural areas elsewhere throughout the country. Very rough estimates vary from 10% to 20%. Alongside the underground civil administration, the military arm of the left (ELAS), like the Yugoslav Partisans, recruited and armed volunteers among all strata of the population from illegal bandit types to urban youth who fled the German labor draft.

The role of women in EAM also grew steadily during the Second World War. During the terrible famine of 1941, when 30,000 died of starvation, women largely managed EAM’s large-scale organization of soup kitchens. The mass campaign of EAM to block the deportation of laborers to Germany also elicited a strong response from women. In both these cases, the mobilization of women paradoxically confirmed the traditional role of women as guardians of a moral code and evoked emotions deeply imbedded in ties to the family, neighborhood, and community that had been violated by foreign occupation. Equal rights for women were strongly defined in the May 1944 constitution of the EAM sponsored Political Committee of National Liberation. Giving women the right to vote for the first time resulted in the election of a number of women’s deputies to the government of Free Greece. Most of their volunteers in the fighting units joined after the liberation, fleeing the repressive measures of the right.54 Women fighters also evoked memories of the struggle against the Ottoman Empire in the Greek war of independence by naming units after heroine soldiers and reviving songs of the time.55

In sum, EAM sought to create a mass, guerilla army to rival and then replace the traditional royalist armed forces as the defender of the people. Like the Yugoslavs, the Greek communists adopted the early model of the Red Army. They recruited regular officers of the old army who were willing to join for patriotic or republican sentiments and attached ideologically sound political officers to military commanders in order to control their activities. But unlike the embryonic Red Army or the Yugoslav Partisans, the Greek left lacked a unified political-military command; in fact, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that even the Greek Communist Party political leadership was divided at crucial moments during the civil war.

Until February 1943 when the Germans launched their labor draft the Greek resistance was limited to small armed bands which raided police stations, and communication lines. It was only after the influx of young men escaping to the mountains from the German imposed labor draft that large scale resistance erupted and conflict arose among the bands themselves At first ELAS drew its main strength from mountainous areas of central and northern Greece and later the Slavic speaking minorities concentrated along the northern borders of the country. The bands adopted many of the features of the klephts in Ottoman times when local, popular chieftains (kapetanios) organized bands of guerilla fighters (andartes) based on a military system of clientage. Intense loyalty to the chieftain, who was almost always a man with magnetic personal qualities, overrode political or ideological considerations.

As we have seen, in the course of the struggle against the Turks the line between patriotic resistance and banditry was often blurred.56 In their modern incarnation the resistance leaders in ELAS displayed traits similar to those of their spiritual forebears. They adopted the same nomenclature, wrapped themselves in the old myths and occasionally assumed the physical appearance of the legendary kapetanios. The most daring communist andartes called himself Aris Veloukhiotes—that is the god of war of Mt. Veloukhi. He formed the first ELAS bands from communist militants, peasants, shepherds, and bandits hiding out in the hills. The rhetoric of his fiery speeches to the villagers was a skillful blend of the old klepht or brigand sagas and anti-capitalist tirades.57 A fierce and cruel fighter, he lacked the political and organizational skills of a Tito; the subtleties of the Comintern line and Soviet foreign policy escaped him.

As members of the British military mission observed, Aris was not under the control of EAM headquarters or the Communist party.58 At times he cooperated with other resistance units as in the demolition of the Gorgopotamos Viaduct; at other times he raided or forcibly disbanded them on his own initiative. His final act of defiance was his refusal to accept the armistice that ended the second round of the civil war. In the end he died branded by the Communist Party as a renegade because he would not give up the armed struggle in the mountains. His life and fate embodied one of the many tragic contradictions that marked the Greek civil war.

To balance the violent tactics of ‘mountain Greece’, the communist leader, Giorgios Siantos, acting as acting secretary of the party in the absence of Zachariades who had been imprisoned by the Germans, stressed political work in the cities, where the communists had strength in the trade unions. During the occupation, the Communists formed their own, clandestine Workers National Liberation Front (EEAM) closely tied to EAM. They welcomed old reformist and socialist union leaders with whom they had worked in the prewar years, but they kept for themselves many if not all of the key posts in the union leadership. By unifying all the republican unionists, the Workers Front preserved a remarkable degree of freedom of action. In April 1942 they organized a successful general strike on economic grounds directed against the collaborationist government. The Germans who were not involved did not intervene. The following year they acted boldly to frustrate German efforts to mobilize and deport Greek workers for forced labor in the Reich.59

Siantos acted to restrain Aris Veloukhiotes and other kapetanios from launching major attacks against the Germans. He sought to avert reprisals against the civilian population but also to avoid clashes with other bands in order to avoid alienating the British and the Greek government-in-exile. Unlike the Yugoslav Partisans, the aim of the Greek Communist Party was not to replace but to join the government-in-exile.60 Yet for this policy to succeed EAM had to make good its claim to represent all of mainland Greece. This involved taking coercive measures to absorb the non-party military resistance organizations as rapidly as the British Special Operations Executive created them.

Among the professional officers reruited by the communist leadership the most prominent was General Seraphis. The leader of a band which they had broken up, he was persuaded to become commander in chief of ELAS. The British were sufficiently impressed to help negotiate the National Bands Agreement. Signed by the rival resistance groups in the summer 1943, it committed EAM to full cooperation with the Allied Mediterranean Command. ELAS retained a large measure of freedom of action but accepted the creation of a Joint Headquarters in the mountains for the purpose of coordinating all resistance activity in order to draw off German forces from Italy and facilitate the Allied landings.

The National Bands Agreement inaugurated the most active period of the Greek resistance. But it lasted only a few months before breaking down in mutual recriminations leading to civil war. It is customary to divide the civil war into three “rounds”: from mid-October 1943 to March 1944; from December 1944 to the Varsika Truce Agreement in February 1945; and from the fall of 1946 to late summer 1949. The first round was a renewed attempt by EAM/ELAS to impose unity on the resistance as a prelude to reconstructing the Greek government-in-exile. The second erupted in reaction to British intervention in the jockeying for power that followed the liberation; and the third in the postwar period, the most prolonged and bloody phase, took shape as a direct communist challenge to the right-wing repression that followed the return of the government-in-exile supported by Churchill; this triggered the direct intervention of the Americans in the Balkans for the first time, opening a new front in the Cold War.

Four events precipitated a crisis that touched off the first round of the civil war which lasted from October 1943 to February 1944 when it ended in a stalemate. First, there was the unsuccessful attempt of the SOE to bring together representatives of EAM, “mountain Greece,” and the government-in-exile in Cairo with the aim of reaching a mutual understanding and an exchange of delegates.61 The main stumbling block to political unity was the constitutional question. As early as September 1942, EAM had taken a firm stand that a plebiscite on the monarchy should be held before the return of the king. In November 1943 in the interests of accommodating the demands of the left, Churchill and Eden advised George II to accept a regency council and not to return to Greece until the Greek people had been consulted. The king refused after having conferred with Roosevelt. Neither side was willing to compromise on this issue.62 The EAM representatives returned to Greece embittered and convinced that only a show of force would change the views of the Royal Government.

Second, after Italy surrendered, Italian troops allowed massive quantities of arms to fall into the hands of ELAS, making it independent of British supplies. Third, as we have seen, Churchill tried to force the pace of liberation of the Balkans by launching an amphibious landing in November 1943 on three Greek islands in the Dodecanese Group, but a German counter-attack turned the demonstration into a humiliating setback. Fourth, the communists’ main rival, the band of Napoleon Zervas, which was receiving the bulk of the British supplies, began to withdraw from the fighting against the occupation forces. Like Mihailović he sought to prevent further reprisals and avoid annihilation by the German army rushing in reinforcements to replace the Italians. Hitler had reacted with speed and ruthlessness to the increased level of guerilla activity, convinced that it signaled Allied intentions to land in the Balkans.63

The Germans attempted to turn Zervas into a collaborator like Mihailović, but he resisted. ELAS attacked him anyway. Although there may have been some disagreement among communist bands over the nature and purpose of their offensive operations, their general aim was consistent with the policy of imposing unity, by force if necessary, on the internal resistance.64 At this point, the communist leadership in Athens decided to shift the center of gravity in the resistance from the cities to the mountains.

During the first round of the civil war, Germany and Britain attempted to use the three way conflict among ELAS, Zervas, and the Security Battalions for their own purposes but outsiders had little control over the outcome. The Germans played their habitual game of inciting fratricidal combat among the resistance groups. The nationalist bands made tacit agreements with them and the collaborationist government in order to stave off what they feared would be a communist takeover of Greece. The British attempts to hold down ELAS to 25,000 and build up Zervas as a counterweight were unsuccessful. Ironically, the real beneficiary of the first round was extreme right in Greece.

For the first time during the occupation, substantial elements of the population, disgusted by the internecine fighting, moved into the ranks of the collaborationists. Moreover, Churchill had learned his lesson from the Yugoslav experience; Greece was too important strategically to allow military expediency to take precedence over political considerations. He was sufficiently concerned over the results of the first round to press for a coalition of Greek political forces in which the resistance would be subordinated to the government-in-exile and not the other way round as in Yugoslavia.

The end of the first round of fighting signaled a new effort of the communists to insinuate themselves into a revamped, democratic, coalition government-in-exile. If they could not fight their way in, then they might negotiate their way in by threatening to create an alternative government. In March 1944, shortly after ELAS failed to impose military unity on the resistance, the Communist Party took the initiative in forming the Political Committee of National Liberation (PEEA) to administer the free areas under the control of EAM. According to Woodhouse, it was “a state organized in the mountains” that for the first time in Greek history brought the advantages of civilization and culture to those untamed regions.65

There is ample evidence that the communists dominated the PEEA. But their efforts to broaden its base, in accordance with the general Comintern line to give such movements an all-inclusive republican character, complicated their task of giving the Committee a clear direction.66 Their first step was to co-opt into the leadership of the Committee several independent socialists, prewar liberals, and non-communist intellectuals. These figures were sympathetic to the communists but did not always endorse all the party’s views. The second step was to insist upon conducting “revolutionary elections” to the executive of the committee. Under conditions of occupation and EAM control of Free Greece, the balloting bore little resemblance to democratic procedures. The EAM candidates were almost everywhere victorious.67 But the very fact of holding elections, which was unique among all the resistance movements in Eastern or Western Europe, underlined the strong commitment of the Greek communists in principle to employing legal and gradualist methods, as well as violence, in waging the political struggle.

The National Liberation Committee had a short life, but the mere fact of its creation stirred the British and the government-in-exile to compromise with the mountains. The Committee repeated the demand of the communists, that the king not return until a plebiscite was held on the mainland. Here again they were taking a cue from the Yugoslavs at Jajce. The republican politicians in Cairo seized the opportunity to put pressure on the king to delay his return even though they were split over the issue of cooperation with EAM. Their intrigues spread disaffection among the Greek troops stationed in Egypt. By this time the army was split three ways. The factional lines among monarchist, old republican and leftist elements reproduced the traditional divisions in Greek politics. In February their rivalry sparked a mutiny among some units. The high-handed British response further incited the troops and the mutiny spread rapidly. Then pro-EAM elements among the troops took the lead in making political demands to include the resistance in a government of national unity. The British insisted that the rebels surrender unconditionally; the rebels were equally insistent that a government of national unity be formed before they gave up their arms.

As it turned out the mutiny of the Greek troops in Egypt was a dress rehearsal for the outbreak of fighting in Athens in December. The American ambassador, MacVeagh, apportioned the blame among the Greek politicians in Cairo, the king and the British. The Soviet press confined itself to citing critical comments in the Western newspapers. Nevertheless, Roosevelt gave his full backing to the repressive British policy. British and troops loyal to the king crushed the mutiny and politically segregated the demoralized Greek units. The monarchist elements were reorganized into the Third Brigade. Dispatched to the Italian front, they won their combat spurs and the appellation “Rimini Brigade.” Subsequently, the British transported them to Greece after the liberation where they played an important role in fighting during the second round of the civil war in December. The remainder of the troops, about 10,000 men, were interned in Palestine by the British under harsh conditions.68

Churchill now faced with the prospects of another setback to British interests in the Balkans cast about desperately for a respectable man of the center. He found him in George Papandreou. Among the most staunchly anti-communist of the republican politicians in exile, Papandreou had been a loyal follower of Venizelos and an associate of Seraphis in the resistance until the latter moved over to become military chief of ELAS. Papandreou busied himself with reconstituting a republican, anti-communist center by reaching an agreement with all parties that would counter balance EAM but also keep the king out of Greece until a plebiscite. He won the support of the British ambassador and highly place officials in London by virtue of his memo dividing the world between “Pan-Slavist Communism and Anglo-American liberalism,” and became Churchill’s candidate for premier of the government-in-exile. Once installed in office, he confided to his republican colleagues that he intended to break EAM by force.69

The communist party together with EAM agreed to participate in a conference sponsored by the British in hopes of sorting out the Greek imbroglio. The negotiations revealed that the party leaders themselves were not in total agreement on their demands and their control over EAM representatives was by no means complete. In the spring 1944 in Beirut, a delegation of the left, including EAM, the Communist Party, and the National Committee, met together with representatives of over two dozen other Greek political groups to hammer out a political settlement.

The Lebanon Charter of May 20, 1944 cleared the path for the communists to enter a coalition government for the first time in Greek history. It provided for a reorganization of the Greek armed forces and unity of the resistance under a government of national unity headed by George Papandreou. EAM was promised five cabinet posts out of fifteen (later twenty). “The mountain,” however, repudiated the signature of its own representative. Subsequent negotiations provoked a dual crisis that foreshadowed fiercer struggles ahead. On the one hand, differences surfaced within the left, and on the other hand, the anti-communist, moderate republicans moved to the right, threatening to polarize Greek politics on the eve of liberation.

For three months after the signing of the Lebanon Charter, an internal debate raged within the left until, on September 2, their representatives finally joined the government, but with a moderate program and a more modest place for EAM in the coalition government than ‘the mountain’ had demanded or was willing to approve.70 Under pressure from the radical andartes, representatives of the left returned to the bargaining table with demands for an additional cabinet post, the disbanding of the Security Battalions, an amnesty for all participants in the mutiny of the Greek army and the assurance that the king would not return to Greece before a national plebiscite. At the same time, the andartes launched fresh attacks on Zervas and the underground press criticized Papandreou.71 Papandreou, backed by the British, stood firm.

Meanwhile, the British were upset that the Soviet press’ handling of the mutiny presaged a more active policy of supporting the EAM. In April 1944, Eden went so far as to suggest to the Soviet ambassador, F. T. Gusev, that if the Soviet Union would stay out of Greek affairs, the British would be prepared to reciprocate in Romania, thus anticipating by five months the key provisions of the Churchill–Stalin spheres of influence agreement.72 But Churchill was in a fighting mood. Ignoring all evidence to the contrary, he wrote Roosevelt on June 23, 1944 that the only way to prevent anarchy in Greece was “by persuading the Russians to quit boosting EAM and ramming it forward with all their forces…”73

Contrary to Churchill’s fears, the Soviet representatives counseled moderation. In Cairo, the Soviet ambassador, N. V. Novikov, advised EAM to accept terms and join the government. He confided to MacVeagh, the American ambassador: “They are terribly afraid of me here lest I engage in subversive activity. But I intend doing nothing of the sort. I don’t have to. Conditions in the country will do all that is necessary.” At the same time, in Greece the first Soviet military mission under Colonel Gregori Popov reached ELAS headquarters in Thessaly from Yugoslavia and held secret talks with the Greek communists. There is no record of the conversations, but according to an associate of the communist leader, Alexandros Svolos, the President of the Political Committee, the Russians apparently advised accepting the terms without insisting on the replacement of Papandreou. In any case they made it clear that Russia was in no position to intervene and whatever course EAM took, it would have to assume full responsibility for its decision. Colonel Popov confided to the British mission that he was skeptical about the claims of ELAS and had little respect for their military potential. For their part EAM were disappointed that Popov did not supply them with arms or money.75

Stalin was determined to honor his informal May agreement with Churchill that assigned Greece to the British sphere in return for having Romania included in the Soviet sphere of influence. Once Churchill had won Roosevelt’s approval for landing a ten thousand man force in Greece to keep order in Athens at liberation, he and the president informed Stalin of the plan. Stalin’s laconic but pregnant response was “good and about time.”76 On September 23, 1944, the Soviet Union sent an official note recognizing the right of the British to send troops to Greece.77 Three days later the Greek communist representatives agreed to place their armed guerilla forces under the authority of the Greek government of national unity which in turn placed them under the command of the British Lt. General Ronald Scobie.

The Caserta Agreement of September 1944 had no parallel with any other wartime agreements between a domestic resistance and a foreign power. Although the division of authority between the British units in Athens and the andartes in the rest of the country was vague, the political implications of the arrangement were clear. There is no evidence that the Greek communists were planning to take power under the terms of the Caserta Agreement.78 Yet within two months the city of Athens was plunged into a bloody nightmare of fighting between EAM and the government supported by British Army units of General Scobie. The Battle of Athens was the opening salvo in the second round of the Greek civil war. Social conflict and international politics met in a fateful encounter. The struggle developed, on the one hand, from the deep split in the Greek body politic that the war had widened to the breaking point. On the other hand, it was forced upon the two sides by the willful personal policy of Churchill. He was determined to prevent Greece from falling under communist influence no matter what the cost in order to salvage his Mediterranean policy.

When, in October, the government of national unity under George Papandreou along with its communist ministers returned to Athens in the wake of the retreating Germans, the city was a cauldron of conflict. Throughout the previous year low level, dirty street fighting had spread through the city neighborhoods. Under the wary eyes of the Germans, the Athens government had mounted periodic sweeps of suspected strongholds of the left; the left had retaliated with assassinations; and the vicious circle had been closed by more round ups. By the time of the British landing, the situation was fast approaching anarchy.79

In the Peloponnese, where the Security Battalions were strongest, a civil war was already in progress before the liberation. As the Germans began their withdrawal in late August, ELAS began to move down from the mountains into friendly villages while the Security Battalions, armed by the retreating Germans, took over the towns. There was spate of unsuccessful negotiations for the surrender of the Security Battalions. Men from the kinship groups who had supported the Raillis government slipped away to join the Security Battalions in hopes of holding out until the new government could establish order with British help. Fire fights broke out in the villages as the two factions battled for supremacy. The andartes defeated the Security Battalions and controlled much of rural Greece the region for the following eight months.80 But the right was not crushed; their leaders also knew how to go underground. They bided their time until the truce at Varkiza disarmed the left. Then they began to organize their revenge.81

Following the German evacuation of Athens but before British troops entered the city, EAM/ELAS organized demonstrations celebrating the liberation. They made no attempt to seize public buildings or give any sign that they intended to take power. For several months, an uneasy calm settled over the capital. In their secret party instructions as well as in the pages of their newspapers, the Greek communists, like their comrades elsewhere in liberated Europe, called for order, discipline, and reconstruction but also for the punishment of collaborators. The critical issue that split the Papandreou government was demobilization, disarming of the bands, and the creation of a new National Guard.

The resistance did not intend to disarm until the royalist army units were disbanded and the government refused to disband the army units until the resistance was disarmed. There was no trust on either side. In recruiting officers for the new National Guard, the government appointed officers from the Security Battalions; the communists were angered and accused Papandreou of violating promises that the police would be impartial. The return to Greece of the Mountain (Rimini) Brigade convinced the communists that the right was preparing a coup. Even the chief British liaison officer agreed that it was a provocation.82 By the third week of November, both sides began to prepare for a showdown. At this point, Churchill’s intervention virtually eliminated the slim chance for a compromise settlement.

Nowhere else in occupied Europe did the British play such an active and dominant role in preparations for the liberation. In the course of the war, the British had sent fifty-eight military missions to Greece. This was in sharp contrast with Yugoslavia where they had eight with Tito and eleven with Mihailović. The Foreign Office expressed greater fear of communist influence in Greece than in Yugoslavia. As early as 1943, Eden accused EAM of “terrorist methods” in their attempts to establish a communist dictatorship.83 The British liaison officers took in general a condescending, even disdainful attitude toward their Greek charges no matter what their political coloration. “As bandits they are first class, as guerillas good, as soldiers mediocre,” Stevens reported. Woodhouse considered ELAS a boastful and disorderly group with a tendency to squander resources in display. They have attempted “to turn civil relief into a racket.” As a result of their conduct, he concluded, “the national risorgimento has degenerated into a political brawl.”

EDES fared no better in their books. After a tour of Zervas’ forces, a liaison officer expressed his conviction that “they (the Greeks) are a fundamentally hopeless and useless people with no future or prospect of settling down to any form of sensible life within any measurable time.” He pronounced that it was the “unanimous opinion of all British liaison officers who have long been in the country” that the Greek people “are not capable of being saved from themselves or for themselves…”84 Such judgment coming up from the missions fed the prejudices of the British leaders, although Churchill presumably needed no encouragement.

The British leaders had taken a tough line during the negotiations with EAM on the formation of a coalition government and had only yielded to the persistent and reasonable arguments of Woodhouse on the need to bring EAM into the government. He believed, in his condescending way, that EAM would ultimately destroy itself but that any attempt to dissolve it by the British or in cooperation with anti-Communist groups like Zervas could only result in civil war. By early November, Churchill was prepared for the worst. He put the British troops in Greece at the disposal of Papandreou, noting that “I fully expect a clash with EAM and we must not shrink from it provided the ground is well-chosen.” As the tension over demobilization and disarmament mounted, Churchill found it necessary to stiffen Papandreou’s resolve when the premier tentatively sought a compromise with the communists. His bellicose messages shocked even high-ranking officials in the Foreign Office.85

The communists remained consistent in their policy of applying limited force. They were unwilling to precipitate a civil war, although they appeared to anticipate it. The secretary of the party, Siantos, tersely summed up the policy in one of his secret telegrams to the local party cadres in Athens: “Watch and be ready to repulse any danger.”86 The danger came on December 1 when General Scobie issued an ultimatum demanding the disarming of ELAS by December 10. The following day the EAM ministers resigned. They issued a conciliatory statement, but the party mobilized ELAS reserves and called for demonstrations. On December 3 in Syntagma Square, jittery police fired on excited crowds causing heavy casualties. Enraged ELAS members stormed police stations but avoided clashing with British troops and made no attempt to overthrow the government. Churchill then issued his notorious order to Scobie to treat Athens as a conquered city and to hold it “with bloodshed if necessary.”87 The second round of the Greek civil war had begun.

Two months of bitter fighting between ELAS and the Greek right wing military forces backed by the British doomed any chance for a political reconciliation in Greece. Initially, the communists were reluctant to take the offensive against the British in Athens. Instead, they unleashed attacks against Zervas’ forces and the remnants of the Security Battalions in the Peloponnese. In the capital they took up defensive positions until the British rushed in reinforcements from Italy and drove them out. In clearing the city, the British rounded up 15,000 left wing sympathizers and deported 8,000 of them to the Aegean islands. To many Greeks the contrast was striking between the treatment meted out to the resistance fighters and the mild punishment of Nazi collaborators. In evacuating Athens and Piraeus under British pressure, ELAS massacred hundreds, perhaps thousands of hostages they had taken in the fighting. Some were collaborationists but others were lower-class victims of circumstances.88 The killings shook the moral authority of EAM/ELAS. Many andartes simply gave their weapons away and went home. The non-communist politicians led by Papandreou smelled victory and saw the opportunity to destroy EAM with British help. The old Venizelist republicans were, if anything, more violently anti-communist than the monarchists; EAM had robbed them of their natural constituency. The fighting spread to Epirus and parts of Macedonia. The British barely clung to a few ports in Thrace. Neither side had the power to defeat the other, however. After a month of fighting, a negotiated settlement was made at Varkiza.

From the outset, there were moderates on both sides who sought to prevent a civil war. In the first few days of December, neither the British nor ELAS were able to take control of Athens. A last minute effort was made to end the fighting. Moderate leaders among the British, including Harold Macmillan, the British Minister-Resident in Italy, and Field Marshall Alexander, who admitted he lacked the force to crush ELAS, restrained Churchill’s more bloodthirsty inclinations and overcame his intransigence. Churchill descended on Athens prepared to accept a regency and postpone his dearly beloved project of restoring the king with force until a plebiscite could be held. In late December, he participated in a conference in Athens of all political factions including EAM. Following Macmillan’s lead the British government attempted to form a centrist government that would not exclude the communists from Greek politics but instead neutralize them.89 The British choices for implementing this delicate task was Archbishop Damaskinos, an anglophile sympathetic to the king, as chief regent and General Nikolaos Plastiras, a republican and veteran Venizelist officer, both of whom were hostile to EAM.

Although the new government backed by Scobie and the British minister, Rex Leeper, favored a quick repression of the ELAS bands, Macmillan and Alexander insisted on reaching a political settlement. At this point, it was the turn of the communists to overreach themselves. Acting like a victor, Siantos demanded 40–50% of the cabinet posts including Interior, Justice, Foreign Affairs, and the undersecretary of War, an immediate plebiscite on the monarchy and elections in the spring.90 It was a terrible miscalculation. Once assured of British support, Damaskinos prorogued the conference.

For its part, the Soviet Union was also eager first to avoid and then to terminate the fighting in Greece. During the second round, it maintained scrupulous neutrality. Its attitude toward the Greek civil war was perfectly consistent with its policy throughout occupied Europe. Stalin gave no encouragement to the embattled forces on the left. A silent Colonel Popov attended the meeting between Churchill and the Greek factions, along with the American ambassador, as if tacitly to acknowledge the British lead in Greece. In January the Soviet Union named an ambassador to Athens for the first time since 1939. To be sure, the Soviet press quoted dispatches from the Western press that sympathized with EAM, but it made no editorial comment. By contrast, Tito made clear his moral support for the struggle, but even he hesitated to go further without Soviet approval. In desperation, the Greek communists attempted to get in direct touch with Moscow. But the mission to Sofia of a member of the Greek politbureau ended in a farcical dismissal by Soviet authorities. When the reinforced British forces launched an offensive in early January, ELAS asked for a truce. Immediately thereafter, the party central committee received a note from the Russian Military Mission categorically disapproving of its policy.91 It was only after the Plastiras government permitted a savage repression of ELAS following the Varkiza Armistice that Moscow hinted its disapproval by postponing the arrival of its ambassador until November 1945.92 Yet at Yalta, Stalin made it clear that he “had not the slightest intention of criticizing what the British were doing in Greece, but would simply like to have some information…” After he received it he told Churchill: “I have every confidence in British policy in Greece.”93

The Americans also reluctantly lined up behind the British. OSS agents in the field, mainly Greek-Americans, had been consistently critical of British high-handedness. The State Department echoed these sentiments until late 1944. Still, the American Ambassador in Athens was one of the last State Department representatives in Eastern Europe to resist the growing belief among his colleagues that, as he put it, “no matter how one deals with (the Soviet Union) she cannot be trusted.” But he acknowledged that after the Battle for Athens “the killings have touched off a desire for revenge and bitterness that cannot easily be dispelled.” Roosevelt, who had initially supported the king in the face of State Department criticism, was privately outraged by Churchill’s armed intervention. But he too came round to supporting the British position.94 In short, there was no conflict over Greece among the Big Three. However different their sympathies may have been, they accepted the need for a common front. Their unanimity was shattered by the irreconcilables on the ground.

In Greece as elsewhere in the Balkans, the events of the Second World War fit into the pattern of historical processes defining the region. The rapidity with which the Germans, pulling the Italians along, had overrun the country from the north and the ability of British to embark a large landing force along the coast to the south demonstrated easy geographic access; but their initial successes were offset by the difficulty of imposing control over the rugged terrain of the interior. The tradition of irregular warfare had taken an even more violent and widespread form in the civil war than ever before. Conscious of their historical traditions, the andartes had assumed the mantle of their forebears among the klephts and other mountain bandits. Greece also displayed kaleidoscopic features, although not as extravagantly multi-cultural as Yugoslavia. The existence of a Slavonic speaking population in the north and the mass immigration of culturally distinctive Greeks from Anatolia had created tensions that complicated Greek politics and, as we shall see, played a large role in the third stage of the civil war. Finally, the intervention of the great powers whether Axis or Allied, had a profound effect on the types of state building in Greece under occupation or after the liberation. The tug of war over Macedonia entangled Greece in its relations with Albania, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria. The Macedonian question lingers on today in the controversy of the name itself, with the Greeks refusing to recognize it.95
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Tito


It has been argued that the Yugoslav communists had no imperial designs in the Balkans, but rather were zealous revolutionaries who sought to spread the faith.1 But the history of modern Europe from the French Revolution has demonstrated that the two impulses are not mutually exclusive and that the imperialism all too easily overtakes and supplants revolution.2 In the Yugoslav case, imperial aspirations were inspired in large part by Stalin but developed its own particular character shaped by a number of factors. First, Tito’s image of himself, again not unlike Stalin, combined multiple sources of identification as a proletarian, transnational man of the borderlands. He regarded himself as a Yugoslav and surrounded himself with men drawn from the non-Serb national groups: Kardelj the Slovene, Hebrang the Croat, Djilas the Montenegrin, Pijade the Serbian Jew, Ribar the Croat, Vukmanović-Tempo, the Montenegrin. Only Ranković and Zujović of the top leaders were Serbs. Second, the Yugoslav idea as conceived by Tito and his associates was a federation of equal national units, in this case without one leading or dominant nationality like the Russian in Stalin’s USSR.

Third, the impulse to expand, again similar to the Soviet, had its roots in war and civil war which broke down the existing international borders. But in the Yugoslav case the opportunities were complicated by the need to consider the existence of other communist parties in adjacent countries: Italy, Austria, Bulgaria, Albania, and Greece. Fourth, the Yugoslav aspirations to expand its borders were entangled in a myriad of historical claims and counter-claims advanced periodically by different peoples of southeast Europe, exemplified by the old rivalry over the disposition of Macedonia, involving the Serbs, Bulgarians, Albanians, and Greeks, each one perceiving a justification for creating a “greater” state under its aegis. Finally, in the case of the Yugoslav communist revolution, unlike the Russian revolution, took place under conditions of foreign military occupation thus increasing the role of the resistance movement in forging the new state and its perception of the external world. This was of special importance in affecting its relations with two great rival powers, Great Britain and the Soviet Union, which inherited a long history of divergent interests and, in planning for the postwar world, competed for influence in the region. Traditionally both Russia and Britain had cast a suspicious eye on the creation of a single great Balkan state or an association of Balkan states unless it could be brought under their control. Tito’s imperial ambitions ran counter to both.


Tito as Leader


As we have seen, Josip Broz-Tito shared several key characteristics of the postwar leaders who sought to harness transformative ideologies to pragmatic ends as a means to build new secular empires which in one way or another encroached upon the Western Balkans. Tito’s rise in the party leadership took place during the late 1930s amidst fierce personal and ideological struggles among the Yugoslav communists and under the constant threat of Stalin’s purge of the Comintern. When the party was banned in 1921, Tito had been arrested and spent six years in prison. These were the years when the party leadership, having fled to Vienna and being cut off from the rank and file, squandered its energies in protracted factional fights. The Comintern executive intervened from time to time but admitted its inability to create “a healthy nucleus.”3 The proclamation of the Popular Front strategy at the Seventh Congress coincided with the appointment of Milan Gorkić as party secretary, a Bosnian communist of Czech origin, veteran of the Comintern but not a typical Moscow product. Gorkić remained in emigration but picked Tito to organize volunteers for Spain in Yugoslavia. Other forms of popular front activities were not well suited to conditions in Yugoslavia.

The call for a popular front with non-communist democratic parties sowed the seeds of dissention among the Yugoslav communists in a party already racked by factionalism.4 The outlawed communist party was reduced to small and scattered groups of exiles and members living an obscure, illegal existence or imprisoned in their home country. It was not a situation conducive to forging alliances with the broad masses. There was a strong faction in the prison population that opposed the Popular Front. It was called the Wahabite faction, the name clearly indicating the fanatical character of its sectarianism.5 The organization of volunteers did not go well; the prison debates further undermined Gorkić’s position. Summoned to Moscow, he was arrested and executed. About 800 other Yugoslav communists living in the Soviet Union were arrested, including the topmost leaders of the party. Only about forty survived the gulag.6

Tito, shuttling back and forth between Zagreb, Paris, and Moscow, managed to escape the debacle. In part this was due to Dimitrov who preferred him as leader and defended him against Germans and Bulgarians in the Comintern executive; but it was also a testimony to Tito’s skill in navigating the ideological cross currents by appearing, in good Stalinist fashion, to represent himself as a centrist shifting between extremes of the left and right, neither a so-called Wahabite (an intransigent leftist) or an all-out advocate of the Popular Front (a right-wing opportunist). At the same time, he was determined to purge supporters of both factions and “wavering” elements in the party and construct a fully bolshevized party, once again on the Stalinist model. Yet, even at this early stage in his revolutionary career he grasped the significance of creating national communist parties within the overall framework of the CPY. In 1937 he guided Kardelj’s organization of a Slovene Communist Party and the same year presided over the creation of a Croatian Communist Party. He planned a Macedonian Party, but it was only founded in 1943.7 This too followed Stalin’s practice in having created national communist parties in the Soviet republics. As it turned out, however, the concession to Croat national feelings proved more troublesome for Tito than the existence of a Ukrainian Communist Party did for Stalin.

After 1937, Tito asserted his leadership by carrying out a purge of his own. Without gaining preliminary Comintern approval, he returned to Yugoslavia in March 1938 to assume command of the underground organization. He called a meeting of the central committee, which he controlled, in order to liquidate the émigré organization in Paris. He wrote to Dimitrov justifying his unilateral action by quoting the Comintern leader’s own assertion that party leadership ought to return to their countries of origin. He defended himself in advance against expected attacks by “unhealthy element” and gave Dimitrov a full characterization of the other members of the politburo which, while hardly flattering, stopped short of open denunciation. Summoned to Moscow, he had to pass through an ordeal of testing by the Comintern Executive and Soviet party leadership. Again, he won Dimitrov’s backing, but others were not convinced. Tito was sent back to Yugoslavia with another chance to prove himself. “You are not the central leader of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia but the liaison (sviazuiushchim deiatelem) who links us with the Yugoslav activists,” Dimitrov wrote him. “You have no right to decide things yourself…You have no mandate to determine the leadership within the country…”8 The tone was typical of the Comintern instructions in the post-purge period; the trouble was that ten years later Stalin and the Cominform would attempt to treat Tito the same way, ignoring what had happened in the intervening decade.

Yugoslav party leaders were able to avoid the worst consequences of the Nazi–Soviet Pact that demoralized most other European parties in part because the Soviet Union sought to block Nazi expansion into the Balkans. Through both diplomatic and Comintern channels, it sought to stiffen the Yugoslav government’s resistance to German pressure. “We recommend taking a decisive position against capitulation to Germany,” Dimitrov cabled Tito in the summer of 1940. “Support the movement for a nation-wide opposition to the threat of military invasion. Demand friendship with the Soviet Union…”9 Tito interpreted these instructions broadly, opening the way for a more militant stance and giving an early indication of his readiness to move beyond, if not too far, the literal meaning of instructions from Moscow.

On September 15, 1940, in a lengthy answer to questions from Tito, the Comintern executive instructed him “to postpone calling a party congress in view of the dangers of arrest of the delegates by the Yugoslav police. Urgent matters should rather be decided by the central committee of the party after agreement with the Secretariat of the Executive Committee of the Comintern. This relates especially to the composition of or addition to the central committee.” A few weeks later in October, in the suburb of Zagreb, Tito convened a party conference, as the sole concession to the Comintern instruction. It took place in deep secrecy and elected Tito secretary general.10 The conference adopted a line slightly but significantly at variance from that of the Comintern. While accepting the definition of the war between the Western “pseudo-democracies” and the “Fascist powers,” Tito foresaw the opportunity for the working class allied with the peasantry to destroy imperialism and “abolish forever the imperialist wars.”11 Confronted by the Comintern’s uneasiness, he defended his position by interpreting Lenin’s views on the opportunity to launch a revolutionary war with the aim of creating a “genuine people’s government.” He had always been skeptical of a version of the Popular Front that had emphasized the need to cooperate with the “bourgeois” parties. He drew the same lessons from his experience in the Spanish Civil War as the bitter leader of the Spanish Communist Party José Diaz: the old state structure must be destroyed 12 Tito then announced the party’s primary task of building up its local organizations which already existed in many parts of Yugoslavia while maintaining central party control. This meant strengthening the separate party organizations already in existence in Croatia and Slovenia and the area committees scattered throughout the country.13

The pattern of Tito’s behavior was now clear. As Ivo Banac notes, “Tito was growing into independence with every Partisan success.”14 He intended to make himself the Stalin of a Greater Yugoslavia, purging his opponents, centralizing the party apparatus, surrounding himself with men loyal to him personally, acknowledging the role of the nationalities in constructing a federal union and anticipating a revolutionary war. Yet his very imitation demonstrated his determination to be his own man insofar as this was possible within the international communist system dominated by his model. This required advancing his own solutions to local problems until he met resistance from Moscow, and then retreating, but only temporarily; taking two steps forward and one backward.


A People’s Liberation


There were two major areas of disagreement between Tito and Stalin that slowly evolved during the war. The first centered on the idea of the united front; the second on the question of a federal union of South Slavs and beyond. In May 1941, Tito outlined clearly the main task of the party as the “struggle against the occupiers for the national liberation of all the oppressed people of Yugoslavia” and the need to engage everywhere with groups and supporters of disbanded political parties who were willing to fight under the leadership of the communist party.15 This was not quite a return to the Popular Front. Neither was it a full endorsement of Stalin’s call for a United Front in the form of “the struggle for all freedom loving peoples against fascism,” which had not mentioned a leading role for the communist party.

After the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, the building of a resistance movement by the Yugoslav communists proceeded on two levels. Tito had already announced to the Comintern in May that the party was “organizing military detachments, educating a military cadre, and preparing an armed revolt in the event of an attack on the Soviet Union.”16 But this was mainly rhetoric. According to Tito, there were only about 12,000 members of the Yugoslav Communist Party in June. Several hundred had been arrested by the Germans as soon as they occupied Belgrade. If the remaining cadres constituted scaffolding on which to construct an armed uprising, then where was the rank and file to come from?17

To mobilize the population for the struggle against the occupier, Tito reached out to women and youth, two social groups that had occupied subordinate positions in the patriarchal society of prewar Yugoslavia.18 The most radical aspect of this campaign was the image of the armed woman (partizanka) in propaganda and to a limit extent representation of women in combat units. Although individual women joined the partisans as fighters in the First Dalmatian Proletarian Brigade, they were exceptional. It was not until the Soviet Union authorized the mobilization of women for combat roles in the spring of 1942, that the Yugoslav Partisans followed suit. But the young peasant women volunteers in Yugoslavia were ill-prepared unlike their soviet counterparts to engage in combat, and their casualty rate was extremely high. The women’s partisan fighting units were soon dissolved and individuals were scattered among male units.19

The creation of the Anti-fascist Front of Women in 1942 again duplicated the Soviet example; but it also represented Tito’s determination to enhance the role of women by extending to them a promise of civil rights. At the same time, the party was able to strike a balance between combining the traditional role of women as nurturers and defenders of the family with a more active, even militant participation in the struggle. The appeal was all the stronger when compared to the openly hostile attitude toward women’s participation in mass movements adopted by the Chetniks in their propaganda. The Partisans recruited heavily among women in the traditional Muslim communities of Western Bosnia and Bosanska Krajina where the Ustaša massacres had emptied the villages of males and Chetnik propaganda called Partisan women “whores.”20

July 4, 1941 was later celebrated in Yugoslavia as the day the armed uprising began. But this too was an inflated view of what happened that day. At a meeting of the Central Committee, Tito decided along with members of the Politburo, in Djilas’ remembrance, to send him to Montenegro to organize diversionary actions but avoid launching a general uprising. Svetozar Vukmanović-Tempo went to Bosnia, while others were dispatched to different regions to establish people’s committees. Djilas has disputed the story appearing later in official histories that the meeting established a General Headquarters of the People’s Partisan Detachment with Tito as chairman. In his briefing by Tito, Djilas never heard the “partisan” or “partisan unit” to say nothing of a central command. This terminology was adopted subsequently in imitation of the Soviet discourse, reviving the language of 1812. There was no historical basis for it in the South Slavic lands.21

Nevertheless, the choice of the term Partisans was not only a bow to the Soviet experience, but also gave an internationalist character to the resistance, making it easier in the long run to link up with guerilla forces outside the borders of Yugoslavia. Moreover, it compensated for the absence of traditional symbols in the Yugoslav communist discourse; these were heavily flavored with Serbian nationalism and monopolized by the Chetniks. The Yugoslav communists followed instructions from the Comintern to call for a “war of people’s liberation” (the word narodno in both Serbian and Russian has the meaning of both national and people) and to avoid the term “socialist revolution.”22 The political organ of the resistance, which they nevertheless dominated, was known as the Peoples Liberation Front. Its local committees were open to all supporters who joined in the fight against fascism including members of the “bourgeois parties.” This declaration strengthened the appearance of their commitment to equality among the nationalities. Moreover, the decision not to create a Serbian Communist Party within the framework of the Yugoslav Communist Party, unlike the Croatian and Slovene Communist Parties, further emphasized their intention to avoid any suggestion of Serbian hegemony. This was particularly important given the fact that as late as October 1942 Serbs from outside the old monarchy made up about ninety percent of the Partisans.23 Once again, the model was the Soviet Union where a Communist Party of the Russian Socialist Soviet Republic did not exist until much later.


The Montenegro Rising


In the first six months after the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, the communist leadership and rank and file displayed considerable uncertainty and even confusion over the correct tactics to employ in the liberation struggle. It is fair to say that their actions betrayed a reluctance to abandon the Wahabite mentality that pervaded their ranks. When Djilas arrived in Montenegro, he struggled to keep his bearings in an emotionally charged and politically muddled situation. He and his associates set up a Provisional Supreme Command of the National Liberation Troops of Montenegro; the country was already under the occupation of the Italians. Communist delegates to other the provinces were adopting different rhetorical strategies. The Provincial Committee of the Communist Party for Vojvodina issued instructions for the armed struggle that were carbon copies of Lenin’s instructions on the partisan way of waging armed struggle in 1905–1906 and again in 1917.24

Tito had warned Djilas: “Be careful not to incite a general uprising. The Italians are still organized and strong and they will break you.” But Djilas walked into a hornet’s nest. The provincial communist organization had issued a proclamation on June 22 that denounced the imperialists of both camps and appealed for a “militant alliance of workers and peasants in the struggle for the realization of Soviet power and a final settling of accounts with the capitalist system.”25 Within days, the communists were engulfed in a widespread spontaneous insurrection directed against the Italian occupation.

On July 13 bands of armed men ambushed Italian units, sparking a general rising of the population. Grouped by families, villages and clans, poorly organized, but often well armed with weapons concealed after the surrender of the Royal Army, the movement spread like wildfire.26 The rebels accepted the tactical leadership of the communists who gave proof of their organizational skills but also of some army officers who had been hiding in the hills. Fighting side by side with “Mother Russia” aroused enthusiasm among those who, in Djilas sardonic words, remembered its “support while forgetting its betrayals.”27 The armed population seized several towns and captured thousands of Italian soldiers. The Italians reacted by employing massive force aided by Slav Muslims and Albanians to crush the uprising and deport thousands of Montenegrins.

Djilas decided to reverse his stand and join the chorus for a national rising in order not to be swept aside by events. But he was not always able to control the party militants. His replacement, Ivan Miliutinović, reported that the local communists carried out as many as 1,200 summary executions of those suspected of dealing with the enemy. Ideological sectarianism was rampant. Even the local agitprop department maintained a strong anti-English line throughout most of 1941. The party’s excesses frequently drove villagers into the arms of the Chetniks.28 But the main reasons for the failure of the uprising were its lack of staying power and the ethnic backlash that it unleashed.

The first problem was the attitude of the peasants who, though fierce fighters, were bound to their localities. Like the villagers in other occupied territories in Europe and East Asia, they were reluctant to operate beyond their own districts: “You defend your own villages and clan,” they told the communists, “and we’ll defend ours.” Puzzled by their behavior, Djilas concluded that they would not sacrifice for any ideal “unless an organized force, or the danger of annihilation, obliged them to do so.” Moreover, the Italians, stiffened by reinforcements, counterattacked, as Tito had predicted, and launched reprisals which confused and demoralized the peasant fighters whose homes and families were placed in jeopardy. The Italians, acting skillfully for once, won over a motley collection of political groups. They made opposite promises to Montenegrin Chetniks who wanted to form a Greater Serbia and to federalists who sought independence. To the south, the Italians picked up support from the Albanian Muslim population who rose up spontaneously against their Orthodox neighbors.29

The communists were at a loss to explain the outbreak of communal warfare and feebly attributed it to reactionary influence of the religious leaders. In retrospect, Djilas speculated that the hatred was “primeval, attested by rebellions and invasions, epics and visions.”30 The willingness and often zealousness of some elements of the peasantry to take an active part in the civil war baffled even the communists. “It seems as if these feuding peasants could hardly wait for the invasion of their country,” wrote Djilas, “so that they could hunt down and kill one another.” The communists concluded that this militant often murderous spirit had its roots in “ancestral traditions, in village life and in national and religious myths.”31 The problem was how to harness these feelings to a coherent political ideology and disciplined movement. In the case of the communists, it was often a matter of the most down to earth kind of political agitation. Vladimir Dedijer’s diaries provide one such example. He and other partisans had a talk with about sixty Croatian militia prisoners, mainly peasants who had been impressed into service under the pretense that they were to perform manual labor but were then given weapons. A bit of tobacco, friendly conversation, complete informality, and simple explanations of the Partisans’ program won them over. Occasionally, after giving explanations the Partisans would send the soldiers home.32

Alternatively, everything depended upon who had the sympathy of the dominant households in a village. Blood revenge also played its role; the execution of a single Partisan (or conversely a suspected collaborationist) could bring down the wrath of hundreds of peasant relations in the extended family. A Serbian party document in September 1942 warned that it would be a political mistake to burn down houses as a reprisal; “the Partisan detachments should not be ‘hajduk detachments.’ ”33 There seemed to be little connection between peasant involvement and class war in the villages. In Slavonia, after Djilas had harangued a crowd of peasants with a speech redolent of national glories and tragedies, an old man came up to him and said: “Why don’t they speak to us like this instead of using words we don’t understand…”34 But more than down to earth plain talk was required.

As the Montenegrin uprising sputtered, Djilas could take pride in a more permanent achievement. He began rebuilding the primary party organizations that had been depleted and overwhelmed by the burdens imposed by the uprising. By the end of the war, there was hardly a village in Montenegro that did not have a party cell. He also recruited former Yugoslav army officers to join the Partisans, including General Arso Jovanović of the General Staff of the Royal Army who subsequently became chief of the Supreme Staff of the Partisans. In order to attract non-Communists into the broader movement, Djilas set up front organizations like people’s committees and people’s youth groups. They relied heavily on left wing intellectuals, who had taken refuge in the villages with their relatives. They proved to be politically more vigorous and competent than the local leaders, who were poorly educated peasants.35 But these real achievements were overshadowed by international events.

The collapse of the rising and the tales of communist excesses created an embarrassing situation for Tito, particularly following the Soviet recognition in September 1941 of the Royal Yugoslav government-in-exile. His initial reaction was to accept Moscow’s lead. Local Partisan detachments were instructed to work out agreements with their Chetnik counterparts who rejected Pećanac’ announcement of his decision to work with the Germans against the Partisans.36 Meeting with Mihailović, Tito proposed a common program of action: joint military operations against the Germans, a common operational headquarters, a common operational staff to maintain the troops, the establishment of national liberation committees on the provincial and local level and the replacement of the old gendarmerie and police with a new “Peoples Guard.”37 Tito was still committed, however reluctantly, to Stalin’s policy of a broad anti-fascist united front.

The first number of the Partisan paper, Borba, announced that the national liberation committees were not organs of any party but represented all groups struggling against fascism. Sectarian activity in both Montenegro and Sanjak was discredited.38 Tito recalled Djilas and reprimanded him, albeit “tenderly.” The Montenegrin episode was the first of many in which the party leadership, itself sympathetic to leftist tendencies, found it necessary to mediate between sectarian local cadres and the more moderate instructions coming from Moscow. On the other hand, there were regions like Macedonia and Croatia where the opposite was true. There the central party leadership encountered “opportunist” elements among the local cadres that threatened to block or delay the development of Partisan warfare. It was only after October 1941, when Mihailović ordered attacks on the Partisans, that Tito gave up on cooperation.


The Federal Idea


In Yugoslavia during and immediately after the war, the evolution of the plans for a federalist Yugoslavia proceeded gradually along parallel lines with the construction of Tito’s imperialist project.39 This two-pronged enterprise carried within it from the outset an equal number of internal contradictions. First, the recognition of the national sovereignty of the constituent republics ran counter to the principle of a centralized party-state structure. Second, the popular coalition of social groups in a People’s Liberation movement potentially represented a challenge to the political hegemony of the Communist party. Tito and his closest collaborators sought to overcome these contradictions in the true dialectical spirit of Marxism–Leninism–Stalinism, blending ideology, tinged with a Yugoslav coloring, and pragmatism. Both the problems inherent in the enterprise and the proposed solutions had their roots in the geo-cultural setting of the Western Balkans.

In the course of reassembling a Yugoslav state which had been ripped part by competing imperialisms, Tito moved toward a federal solution that was different from the prewar monarchy in two ways. First, it would end the unequal disposition of power that initially had been heavily weighted in favor of Serbia, and then on the eve of war, shared between Serbia and Croatia in a kind of dualism, in favor of ten constituent republics all enjoying equal status. Second, a point given too little attention, the constitutional structure allowed for easy expansion of the original ten republics and two autonomous regions. The design resembled the Stalinist federal structure of the USSR, with an important difference. There was no dominant national republic comparable to the Russian Federated Socialist Republic.

Tito’s model more nearly resembled Lenin’s original project which anticipated the future addition of new soviet republics beyond the initial members. In this way, the structure of the Yugoslav federal union served to perform two functions. The first was to prevent the concentration of power in the hands of one or even two national republics and thus eliminate the main source of prewar, internal dissension; the second was to establish the basis for territorial expansion which, in the postwar years, was attempted by bringing Albania and Bulgaria as new members into the federal union. Thus, federation was shaped to promote harmony and unity at home and imperial expansion abroad.

The party moved only gradually in the direction of creating an organization that gave clear evidence that Tito was intent on creating institutions that would give expression to the federative idea. His first task was to grapple with the nationalities question. Here the model again was the Soviet Union. But although Tito purported to emulate Stalin in constructing a federal union, there were problems of adaptation facing Tito rooted in various traditions of South Slavic unitarism.40 Throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth century, both Croat and Serb intellectuals had devised ideologies in which Yugoslavism was conceived as a projection of their distinctive national cultures and histories. Another, perhaps crucial difference derived from the fact that “the Serbs had an independent national state with a history of expansion and assimilationism.”41 The original constituent republics of the Soviet Union had long been part of the Russian Empire. The potential republics of a socialist Yugoslavia had only been part of the country for twenty years. Before that, they passed centuries under the imperial rule of Vienna, Budapest, or Istanbul.

The Serbs, by virtue of their numbers and territorial distribution throughout the country, might be expected to occupy a position in socialist Yugoslavia similar to that of Russians in the Soviet Union, which is why Stalin advised Tito not to create a separate Serbian Communist Party. But Stalin did not have to contend with a situation similar to that which Tito faced with the Croats. With their well-developed national feelings, long strivings for autonomy partially realized in the Agreement with Hungary in 1868 (Nagodba) under Habsburg rule, rising to the surface again in the agreement of 1939 (Sporazum) and the illusion of independence, however, tarnished of the NDH, they represented a special case; at times they appeared to represent the main challenge to the idea of a federation of equal nationalities. No clearer evidence of this exists than the tension between Tito and the Croatian Communist Party.

Finally, Stalin had made a distinction between citizenship (Soviet) and nationality (any one of dozens which were officially recognized); Soviet was not an ethnic marker. Tito endorsed the idea of a Yugoslav nationality which he adopted for himself, as well as the regional varieties (Serb, Croat, Slovene, etc.) in the hope no doubt of avoiding the necessity for offspring of mixed marriages to choose one nationality over another. Possibly he also sought to promote solidarity among peoples especially those individuals, especially Serbs, living a republic that did not bear their name. So a Yugoslav national identity, like membership in the Yugoslav Communist Party, would coexist with a regional nationality and membership in a regional communist party, all in the name of reconciling unity and diversity, centralization and devolution, while at the same time leaving the way open for the admission of new republics both Slavic and non-Slavic. But there were a number of questions that had to be answered before the final federal structure could be put into place. Which nationality would be granted a republican status and which a subordinate status as autonomous region? How were the frontiers of the republics to be drawn?

The first major step toward shaping the structure of the new state was taken in response to Tito’s frustration and annoyance at what he perceived to be the failure of both the Soviet Union and Great Britain to recognize the Partisans as the only genuine and effective anti-fascist resistance in occupied Yugoslavia. In November 1942 he summoned a meeting of representatives of the peoples liberation committees to form an Anti-Fascist Council for the People’s Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ) At the first meeting, the delegates were selected on a regional basis: seventeen from Bosnia and Hercegovina, fifteen from Croatia, fourteen from Serbia, fourteen from Montenegro, eight from Slovenia, six from the Sanjak and three from Vojvodina. Macedonia was not represented. Tito informed the Comintern that the AVNOJ would be a “sort of government” with “representatives of all the nationalities of Yugoslavia and various former parties.” The president would be Ivan Ribar a non-communist member of the Democratic Party.

Tito, however, now felt confident enough to issue a major statement on “The National Question in Yugoslavia in Light of the People’s Liberation Struggle.” He declared that the people’s liberation struggle could only have both a general Yugoslav meaning and a separate national meaning for every Yugoslav people, “the Croats, Slovenes, Serbs, Macedonians, Arnauts (Albanians), Muslims etc.” However, he stressed that “the Serbian people have given and still make the largest contribution in blood in the fight against the occupiers and their traitorous servants” including the Chetniks.42 The designation of five constituent republics did not include Bosnia and Hercegovina until the eve of the second AVNOJ congress a year later.43 Tito was gradually moving away from the sectarian emphasis on class war, without abandoning it altogether, toward a broader appeal to the population in general and the nationalities in particular.

At the second session of the AVNOJ in October 1943, the federal nature of the new Yugoslavia was again proclaimed. In addition, the delegates voted to declare the AVNOJ a Provisional Government, replacing the government-in-exile. The king’s return was to be postponed and the future of the monarchy to be decided after consultation with the people. The internal organization of the federal state remained to be decided and continued to give rise to intra-party discussions if not disputes. Throughout the summer 1943, the Bosnian Serbs made clear their preference for incorporation of the province into Serbia rather than the creation of a separate unit, a position also supported by Moše Pijade. At the second congress, Tito’s argument for a sixth republic carried the day. Agreement was reached over the division of the Sanjak between Serbia and Montenegro. The debate over Vojvodina was only resolved after the congress decided to extend its borders to the east at the expense of Croatia and grant the province autonomous status within Serbia.44

These arrangements were agreed upon when the majority of the Partisans were made up of Serbs. But already at the first AVNOJ conference it was noted that defectors from the Ustaša and Chetniks were being accepted into Partisan units.45 This policy continued after the war. Tito’s propaganda line on a federative scheme won increasing approval and support. In August 1944, Tito even offered the Croatian Home Guards and Slovenian Home Guards amnesty if they joined the Partisans by September 15 although opposition flared in the rank and file against admitting “those who killed and tortured comrades.”46 The Partisans also permitted the formation of separate Muslim brigades and admitted former members of the Yugoslav Muslim Association into the AVNOJ.47 Gradually then the federal idea caught hold throughout the country. Only the details remained to be settled, and they proved to be troublesome.


The Croatian Challenge


In Croatia, the local communists continued to take a different tactical approach than Tito and his central command. In the first place, they felt keenly the need to take into account the popular sentiment for Croatian autonomy, and this got them in trouble with the rest of the party. In the second place, they resisted Tito’s appeal for an armed uprising during the early days of the German invasion of the Soviet Union. The Croatian communists had endorsed the Cvetković–Maček agreement of 1939, which extended a large measure of autonomy to Croatia and the appointment as Ban or governor of Ivan Šubašić, a member of the left wing of the Peasant Party who would become Foreign Minister in the first post-liberation government under Tito. To them these were positive steps in strengthening the country in the face of fascist aggression. But Tito denounced the agreement for having failed to legalize the Communist Party. In accord with the Comintern instructions, he imposed his uncompromising line on the Croatian communists, forcing them to give up all hope of cooperating with “the bourgeois parties,” that is the Croatian Peasants.48

Even after the invasion of the Soviet Union, the Croatian communists persisted in their wayward course by arguing that a national rising should be delayed because the Red Army would be on Yugoslavia’s frontiers within two to three months. The Comintern was irritated that Tito was not able immediately to bring the Croatian party into line. This gave rise to a bizarre situation in which Tito found himself briefly competing with a reputed NKVD agent for control over the Croatian party.49 The entire episode could only have reinforced Tito’s suspicions about the reliability of the Croatian comrades.

The Croatian communists justified their cooperation with the Peasant Party by pointing out that it still retained the loyalties of the majority of peasants. But in the eyes of Tito’s politburo, the Croatian communists gave away too much in exchange: “.…you enter into the Maček bloc as inferiors,” Lola Ribar accused them, “without even being named as partners.” Tito was concerned that the Croatian communists were turning away from their illegal work in exchange for illusory political advantages. And he was furious that they refused to cooperate with groups that he approved of but they found too closely associated with a unitary state.50 The differences proved deep and plagued the party throughout the war, erupting into a major crisis at the time of the Comintern break in 1948.

Friction between the center and the Croatian party centered on the growing rivalry between Tito and Andrej Hebrang with fateful consequences for subsequent relations between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia. In the late twenties, Tito and Hebrang had been close comrades before Hebrang’s arrest and incarceration for twelve years. Freed in 1941, he emerged from prison a legend regarded by the Comintern as a figure comparable in stature to Tito. The operational head of the Croatian Communist Party, he was rearrested by the Ustaša in February 1942 and attempted to commit suicide. At the time, there was not a whisper of a doubt about his loyalty in prison, though later accusations of betrayal were leveled against him. Exchanged for Ustaša prisoners, he returned to his work as party secretary still very much his own man.

The Communist resistance in Croatia was isolated from that in the rest of the country for several years. When Djilas paid a flying visit in 1944, he found Hebrang in full command but detected an “inadequate stress” on Yugoslavia as a whole. Hebrang explained this as a result of the need to win over the peasant followers of Maček. But to the central leadership Hebrang’s operation smelled of national deviation. Following up Djilas’ visit, Kardelj reported to Tito that Hebrang was guilty of “separatist views, national intolerance and authoritarian conduct” and had to be replaced.

Among the most serious sources of conflict with Hebrang was the proclamation by the Croatian People’s Liberation Front in the fall of 1944 that Istria and Dalmatian Islands which had not been part of the NDH but occupied by Italy, would revert to postwar Croatia. Tito, who had not been consulted, protested.51 This smacked of Hebrang’s own little imperialism on the Adriatic. Too popular to be dismissed, Hebrang was kicked upstairs to become Minister of Industry and chief of the Economic and Planning Council in Belgrade at the end of the war. In that post he continued to display his concern over the need to compromise with the Croatian peasantry, clashed with Tito over industrialization and economic relations with Moscow.52


The Slovenes: “Something Special”


There were fewer regional problems in Slovenia where the main resistance group, the Liberation Front embraced a wide variety of anti-fascist groups that supported a federal union even before it accepted communist leadership without demanding special concessions.53 The Liberation Front emerged from a coalition of left-wing parties which had existed since 1927. Under the new name, it began in the summer of 1941 to form its own committees in Ljubljana and the villages. It shortly fell under the control of the underground communist party organization. It launched hit and run attacks on the occupying forces and collaborationist figures in the National Council and extended control over large areas in the Italian zone. Djilas characterized it as “something special.” It included eighteen separate groups ranging from left wing Catholics to the Sokol gymnastic society, which had always embraced the Yugoslav idea and found that the Communists were the only political party that supported the idea during the war. Unlike other regions, the headquarters of the Partisans was in a large city, Ljubljana, where the party maintained its own newspaper and had penetrated the police, church hierarchy, and even the Italian administration.54

The Slovene communists had their own demands, however. At the Second meeting of the Anti-Fascist Council of the National Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ) convened by Tito to create the nucleus of a provisional government, the equality of nationalities in the postwar Yugoslavia was recognized, but the Slovene wanted more. They convinced Tito to allow the use of the Slovene language at all level of command among the Partisans.55

As elsewhere in Yugoslavia, the Partisans in Slovenia were best prepared to take advantage of the surrender of Italy in order to bolster their position. Although outnumbered by the anti-communist forces by three to one, they persuaded the Italian command to surrender to them. The Italian command had not prepared its troops for the capitulation, and their troops were rapidly overwhelmed by the Germans who had been moving additional divisions into the country. In the long run, however, the Partisans were the winners as they were best positioned to scoop up vast amounts of military equipment from the demoralized Italian forces. By acquiring heavy weapons for the first time, they became the dominant regional military force, doubled their numbers and bid fair to sweep their domestic rivals from the field. Although the Germans pushed them back into the hills, they returned in force when the Wehrmacht began its withdrawal from the Balkans. They were then able, in the waning months of the war, to help determine the future political structure of Yugoslavia as a whole by fulfilling their wartime slogan of “Brotherhood and Unity.”56

In Venezia Giulia, the main political problem facing the Partisans was not competition from local anti-communist forces, which were weak, but jurisdictional disputes between the Italian and Slovene communists. For twenty years the fascist government of Italy had suppressed any signs of Slovene political or cultural rights in the region. Representatives of the Slovene Communist Party, who in 1941 had infiltrated across the prewar Italian-Yugoslav frontier, organized Partisan detachments. It then became necessary to reach agreements with the Italian communists in the northern part of the region over mutual rights and zones of authority. In early 1944, Tito wrote to Dimitrov that the Partisans operating through their Slovene organization had established contact with the Austrian communists, assisting in the formation of Austrian Partisan detachments. But “the several contacts” with the Italian Communist Party had given rise to an “alarming” (trevozhnoe) situation. According to Tito, there was no leader on the ground with sufficient authority to end “the chaos that now dominates the Italian Communist Party;” it was in his view riddled with “sectarianism” and “opportunism.” He urged that his old comrade from Comintern days, Palmiro Togliatti, be sent to correct the situation. In the meantime, delegates from the Slovene Party’s Central Committee had taken the initiative in calling a conference of communists from the Istrian littoral and Northern Italy.57 Tito began to press the Italian Communist Party to reach an agreement on postwar boundaries. Dimitrov counseled postponing a decision until after the “defeat of the common enemy.”

The Yugoslavs relaxed their pressure until the fall when their military position was greatly strengthened. In October Kardelj and Togliatti agreed that the Yugoslav Partisans should occupy the entire region. As Togliatti explained to the local Italian party leaders in October 1944, a double advantage would accrue in having Tito’s Partisans occupy the entire Venezia Giulia region. First it would keep out the Anglo-American troops and thus prevent them from disarming the Italian partisans as they had done throughout the rest of the Italian peninsula during the liberation. Second, it would block the imposition of a reactionary bourgeois regime such as the Western allies had propped up in Rome. The agreements would enable the Slovene communists to revitalize long dormant Slovene cultural institutions and under the banner of class solidarity create together with Italian workers ethnically mixed local liberation committees in the countryside around Trieste.58

But the agreements did not reconcile the Italian democratic partisan units in Trieste and Istria to the Yugoslav Partisans’ territorial claims in the region. During the liberation in September–October 1944, the Italian democratic resistance groups broke with their Italian communist allies over these and other matters, went underground and sought support from the Western allies, especially the British for a subterranean struggle against the Yugoslav annexation of Trieste.59 The subsequent crisis brought to a head the first serious crisis between Tito and his two powerful allies.60
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Early Signs


Under the surface of Tito’s comradely relations with Moscow there was always a palpable tension that harbored a potential for serious disagreements. Tito had always been skeptical of the possibilities of cooperation with any political organizations of the bourgeoisie even under the banner of anti-fascism. Nevertheless, there were isolated instances of cooperation between Partisan and Chetnik units. His two meetings with Mihailović in the fall of 1941 and the clashes that broke out between the Partisans and Chetniks convinced him that the Chetniks were no exception. From that point on, he was determined to oppose any attempt to reach a compromise solution with the Royal Government or its representatives in Yugoslavia. This put him at odds with the official policy of the Soviet Union.

In September 1941, the Soviet Union extended diplomatic recognition to the Yugoslav government-in-exile. When Tito learned of this, he realized that his proposal to create a National Committee of Liberation in Yugoslavia would be premature and postponed further action until the international situation was more propitious. He issued a public statement to the effect that the local liberation committees were not the organs of any party but represented all groups struggling against fascism. He further denounced, as we have seen, the sectarian activity of the Montenegrin communists. The difficulty of finding a balance that would satisfy Moscow, Tito’s own inclinations, and at the same time fit local conditions, took another sharp turn when the news arrived that the Red Army had launched a counter-offensive at the gates of Moscow while the British, in his eyes, remained passive spectators. An ad hoc group of the central committee meeting on December 7, 1941 agreed that the “armed struggle against the occupation had developed into a class war between the workers and the bourgeoisie.”

Tito had yet to free himself of his distrust of the peasantry. In this renewed Wahabite mood, the central command created the First Proletarian National Liberation Shock Brigade whose provocative name and red flag with hammer and sickle subsequently caused dismay within the Comintern. The leadership soon had second thoughts about its “leftist deviation” even before the Comintern protested against the overt symbols of a Communist character.1 There were simply not enough workers to form a large-scale guerilla army. Tito added the designation Volunteer Army to the Partisan detachments. Finally, he turned to the peasants of Eastern Bosnia who were willing to fight the Ustaša but, in Tito’s words, “are not Chetniks and they don’t want to be Partisans wearing five-point stars.” Later he renamed his forces once again the People’s Liberation Army. This caught on and helped “dispel the bogey of Communism.”2

At the same time, Stalin had been conducting his own devious policy in order to avoid being drawn openly into taking sides in the Yugoslav civil war. In November 1941 the British appealed to Moscow to support the attempts of the Royal government to group all resistance units under the unified command of Mihailović. But Vyshinskii replied that “the Soviet Government does not consider it proper to interfere in the uprising in Yugoslavia.”3 This was consistent with Soviet policy. Stalin was determined both to avoid the appearance of interfering in domestic affairs and to deny responsibility for the impulsive actions of the communist parties of Europe. To have done otherwise would have created enormous problems for the future. Stalin had no intention of being held responsible for what was happening in the murky world of underground politics in occupied Europe or Asia for that matter. He was shrewd enough to realize the limitations on his power to control men and events beyond the reach of his armies. Resorting to deception, he sought to exercise some restraint on Tito without informing the British what he was up to.

Throughout the second half of 1941, the Soviet Union kept a discreet official silence about the exploits of the Partisans about which it was well informed by Tito’s clandestine radio transmitter in Zagreb. In contrast to the Comintern organ, the Soviet press contented itself with republishing Western news releases on Mihailović, helping to focus world attention on him. Moscow even proposed sending a joint Yugoslav–British–Soviet mission to the Chetnik leader. But the Royal government-in-exile demurred, wary of opening the country to direct Soviet intelligence operations. Shortly thereafter, it rejected a Soviet invitation to conclude a treaty of alliance and friendship along the lines of the Czech–Soviet treaty, a decision it lived to regret. As Tito supplied more evidence of Mihailović’s collaboration, Stalin’s attitude changed. But he was unwilling to inform Tito that his relations with the Royal Government were beginning to deteriorate. At the very time that the Comintern was reproaching Tito for his revolutionary excesses, warning against provocation and demanding real proofs, the Soviet ambassador in London, Ivan Maisky was denouncing the Chetniks to the British in no uncertain terms as collaborators with the Italians.4

In the summer 1942, the Soviet press began to criticize Mihailović, first indirectly and then more directly, as it became clear that the British had their own doubts about the Chetnik leader. In Cairo agents of the NKVD sounded out the SOE about the possibility of sending a Soviet party to Yugoslavia, but Eden resisted even though he was frankly worried about backing Mihailović, “who is not fighting our enemy and is being publicly denounced by our Soviet ally.”5 The British government nourished hopes of repeating in Yugoslavia their success in getting the rival resistance bands in Greece to agree to stop fighting one another. But Yugoslavia was not Greece, and the Greek communists had no Tito.

Despite growing doubts about the commitment of the Chetniks to fight the Germans, the Comintern began in March 1942 seriously to question Tito’s tactics. It raised questions about the revolutionary character of the Partisan movement and posed the question: “Except for the communists and their sympathizers can it be that there are no other Yugoslav patriots with whom you can fight against the occupiers? It is difficult to agree that London and the Yugoslav government act in concert with the occupiers. There must be some colossal misunderstanding.”6

For the following six months, Tito did his best to convince Moscow that his accusations against the Chetniks as collaborators were correct. The Comintern was not unsympathetic but urged great caution. Dimitrov cabled Tito in July that it was important to provide complete documentary evidence of the “traitorous activities” of the Chetniks and present this material to the Royal Government avoiding a “direct attack on the government;” that it was necessary to split the Chetniks and win over the patriots among them while “the most pernicious elements will be ruthlessly liquidated;” that well-known public figures should be recruited without regard to their political convictions or their “previous foreign policy orientation (pro-Soviet or pro-English);” and that national committees should be created among patriotic Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, and Montenegrins from inside and outside the country in defense of the Partisan army. Dimitrov kept hammering at the great political significance of conducting a national liberation struggle and “not a proletarian struggle…. Stop pouring water into the mill of the enemies of the people who perniciously exploit any lapse on your part.” But Tito resisted, claiming that the fighters themselves took pride in the symbols of revolution and he kept bombarding Moscow with proofs of Chetnik collaborationism.7

The tension between Tito and the Comintern reached another climax in September 1942 when the Soviet government announced that it had raised the Yugoslav mission in Moscow to the level of an embassy. Tito shot off a telegram reporting “the depressing impact on all patriots” of the news particularly because the Yugoslav government was complicit with collaborationism and the Soviet recognition legitimated it and not “our national struggle.” It was as close as Tito came to implying a betrayal. But Dimitrov was unfazed and kept demanding verification of Tito’s accusations, suggesting that the occupation forces might have fabricated documents in order to embroil the two resistance movements.8 In response to Tito’s repeated, often anguished appeals for aid, Dimitrov reassured him that only the most difficult technical problems prevented the supply of arms and the dispatch of a Soviet military mission.9

Another source of friction between Tito and Moscow came over the issue of negotiating with the Germans for the ostensible purpose of obtaining the release of prisoners of war.10 But there was more to it than that. Tito himself admitted that in addition to the return of prisoners he sought to win recognition as a belligerent and to gain relief from German pursuit during the retreat from the Neretva battle in order to turn all his forces against the Chetniks. He feared that unless his forces could eliminate them, the Chetniks in East Hercegovina and Bosnia would be in a favorable position to link up with an Allied landing from North Africa on the Adriatic coast. The Yugoslav government in England could than try to “exploit the situation in order to pick the fruits of our struggle.”11 During the negotiations with the Germans Tito stated that the Partisans would fight the British if they landed on Yugoslav territory.12

Stalin was clearly nervous about any sign of accommodation with the Germans and the Comintern demanded explanations from Tito. In his reply, the Yugoslav leader did not disguise his annoyance at the hint that he might have been acting disloyally. He noted that “the history of Bolshevism offered abundant precedents, even without taking into account the Brest-Litovsk Peace and the Hitler-Stalin Pact.” There is no evidence of Stalin’s reaction to this comparison, indeed if he saw the message. But the implication for all who read it was clear enough: Tito had already placed himself on the same level of a Lenin or a Stalin in deciding the best course for his party. When Djilas wondered what the Russians would say, Tito remarked: “Well, they also think first of their own people and their own army.”13

An even larger controversy between the Yugoslav communists and the Soviet Union broke out over the question of the design of a postwar government for Yugoslavia. Tito was determined to forestall the restoration of the monarchy in Yugoslavia. As early as the party’s Fifth Conference in October 1940, Tito was working out his federal alternative to the centralized royal Yugoslav concept of the state by organizing sub-sections of the party on ethno-regional grounds. Once the war broke out, as we have seen, Tito began to create the framework for local governments in the liberated zones, going far beyond the Comintern’s instructions. Following the break with Mihailović he established separate regional commands. In the eyes of his British biographer his independent decisions “set a pattern for the whole war.”14 He was obliged to proceed more cautiously than he wished in creating the nucleus of an alternative government because of the restraints imposed by the Comintern. When he revived his proposal to create a National Committee of Liberation in November 1942, Dimitrov was guarded in his approval. “Do not regard this committee as something like a government, but like a political organ of the popular liberation struggle. Do not oppose it to the Yugoslav government in London. At this stage do not raise the question of the abolition of the monarchy. Do not advance the slogan of a republic.”

In addition to these many “don’ts” Dimitrov counseled the need to recognized that “the Soviet Union is in a treaty relationship with the Yugoslav government and the king and that an open offensive against the latter will create additional difficulties in the area of the general military situation and in the mutual relations between the Soviet Union on the one side and England and America on the other side. Look at your struggle not only from the national but from the international point of view, from the point of view of the Anglo-Soviet-American coalition.”15

There were too many negatives from the Comintern for Tito to ignore, and his announcement in November 1942 of the creation of an Anti-Fascist Council of National Liberation of Yugoslavia (AVNOJ) charted a compromise course that appeared to satisfy Moscow and his more zealous followers who were pressing for a government of their own. The broadcasts of Radio Free Yugoslavia, based in Tbilisi, took pains to reassure the world about the intentions of the new organization. Its purpose was to free the country and guarantee truly democratic freedoms, to confirm the inviolability of private property and the rights of individual initiative in trade and industry and to introduce no radical changes in social life except to eliminate the gendarmerie and the reactionary, collaborationist administration.16 Despite Tito’s careful orchestration of a moderate session of the AVNOJ, it was clear from his subsequent moves that he intended to press ahead with plans to create an alternative to the Yugoslav government-in-exile.

Within a year, Tito returned to the political offensive, reflecting his growing concern over the intentions of the British to dominate Yugoslav politics while the Soviet comrades appeared to stand idly by and watch it happen. Tito continued to bad mouth the British military mission, even as they stepped up their delivery of supplies to his forces. He continued to plead for a Soviet military mission and for at least a token supply of arms so that he would not be at the mercy of the class enemy. He even convinced the Comintern representative, the Bulgarian communist, Shter Atanasov, to join him in denouncing the English for cooperating with the Chetniks and the Germans in order to isolate and suffocate the Partisan movement.17

Stalin’s strategy of restraining Tito’s political ambitions, while winning support for the Partisans on military grounds, appeared to be paying off at the Teheran Conference in November 1943. The decision was reached, on Churchill’s initiative, to give backing exclusively to the Partisans. Churchill had been willing to “clear the decks” by getting rid of Mihailović and appealing to Tito’s better nature or good sense. By recognizing the Partisans, stepping up military aid and maintaining a British military presence at Tito’s headquarters, Churchill was clearly seeking to keep alive the option of landings on the Adriatic coast without running the risk of clashing with the communist resistance. Eden wanted to bargain. Their compromise was to dump Mihailović and work toward the return of the king and the creation of a reconstructed coalition government representing the National Front and the more democratic elements of pre-war Yugoslavia.18 Stalin appeared willing to go along.

Simultaneously with the Teheran Conference, the AVNOJ met for a second time at Jajce and exploded a bomb shell under the allied agreement. In preparing for the session, Tito informed Moscow of his intention to reorganize the council into a provisional legislative organ of Yugoslavia. There was no response, and he interpreted the silence as approval. The Partisan leadership was emboldened to announce the creation of a provisional people’s government headed by Tito. In a genuine burst of local popular enthusiasm, the delegates proclaimed Tito “Marshal of Yugoslavia,” and prohibited the return of the king until a postwar plebiscite would determine his fate. A startling departure from Soviet policy, it aroused Stalin’s ire. Manuilskii reported that “the boss is extremely angry. He says this is a stab in the back for the Soviet Union and the Teheran decisions.”19 But Tito was reacting to changes within the country. The collapse of Italy deprived Mihailović of his principal patron among the Axis, Confident that the military situation and the social forces had tipped decisively in his favor, Tito was willing to risk offending “the boss.”

Stalin’s readiness to accept Churchill’s initiative may be explained by information he was receiving even before Teheran, that there was a good chance of driving a wedge between the Royal Government and Mihailović, isolating the Chetnik leader and reaching a compromise with the British that would leave the Partisans in a dominant position on the ground. Alexander Bogomolov was reporting from London that there was growing opposition to Mihailović within the Royal Government-in-exile. The Croat and Catholic parties regarded with suspicion Mihailović’s Pan Serb aspirations; the Slovenes felt the same way and also deplored his overt anti-Soviet statements. Only the Serb nationalists supported him; even among them there were those like General Dušan Simović who were prepared to dump Mihailović, if they could be assured of a return to power. In Bogomolov’s view, this alternative offered “the English” a way of “maintaining the Yugoslav government if in the final analysis they do not succeed in dragging us into the business of reconciling Mihailović with the Partisans.”20

The decisions at Teheran convinced the Yugoslav government-in-exile of its error in not having accepted the Soviet offer to sign an alliance. They concluded, too late, that this was the only way to bring the Partisans into line. The prime minister, of the Royal government-in-exile, Purić made the argument to Moscow: “We and you could, after the conclusion of such a pact, propose to Tito and Mihailović to terminate the internecine struggle and unite in order to drive out the Germans.” Stalin rejected the overture by reverting once again to a legalistic position, repeating his refusal to interfere in the domestic affairs of Yugoslavia: we “cannot give any kind of orders,” Purić was informed. Besides it was improper for international agreements between two sovereign countries to attempt to resolve domestic quarrels. It would be better if Mihailović simply stopped attacking the Partisans and turned his attention to the Germans.21 Purić’s clumsy attempt to play the Russians against the English cut no ice in Moscow.

Up to this point, Stalin had been reluctant to break relations with the Yugoslav government-in-exile or even to bring pressure on it to admit Communists into its ranks. He had no territorial aspirations as in Poland; there were no Yugoslav troops fighting on the eastern front; and it was not yet clear which allied forces would be first on the ground in Yugoslavia. But perhaps the decisive factor in determining the Soviet position was the nature of the civil war in Yugoslavia. The nationalist resistance was morally compromised even in the eyes of the British. Tito was adamant in his refusal to accept the Royal government, and Stalin had no way of bringing pressure on him to accept the nominal sovereignty of the king except for the exhortations of the Comintern.

By virtue of his military and political success, Tito was virtually an autonomous force in the Communist world. There were no alternatives to his leadership. No Yugoslav communists were sheltered under Moscow’s wing. Stalin had killed them all off. There was no Soviet military mission with the Partisans and no Soviet aid reached them until the spring of 1944. Stalin did his best to restrain Tito for he could not afford either to unleash him or sacrifice him. To have unleashed him would have been a signal for European revolution and a break with his wartime allies; to have sacrificed him would have meant abandoning the most visible and effective communist led resistance movement in Europe. It would have immeasurably strengthened the position of all “reactionary forces” and crippled the ability of the Soviet Union to influence the postwar reconstruction of the Western Balkans and possibly beyond. For better or worse, Stalin was saddled with Tito.22


The Crisis over Trieste


In the last months of the war, the liberation and the future disposition of Istria (Venezia Giulia) and especially Trieste became ever more entangled in local and international conflicts, reactivating with new complications disputes that even preceded the First World War. Of all the participants, Stalin faced the most daunting problems. On the one hand, he still felt a pressing need to avoid an open break with his Western Allies, primarily Britain; on the other he faced the challenge of reconciling the conflicting demands of two of his most valued veterans in the international communist movement. Togliatti and Tito represented divergent paths to socialism, the parliamentary and the insurrectionary. Yet both had also fielded armed resistance forces, albeit for the Italians late in the war. And they both could lay an ethnic claim for the incorporation of Istria into Italy or Yugoslavia; Trieste being Italian but its environs Slovene. Finally, with Yugoslavia largely absorbed into a Soviet sphere, how much of a risk should be taken to detach Italy’s attachment to a Western sphere?

In March 1944, the Soviet government, acting on the initiative of the Italian foreign minister, had extended diplomatic recognition to the newly established government of Marshall Badoglio in return for the Italian communists ending their opposition. Shortly thereafter, Togliatti returned from Moscow bearing Stalin’s instructions to implement a policy of “national unity” in order to avoid civil war and counter British influence. This ended an internal debate within the Soviet hierarchy over on the best tactics to advance the interests of the Communist Party in Italy.23 But it did not end the internal debate over Soviet policy toward the Italian state, “an ally that was a former enemy,” in Litvinov’s words. The debate in his commission, in September 1944, revealed a wide divergence of opinion and a variety of schemes, some involving Yugoslavia. Litvinov and the diplomats, Shtein and Surits inclined favorably toward leaving Trieste to Italy or internationalizing it as part of a strategy to win over Italy to resist British hegemony in the Mediterranean.24 In the long run, this turned out to be the solution but not before a full blown crisis had blown up between the Yugoslavs and the Italians backed by the British and Americans.

As the Germans withdrew in 1944, the anti-Partisan forces in Slovenia and Croatia disintegrated. Over the next few months, Yugoslav Partisan forces including elements of the Italian resistance, without having secured backing from Stalin, were matched in a race for Trieste with elements of the British Army.25

Tito was quick off the mark to inform Stalin of his intentions to annex all of Istria including Trieste as part of his imperial design. In January 1945, he dispatched Andrej Hebrang to brief Stalin on the details. His territorial demands, as Hebrang presented them, included expansion on all frontiers. In the Upper Adriatic, Yugoslavia wanted that part of Carinthia that had been awarded to Austria, on the basis of a plebiscite after the First World War, and Istria with Trieste, Pola, and Fiume (Rijeka).26 The Yugoslav partisans had already begun in November 1944 to arrest, expel, and in some cases execute suspected Italian and Slovene collaborators in Istria, a process which continued into 1947 by which time only a handful of Italians remained in the parts of Istria incorporated into Yugoslavia.27

Stalin was alarmed. He informed Hebrang that he and Molotov had an unofficial conversation with Churchill during which the British leader had proposed an autonomous Istria that would give Austria and outlet to the Adriatic. In any case, Stalin remarked, the populations would have to be consulted. He warned Hebrang that the Yugoslavs “were creating a situation in which you were ending up in hostile relations with Romania, Hungary, and Greece, you are intending to fight the whole world; there is no sense in creating such a situation.” He then added, “It doesn’t pay to fight the English.”28

In briefing Dimitrov the next day, Stalin expressed his serious concern over Tito’s overly ambitious plans for expanding his post-war influence and territory. Although he did not mention Istria or Trieste, he rehearsed a litany of complaints: Yugoslav plans to absorb Bulgaria into a federal union on the same basis as the Serbs and Croats; the outbreak of fighting in Greece; the Yugoslav desire to take Aegean] (Greek) Macedonia, Albania, and “even part of Hungary and Austria.” This, he stated was “unreasonable.” When Hebrang seemed to understand him, Stalin added: “the rest of them in Belgrade are going too far.”29

Undeterred, Tito pushed his Partisans to occupy Trieste. As they moved through Slovenia they turned savagely against the Slovenian Home Guards, killing 11,000 and an unknown number of retreating Ustaša forces.30 The Partisans and British force (a New Zealand Division) entered Trieste at the same time, triggering a tense confrontation throughout the first half of May 1945.31 The unsuccessful negotiations between Tito and Field Marshal Alexander to resolve the standoff forced an intervention at a higher level. On May 15, Churchill and President Truman sent a joint note to the Yugoslav government in Belgrade demanding that Tito place his forces in Trieste under the command of an Anglo-American military administration. A copy was sent to Stalin, who now felt obliged to intervene for the first time. According to Dimitrov, Stalin agreed with him that Trieste should go to Yugoslavia.32 But the Soviet leader urged Tito to accept a compromise on the basis of two key elements in the Western note, which he considered concessions, namely the maintenance of the Yugoslav military forces and civil administration in place throughout the dispute zone while accepting the authority of Field Marshal Alexander over the entire region. Tito was not happy with the proposal, expressing concern to Stalin that these terms would ultimately lead to a withdrawal of the Yugoslav forces which would have “catastrophic consequences” for the domestic situation in Yugoslavia.33 In his annoyance, Tito made some intemperate remarks in a speech in May that implied criticism of the Soviet Union, stating that he did not wish to become the object of a “policy of spheres of interest.” Moscow instructed the Soviet ambassador in Belgrade to treat his outburst “as an unfriendly attack on the Soviet Union” to reprimand Tito and to threaten to “disown him” if the incident were repeated.34

The confrontation over Trieste inspired Churchill’s first insight into the coming division of Europe, “a Russianized frontier running from Lübeck through Eisenach to Trieste and down to Albania…,” as he sketched it in a letter to Stalin.35 However, Stalin was determined to avoid an open clash with the West over Tito’s ambitions. Although he scolded Churchill for Alexander’s wounding comparison of Tito to the fascists, he avoided backing up Tito unreservedly on the Yugoslav territorial claims in Austrian Carinthia and Istria.36 Finally, in June Stalin sent a message to Tito: “Within forty-eight hours you must withdraw your troops from Trieste because I do not wish to begin World War Three over the Trieste question.”37 Ironically, the friction generated between Stalin and Tito over the Trieste question may be seen as the prologue to the Soviet–Yugoslav conflict, even as Churchill was viewing Trieste as the opening gun in the Cold War.

In the postwar period, the resolution of the Trieste crisis became entangled in the growing hardening of views among the Big Three, leading to disputes between local representatives of the communist and non-communist political parties and even between disagreements among communists over a range of issues. The prolonged negotiations over the disposition of Trieste produced an unusual line-up of hard liners and compromisers. On the one hand, the British, Americans and the Yugoslav communists were rock hard in their determination to exclude the other side from Trieste. Togliatti and Stalin were for different reasons inclined to search for a compromise.38 From the Foreign Minister Conference in September 1945 to the expulsion of the Yugoslavs from the Cominform, Togliatti exhibited a persistence and flexibility that had always marked him as one of the most skillful and intelligent leaders of a communist party, always operating within the limits of a Stalinist loyalist, and much admired for those qualities by Stalin.

As early as October 1944 in a secret meeting with Kardelj, Djilas, and Hebrang in Rome, Togliatti appeared to have accepted the annexation of Venezia Giulia by Yugoslavia and the incorporation of the Italian partisan formations in the region into the Yugoslav Partisans. Trieste, however, was not mentioned. Togliatti warned the Yugoslavs to “pursue a national policy that would satisfy the Italians.” He reassured the head of a skeptical Vincento Bianco, a Comintern veteran negotiating with the Yugoslavs, that the Italian communists should welcome the occupation of Venezia Giulia by the Partisans because this would preclude an occupation by the British or a restoration of a reactionary Italian administration in the region. But he added, “we cannot now engage how the problem of the city [Trieste] will be solved in the future because such a debate would only cause discord between the Slavic and Italian populations.39 Maintaining this open-ended position, he recognized that once the Italian Communist Party had entered the government of de Gasperi, its future success as a freely elected parliamentary party would be seriously jeopardized by agreeing to surrender an overwhelmingly Italian population to Yugoslavia. In a letter to Dimitrov, he proposed a possible compromise of Trieste as a free city.40

When this proposal did not elicit a positive response from Moscow, Togliatti persisted after the end of hostilities. He offered a new compromise by which the administrative and customs officials would be placed under joint Italian–Yugoslav authority for a trial period of two to three years; he pleaded once again that the immediate transfer to Trieste to Yugoslavia would be unfavorably regarded by the Italian working class. But he added, ingenuously, that his proposal really meant that the autonomous organs would shift toward democratic Yugoslavia. The Yugoslavs refused to accept the solution. Tito argued that “Trieste, as an Italian port not linked to the vital centers of the country would become a dead city, but would, instead, prosper by serving the needs of Yugoslavia and of other countries of the Danube basin.”41

Over the next few months the Italian and Yugoslav communists raised the level of their rhetorical exchanges with Tito in particular lashing out at Togliatti and other communist leaders for having forgotten Leninist teachings on the national question by demanding not only Trieste but also the surrounding zone occupied by Slovenes, thus duplicating the policies of Italian imperialism.42 Stalin, however, was intent on reaching a solution acceptable to the Western powers. Meeting with Tito in May 1946, he inquired whether in the event of Trieste being granted the status of a free city, the city suburbs should be included. Tito replied that the suburbs were inhabited by Slovenes and only the city would be acceptable. Stalin then offered Tito a choice between two pre-war models, that of Memel or Danzig. Molotov explained the difference and suggested Memel.43

Stalin proceeded to instruct Molotov on the eve of the foreign ministers’ conference in Paris that he was prepared to reach a compromise solution more favorable to Italy than even Togliatti proposed.44 This was the origin of the creation of the Free Territory of Trieste. Togliatti then requested that the Soviet authorities arrange a meeting with Tito at which he managed to convince the Yugoslav leader to accept the transfer of Trieste to an autonomous status under Italian sovereignty with guarantees that Yugoslavia could use the port in return for granting the Italian port of Goriza to Yugoslavia.45 Once the Stalin–Tito split had opened up, it became possible for a settlement to be reached in which Trieste was fully ceded to Italy.46 Throughout, the crisis reveals Stalin’s efforts to reach a compromise between the two communist parties while at the same time acknowledging the interest of the Western powers in order to avoid a break with them.47


Piecing Together the New Yugoslavia


The exact process of drawing the boundaries of the Yugoslav federal union as a prelude to the reorganization of the Western Balkans was a highly complex process, fraught with intra-party disagreements.48 It involved many compromises in an attempt to satisfy the most pressing demands of the many nationalities, elements of which had fought on both sides in the civil war. The full details of the process were never revealed. A map portraying the borders of the national units was published in 1945 but again the documentation for the map has not been preserved for whatever reason. The assumption is that the decisions were made at the highest level in the party toward the end of the war. It may be that secrecy was perceived as the best way of avoiding intra party strife from breaking out into the open. Boundary adjustments were introduced after the war.

The boundaries of Croatia posed the most sensitive and contentious problems. A controversy erupted between Moše Pijade, a Serbian Jew, who argued for an autonomous region of Serbs, and others in the Politburo. An eyewitness account by Djilas portrays Tito as silently embarrassed. The Slovene Kardelj and, most important, the Serb Ranković successfully refuted Pijade.49 Another point of contention centered, once again as it had in 1942, on the disposition of the region of Srem.50 The decision of an inter-republican committee to divide it between Serbia and Croatia on the basis of ethnic lines was not accepted at first. The Croats objected to ceding a part of Srem with the explanation that the majority of its population was Croat. This was true only because the Hungarian occupation had driven out or killed most of the Serb and all of the Jewish population of the area and repopulated it with Croats. In 1943 the party committee of Vojvodina had objected in a letter to the central committee to the interpretation by the Croatian Communist Party that the region was Croatian. “Srem is an integral part of Vojvodina…the ethnic composition of Srem is such that in our opinion it cannot be part of the territory of Croatia.The overwhelming majority of people is in favor of living with the people of Bačka, Baranja and Banat.”51 This argument was taken into account in the final delimitation which divided Srem between Serbia and Croatia.

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of the final result was that a combination of historical factors largely prevailed over ethnic considerations in the delimitation of the borders of the federal units. Some long-standing borders were confirmed such as those between Croatia, Slovenia, and Bosnia dating back respectively to the medieval period and the Ottoman frontier in the seventeenth century. Elsewhere, the former Austro-Hungarian and even Ottoman administrative divisions were combined with international treaties and the banovina system of the first Yugoslavia.52 Examples can be taken from every newly constituted national republic and autonomous region.

The Slovenes gained the territory they had claimed under the Habsburg Monarchy, slightly enlarged by the addition of part of the Istrian peninsula obtained from Italy after the war. The boundaries of Bosnia and Hercegovina were virtually the same as those established at the Congress of Berlin in 1878, plus a short strip of the coast dating back to the Peace of Karlowitz (1699), giving access to the Adriatic. Macedonia was enlarged by the territories claimed by Serbian nationalists before the First World War. But Tito had to give up his hopes of annexing Pirin Macedonia. Montenegro lost a strip of land to Serbia but was compensated by the Kotor district giving it a long-desired access to the Adriatic. Croatia was reshaped again for the fourth time in fifty years. The provinces of Croatia-Slavonia (including the old military frontier areas) and Dalmatia were combined for the first time with the former Hungarian County of Baranya in Vojvodina and the larger part of Istria gained from Italy, which was “cleansed” of 250,000 Italians who were expelled. However, significant numbers of Croats were still left outside its boundaries, especially in Bosnia where they constituted almost a quarter of the postwar population.

Substantial numbers of Serbs remained outside the borders of the newly constituted Serbian republic which was also reduced in size. To the south the Republic of Macedonia obtained some of its pre-war territory and population; in the north the creation of the autonomous province of Vojvodina included many Serbs. Significant numbers remained in Croatia despite the wartime massacres by the Ustaša; and Serbs constituted over 44% of the republic of Bosnia and Hercegovina.53

Kosovo proved to be a more contentious issue. Among the Albanians who had supported the Partisans, the view was strongly held that the region should be a constituent republic. The Serbs opposed this solution. Tito’s compromise reflected his belief that he could not afford to antagonize the Serbs who had recently defected from the Chetniks but would have to make some concession to the majority of the population in accord with the nationality principle. He devised a compromise. Kosovo was granted status as an autonomous region (in contrast to Vojvodina’s as autonomous province). Serbian colonists who had come to the region in the interwar years and then expelled would not be allowed to return. Albanians who migrated there under Italian occupation were not to be displaced.54

Partisans in many other regions demanded autonomy. The Dalmatians were most persistent, basing their claims on historical precedence and their relatively autonomous operations during the war. But Tito rejected their claim and similar ones at the request of the Croatian party leaders.55

The process of piecing together a new federal structure for Yugoslavia on a Marxist-Leninist model was, like the original, flawed from the beginning.56 It was not made clear whether the idea of self-determination was applicable to the nation or the republic. The tension between the two concepts was suspended as long as the Yugoslav Communist Party maintained its supranational authority. When this weakened after Tito’s death, the tension mounted to the breaking point. By the early 1990s, exercising either option meant infringing on the rights of a minority nationality, especially in Croatia or Serbia, seeding the ground for civil war.57

Drawing boundaries in an attempt to mediate between national aspirations was one thing, reconciling nationalities to the massacres of civilians was another matter. There is no accurate statistical record of the number of victims of the mass killings, and the post-Yugoslavia recriminations infused with nationalist rewriting of history has further obscured efforts to reach a consensus. As many as one million Yugoslavs died as a result of the killings, half of them Serbs and most of these by the Ustaša in the first year, the rest in notorious concentration camps.58 Estimates vary but scholars not identified with the nationalist narratives place the total number of additional victims at 200,000 Croats, 90,000 Bosnian Muslims, 60,000 Jews, 50,000 Montenegrins, and 30,000 Slovenes. In addition about 100,000 perished during the so-called “Red Terror” carried out by the Partisans as they liberated occupied territories.59 Collective memories of atrocities fueled by polemical accounts over the next four decades contributed to the revival of national separatist movements that destroyed Yugoslavia in the early 1990s.60


Tito Spreads His Wings


Shortly after the end of the war the Soviet leaders were picking up indications of how extensive Tito’s imperial ambitions might extend. In April 1946, Tito indulged himself in a conversation with the Soviet ambassador in Belgrade, A. I. Lavrent’ev, by spreading his wings figuratively over wide areas of the Adriatic. Under no conditions, he stated, should the port of Valona be transferred to Greece. The port was strategically important, if linked to Yugoslavia by rail, in exporting and importing all its goods, especially if Trieste were denied it. As for Romania, Yugoslavia had ethnic ground for demanding territory [having Timoșoara in view] but he would not raise the question immediately; it would he hoped be regulated by bi-lateral negotiations. The ethnic claims on Hungary in the Banka were admittedly weak, he acknowledged, but control of the canal system there was vital for the Yugoslav economy. He reiterated his demand for Slovene areas of Carinthia.61 But his main concerns were over the future relations with the Bulgarians in Macedonia and the Albanians.

When, during the war, Tito’s attempted to extend his imperial reach into the Macedonian hinterland of the Adriatic, the party had encountered difficulties, some of its own making. Its overly zealous attempts to organize a Partisan movement there became mired in the uncertain loyalties of the local cadres as well as the general population. Even before the collapse of Yugoslavia and the Bulgarian occupation, there were signs of tension between the Macedonian party organization and the center. On the eve of the war, the Yugoslav party had finally achieved some success in laying the foundations for a mass organization in Macedonia based primarily on students, industrial and above all tobacco workers. It was also groping toward a new definition of a nationality policy. In designing a specific set of recommendations for Macedonia which moved toward inclusion in a federal structure for Yugoslavia, the party became entangled in the perennial debate over the role of Serbs outside Serbia.

In the fall of 1940, Djilas drafted a resolution for the Central Committee that inter alia called for the expulsion of the Serbian oppressors (police, military, and administrative personnel) from Macedonia. His proposal aroused the opposition of the party secretary for Macedonia and Metohija, Metodi Šatorov-Šarlo, who advocated expulsion of all Serbs including peasant colonists who inhabited non-Serbian lands.62 Šatorov had been recently appointed to his post on the recommendation of Dimitrov and was already resented as an appointee “from above.” His position on the nationalities question aroused strong opposition within the party for its chauvinism. When the Bulgarian army occupied Vardar Macedonia, Šatorov placed himself and his organization under the authority of the Bulgarian Communist Party, confirming the worst suspicions of the Yugoslav Central Committee. In August 1941, a fight broke out in the provincial Macedonian committee. The representative of the Yugoslav Committee, Dragan Pavlović, and the Macedonian loyalist, Lazar Koliševski, accused Šartorov of having accepted the Nazi partition of Yugoslavia in order to foster Macedonian autonomy. Meanwhile, the Politburo of the Bulgarian Communist Party split over the issue of an armed uprising. The majority was in favor in case of the approach of the Red Army or pressure from Germany on Bulgaria to declare war on the Soviet Union. They appealed to Dimitrov who consulted Stalin. The word came back; “No uprising now. The workers would be smashed. For now we can render no assistance. An attempt at an uprising would be premature.”63

The Comintern then ordered the Macedonian organization to place itself under the Yugoslav party. Šatorov played for time, protected by his comrades in Sofia. Tito, furious, denounced his Bulgarian comrades in a sharp rebuke as responsible for “the counter-revolutionary and anti-party activity of Šatorov.”64 In their defense, the Bulgarian communists pleaded that objective conditions, namely the dominant position of the national bourgeoisie which had not been smashed by war and defeat as in Yugoslavia, prevented them from organizing an uprising that would be doomed to failure. They also insisted that the Macedonian population had been so deeply alienated by great Serbian chauvinism that it would resist any attempt to mobilize an armed struggle in support of Yugoslav national liberation.

Not surprisingly, then, the first attempt of the Yugoslav communists to organize a Partisan movement in Macedonia ended in disaster. Like two avenging angels, Pavlović and Koliševski swept in, brusquely demanding a new provincial committee and the formation of the first Partisan units. The Bulgarian communists were shocked by Koliševski’s arrogant and condescending tone.65 But even the Yugoslavs did not always agree on the social conditions in Macedonia. Pavlović, in his reports, stressed “the extreme complexity of the political situation” and urged “the need for caution” in light of “the great hatred of Yugoslavia, Bulgarian chauvinist propaganda” and the legacy of Albanian and Turkish imperialism. The first partisan units formed in October were quickly destroyed by the Bulgarian army.

Svetozar Vukmanović-Tempo was then sent in to take over. Like his predecessors he alienated the Bulgarian communist leadership. They denounced his views on the future of Macedonia as nationalist and Great Serbian.66 His initial impressions were also sobering; the Macedonian partisans had suffered heavy losses; the peasant population did not join them in substantial numbers; but neither did it turn against them. It was not until the spring of 1943, a year after he took command that the partisans began to score some successes. Vukmanović-Tempo insisted that the Yugoslav model of mobile partisan bands operating in rural areas replace the Bulgarian communist preference for organizing resistance in the towns. His tactics undermined the occupation authorities’ control over a growing number of villages.

The partisans appointed villagers as local guards and held meetings to explain their position. The peasants were impressed when the partisans returned stores of wool and grain that had been confiscated from them by the Bulgarian army. The first Bulgarian punitive expeditions threw the peasants into a panic, but the bands did not disintegrate as before. It was not until regular army units were moved in and indiscriminate terror unleashed against the villages that the occupation authorities regained control. The mass of the population was now sullen and hostile.67 The foundations had been laid. But future operations were only possible after the advance of the Red Army forced a change in Bulgarian’s domestic politics.

Meanwhile, Vukmanović-Tempo encountered resistance to his idea of a Balkan command in talks with Albanian, Greek and Bulgarian comrades. In his eyes, this was a step toward overcoming disunity and conflict among the mixed populations of the border areas which, he maintained, the great powers had manipulated for their own ends not only in the distant past but also during the Second World War. The Bulgarian communists were immediately suspicious. They subsequently claimed and he denied that he had proposed a rigid structure of centralized control. To them a Balkan headquarters could only have been interpreted as a Yugoslav device to recover influence in Macedonia. His idea also ran counter to their motto of “one territory, one people,” by which the Bulgarian communists accepted the incorporation by the fascist government in Sofia of Yugoslav and Aegean (Greek) Macedonia into a “greater” Bulgaria. However pure their revolutionary motives may have been, they ran the risk of appearing to sanction the ethnic cleansing that expelled tens of thousands of Serbs and more than half of the Greek population from the annexed territories.68

The Greek communists were no happier with Vukmanović-Tempo’s proposals. In Western Thrace, or Aegean Macedonia, they argued the situation was different than in Vardar (Yugoslav) or Pirin (Bulgarian) Macedonia. Only 10% of the population was Macedonian (though heavily concentrated in three districts). To raise the question of Macedonian unity under the guise of a Balkan headquarters could only alienate the bulk of the Greek population.69

Not surprisingly, the Bulgarians failed to show up at a meeting arranged by Vukmanović-Tempo in June 1943 to support “setting up a united command – a Supreme Command [of all partisans that would] once and for all wipe out chauvinistic instincts and promote the consolidation, peaceful coexistence and fraternity of the Balkan nations…and open the way to the formation of a Balkan Confederation once the fascist forces of occupation in the Balkans have been expelled.”70


A Balkan Federation


Another aspect of the looming clash between Tito and Stalin emerged from their different view of a Balkan Federation. In retrospect, the attempt of Vukmanović-Tempo to create a Balkan Headquarters for the Partisan movement in the summer of 1943 may be seen as the first concrete step in the Partisans’ revival of a revolutionary Balkan Federation. The idea was not new in 1943. Even before the First World War, it had been a cherished aim of Bulgarian social democracy.71 The idea of a Balkan Federation was not only promoted by the Illyrian movement and other varieties of South Slavic or Pan Slavic unity, but was also embraced by the Bolsheviks. Even before the revolution, Lenin wrote extensively on the subject. As early as 1912, he predicted that “only the victory of a federated republic in the Balkans side by side with the victory of a republic in Russia [can provide] the conditions for sparing hundreds of millions of people from the disasters of war….” The Balkans, he asserted, can only be wrenched from liberal bourgeois Europe by violent means; “ ‘Europe’ stands in the way of the establishment of a federated Balkan republic.” With the outbreak of the Balkan wars, Lenin amplified his analysis by stressing that these wars of liberation would lead to the establishment of nation states as a stage in the formation of a revolutionary federation.72 He incorporated this perspective into a revolutionary spatial scheme that located the Balkans in a “social political structure – geography–politics–population.” It identified the Balkans as one of the three “weak links” in European imperialism together with Austria-Hungary and Russia.73

The first Balkan Communist Conference of the Comintern held in 1920 in Sofia built upon and consecrated Lenin’s idea, declaring that “the union of Balkan communist parties in a Balkan Communist Federation is the necessary condition for the general leadership, a Balkan revolution and its victory.”74 In its manifesto to the Macedonian people asserting their right to independence, the conference laid down the principles upon which the federal units of the union would be based: ethnic composition, geographic and strategic location, climatic conditions.75 But rifts in the organization soon showed up. Stalin was kept informed from the outset on the activities of the Balkan Communist Federation.76 But he rarely intervened and then only to clarify his position on the nationality question. He was more concerned with wrenching the entire organization out of Zinov’ev’s hands and stood aloof from inter-organizational quarrels.

At the first session of the Seventh Conference of the Balkan Communist Federation, Dimitrov had drawn the parallel between the Bolshevik inspired dissolution of the tsarist empire, in particular the separation of Finland, and the application of the same strategy “in all the imperialist governments of the Balkans, especially Yugoslavia” through “the support for national conflicts.” Manuilskii was even more specific in his historical reference to the “traditional policy of former tsarist times when Russia conducted a more active policy in the Balkans” as an example to be followed. Stalin agreed with the general tenor of the draft resolution that embodied the ideas of fostering dissolution of multinational states of Central Europe and the Balkans but proposed a significant stylistic modification.77

Meanwhile, Comintern “experts” developed a full blown geo-political concept of the territory lying between the Soviet Union on the one side and Germany and Italy on the other. In order to emphasize economic and cultural distinctiveness of these lands, they named them “a national-economic landscape.” In this scheme, the Balkans formed part of a unified front, “a conflict zone”, directed against the Soviet Union and extending from the Baltic to the Mediterranean.78 But the failure of revolution in Germany and especially Bulgaria in 1924, generalized under the rubric, the “stabilization of capitalism”, forced a reconsideration of the insurrectionary line in the Balkans as elsewhere and structural changes in the Comintern which also affected the Balkans. The Comintern had always been a highly bureaucratized organization with a history of reorganizations and programmatic shifts within the general line in order to accommodate local conditions and changing external circumstances.

By 1926 the Balkan Communist Federation was in danger of falling victim to disputes sparked by these changes among the Balkan communist parties, mainly Yugoslavs and Bulgarians. The reorganization of March 1926 created eleven secretariats later called landender secretariats. The eleventh secretariat was originally called the secretariat for Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Romania, Albania and Greece. The appointment of Bogumir Shmeral (Bohumir Šmeral) as secretary can only be interpreted as a mediator between the Bulgarian and Yugoslav factions. Shmeral was a veteran communist functionary, representing Czechoslovakia from the first days of the Comintern. The Bulgarian representative to the secretariat was Kolarev and the Yugoslav, Boshković. But while Kolarev and Shmeral were also elected to the Executive Committee of the Comintern (IKKI); no Yugoslav was listed on this ruling body.79

Disputes between the Bulgarians and Yugoslavs within the secretariat reached a climax at special conference of Balkan parties in December 1926 over a series of questions behind which loomed a more serious matter. In the debate over whether the secretariat should move its headquarters from Moscow to Vienna, a course favored by the Bulgarians, the Yugoslavs complained to their Russian comrades that the Bulgarians were imposing their “hegemony” and settling a “yoke” on them.80 To be sure, the Bulgarians wanted to strengthen the work of the Balkan Communist Federation, de facto headed by Dimitrov. He complained that the Balkan parties “did not act together in recent conflicts,” a veiled reference to the uprising of 1924 in Bulgaria. The Bulgarians also wanted to establish a legal party in Bulgaria; the Yugoslavs were opposed to the idea. “The Balkan Federation,” Dimitrov concluded, “does not exist. Never have the Balkan parties been so divided.” The question of the location and competence of the Balkan Federation was transferred to the Presidium of the IKKI.81

The Balkan Communist Federation withered away. At its eighth conference two years later, the slogan “For a Balkan Federation” was withdrawn as a guide to action, signaling the de facto dissolution of the organization, although brief flashes of its activity continued to 1931.82 Stalin maintained his continued interest in the Balkans as one of the major regions of Eastern Europe, together with Poland, undergoing a growing economic crisis after 1929 as the basis for foreign intervention. But he began to make distinctions among the countries where that had the most important affect on Soviet security, mainly Poland, Romania, and Greece.83 Thus, the idea of treating the Balkans as a whole was steadily eroded in both Comintern and Soviet policy in the nineteen thirties, despite the major ideological shift from the Third period to the Popular Front.

The idea of a Balkan Federation seemed dead and buried until Tito resuscitated it during the Second World War. It is not clear how much he knew of its earlier history, but most likely either he had read some of the relevant Comintern correspondence or was instructed by Dimitrov who had never given up on the idea. In any case, Tito used the Macedonian question to pursue the idea as part of expanding Yugoslavia’s influence in the region. He argued that the Macedonians belonged in the federal structure of postwar Yugoslavia. He discouraged Vukmanović-Tempo from pursuing the idea of a Balkan staff as “politically incorrect.” Instead, he argued that the Yugoslavs had proven their leading role in the Balkans and “must be the center of the Balkan countries militarily and politically.”84 No wonder that the Bulgarians dismissed the idea out of hand, complaining that any kind of Balkan organization would usurp the functions of the central committees of the participant parties.85 The exchange stoked the embers of the earlier Yugoslav-Bulgarian tensions while reversing their respective roles over the leading party in a federation.

Dimitrov was also wrestling with the problem of how to dispose of the region in the postwar era. The perennial question for him was whether to treat the Macedonians as a separate nationality or a regional group of Bulgarians. There were signs he was wary of Tito’s intentions. In a letter to him in June 1942, Dimitrov did not mention the Macedonians among the Yugoslav peoples. He even complained when Tito included two Macedonians in the AVNOJ. He then raised the question of postwar national unification of Bulgaria together with Macedonia, Thrace and Dobrudja. But by the spring of 1944 his views had evolved to the point where he envisioned the Macedonians as an ethnic conglomerate, but not a nation that could exist as a separate state. The alternative, which he later favored in apparent agreement with Tito as he noted in his diary, was a union between Yugoslavia and Bulgaria which amounted to “a federation of South Slavs (consisting of Bulgars [sic], Macedonians, Serbs, Croats, Montenegrins, and Slovenes) extending from the Adriatic to the Black Sea.”86 By this time, Tito was losing patience. He sent a personal message to Stalin: “Who appears to be right now the support of the Soviet Union in Europe? Bulgaria or Yugoslavia?” And his answer was “Yugoslavia!”87

From late September to early January, representatives of the Yugoslav and Bulgarian parties met frequently in Moscow and Sofia to hammer out the terms.88 Dimitrov was optimistic, although on Stalin’s insistence he did not return home for another year in order to avoid stirring up the Western allies. His influence in Moscow was rapidly waning, and the talks did not proceed smoothly. In October, Bulgaria had signed an armistice and a coalition government had been formed. Friction had already developed between the Bulgarian Army and the Yugoslav Partisans in Macedonia. In the exchange of drafts with the Bulgarians, the Yugoslavs boldly proposed uniting Pirin with Vardar Macedonia as the sixth and incorporating the remainder of Bulgaria as the seventh constituent republic of the new federation.

When Kardelj arrived in Moscow in November, he told Dimitrov that Stalin and Molotov had agreed on preparing and concluding an alliance along the lines he and Tito had outlined of establishing a common federation of South Slavs. But international events began to intrude. The Greek Communists were asking for support from their Bulgarian comrades to oppose the armed intervention of the British. Dimitrov had to warn Sofia not to intervene. Stalin was also concerned about the Bulgarian communists taking too high a tone at home.89 Moreover, when December 1944 Kardelj returned in high dudgeon from the negotiations in Sofia, he denounced the Bulgarian communists as “simply fakers.” Their counter-proposals featured a dual state, its capital in Sofia, Tito as president and Dimitrov as secretary of the unified party. It was a formula, he declared, designed to hand over power to the Bulgarians.90

Although the Bulgarian Communists preferred a federation based on equality between the two states, they gave in when faced by Yugoslav intransigence and Soviet acquiescence.91 They then persuaded their partners in the coalition Fatherland Front government to go along with them. Federation with Yugoslavia, an allied country, would enable Bulgaria to obtain the status of a co-belligerent, which Great Britain and the U.S. were reluctant to grant on the grounds that Bulgaria was simply attempting to avoid the consequences of its association with Hitler. All the arrangements had been made for the departure of the Bulgarian delegation to Belgrade in the special railroad car of the Shah of Persia, which could only have been furnished by the Soviet occupation authorities, when a warning arrived from Moscow not to place such a strain on Soviet relations with the U.S. and Great Britain.92 What had happened to derail Tito’s plans?

The answer to that question lies in the simultaneous eruption of two crises, one in Bulgaria and the other in Greece. The linkage between them forced Stalin to confront a major diplomatic conflict with the British that could escalate and threaten the entire Soviet position in the Balkans. In Bulgaria, the Soviet representatives warned that the coalition of the Fatherland Front, not yet dominated by the communists, was in danger of breaking up into two warring camps.93 The polarization was brought to a head by the British landing in Greece and the battle for Athens which the Bulgarian communists interpreted as a signal for their rivals in the powerful Agrarian Party and the officer corps, with foreign assistance, to exclude them from participation in the government. A struggle over amnesty for all officers accused of fascist sympathies who volunteered to serve in at the front in the ongoing battle to expel the Germans led to street demonstrations and the involvement of the Soviet chairman of the Allied Control Commission. There were calls for the British and American troops to be called in to end “the prevailing influence of the Soviet Union.” Rumors circulated that the commander of the British forces in Greece, Lieutenant General Ronald Scobie, was moving troops to the Bulgarian frontier.94

Although there is little evidence to support these rumors, it should be kept in mind that Great Britain was still officially at war with Bulgaria and had been for three years. In the “percentages agreement” between Churchill and Stalin two months earlier in October, Churchill had managed to trade up the British share in Bulgaria from 10 to 20 percent.95 This was still marginal, but a possible justification for some kind of intervention in the light of appeals from the non-communists as in Greece, So, both a legal and practical basis existed for British intervention.

The British chose their strongest option. The Foreign Office had long regarded any form of Balkan unity as a threat to their interests in the region and Yugoslavia as the chief culprit in promoting it. Early in the war, it had taken a strong stand against Balkan unity even when it was supported by protégés of the SOE like the Serbian Peasant Party and the Bulgarian Agrarians in the days before the invasion of Yugoslavia.96 The British sought to cultivate and support their own clients in Greece, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, and Albania, although the Foreign Office and SOE did not always agree on whether to include communists in those ranks. In any case, toward the end of 1944 the government became increasingly concerned about the formation of a Yugoslav–Bulgarian bloc and the Yugoslav penetration of Greek Macedonia.

The British, receiving reports from their mission with the Partisans, feared that the federation was the prelude to the Yugoslav annexation of Aegean Macedonia and shot off protests to Washington and Moscow. Molotov admitted that he knew and approved of the Yugoslav–Bulgarian negotiations. But in view of the strong British objections, he conceded that “the question of a Yugoslav-Bulgarian Federation” was “not at present actual [sic]…and of no practical importance.”97 This was the eve of Yalta, and the Soviet leaders had no intention of allowing Tito’s grand design spoil their relations with the Western allies. At Yalta, Eden renewed his protest by raising the kind of legalistic point that his Soviet counterpart often favored. As long as Bulgaria remained under the terms of an armistice, it had no right to sign an alliance. Molotov concurred, and the issue was shelved.98 But away from the glare of international conferences, the debate among communist parties over the issue of a federation continued with Macedonia at the center.

In the first postwar year Stalin continued to warn the Yugoslav and Bulgarian communists that they should take it slow on the union of Pirin Macedonia with the Yugoslav Macedonian Republic. First, he insisted, they should work on “the development of Macedonian national consciousness.” Britain and the U.S. would not accept a change in frontiers or alliances that would appear to threaten pro-Western governments in Greece and Turkey. Dimitrov agreed and so informed his colleagues in Sofia. The Macedonian communists were willing to go along, but the Yugoslavs worried that Bulgarian “chauvinists” would not easily give up the dream of a Great Bulgaria by surrendering Pirin Macedonia to a federation dominated by the Yugoslavs. The size of the problem emerged in statistics. According to a census (always a shaky indicator of ethic identities in the Balkans), only 63% of the population opted for Macedonian while the rest selected either Bulgarian or Pomak (Bulgarian speaking Turks). An observer in the Yugoslav embassy reported that a higher percentage of Macedonians could have been met if the Bulgarian census takers had organized support for that option.99 When the organization of a federation reappeared in the summer of 1947, the political situation in the Eastern Europe had dramatically changed. The Yugoslavs found themselves resisting rather than embracing Stalin’s idea of a Balkan federation. The Bulgarians denounced the unification of Pirin Macedonia with the Yugoslav Republic as “Greater-Serbian chauvinists who are striving for the establishment of hegemony in the Balkans.”100


Engaging the Albanians


Tito’s relations with Albania provides the third dimension of Tito’s ambition to expand his influence through the medium of a Balkan federation. The coming to power by the Albanian communists has been called “the most indigenous of all Communist takeovers.”101 The description is correct to the extent that no foreign armies liberated Albania from the Germans, retreating northward to escape being cut off by the Red Army. But in their internal struggle with the nationalist bands, the Albanian communists received some outside aid and in exchange had to accept no little meddling in their affairs by their Yugoslav comrades to the north and, to a lesser extent, their Greek comrades to the south. Soon after liberation, Albania became a major issue in the smoldering Soviet-Yugoslav rivalry which contributed in such unexpected ways to the worsening of Soviet relations with its erstwhile allies. But there was a second international dimension of the Albanian civil war involving the British who allowed their vital imperial interest in the Mediterranean to draw them deeper into the thicket of internal Albanian politics. The domestic sources of the Yugoslav aspirations to absorb Albania stemmed from a civil war in one of the most archaic social structures in Eastern Europe.

Both nationalism and communism were late arrivals on the Albanian political scene. The entrenched tribal and feudal social structures delayed the spread of modern national feelings and badly distorted the evolution of a radical left in Albania.102 Among Albanian intellectuals, an active political life was only possible in emigration. Throughout the early decades of the twentieth century there was always a light sprinkling of Albanian conspirators to season the émigré life of Vienna, Paris, Rome, Athens, Geneva, Cairo, and Moscow. Yet none of these had a strong influence on events in Albania where the local attachments remained dominant. For example, in 1925, after a coup brought Ahmed Zogu to power and scattered the liberal intellectuals abroad, a National Revolutionary Committee was founded in Vienna led by the former prime minister and Christian democrat, Fan Noli. Although it published a newspaper in Geneva, its voice was barely heard in Albania, and it never established regular contacts within the country. Some of its members were in touch with the Balkan Communist Federation of the Comintern. Others opposed the connection and split the organization into three factions, one looking to France and Yugoslavia, another to Italy and a third to Moscow.103 To an even greater extent than their neighbors, Albanians were forced by virtue of their small numbers and economic backwardness, to seek foreign assistance to protect their independence, but that reliance tended to turn them into dependents all the same.

The first signs of revolutionary activity appeared in the towns of Korçe and Shkodër (Scutari) mainly because in the last stages of the First World War they had been occupied by foreign troops, Italian and French respectively, enabling a small number of students and intellectuals to become acquainted with democratic and socialist ideas. Although the two towns later became rival centers of the communist movement, in the early twenties the young urban radicals joined hands in order to radicalize Bashkimi, the first association to declare its opposition to the feudal order. Originally a patriotic society and the brains of the opposition to the Young Turks, it became the leader of the anti-Zoguist movement. From 1922 to 1924, it spread throughout the country. Some feeble attempts were made to get in touch with the peasantry. Bashkimi participated in the coup to overthrow the dictatorship of Ahmed Zogu and replace it with a democratic government under Fan Noli. But opposition from the feudal chiefs and intervention of mercenaries from abroad bankrolled by Anglo-American oil interests restored Zogu, this time as king, and drove the members of Bashkimi into hiding, exile, or prison. The Shkodër group was wiped out. In Korçe a few small discussion groups survived due in part to their contact with more experienced Greek radicals. They called themselves communists.104

In Albania between the wars, factionalism on the left developed into a fine art matched only, perhaps, by the splits and intrigues in the Yugoslav communists during the same period. But in Albania there was no Tito to resolve them. The appearance in 1932 of the first organizations to be recognized by Moscow as genuinely communist was marked by intrigues and personal rivalries that plagued the movement throughout its first decade and a half.

The two main groups in Korçe and Shkodër disputed with one another over leadership of the workers movement. Together they produced several of the wartime leaders of the resistance and the post-liberation government. But Moscow regarded both as seriously compromised and unreliable. There were also a few self-styled communists who arrived from the Soviet Union, but they were generally reluctant to act in the open. Attempts to unify the groups failed. Even Moscow could not determine “which group was right.” Dissension weakened them in the face of a determined government. The Zoguist regime brutally repressed the demonstrations and strikes which they organized. In 1938, the government security forces infiltrated the Shkodër organization arrested almost all its leaders and forced several to betray their own comrades and members of the Korçe group as well. Albanian émigré communists, who had studied in Geneva, Paris, and Moscow were also much given to quarreling among themselves. The Comintern summoned them to patch up their differences, but the compromise proved temporary and quickly dissolved in mutual recriminations with some émigrés turning against Moscow as well.105

The Italian occupation of Albania in March 1939 and the creation of a puppet fascist state stirred the communists to make yet another effort to unify. A flurry of clandestine meetings among émigrés and representatives of the two rival organizations once again failed to produce agreement. The Korçe faction favored a broadly based national liberation struggle along the lines of the Popular Front. The Shkodër faction insisted that the Albanian working class, which they optimistically envisaged emerging from the intensive capitalist exploitation of Albania by the Italians, was the only basis for social revolution. There were also small groups of Trotskyists and anarchists who muddied the waters. For the next two years, the confused struggle continued, punctuated by betrayals and arrests by Italian agents who easily penetrated the faction-riven organizations. Even the German invasion of the Soviet Union did not inspire the Albanian communists to close ranks, but it did open the way for their first fruitful contacts with the Yugoslav communists.106

According to a Soviet account, the Shkodër faction made the initial approach to the Yugoslavs, and the Korçe faction, fearful of losing their preeminent position in the movement, followed suit. Both agreed to accept the Yugoslav communist, Miladin Popović, as a mediator. In October–November 1941 after some heated bargaining, Popović persuaded them “to forget the past” and lay the organizational and programmatic foundation for an Albanian Communist Party. Most of the leaders only accepted the arrangement with explicit reservations and Popović had the good sense to exclude the old guard from the new leadership. His strategy was to build from the local level. This did not end the factional fights. But the younger leaders like Enver Hoxha from the Tirana organization and Koçi Xoxe from Korçe maintained a semblance of unity that enabled the fledgling party to begin organizing a partisan movement. Within a short period of time the partisans enjoyed widespread support especially in the south.107

Out of the intra-party struggles a shaky consensus emerged on the need to form a broadly based national front. In September 1942, the communist, Mustafa Gjinishi, took the initiative in calling together all the partisan groups for a conference in Peza in order to form a National Liberation Committee. Initially, the organization gained support from numerous bands representing a wide range of political and ideological tendencies. The founding members included, in addition to the communists, Abaz Kupi, the representative of the former King Zog.108 Inspired by the Yugoslav representatives, the National Liberation Committee bore a strong resemblance, according to contemporary Soviet reports, in style, slogan, and program to EAM in Greece.109

If the unity of the resistance was fragile and short-lived, so too was the unity of the Albanian Communist Party leadership. Among the factions, there were those, like the group of intellectuals led by Andrea Zisi until his arrest in 1943, who had serious reservations about the united front. It contributed a number of leading figures to the postwar Albanian government, but the Soviet representatives in Albania believed that “all its activities prepared the ground for the rise of an independent nationalist party.”110 At the other end of the political spectrum, the Conference at Peza sparked a sharp reaction from the right-wing nationalists.

About the same time that the Communists were burying their various hatchets, the vigorous collaborationist government under the leadership of Ustaša Kruja, took over in Tirana and launched a determined attack on the left. In late 1943, the Albanian units fought off Mihailović’s Chetniks who sought to protect their Serbian countrymen. The Yugoslav Partisans repeatedly failed to make in-roads in the region and suffered serious losses from the Albanian Kosovars when they campaigned in the vicinity.111 After the Germans evacuated, Tito persuaded Hoxha to assist in clearing the area of Albanian collaborators. But Albanian nationalist resistance to the Yugoslavs continued to March 1945, fueled in part, as Belgrade later admitted, by atrocities committed by the Partisans.112 After the war, the Yugoslav communists reversed twenty years of promises to reincorporate Kosovo into Albania. The decision festered in the minds of the Albanian nationalists.

The first Albanian nationalist bands, called the Leagues of Bajraktars, formed, naturally enough, in the mountains of the north where local chiefs, many of them Catholic, maintained about 2,000 poorly armed men who were willing to cooperate with the Italians against Serbian partisans. A second group supported the deposed King Zog. They published their own underground newspaper but were otherwise loosely organized. They fielded resistance groups as early as May 1940, limited, however, to conducting propaganda against the Italians in their zone of occupation on the Yugoslav border. They were increasingly active in Kosovo in 1941 and 1942.113 Among their leaders, Abaz Kupi was the most skilled and experienced, having led the first armed resistance against the Italians. The British considered him their best bet in what was clearly an uninspiring cast of right-wing politicians.

The largest nationalist group, the Balli Kombëtar (The National Front), formed in November 1942 and led by the notable Midhat Frashëri, was made up mainly of conservative landowners in the center and south. They had remained passive until it became clear that the communists were taking the initiative in seeking to unify the entire resistance under their leadership. They regarded the Yugoslav and Greek nationalists as their main enemies, especially after the Chetniks’ massacre of the Kosovo Albanians in early 1943. They were also suspicious of British intentions in the region. Like so many other nationalist bands in the Balkans, they preferred to husband their forces for the test of strength that was bound to come at liberation. Their bands were not as well trained or mobile as those of the communist dominated National Liberation Committee. The leaders were often rich landowners who called up their tenants, servants, and hangers-on in the traditional patriarchal-feudal style. They were poorly armed, loosely disciplined and. like most feudal levies, could not be counted on to stay long in the field. At any one time, they numbered no more than 2,000–3,000 with a reserve of 3,000 men.114 Julian Amery, the head of the British mission in the north representing the most conservative elements in the SOE, had little respect for their fighting qualities. Under their Gheg chiefs, they were not suited for guerilla warfare, in his view, but only for unleashing a general revolt on their own territory aimed at achieving their aims in shortest possible time. “Their desire to fight,” he concluded, “was heavily undermined by their desire to enjoy the wealth they possessed.”115

Some of the nationalists found it expedient to maintain connections with both the National Liberation Committee and the collaborationist regime. Several leaders of Balli Kombëtar negotiated with the Italian occupation authorities whose flexible policy of concessions to the nationalists included revising the customs agreement and placing all Albanian armed forces under the sole command of the Tirana puppet government presided over by a Balli Kombëtar sympathizer, Maliq Bey Bushati. In March 1943, an agreement was allegedly signed with the Italian forces assuring them that “no widespread insurrection would take place in southern Albania” and that the Balli Kombëtar would do everything to prevent “possible attacks and acts of sabotage to the point of reorganizing the Albanian police force.”116

At the same time, representatives of Balli Kombëtar led by Frashëri sought to reach an accommodation with the communists by proposing the formation of a new organization, the Committee for the Salvation of Albania, with equal representation for both parties. The communists insisted that first the Ballists had to purge the collaborationists from their ranks. In August 1943 at the Mukje conference, the third of their joint negotiating sessions, the Ballists got most of their proposals accepted including a highly nationalistic slogan that promised a struggle against not only the fascist occupation but “any occupier” in order to establish Albania “within its ethnic borders.” Thus on the question of the future of Kosovo the communists placed themselves in what the Soviet representatives diplomatically referred to as “a highly awkward position” in relations with the Yugoslav communists. Furious, Hoxha urged the Albanian Communist Central Committee to denounce the action of their own negotiators; there were even hot heads who wanted to shoot them. Hoxha insisted that the Ballists would have to demonstrate their willingness to fight before there could be cooperation; even then, he insisted, they would have to submit to the leadership of the communists.117

At this point, the Yugoslav communists took the situation in hand. Vukmanović-Tempo recently arrived from Macedonia, summoned a conference of the National Liberation Committee to denounce the agreement at Mukje as “opportunistic.” But the chastened Albanian communists then recoiled violently in the opposite direction. Their sharp attacks on the Ballists closed the door on further negotiation. The Yugoslavs then rebuked their Albanian comrades for “sectarianism.”118 But it was too late to repair the damage. Contacts were broken off and the communists proclaimed the NLC as the only legitimate political authority in Albania.119 The stage was set for civil war.

Meanwhile, the Yugoslav communists were caught in a dilemma at the operational level that further complicated their relations with the Albanians. They faced the unhappy choice of whether to entrust the Partisan command in Kosovo to an Albanian or a Yugoslav. In the first option, they risked giving the Chetniks an opportunity to pose as defenders of sacred national soil; in the second case, they ran an equal risk of playing into the hands of the Albanian nationalists gathered around Beta Kombëtar.

The occasion for the outbreak of fighting in the Albanian civil war was the German proclamation of Albanian independence following the surrender of Italy. The Albanian conservatives perceived it as an opportunity to forestall a communist takeover without appearing to serve as Hitler’s stooges. Kupi was allowed to form a monarchist party with the suggestive name “Legality” (Legaliteti). It echoed Zogu’s old slogan, the “Triumph of Legality,” which he had issued at the time of his overthrow of Fan Noli. Under German aegis, a temporary executive committee of conservatives called a constituent assembly. It elected a Regency Council of Four including Fashëri of the Balli Kombëtar. It proceeded to form a new government representing the Balli Kombëtar, Kupi’s “Legality,” the Catholic Leagues of the north and independent nationalists, later joined by the Zoguists. Frashëri coined the term “relative neutrality” to indicate his intermediate position between the communists and the occupiers.

Flaunting the slogan of “Defense of the Albanian Land” in the spirit of the Prizen League of 1878, the alliance proclaimed the union of a greater Albania including Kosovar, and Greek Epirus (Cemerial). The collaborationist army and police were re-organized for “the holy duty” of defending the independence and ethnic boundaries of the Albanian state; communists were denounced as “non-Albanians.”120 Reacting sharply, the communists gave orders to fight them as if they were Germans.121 At the same time, the Germans together with nationalist bands and collaborationist forces launched an all-out offensive against the communists, destroying the party’s main organizations in the towns, clearing most of the center and north and plunging the leadership into confusion. Some communists, who later became members of the postwar government, accepted what was unacceptable in Soviet eyes, a negotiated truce with the German command.122 But the best-trained partisan units in the south stiffened by the Gramsci brigade of defectors from the Italian army of occupation managed to stay in the field throughout the ordeal of the winter fighting in 1943–44.

The civil war reached its climax in the summer and fall of 1944. During the same period, the British government and the Yugoslav Communist Party vied with one another in attempting to influence the outcome. Under Yugoslav influence, which had now become paramount, the second congress of the National Liberation Front met at Berat in October 1944. It proclaimed the transformation of the National Anti-Fascist Council into a Democratic Government along the lines of the AVNOJ in Yugoslavia as a step toward the final formation of a new Albanian government. Again, following the Yugoslav example, the council elected a non-communist, Dr. Omer Nishani, as president. He was a respected intellectual but had no political influence. He was the front man for Enver Hoxha who occupied the posts of prime minister and the commander-in-chief of the National Liberation Army. The overwhelming majority of the cabinet was communist. It denounced Zog and forbade him to return until after the war when the people would decide his fate.

The British government was unable to make up its mind about the Albanian resistance until it was too late to affect the shape of the postwar regime. There were officials in the Foreign Office who always favored the territorial claims of Greece and Yugoslavia over those of Albania. There was no Albanian government-in-exile in London. Zog lived there under British protection, but he was largely discredited as a future leader. The British missions in Albania and SOE in Cairo were divided in their attitude toward the communist dominated Partisans right down to the final days of the civil war.123 Throughout the spring and summer 1944, the British who had been supporting the partisans with arms and supplies as the only active resistance movement made a major effort to bring Kupi’s force and the northern tribes into the fight against the Germans. But the Zoguists and other bands were reluctant to move until they had received British arms.

The British attempts at unifying the resistance infuriated the communists, especially Hoxha. At one point, the British managed to field missions with both sides in the conflict, prompting an irate Churchill to memo Eden: “Let me have a note on this, showing which side we are on.”124 Without suspending aid to the partisans, the British sought to prevent communist attacks on the Zoguists. In July 1944, the Supreme Commander of the Allied Force in the Mediterranean, General Henry Maitland Wilson, sent a message warning Hoxha to avoid a clash with Abaz Kupi or suffer the consequences: “I cannot condone your use of (British) arms to kill or eliminate your countrymen for political purposes, and should you use these arms for such a purpose I will of necessity cease supplying you.” Hoxha maneuvered skillfully to avoid a clash. He expressed appreciation for British aid and denied there was a civil war; rather it was a struggle against the occupation forces and their puppets. He agreed with the British request to land a parachute brigade on the southern coast of Albania to destroy a German strong point but only under the condition that it be a joint operation and that the Albanians reap the spoils of war.125

Meanwhile, Balli Kombëtar issued frantic appeals to the American Military Mission which had been with them since November 1943. Frashëri claimed that his men were caught between the Germans and the communists and that the British were only supplying the communists. But they too were hesitant to launch an all out attack against the Germans until an Allied landing had taken place. “At that time”, Frashëri wrote, “our forces shall be ready to cooperate with the Allies and be used as a vanguard for your drive against the Germans once you set foot here.” The Ballists were even more unrealistic in holding out for “a neutral plebiscite” to determine the future of Kosovo.126 On both issues their hopes were dashed.

As the Germans withdrew from Albania, the internecine fighting intensified. The communists picked up massive support from defecting collaborators and fence-sitters who judged correctly that no other organization was capable of withstanding them. German reprisals had aroused clan loyalties; the youth went over almost wholesale to the National Front; and even six thousand women inspired by Communist promises of equal rights swelled the ranks of the partisans. By the summer of 1944, there were approximately 40,000 fighters in the National Liberation Army with a reserve of about 30,000. By this time, the partisans under the able command of Mehmet Shehu, a close associate of Hoxha, was no longer a rag tail force. Captured Italian weapons and British arms enabled them to engage the Germans in open fighting, if not always successfully. Its moral was high, its discipline excellent and its political indoctrination sharply honed. Numbering only 2800 members, the party demonstrated with the passing of every month, ever greater determination to follow their own road to power.127

The communists were also determined to prove that they needed no outside aid from the British to liberate the country. Following a fierce twenty-day battle, Shehu’s forces liberated Tirana. By November 1944, Albania was free of the Germans. But the struggle of the National Front with the anti-communist national bands in the north and center of the country continued from December 1944 at least to March 1945 and even beyond the end of the war with Germany. At the request of the Yugoslavs, two divisions of Albanian partisans continued to fight the retreating Germans across the frontier into Kosovo, Macedonia and Bosnia, but the Albanian communists made no territorial claims beyond their 1939 boundaries.128

On the eve of the communist victory, Albania was in dire economic straits. The country had suffered heavily from German reprisals. Almost 3% of its population had perished; the Wehrmacht’s massacre of civilians in the village of Borova became known to the world as the Albanian Lidice. One third of the cattle and farming equipment had been lost. The small Albanian petroleum and mining industries were in ruins. One third of the housing had been destroyed.129

The political situation was highly unstable. On the international level, the new regime was regarded with grave suspicion by the British and the Americans. They refused to accredit diplomats to Tirana on the excuse that there had not been a democratic election. The outcome of the civil war had convinced them that Albania was firmly in the Soviet camp. At this stage, the Soviet Union had very little influence in Albania. Nevertheless, Hoxha took a fiercely independent stance toward Western attempts to influence him. The head of the UNRRA mission in Albania, F. C. Flaud, later wrote that “The plan was to present Hoxha with a sort of ultimatum by the terms of which, in return for aid, he had to accept free of charge a powerful contingent of Western Military Liaison troops estimated at more than 1000 men.” Hoxha’s view of aid was that the responsibility of those delivering it ceased at dockside. He refused to make any concessions despite Albania’s desperate economic needs.130

The Western powers withdrew their military missions in 1946 and relations deteriorated reaching their nadir in October when Albania refused to accept responsibility for the damage inflicted on two British ships by mines inside Albanian’s territorial waters in the Corfu Channel.131 There was also friction with the Greek government over the southern frontier and fears that Athens backed by the U.S. was giving aid to anti-communists elements in Albania.

Information coming into Moscow portrayed a dismal picture of the situation in Albania where power had reportedly fallen into the hands of a “weak, inexperienced and small communist party.”132 Over three-quarters of its members were said to have only elementary education. The level of political instruction was extremely low. Rivalry among the leaders reflected personal ideological and regional differences. Moscow did not know on whom it could rely. Although the Soviet representatives appeared willing to let the Yugoslavs take the lead, they also sought to maintain their own lines of communication. The Albanian communists realized this, but only Hoxha was astute enough to perceive that in the long run the tie with Moscow was the key to power in Tirana.

 In the final stages of the Albanian communist drive for power, the Yugoslavs stepped up their efforts to bring the party completely under their control. At the Albanian party plenum in November 1944, the communists indulged in an orgy of self-criticism urged on by the new and arrogant representative from the Belgrade, Velimir Stojnić, who subsequently became ambassador to Albania. His denunciation of the work of his predecessor, Popović, dismayed many of the Albanian leaders, Hoxha in particular.133 Stojnić gathered together an odd assortment of clients. Although the Yugoslavs claimed to favor workers over intellectuals, Xoxe, who had become head of the security forces, was the only one who could claim a proletarian background.134 At one point Ranković, Xoxe’s Yugoslav counterpart, attempted to persuade Stalin of the superiority of Xoxe’s proletarian origins over those of Hoxha.135 Most of the Yugoslav clients were in fact intellectuals including Sejfulla Malëshova, known as “Lame Kodra,” the red poet. Apparently, the Yugoslavs sought to isolate and discredit Hoxha, who resisted their blandishments, by tarring him with the pro-Western brush. In any event, he was convinced that the Yugoslavs intended to get rid of him and he looked to the Soviet Union for support.136

In the Politburo, Sejfulla Malëshova, known as the intellectual of the party for his alleged profound knowledge of Marxism, had been a supporter of a mixed economy, Western aid and elections open to the opposition. After the liberation, he set out to broaden the political base of the new regime. Backed by the Yugoslavs, Malëshova’s reputation was enhanced by the belief shared by many other leaders that he was also Stalin’s man, having resided in Moscow and “passed through the Bolshevik school.” He pursued a policy of reconciliation and reconstruction in both foreign and domestic policy. He actively recruited support outside the party by proposing to open the National Liberation Front to “all Albanians,” including those who had collaborated with the Germans. He was optimistic about Western recognition and sought to secure UNRRA aid without political strings. He encouraged the revival of private trade and petty capitalist production to an extent that subsequently exposed him to attacks from communists at home and abroad. But at the time, he was careful to secure Yugoslav approval for most of his initiatives. In preparation for the elections in October 1945, he consulted with Kardelj in Belgrade before proposing at home to copy the Yugoslav electoral law. He offered the Catholic elements in the north the opportunity to submit a special list in the hopes of ending their resistance to the regime.137

The elections to the Constituent Assembly gave 93% to the National Front, but this did not satisfy Hoxha and Xoxe. They reported to Moscow that the opportunistic electoral tactic of the Democratic Front opened its ranks to representatives of the “speculator-bourgeoisie, Catholic clergy and reactionary intelligentsia.” All this, they charged, was aimed at a policy of compromise with the Anglo-Americans in order to get quick recognition.138

The Albanian leadership was rapidly moving toward the tougher Yugoslav line which Tito was adopting toward the West. Malëshova’s position was further undermined when his Yugoslav protector, Stojnić, was recalled to Belgrade. At the fifth plenum of the Albanian Communist Party in February and March 1946, Malëshova was singled out as the main culprit responsible for the party’s opportunistic errors of the previous year.139 He lost his position in the leading party organs; the following year he was dismissed from the government. This did not end the factional struggle which gradually acquired international dimensions leading to the Tito–Stalin split.



Storms over the Balkans During the Second World War. Alfred J. Rieber, Oxford University Press. © Alfred J. Rieber 2022. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192858030.003.0007




1 Djuro Vujovic, O levim greskama KPJ u Crnoj Gori u prvoj godini narodnooslobodilackog rata,” Istorijski zapisi, no.1 (1967), p. 75.

2 Djilas Wartime, pp. 99–100, 118–20, 141–2, 205; Girenko, Stalin-Tito, pp. 127–8. Names were symbolically important. Tito insisted on “partisans” though Djilas thought it too Russian. The term “national liberation anti-fascist revolution” was, according to Djilas, forced on them by the Comintern in order to refute the idea of a two stage revolution, from bourgeois democratic to socialist and introduces an intermediate stage. Djilas, Wartime, p. 57.

3 Popovic, Jugoslavensko-sovjetski odnosi, p. 64.

4 E. L. Woodward, British Foreign Policy in the Second World War, 3 vols. (London: H.M. Stationery Office: 1970–), vol. 3, pp. 286–8; in August 1942 the English language bulletin of the Soviet Embassy in London also published information alluding to Mihailović’s collaboration. L. Ia. Gibianskii, Sovetskii soiuz i novaia Iugoslaviia, 1941–1947(Moscow: Nauka, 1987), p. 22.

5 Barker, British Policy, citing Eden minute, February 3, 1943. Woodward, British Foreign Policy, vol. 3, p. 290 argues that the British supported the Partisans in hopes of preventing them from becoming totally dependent on the Soviet Union.

6 Girenko, Stalin-Tito, pp. 130–1.

7 Ibid., pp. 137–8, citing Central Party Archives and Dimitrov Diary, entry May 24, 1942, pp. 218–19.

8 Girenko, Stalin-Tito, pp. 140–1, 148–51.

9 Dimitrov Diary, entries May 24, August 27, 1942, pp. 218–19, 239.

10 This episode also has given rise to a flurry of polemical literature over the question of the whether the Partisans also “collaborated” with the Germans, which is sought to reach a temporary truce for their own political purposes. See Roberts, Tito, Mihailovich and Nora Beloff, Tito’s Flawed Legacy: Yugoslavia and the Western, 1939–1984 (London: Victor Golancz, 1985) for the prosecution; for the defense, Vladimir Dedijer, Novi prilozi, vol. 1; Djilas concedes a great deal to the prosecution in Wartime, pp. 230–1.

11 Girenko, Tito-Stalin, p. 155.

12 Roberts, Tito, Mihailovich, pp.106–12; Dedijer, Novi prilozi, vol. 2, p. 808.

13 Djilas, Wartime, pp. 231, 244.

14 Phyllis Auty, Tito. A Biography (London: Longman, 1970), pp. 152, 176–8.

15 Girenko, Stalin-Tito, p. 143, citing Yugoslav Party archives.

16 Ibid., p. 146, citing Yugoslav Party archives.

17 Ibid., pp. 168–70.

18 Barker, British Policy, p. 170.

19 Vladimir Dedijer, Tito Speaks. His Self-Portrait and Struggle with Stalin (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1953), p. 209.

20 AVP: RF, f. sekretariata Molotova, op. 5, d. 383, p. 32, listy 17–18, Bogomolov to Molotov, March 18, 1943.

21 AVP :RF, f. sekretariata Molotova, op. 6, d. 792, p. 57, listy 5–6. Novikov to Molotov, December 18, 1943.

22 Long after the Soviet–Yugoslav break, Molotov reminisced that at first Tito impressed by his appearance but there was something “not clear” about him and reminded him of the tsarist police spy and provocateur Malinovskii. As for Stalin, he later considered Tito “worse than Trotsky” because he did not represent a workers’ movement. Sto sorok besed c Molotovym.Iz dnevnika F. Chueva (Moscow: Terra, 1991), pp. 117–18.

23 Entry for March 5, 1944, p. 305 and Silvio Pons, “Stalin, Togliatti and the Origins of the Cold War in Europe,” Journal of Cold War Studies, 3:2 (2001), pp. 6–9.

24 But they also insisted on eliminating Italian influence from the rest of the Balkans. AVP: RF, op. 2, par. 8, d. 4, listy 99–117.

25 The most complete account of the crisis from the Russian perspective is Leonid Ia. Gibianskii, “Triestskii vopros v kontse vtoroi mirovoi voiny (1944–1945),” Slavovedenie (2001), no. 3, pp. 3–28 and no. 4, pp. 3–33; from the Anglo-American perspective J. R. Whittam, “Drawing the Line: Britain and the Emergence of the Trieste Question, January 1941–May 1945,” The English Historical Review, 106: 409 (April 1991), pp. 346–70.

26 As late as April 1947, Kardelj was still insisting at an abortive meeting of the Foreign Ministers in Moscow that Yugoslavia must receive Slovenian Koruška (southern Carinthia) as well as a large indemnity from Austria. He claimed that they majority of the population there was Slovene. Molotov backed him up on the indemnity but not on Carinthia. Prosveta: Glasilo Slovenske Narodne Podporne Jednote (Chicago, April 21, 1947).

27 As in other cases of violence inflicted on the civilian population in the later stages of the war, estimates vary greatly at all stages of the reprisals. For the Istrian “cleansing” see discussion in Gaetano Rando and Gerry Turcotte (eds.), Literary and Social Diasporas (New York: Peter Lang, 2007), pp.173–7.

28 Conversation of Stalin with Hebrang, January 9, 1945 in G. P. Murashko et al. (eds.), Vostochnaia Evropa v dokumentakh rossiiskikh arkhivov, 1944–1953, 2 vols. (Moscow and Novosibirsk: Sibirskii khronograf, 1997) (VE), vol. 1, no. 37, p. 130. Stalin furthered reminded Hebrang that the British were only looking for an excuse as in Greece to intervene in Yugoslavia. Ibid. pp. 132–3. Molotov had already warned Djilas that the British were clever at subversion. Ibid., vol. 1, no. 2, pp. 32.

29 Dimitrov Diary, entry for January 10, 1945, pp. 352–3.

30 The number is still in dispute. See Tomasevich, War and Revolution, pp. 757–66 for a discussion. Ranković provided the figures on the Home Guards. According to figures provided to the Soviet embassy in Belgrade right after the war, the security organs of the newly established Yugoslav state had liquidated about 200,000 collaborators who were “active opponents of the new regime.” Tatiana Volokitina et al. (eds.), Narodnaia demokratiia, Mif ili realnost’? (Moscow: Nauka, 1993), p. 101 citing a Foreign ministry document. See also Kranjc, To Walk with the Devil, pp. 225–8.

31 Gibianskii, “Triestskii vopros,” argues that the crisis was inflated by propaganda on the Western side, especially in the Italian press, and never approached the point of threatening an armed conflict.

32 Dimitrov Diary, entries for May 17, 23 and 28, 1945, p. 371, including his notes to Togliatti. Even so, a few weeks before Dimitrov emerged from a meeting with Tito with the impression that the Yugoslav leader was “too arrogant, heavy dose of conceit and sure signs of ‘dizziness with success.’ ” Ibid., entry April 8, 1945, p. 367, italics in original.

33 L. Ia. Gibianskii, “Ot nerushimoi druzhby k bespeshchadnoi bor’be; model’ ‘sotsialisticheskogo lageria’ i sovetso-iugoslavskii konflikt 1948g,” in Gibianskii (ed.), U istokov ‘sotsialisticheskogo sodruzhestva’. SSSR i vostochnoevropeiskie strany v 1944–1949 gg. (Moscow: Nauka, 1996), pp. 183–4.

34 M. M. Narinskii, “I. V. Stalin i M. Thorez, 1944–1947, Novye materiali,” Novaia i noveishaia istoriia, (1996), no. 1, p. 19. Cf. Milovan Djilas, Rise and Fall (San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983), p. 81.

35 Churchill, Triumph and Tragedy, p. 489. This letter did not appear in the Soviet edition of Correspondence between the Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the U.S.S. R. and the Presidents of the U.S.A. and the Prime Ministers of Great Britain during the Great Patriotic War of 1941–1945, two volumes (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1957), vol. 2, p. 250.

36 For the dispute over Carinthia in exacerbating tensions between Tito and Stalin see Robert Niebuhr, “Enlarging Yugoslavia: Tito’s Quest for Expansion, 1945–1948,” European History Quarterly, 47:2 (2017) pp. 284–310.

37 Dedijer, Novi prilozi, vol. 2, pp. 917–18 as cited by Ivo Banac, “The Tito-Stalin Split and the Greek Civil War,” in J. Iatrides and L. Wrigley (eds.) Greece at the Crossroads: The Civil War and Its Legacy (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), pp. 260–1. Several authors have pointed out that the document has never been found. If the exact wording is imprecise, Stalin’s behavior in the crisis tends to support its sentiment.

38 Most of the major treatments of the negotiations do not come to this conclusion although the evidence they present which I draw upon tends to support it.

39 The sources in Agarossi and Zaslavsky, Stalin and Togliatti, p. 139.

40 Dimitrov Diary, entry for February 9, 1945, p. 359.

41 Agarossi and Zaslavsky, Stalin and Togliatti, pp. 145–6, citing Yugoslav foreign ministry archives.

42 T. V. Volokitina et al. (eds.), Sovetskii faktor v Vostochnoi Evrope, 1944–1953, two vols. (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 1999), vol. 1, doc. 91, pp. 275–6.

43 Leonid Gibianskii, “The Soviet Bloc and the Initial Stage of the Civil War: Archival Documents on Stalin’s Meeting with Communist Leaders of Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, 1946-1948,” p. 119, Cold War International History Project Working Paper (CWIHP), no. 10 (March 1998), p. 119.

44 V. O. Pechatnov, “The Allies Are Pressing on You to Break Your Will,” ibid., no. 26 (September 1999), pp. 17–18.

45 Agarossi and Zaslavsky, Stalin and Togliatti, pp. 152–3.

46 Negotiations over the final border settlement dragged on for decades. Italy and Yugoslavia only agreed in 1975 to terminate officially the Free Territory of Trieste and the Italian government only settled the use of the Slovene language in 2001 with a Law on the Protection of the Slovene Minority. Oto Luthar, “From a Socialist Republic to an Independent State,” in Luthar, The Land Between, pp. 446–7.

47 Cf. Agarossi and Zaslavskii, Stalin and Togliatti, pp. 154–7 where a different interpretation is offered.

48 The most complete account is Banac, With Stalin, pp. 98–109.

49 Ranković “squelched [Pijade] by remarking that the Serbs and Croats were not so different that the Serbs and Croats had to be divided.” Djilas, Wartime, p. 356.

50 The region had been incorporated into Croatia-Slavonic by the terms of the Ausgleich of 1867 and then integrated into Yugoslavia as a separate province (oblast) of Croatia. Under the NDH it was part of the Great County of Vuka. The ethnic composition of the region was kaleidoscopic, changing dramatically during and immediately after the Second World War.

51 Petranović and Zečević, Jugoslovenski federalizam p. 756.

52 Ana Trbovich, A Legal Geography of Yugoslavia’s Disintegration (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 142–5.

53 Ibid. pp. 145–9: cf. John R. Lampe, Yugoslavia as History. Twice There Was a Country, second edition (Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 231–2.

54 Malcolm, Kosovo, pp. 316–18.

55 Miodrag Dj. Zečević and Bogdan Lekić, Frontiers and Internal Territorial Division in Yugoslavia (Belgrade: Ministry of Information of the Republic of Serbia, 1991), p. 20.

56 The construction of the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics was a prolonged process lasting for years after the revolution, not to speak of the additions in 1940. The drawing of boundaries involved disputes among ethnographers, local party functionaries and the central authorities. Conflicting strategic as well as historical and ethnic issues were entangled. In many cases, especially in Central Asia and the Caucasus, the titular nationality of the national republics, autonomous republics, and autonomous regions (oblasts) did not constitute a majority of the population. See Terry Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire. Nations and Nationalities in the Soviet Union, 1923–1939 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001) and Francine Hirsch, Empire of Nations Ethnographic Knowledge and the Making of the Soviet Union (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005), p. 149 who notes that Martin’s interpretation that the demands of foreign policy drove the formation and delimitation of the various national units should be supplemented by ideological and administrative goals which were as important if not more so.

57 See the discussion in Audrey Helfant Budding, “Nation: People: Republic: Self-Determination in Socialist Yugoslavia,” in Lenard J. Cohen and Jasna Dragović-Soso (eds.), State Collapse in South-Eastern Europe (Western Lafayette IND: Purdue University Press, 2008), pp. 91–130.

58 Numbers alone cannot, to be sure, convey the extreme brutality of the violence, especially conducted by the Ustaša. See for example, Pino Adriono and Giorgio Cingolani, Nationalism and Terror Nationalism and Terror Ante Pavelić and Ustashe Terrorism from Fascism to the Cold War (Budapest: The CEU Press, 2018), pp.189–217. For an attempt to assess the role of local communities and individuals in the orgy of violence in one area see Tomislav Dulić, Utopias of Nation. Local Mass Killings in Bosnia and Hercegovina, 1941–42 (Uppsala: University of Uppsala Press, 2005), pp. 346–64.

59 Lampe, Yugoslavia as History, p. 440, note 10 citing work of Bogoljub Kočević, Žrtve drugog svetskog rata u Jugoslaviji (London: Naše delo, 1985) and Vladimir Žerjavić, Population Losses in Yugoslavia, 1941–1945 (Zagreb: Dom i Svijet, 1997).

60 In a large literature see, for example, Nick Miller, “Return Engagement: Intellectuals and Nationalism in Tito’s Yugoslavia,” in Cohen and Dragović-Soso, State collapse in South-eastern Europe, pp. 179–202.

61 Sovetskii faktor, vol. 1, doc. 93, pp. 280–1.

62 Djilas, Memoirs of a Revolutionary, p. 354. On the role of Šatorov see Goran Korov, “Jugoslavensko-bulgarski odnosi u kontekstu makedonskog pitanja 1944–1949” (MA thesis, Zagreb University, 2013), pp. 16–21.

63 Dimitrov Diary, entry for August 4, 1941, p. 187.

64 Svetozar Vukmanović-Tempo, Struggle for the Balkans (London: Merlin Press, 1980), p. 11.

65 Tsola Dragoicheva, Pobedata. Povela na delga. Spomeni i razmisli, 3 vols (Sofia: Partizdat, 1979), vol. 3, pp. 342–6.

66 Ibid., pp. 361–2.

67 Vukmanović-Tempo, Struggle for the Balkans, pp. 200–9, summarizing reports of the Communist Party of Macedonia, July 4, 1943 on conditions in the Third Operational Zone.

68 Stephen E. Palmer and Robert R. King, Yugoslav Communism and the Macedonian Question (Hamden, CT: Archon Press, 1971), p. 65.

69 Vukmanović-Tempo, The Struggle for the Balkans, pp, 76–7, 110–12, 122–4.

70 Ibid., pp. 69–72.

71 The idea of a Balkan Federation had a long pedigree going back to an unfulfilled agreement between Serbia and Bulgaria in May 1867 that created a Yugoslav Kingdom headed by Serbian Prince Michael. For this and other plans Leften Stavrianos, Balkan Federation: A History of the Movement toward Balkan Unity in Modern Times (Northampton, Mass: 1944), pp. 89–94 and 275–6.

72 Ar. A. Ulunian, Komintern i geopolitika: Balkanskii rubezh, 1919–1938 (Moscow: Rossiiskaia akademiia nauk, 1997), pp. 29–36, citing V.I. Lenin, Polnoe sobranie sochineniia, vol. 22, pp. 135, 136, 138, 142, 186, vol. 23, p. 39.

73 Ulunian, Komintern, p. 35.

74 National’nyi vopros na Balkanakh cherez prizmu mirovoi revoliutsii: v dokumentakh tsentral’nykh rossiiskikh arkhivov, nachala-serediny 20-x godov, two parts (Moscow: Editorial URSS, 2000), part 1, doc 1, p. 17. The second conference the next year set up an executive committee composed of two Yugoslavs, two Bulgarians and one Greek. It appointed as Secretary V. Kolarev who subsequently was to play a leading role in the Bulgarian party, its taking power and the quarrel with Tito. Ibid., note 2. The de facto leader was Georgi Dimitrov.

75 Ibid., doc. 158, p. 271.

76 Ibid., docs. 2, 9, 17 and ff. pp.17, 31, and 33.

77 Ever cautious, however, he suggested a few changes in the wording. It would be more “modest and careful” to substitute the term “reconstitution” (vossoedinenii) for “unification” (prisoedeinenii), which had been used in the resolution to describe the joining of the Belorussian and Ukrainian territories to the USSR. Otherwise he argued, the Comintern could be accused of not being concerned with the liberation of the nationalities but with increasing the territory of the USSR. RGASPI, f. 509, op. 1, d. 39, listy 13, 14, 15, and 98 as cited in Ulunian, Komintern i geopolitika, p. 76.

78 Ulunian, pp. 85–91, 99–101.

79 This was an extraordinary omission considering that practically every communist party including those of Finland, India, and Indonesia were represented. Adibekov, Organizatsionnaia struktura, pp. 107–8. Subsequent reorganizations of the Comintern down to the Second World War were notable for the omission of a Yugoslav representative on the IKKI in contrast to the regular appearance of the Bulgarians, Dimitrov, and Kolarev. Ibid. pp., 206 and 210–11.

80 National’nyi vopros na Balkanakh, pt. 2, doc. 292, note 1, p. 611.

81 Ibid., docs. 312 and 313, pp. 648 and 652.

82 Ibid., doc. 314, note 1, p. 652.

83 Stalin, Sochineniia, vol. 12, pp. 238 and 255; National’nyi vopros na Balkanakh, pt. 2, pp. 141–8.

84 Josip Broz-Tito, Sabrana djela, 30 vols (Belgrade: Izd. Centaur Kommunist, 1977–1989), vol. 16, p. 225; vol. 17, pp. 36–7; vol. 18, pp. 18–19.

85 Dragoicheva, Pobedata, vol. 3, p. 357.

86 Dimitrov Diary, entry of September 27, 1944, p. 337, in which he also anticipated “difficulties from the English and their Great Greek and Great Serbian agents.” See also Vukmanović-Tempo, The Struggle for the Balkans, 140–3 who attributes Tito’s decision to his suspicion of British motives for wanting to bring such a federation under their influence through the Greek resistance movement.

87 Dragoicheva, Pobedata, vol. 3, p. 363, quoting the Central Party Archive, f. 146, op. 5, a.e. 1498.

88 See the discussion in R. Craig Nation, “A Balkan Union? Southeastern Europe in Soviet Security Policy,” in Gori and Pons, The Soviet Union, pp. 128–30.

89 Dimitrov Diary, entries for October 18 and 27, November 23, December 8, 9, and 13, pp. 341, 343, and 345.

90 Djilas, Wartime, 422, Edvard Kardelj, Reminiscences. The Struggle for Recognition and Independence: The New Yugoslavia, 1944–1957 (London: Blond and Briggs, 1982), p. 96; for the official proposals see Moše Pijade, Izbrani spisi (Belgrade, 1966), vol. 1, pt. 5, pp. 618–22.

91 Much later the Bulgarian ambassador to Yugoslavia related that Molotov had told the Bulgarians to act quickly in forming the federation, in a word to face the allies with a fait accompli. VE, doc. 99, pp. 275–6.

92 FRUS, 1945, vol. 4, p. 250.

93 AVP: RF, f. referentura po Bulgarii, op. 34, d. 6, pap. 115, l.44; d. 10, listy 1–2 and 7.

94 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, ed. kh.750, listy 23 and 32. The Soviet documents are replete with symptoms of what might be called “Scobie-jitters.”

95 For the fullest account of the bargaining over Greece and Bulgaria in Moscow see Rzheshevskii, Stalin i Cherchill’, pp. 423–35.

96 Barker, British Policy in South East Europe, pp. 184, 187.

97 Ibid., p. 203, citing Foreign Office note. The faulty translation of the Russian word aktual’nyi may be confusing. Its correct meaning is either timely or urgent.

98 FRUS, Malta and Yalta Conferences, pp. 876–7.

99 Korov, “Jugoslavensko-bulgarski odnosi,” pp. 35–7, citing Bulgarian archives.

100 Ibid., p. 65.

101 Stephen Peters, “Ingredients of the Communist Takeover in Albania,” in Thomas T. Hammond, The Anatomy of Communist Takeovers (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975), p. 288.

102 In the early 1950s Albanian historians attempted to establish connections between Albanian youth and the Russian Revolution. See Isa Blumi, “The Politics of Culture and Power: The Roots of Hoxha’s Postwar State,” East European Quarterly, 31:3 (September 1997), p. 382. But the most complete history of the origins of the communist movement in Albania is the lengthy report of the Soviet ambassador in Albania, Dmitrii Chuvakhin, to be found in RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, “Albanskaia kommunisticheskaia partiia,” May 1947.

103 Stefanaq Pollo and Arben Puto, The History of Albania from Its Origins to the Present Day (trans. from Albanian) (London: Routledge and Keagan Paul, 1981), pp. 211–13.

104 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, listy 3–5; Pollo and Puto, The History of Albania, pp. 192–96, 215–16.

105 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, listy 6–12.

106 Ibid. and Pollo and Puto, The History of Albania, pp. 228–30. The Soviet account, written before the Soviet–Yugoslav split gives major credit to the Yugoslav communists for overcoming the extreme factionalism among the Albanian communists. The Albanian version emphasizes the role of Enver Hoxa as an early leader of unification and gives less credit to the Yugoslavs. Contemporary actors on the Yugoslav side, like Vladimir Dedijer, and on the Albanian side, like Enver Hoxha, not only differ on this issue but give differing accounts on the entire history of the Albanian resistance. There is no independent source that has been able to reconcile these accounts. See Kola, The Myth, pp. 25–31 and 41–6 for comparisons of their versions, including contradictory statements by Hoxha during and after the break with Yugoslavia.

107 H. W. Tilman, When Men and Mountains Meet (Cambridge University Press, 1946), pp. 108, 114, 153.

108 Hubert Neuwirth, Widerstand und Kollaboration in Albanien, 1939–1944 (Widesbaden: Harrossowitz, 2008), pp. 74–6 which gives for the first time a complete list of participants.

109 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, listy 16–19.

110 Ibid., listy 29–30.

111 Djilas, Rise and Fall, pp. ???.

112 Peter R. Prifti, Socialist Albania since 1944. Domestic and Foreign Policy (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1978), p. 230.

113 Neuwirth, Widerstand, pp. 56–8, 65.

114 NA, OSS, No. 154, box 6, folder 100, pp. 9–10.

115 Julian Amery, Sons of the Eagle: A Study in Guerilla War (London: Macmillan, 1948), pp. 168–9.

116 Pollo and Puto, The History of Albania, pp. 233–4. But cf. Neuwirth, Widerstand, pp. 116–17 who presents the contradictory testimonies of the Balli Kombëtar and the communists on the nature of this collaboration.

117 Kola, The Myth, pp. 43–4.

118 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, listy 32–3. Cf. Hoxha’s account in Jon Halliday (ed.), The Artful Albanian. Memoirs of Enver Hoxha (London: Chatto and Windus, 1986), pp. 64–5.

119 Pollo and Puto. The History of Albania, p. 236.

120 Neuwirth, Widerstand, pp. 143–5 and 150–1.

121 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, listy 34–6.

122 Xoxe subsequently denounced the compromise with the Germans as having “reduced the fighting spirit” of the party. He accused the intelligentsia and well-to-do elements in the party for favoring a policy of reconciliation and union “in order to avoid civil war.” Ibid. f. 17, ed. kh.96, l. 7.

123 The best treatment of the British missions and British policy in general is Reginald Hibbert, Albania’s National Liberation Struggle: The Bitter Victory (London: Pinter, 1991) based on both personal experiences as a member of a British mission and extensive research in the PRO. He also presents a perceptive, balanced and critical evaluation of the memoir literature of his fellow liaison officers in chapter 15 which effectively explodes the myth that Britain “lost Albania” the way the U.S. is said to have “lost China.”

124 Halliday, The Artful Albanian, pp. 33 and 77–8. See also Hibbert, Albania’s National Liberation, pp. 174–5.

125 Enver Hoxha, Selected Works, six volumes (Tirana: 8Nënton, 1980–1984), vol. 2, p. 273. There are still many obscure points about the plans of the British and the Americans to send troops into Albania during the last stages of the civil war. For a review of the evidence see Halliday, The Artful Albanian, pp. 79–80.

126 NA, OSS, No. 157, box 7, Folder 110, letters Frashëri to the American Military Mission July 15 and September l, 1945.

127 Hibbert, Albania’s National Liberation, chapter 9, especially pp. 145–6, chapter 11 and p. 217; Neuwirth, Widerstand, pp. 196, 206–8.

128 Prifti, Socialist Albania, pp. 16–17, 95–6.

129 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, l. 39. For the Greek problem and the massacre at Borova, NA, 190, box 176, folder 1366 and box 7, folder 111. For the economic damage, Pollo and Puto, The History of Albania, p. 247 and Edwin Jacques, The Albanians, An Ethnic History from Prehistoric Times to the Present (Jefferson, N.C: McFarland & Co., 1995), pp. 425–7.

130 Marmullaku, Albania, pp. 246–7.

131 Leslie Gardiner, The Eagle Spreads Its Claws: A History of the Corfu Channel Dispute and of Albania’s Relations with the Western, 1945–1965 (Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1966) and Banac, With Stalin , p. 29.

132 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, list 39.

133 The Yugoslav delegation regarded Popović as too friendly to Hoxha and weak on the Kosovo issue. After having been withdrawn as the Yugoslav representative, Popović died under mysterious circumstance in Priština, possibly killed by Yugoslav agents. Vickers, The Albanians, pp. 156–8.

134 Robert Lee Wolff, The Balkans in Our Time (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1956) based on Vladimir Dedijer, Jugoslavensko-Albanski Odnosi (1939–1948) (Belgrade, 1949); see also Kola, The Myth, pp. 56–9.

135 Dedijer, Tito Speaks, p. 281.

136 RGASPI, f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, listy 45.

137 Ibid., listy 47–8, 52–6.

138 Ibid., f. 17, op. 128, ed. kh.96, listy 32–5. Soviet observers, by contrast, were impressed by the favorable results of the elections which created a People’s Republic, with broad social and economic reforms but no mention of socialism or the establishment of a collectivist economy, a foreign policy based on friendship with Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union, and correct relations with the West but resistance to any interference in domestic policy. Ibid., listy 38–43. Unconvinced that the political situation was precarious, the Soviet observers reported that there were only small groups of six to ten Catholic and Muslim intelligentsia in opposition and about 600 men in armed bands composed of former collaborators, deserters, and the like who controlled some territory in the north. Ibid., list 60.

139 Ibid., f. 17, op. 128, d. 267, listy 56–9.







7


A Chill Sets In


In many ways the Tito–Stalin split resembled the clashes between Mussolini and Hitler over the Balkans. Like their two enemies, the communist leaders shared a transformative ideology, a strong antipathy toward the Versailles settlement and, for a time, mutual admiration. In terms of power, their relationship too was asymmetric. Yet each perceived an advantage in working together toward what appeared to be a similar goal of reordering the world around them. There were also tensions in the relationship, similar to those that cast a shadow on the Rome–Berlin axis. Unlike Hitler, however, Stalin demanded absolute subordination and obedience from his allies. Failing to get it from Tito, he initiated a complete and final break. It was long in coming; it was entangled in a number of issues related to the clash of their competing ambitions; and it acquired force through the accumulation of numerous incidents, some appearing to have been almost petty, others having broader dimensions.1

But by the fall of 1947, the Soviet leaders began to perceive, or invent, a pattern of behavior by the Yugoslavs that threatened their hegemony over the international movement on the one hand and stable relations with the Western capitalist powers on the other. Major issues linking ideological and territorial questions erupted over the building of socialism in Yugoslavia and Tito’s imperial aspirations in Macedonia, Albania, and Greece. We have already seen the seeds of these disputes planted during the Second World War. They sprouted and blossomed in the brief period of uncertain international relations that preceded the outbreak of the Cold War in 1948.

Although the Soviet leaders assured Tito and his colleagues of their special role among the popular democracies in building socialism, they also expressed reservations often expressed in language that was almost Aesopian. Let’s recall that in Ponomarev’s report on the People’s Democracies, he noted that “no single democratic party was predominant. Any talk of the dictatorship of the communists was the fruit of reactionary fabrication.”2 The Yugoslav communists did not seem to be paying close attention.

Inadvertently, Tito fueled Soviet suspicions by insisting on the rapid advance down the path to socialism. In his conversations with Soviet representatives in January 1946 he asserted that “Yugoslavia was now firmly embarked on the way of socialist development.” The same month, he compared the current state of Yugoslavia with that of Soviet Russia in the period 1917–1920. Rather inconsistent with this model, however, he denounced other parties within the People’s Front for their “wavering” in the development of the country. He and Kardelj agreed that the People’s Front was more like a popular movement “and not like a coalition of parties.” It was incorrect, they insisted, to underestimate the singular and leading role of the Communist Party in the political life of Yugoslavia. In this sense, they insisted, Yugoslavia could not be compared with Poland, Czechoslovakia and even with Bulgaria. The Yugoslav communists had proven their credentials as a Leninist-Stalinist Bolshevik Party guided by the theory of Marxism-Leninism during the war. “The word ‘party’ in Yugoslavia has the same meaning as in the USSR,” they insisted. The party held the commanding heights of the economy, the army and all communications. Tito expressed distrust of “mass communist parties”, as for example existed in Italy, Hungary, and several other countries, considering them “constructed on feet of clay.” Tito continued to berate the Italian Communist Party and Togliatti in particular for their stand on the Trieste question. Quoting Lenin, Tito accused them of “forgetting the Marxist-Leninist posing of the question of cities completely surrounded by different ethnic countryside.” He strongly implied that the Italian Communist Party was serving the interests of Italian and Anglo-American imperialism in the Balkans by substituting a specious version of self-determination for the real proletarian interests of the (Italian) working class in the city.3 Sent to Moscow, it is not clear how far up the Soviet hierarchy this document passed. At the very least, it reached Boris Ponomarev, the Director of the International Department of the Central Committee. At whatever level, it could only have rung some alarm bells. On the other hand, the draft of the new Yugoslav constitution appeared more or less reassuring.

The Soviet ambassador, I. V. Sadchikov, who was well disposed toward Tito, did express some concern to Kardelj about the “socialist language” in the draft. Kardelj replied this would enable them to smash the bourgeoisie. Sadchikov noted too that there had been some discussion among party members about the wording and that he felt obliged to make his own recommendations especially on the power to declare war.4

The second problem area was Macedonia. In November 1945, Dimitrov had returned triumphantly if belatedly to Sofia. Stalin had rationalized the delay by explaining that he did not want to alarm the West. At first, Dimitrov’s pro-Yugoslav policy appeared to gain ground in Bulgaria, but it did not go unchallenged. In August 1946, he persuaded his colleagues in the communist party and then the Fatherland Front to endorse a cultural campaign to prepare the ground for fusing Pirin Macedonia with Vardar Macedonia into an enlarged “Macedonian Peoples Republic within the framework of the Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia.” The culmination of this organic process would be the disappearance of a customs or any other kind of frontier between the unified Macedonia and Bulgaria.5

A year later, Tito and Dimitrov met at Bled to draft a pact of friendship, cooperation and mutual aid and agree on a package of economic and cultural agreements capped by Yugoslavia’s renunciation of the twenty-five million dollar reparation payment from Bulgaria for wartime damage. Although the terms remained secret, Dimitrov could not help revealing in a burst of enthusiasm that this was a pact without any time limit; in contrast to the terms of the twenty-year Yugoslav-Soviet alliance, the Yugoslav–Bulgarian alliance would be permanent. The shadow of a Balkan federation fell over the relations with Moscow. Touched to the quick, Stalin did not wait this time for a Western reaction. He warned Tito that although the Soviet Union was bound to both Yugoslavia and Bulgaria by mutual assistance pacts, “it cannot accept responsibility for pacts of state importance in the sphere of foreign policy which are concluded without consultation with the Soviet Union.”6

Once again, the issue was prior consultation. Violation of this cardinal Soviet principle was punishable, then, by the threat to remove the Soviet protective shield from its wayward wards and expose them to the dangers of Western pressure, subversion, and intervention. The Yugoslavs and Bulgarians retreated, wrote in a twenty-year limit and postponed ratification.7 The predictably hostile Western reaction to the Yugoslav–Bulgarian alliance unwittingly served to confirm the point Stalin was eager to make. Tito could not afford to play a lone hand without running the risk of being politically isolated and exposed to Western pressure, subversion, and possibly intervention. Stalin was already convinced that Tito’s personal power in Yugoslavia depended upon his retaining Soviet good will at any price. But Tito appeared reluctant to take this harsh lesson to heart.

In a second similar incident in January 1948, Dimitrov again infuriated Stalin and Molotov by coming out in favor of a federation of Central and Southeastern Europe without clearing the announcement in Moscow. Stalin’s reproachful telegram attacked the idea of federation because it “would facilitate the struggle of the Anglo-Americans against these countries.” In an unusual public disclaimer, Pravda denounced the idea as “problematic and far-fetched.” Stalin angrily informed Tito and Dimitrov that “due to their thoughtless statements the pacts that the USSR intended to sign with Romania, Hungary, and Bulgaria could not be directed against any aggressor for this would be interpreted as anti-American and anti-British and could be used against the democratic forces in the U.S. and Great Britain.”8 These were still straws in the wind, but during the polemic of 1948 the Soviet leaders would pick them up as evidence of the national deviation lodged in Tito’s views on building socialism and expanding the influence of Yugoslavia in the region.

The third problem arose in the course of Tito’s aspirations for closer ties with Albania. In the winter of 1944–45, Tito was aggressively advancing his territorial claims in Austrian Carinthia and stepping up his support for the EAM in the Greek civil war. At the same time, he was also vigorously pursuing his idea of incorporating Albania, like Macedonia, in a broader federation. It appeared that he intended to proceed by stages as with Macedonia. The first stage would be to retain Kosovo-Metohija as an autonomous province of Serbia with the right to self-determination and grant cultural autonomy as a model of what might follow if all Albania were incorporated into a federation. During the war, the local National Liberation Committee of Kosovo and Metohija had resolved that Kosovo “will wish to be united with Albania” after the war. But the Yugoslavs had objected to this formulation, and in March 1944 the offending passage was eliminated from the resolution.9 During the German retreat in February 1945, Tito imposed martial on Kosovo in the name of repressing the nationalist elements. At the same time, he sent the two divisions of the Albanian partisans rapidly to the north after they had assisted in clearing the province and suppressing the Ballist nationalist forces. When during the final weeks of the war, the Albanian partisans raised their national flag over the Macedonia town of Debar (Dibra) a sharp exchange of letters ensued between Hoxha on the one side and Tito and Vukmanović-Tempo on the other side over the delimitation of the border. The future status of Kosovo-Metohija was too explosive an issue to revolve at the time and an agreement was reached between the two parties to postpone a decision until the end of the war when a plebiscite could be held.10 This did not occur. However, the Albanian leaders, including Hoxha, did not even object at the time to the incorporation of Kosovo into Serbia as an Autonomous Territory instead of raising it to the level of a constituent republic of federal Yugoslavia. Once the new Yugoslav constitution was in place, the Albanian language was granted equal status with Serbo-Croatian for the first time in Yugoslav history, and Albanian schools were established.11 Clearly, this was not enough to satisfy the Albanians.

In June 1946, Tito invited the Albanian Communist Party secretary, Enver Hoxha, to Belgrade with the aim of placing Yugoslav–Albanian relations on a more formal basis. As Hoxha recalled it, meeting Tito was like being summoned into an imperial presence. Tito had previously informed the Soviet ambassador Lavrishchev that talks with the Albanians were moving ahead on the question of abolishing the border controls; he added significantly, that he hoped to discuss with Enver Hoxha the question of Albania’s joining the Yugoslav federation.12 There was no mention of this in Hoxha’s version of the talks relayed to Moscow by the new Soviet ambassador, D. S. Chuvakhin.

According to Hoxha’s version, his talks with Tito, held in a spirit of warm comradely relations, ended in a complete accordance of views on all issues. Tito was interested in the preparedness of the Albanian army and its concentration on the southern border with Greece. He promised extensive military aid, noting that Stalin had informed him that Soviet aid to Albania should pass through Yugoslavia in order to avoid the “carping” of the Western powers. On economic issues, Tito also proposed close cooperation including the establishment of joint stock companies on a broad range of enterprises, the construction of railroads and the extension of generous credits to purchase Yugoslav products. Touching on party matters, Hoxha modestly admitted that the Albanian party was young and inexperienced and needed guidance. But he also raised the question of the Yugoslav ambassador Stojnić’s overbearing manner and his support of “the opportunist Seifula Malëshova” in the Albanian Politburo. Hoxha reported that Tito had admitted the Yugoslav representatives were guilty of “many stupidities in Albania” by adopting the role of a “papa” (papas), having forgotten that the Albanian party was independent. Tito then allegedly told Hoxha that the general secretary of the party should also be the prime minister, that is Hoxha, and that his main rival in the Politburo, Koçi Xoxe, should confine himself to administrative tasks, and not concern himself with politics.13

On the delicate issue of Kosovo, Hoxha maintained that the majority of the population was Albanian and should in due time be ceded to Albania. However, he conceded that this could not be done until both Yugoslavia and Albania were both socialist states. In the meantime, the future of the region should somehow be mentioned in the Yugoslav–Albanian treaty of friendship and mutual aid. Tito replied that the international situation was not conducive to raising the question of uniting Kosovo-Metohija to Albania and to do so would weaken the position of the Yugoslav government in Serbia, especially. One measure to promote closer contact between the Albanians across the border would be to abolish custom taxes.14

As a result of these talks, a series of agreements were concluded that moved the two countries toward de facto economic unity. The agreement to coordinate their economic planning and create joint stock companies was followed later in the year by a customs and monetary union. These were the only case of such economic agreements between two communist governments to which the Soviet Union was not a part. In September 1947, an agreement was signed to abolish travel visas. Yugoslavia extended a no interest loan of two billion dinars.

Despite Hoxha’s subsequent denials, the Yugoslavs contributed more from their end than the Albanians, a refreshing contrast to the performance of Soviet joint stock companies. The Yugoslavs built the first railroad in Albania and several small factories, extended credits of $40 million, all on the assumption, as Djilas confirmed, that Albania would become a Yugoslav republic.15 But some in the Albanian leadership were already having second thoughts.

Tito’s designs for Albania had become enmeshed in the factional struggle within the Albanian Communist Party. Soviet counter measures also exploited the factional fights in Tirana. Stalin exerted political pressure on the Yugoslavs to prevent their absorption of Albania except under conditions that he specified. The links between the factional struggle and the Soviet–Yugoslav split took several years to mature. The first direct contact between Moscow and Tirana came in March 1946 when the new Albanian ambassador, K. Tashko, presenting his credentials to Molotov. He presented an overly optimistic picture of the economic situation attributed to Soviet grain shipments and Yugoslav help. He strongly condemned the British for supporting Greek pretensions on the southern districts of the country and for their contacts with the armed bands in the north. He complained that neither the British nor the Americans had established formal diplomatic relations with Albania. Molotov did not react, but instead restricted himself to asking questions about the social and cultural life of the country.16

Meeting with Hoxha for the first time, the new Soviet ambassador, D. S. Chuvakhin, learned of the factional struggle within the Albanian politburo. As he had already done in more temperate terms with Tito, Hoxha unleashed an impassioned diatribe against the Yugoslav representatives, ambassador Stojnić in particular and his client, Malëshova. He strongly condemned Xoxe for a series of political errors. According to the Soviet ambassador, Hoxha was clearly soliciting Soviet support and angling for an invitation to Moscow which he feared would be extended to Xoxe.17

Biding its time, Moscow was not yet ready to back Hoxha or Xoxe. Instead, for inside information about Albania Moscow relied on the reports of both men. In the first two years after the liberation, the pro-Yugoslav group was in the driver’s seat. But Hoxha continued to conduct his personal policy of undermining his rivals. In conversation with the Soviet ambassador in September 1946, Hoxha charged that only half the Politburo did any real work—himself, Xoxe and Spiru. But there was tension between the latter two. Moreover, Hoxha criticized Xoxe more sharply than before, accusing him of having had “an exaggerated view of his own abilities,” taking too optimistic view of internal developments, and underestimating the strength of the opposition in the north which was his base of power. Hoxha argued in favor of enlarging the Politburo and bringing young men into the political leadership.18 While Hoxha sought to broaden his base in the central organs, Xoxe was busy purging the party and the elected assembly of “anti-government” elements, arresting over one hundred deputies.19 The two rivals appeared to be outbidding one another for Moscow’s approval.

The personal feud between Xoxe and Hoxha stood at the center of the final act in the drama of Yugoslav–Soviet rivalry over Albania. After the fall of Malëshova, Xoxe still controlled the leading party organs. Hoxha complained that all decisions of the Central Committee came out under his signature; Hoxha only learned about them after the fact. Xoxe took over the political administration of the army despite the fact that Hoxha was commander-in-chief. Finally, at the end of 1946, Hoxha made it clear to the Soviet ambassador in Tirana that the situation had to be changed. With Soviet support, he was able to strengthen his position in the party. His reward for adopting a pro-Soviet stance was the first invitation extended to an Albanian leader to meet Stalin.

During the month preceding the meeting in July 1947, Chuvakhin prepared a lengthy and well-informed analysis of the history and present state of the Albanian Communist Party. Quick to point out the errors of the party leadership in attempting to forge a national front, Chuvakhin was equally critical of the Yugoslav influence on the party. He accused Stojnić of having forgotten that he had been delegated to an independent country and had from the very first day “begun to dictate (komandovat’).” He also took the Yugoslavs to task for having placed petty bourgeois elements like Malëshova in the Albanian Politburo; “a situation was created in which the Politburo blindly voted for the approval of all the Yugoslav proposals.” Chuvakhin accepted Hoxha’s view that he had been the special target of the Yugoslavs. In his view, Belgrade was also responsible for the Albania Central Committee having lost control over the local party organizations while waiting in vain for instructions from above. Chuvakhin hastened to add that the Yugoslavs had recognized their errors and withdrew their erring representatives from Albania, but lasting damage had been done; Malëshova continued to remain in the government and anti-government deputies were seated in parliament.20

Although Xoxe was a member of the visiting Albanian delegation to Moscow, clearly Hoxha was in charge. In his exchange with Molotov, Hoxha expanded on his criticism of the Yugoslavs. Politically all was well, he insisted, but the Yugoslavs were moving very slowly on fulfilling the terms of their economic agreement with Albania; they seemed to be uninterested. There were problems over the operation of the joint stock companies for Albania’s mines. Only the Soviet specialists were helping out. Although Tito himself had discussed plans for building railroads, nothing had yet been accomplished.21

By this time Stalin must have read or been briefed on the Chuvakhin report, but he left it up to Hoxha to take the initiative against the Yugoslavs. Hoxha complained about unauthorized Yugoslav flights into Tirana. Stalin asked “Are your people not happy about the relations with Yugoslavia?” and then added: “It is a very good thing that you have friendly Yugoslavia on your border, because Albania is a small country and as such needs strong support from its friends.” Hoxha warily declined to press his case since Stalin offered no encouragement. Stalin’s only advice was to change the name of the Albanian Communist Party to the Party of Labor in accord with its overwhelmingly peasant membership.22 The name change was in line was Stalin’s advice to other parties and reflected a dual concern; first there was no good reason from his perspective of flaunting the communist domination of southeastern Europe; and second, the local communists had to be reminded that they had not yet achieved the level of socialist development as in the Soviet Union.23

Aside from that, it was clear that Stalin had not yet made up his mind about the Yugoslavs.24 Without a good explanation, the Soviet ambassador Chuvakhin, was instructed to remain in Moscow and for seven months there was no Soviet ambassador in Tirana.25 Was Stalin testing Hoxha to determine whether he was intriguing merely to advance his own career? Whatever the case, Stalin was prepared to bide his time until one of the two parties overstepped the invisible line separating what was and what was not permissible among the comrades.

In the beginning of 1947, the Albanian Minister of the National Economy and member of the politburo Nako Spiru, sensing a change in the wind, began to express his doubts about the advantages of economic cooperation with Yugoslavia. The Soviet representative backed him up. In the constant jostling for power within Albania, leaders like Spiru were beginning to manipulate the latent tension between the Yugoslav and Soviet delegations in order to enhance their own positions. Then in the spring 1947, Spiru resisted Yugoslav pressure to end his government’s monopoly on foreign trade. The Yugoslav representative rebuked him for holding up progress toward the formation of a Balkan federation around the nucleus of Yugoslavia. Tito’s man in Tirana, Xoxe, attacked Spiru for factionalism and chauvinism.26

Soviet representatives in Belgrade and Tirana were beginning to send disquieting reports about Yugoslav initiatives, asking why the Yugoslavs were pushing so hard for joint stock companies with Albania when they were resisting forming them with the Soviet Union and why they were sending military and technical advisors to Albania when they were asking for Soviet specialists to improve their own army and economy.27 They warned the Albanian leaders about the implications of the economic treaties they were about to sign.

By this time, the situation in Albania had become sufficiently serious to engage the attention of Tito and Zhdanov. In November 1947, the Yugoslav ambassador in Albania, Savo Zlatić denounced Spiru for opposing the economic integration of Albania with Yugoslavia.28 He accused the Albanian communists of concealing a hidden anti-Yugoslav front. Tito himself singled out Spiru as the chief culprit in a letter to the Albanian leadership. The Albanian Politburo then met without several candidate members who were known to be resisting the Yugoslav pressure. Hoxha and Xoxe betrayed Spiru, saddling him with the responsibility for the policy they had endorsed. The Soviet representative in Tirana, Gerasimov, listened passively to Spiru’s impassioned self defense and appeal for Soviet help. Similarly, in Tirana, Spiru several times complained to the sympathetic Soviet ambassador, Chuvakhin, that the Yugoslavs were taking over the Albanian economy.29 Hoxha declined to support his old comrade, without assurances of Moscow’s backing. Within days Spiru committed suicide.30

The Yugoslavs then complained to Moscow that a number of Albanians led by Spiru, and including Mehmet Shehu and the daring young woman partisan leader, Liri Belishova, the wife of Spiru, had been undermining Soviet–Yugoslav friendship by playing off the Soviet and Yugoslav specialists. The Yugoslav ambassador in Moscow handed Zhdanov two proposals from Tito: first that a meeting be convened in Belgrade with leaders of the Albanian Communist Party “to restore health to the party;” and second, that consideration be given to the withdrawal of Soviet advisers from Albania in order to discourage manipulative tactics by rival Albanian factions and the further deterioration of Yugoslav–Albanian relations. The Soviet leaders were taken aback. Zhdanov wrote Tito inviting him to dispatch a plenipotentiary to Moscow to clear up the matter. Stalin followed up with a cable demanding that Djilas be sent.31

In Djilas account of his meeting with Stalin and Molotov, the Soviet leader immediately displayed his annoyance over the Albanian events; “so, members of the Central Committee in Albania are killing themselves over you [Yugoslavs]. This is very inconvenient, very inconvenient.” He brushed aside Djilas explanation that Spiru had adopted an extreme anti-Yugoslav stance and thereby isolated himself in the party. Then Stalin astonished Djilas by discounting Soviet interest in Albania; “We have no special interest in Albania. We agree to Yugoslavia swallowing Albania.” Molotov echoed the point; “the sooner the better.” Stalin wanted to know Djilas’ opinion of Hoxha; wasn’t he “a petit bourgeois, inclined toward nationalism?” Stalin asked whether “the strongest man there is Xoxe?” This appeared to confirm what Stalin had told Kardelj in April.32 Again Djilas agreed. Stalin requested Djilas draft a memo indicating that there were no differences between the Soviet and Yugoslav positions.33 Djilas did so, but the document was never sent to Belgrade. The unpublished printed version, predictably, moderated Stalin’s outburst. It emphasized, rather, that the gradual process of absorption depended on the evolution of good relations between the two countries and the avoidance of any international complications. The document also summarized Stalin’s conciliatory views on the tension between Yugoslav and Soviet military and economic advisers in Albania.34 Within a few months, however, the underlying tension between Stalin and Tito over the fate of Albania added an almost unbearable weight bearing down on the sagging lines of Soviet–Yugoslav relations.35

As the relations between Belgrade and Moscow rocked back and forth, the Albanian communists expressed confidence in their full control over the country. Hoxha and Xoxe reported to the Soviet ambassador that the latest elections to the local soviet had yielded a new high of 99.1% in favor of the candidates of the Democratic Front. They claimed that armed resistance was virtually over, asserting that there were only 150–160 “bandits” instead of 500–600 at the beginning of 1947. Both Albanian leaders dumped on Spiru, blaming him for all sorts of political sins, including his alleged attempts to embroil the two of them in conflict with one another, his pro-Yugoslav (!) inclinations, his derisive private attitude toward the Soviet Union, in contrast to his public assertions of loyalty to Moscow. Engaging in the ritualistic self-criticism, Hoxha reproached himself for having failed to discern these faults. Xoxe signaled his agreement.36 The appearance of complete solidarity was a masque concealing hostility which was soon to surface. Both men were unaware that they were about to be caught in a crossfire between Moscow and Belgrade.

Soon after Chuvakhin returned to Tirana in March, 1948, the Information Bureau of the CPSU sent Suslov a devastating critique of the policies of the Yugoslav Communist Party.37 There can be no doubt that the initiative had come from above. Directives soon followed to the Information Bureau to prepare similar denunciations of the nationalist and anti-Marxist errors of the Hungarian, Polish, and Czech parties.38 Stalin was preparing the ground for an all out attack against the very policy he had initiated of separate roads to socialism. Clearly, in his view the paths were diverging too widely.39 The letter of Stalin and Molotov which followed was shared with Hoxha who wielded it like a club to beat down and then to destroy his enemies in the Albanian Central Committee.40

Just two months after the meeting with Chuvakhin, in May 1948 on the eve of the Soviet–Yugoslav break, the Yugoslavs sent a blistering message to the Eighth Plenum of the Central Committee of the Albanian Communist (soon to be Labor) Party. In it they accused Spiru of having taken a hostile attitude toward Yugoslavia by opposing the coordination of the economic planning between the two countries. The Plenum unanimously also approved the expulsion from the party of Spiru’s confederates. They turned against Mehmet Shehu, the brilliant partisan leader, who had fought with the Yugoslavs in clearing Kosovo of the Germans but who later resisted the fusion of the Albanian and Yugoslav armies, stripping him of his government posts. The plenum accepted the Yugoslav denunciation of Spiru as “bourgeois, chauvinistic and anti-Marxist.” So much for Spiru’s alleged pro-Yugoslav tendencies!

The Plenum promised to tighten its relations and cooperation with Yugoslavia, declaring, in its most humiliating admission, that “it was the weakest link in the democratic camp.” The Plenum confirmed the line of closer association of Yugoslavia and Albania up to their unity “in one confederal state.” To heap further indignities on the Albanians, the final draft of the resolution was drawn up by their old bête noir, Savo Zlatić, back in Tirana as the Yugoslav plenipotentiary. It was no wonder that the Soviet representatives in Tirana at the time, P. Manchkha and N. Pukhlov were excluded from the meeting of the Plenum, having to depend for their information on informal conversations with Xoxe and others.41

Up to this point, Moscow remained uncertain about whom it could rely on in the Albanian leadership. At the end of 1947, Xoxe was singled out with the honor of being the first Albania leader to be invited to vacation in the Soviet Union where he consulted with Soviet leaders. What the subject of these talks was is not known. But within a few months the Soviet leadership appeared to give Hoxha the edge by awarding him the prestigious Order of Suvorov, normally given to military commanders for battles of annihilation.42 This was not quite what the partisan movement in Albania had achieved, but if anyone deserved a military decoration, it was Mehmet Shehu.

Once the Soviet–Yugoslav break was in the open, the Albanians quickly realigned their position. Enver Hoxha was one of the communist leaders summoned to Warsaw in June 1948 for a conference to coordinate anti-Yugoslav activities He reassured Molotov that he was in complete agreement with the Soviet draft resolution condemning Yugoslavia. Moreover, he abjectly confessed to having been completely under the thumb of Tito, pleading that the Albanian party was young, inexperienced, and ideologically unprepared in Marxism Leninism. He further admitted that he had been wrong in abandoning Spiru. Molotov interjected at this point to state that Spiru was a great loss to Albania, “a good worker and friend of the USSR,” even though suicide was not acceptable to a communist. Hoxha had done his penance; he was now Stalin’s man in Albania, at least for while. Tito’s wings over Albania had been clipped.


The Greek Imbroglio


The Yugoslav communists, bolstered by their victory in the civil war, increasingly regarded themselves as front line fighters facing the Western imperialist powers in the postwar period at opposite ends of their country, in Istria and Aegean Macedonia. For the first time, Tito took an active role in the third round of the Greek Civil war. His influence on the Greek Communist Party was due in large measure to the internal divisions that continued to plague it into the postwar period; the absence of a dominant leader to reconcile the competing factions; and Stalin’s decision to remain aloof, similar to his attitude toward Albania.43

After the Varkiza truce that ended the second phase of the Greek civil war, the split widened between the leadership of the Greek Communist Party and the National Liberation Front of the Slav Macedonians of Northern Greece who not only favored advancing the revolution by armed force but also demanded autonomy within the communist ranks and promoted the national liberation of Macedonians in a postwar “people’s democracy.” The party leadership, bolstered by the return of Nikos Zachariades from a long imprisonment in Dachau, signaled a new attempt to reconcile the differences within the party and promote a conciliatory policy. He denounced the radical andartes in the mountains. He proposed a dual strategy in foreign and domestic policy similar to that being followed by the French and Italian parties, At the Twelfth Party Plenum in June 1945, he declared: “Greece is situated at a sensitive and crucial spot in the British Empire’s vital communication network. As long as there is a British Empire, this artery will exist and Britain will do everything in its power to preserve it.” He then advanced a foreign policy for Greece balanced “between two poles, that of the European Balkans with its center in the Soviet Union and that of the Mediterranean with Great Britain at its center.”44 In domestic policy, he struck a similar note by advocating a continuation of practical work toward the establishment of a parliamentary democracy while taking all precautions to oppose a fascist coup.45

The party’s policy of self-defense was sorely tried by the right wing terror, “the unilateral civil war” as the communists called it, that increased in intensity throughout the summer of 1945. The communists had given up much in the Varkiza agreement, but they thought they could recoup their losses through hard driving political work. The settlement guaranteed basic civil liberties and promised elections and a plebiscite on the monarchy in that order. In return ELAS agreed to disarm and demobilize without having obtained similar terms for the royalist units including the Mountain Brigade. As a result, the new security forces of the state were dominated by rightists. The army was wholly in their hands. The National Guard was commanded by army officers and consisted mainly of volunteers raised to fight ELAS in the second round. Among them were members of right wing bands and the former Security Battalions. Its recruiting practices after Varkiza openly discriminated against former members of ELAS or EAM. As its size increased to over 60,000 and its authority spread into the countryside, it pursued local vendettas against the left. The gendarmerie, which gradually replaced the disorderly National Guard as the mainstay of internal security, were no better; they were badly trained, underequipped, and packed with political officers, either old Venizelists or collaborators. The police, who had suffered heavily from the ELAS massacres in December were the most anti-communist of all. Besides the regular security forces, there were the right-wing bands. In some areas they outnumbered the security forces. Everywhere they were feared for their brutality.46 A growing atmosphere of fear spread throughout the country.

In response the party stepped up its defensive measures. At the Seventh Congress in October 1945, there was still talk of the peaceful reconstruction of Greece and the formation of a “people’s democracy.” But Zachariades warned that it might not be possible without a fight. The communist press avoided linking the party with the resistance in the mountains until early 1946 when the party decided to build up armed resistance where local conditions were favorable and there was no risk of clashing with the British. The party’s main efforts were, nonetheless, directed toward building up mass organizations in the cities. It became increasingly difficult for the party to turn the other cheek as the wave of repression mounted.

When the government backed by the British announced elections for March 1946, the Left including the communists cried foul. The country was still in turmoil. There were large numbers of political detainees who had not been tried and the electoral lists had not been revised. The purge of collaborators had turned into a farce; instead of being arrested and tried they were hired to staff the security forces.47 After an inconclusive consultation with Soviet authorities, the party supported a boycott but the vote was not unanimous. Once again there is evidence that the radical independent socialists played a role in the decision by strongly endorsing the boycott and denouncing cooperation with the bourgeois parties. Then on the eve of the elections Siantos made a last-minute effort in the absence of Zachariades, to make a deal with the left-wing Liberals to represent the entire. Left in the voting, illustrating the hesitations and uncertainty in the communist ranks. The plan fell through and the Right won an overwhelming victory at the polls although only 50% of the voters bothered to cast ballots. The outcome was due in part to the boycott and in part to the manipulation of the electoral rolls and large-scale intimidation by the Right. There is no sure method of calculating the political strength of the Left at this time; support had been dwindling since the December events and estimates range from a quarter to a third of the electorate.48 The forces of the Center were driven by fear and pressure to the right. Although Greece was still split into three camps—supporters of monarchy, republic or popular democracy—the real political choice had been narrowed to EAM or the authoritarian monarchists.

After the end of the Second World War, the Yugoslavs stepped up their material assistance to the left in Greece. Despite Yugoslavia’s relative poverty, its direct monetary aid, though small by Western standards, was greater than that of any other party.49 In the fall of 1946, several Greek communist leaders including the secretary of the Greek Communist Party, Ioannis Ioannidis, arrived in Belgrade to create a “parallel leadership center.”50 Not only was Yugoslavia a conduit for aid and an alternative political center for the Greek communists, it was also a refuge for guerillas and their families who had been driven from their homes and a “sanctuary” for EAM units seeking respite from attacks by the regular Greek army. After the Treaty of Varkiza, the most radical members of the ELAS who considered the act a “capitulation” decided to emigrate. Most went to Yugoslavia. They were settled mostly in the People’s Republic of Macedonia. The camp at Buljkes was the best organized: it was called by some in Yugoslavia “the seventh republic.” The village was virtually self-governing with its own small town superstructure, of schools, hospitals, and library. Small numbers trained in military course were then filtrated into Greece. The commune survived until the Soviet–Yugoslav conflict.51

While Stalin continued to give vague and non-committal advice to the Greek communists, he allowed Tito to flex his muscles. Stalin, Molotov, and Zhdanov told Zachariades, during his visit to Moscow in the spring of 1946, that the partisan movement should “proceed gradually from the villages to the cities in order to avoid an untimely British intervention and with the objective of finding a compromise.” But at the same time, Zhdanov urged him to build up his armed forces where possible and avoid a clash with the British. The Soviet advice was not very helpful in suggesting that the Greek communists should pursue a dual strategy, a compromise between the insurrectionary and parliamentary roads.52

On Stalin’s recommendation, Zachariades also consulted with Tito. As in so many instances, the motives behind Stalin’s maneuver are obscure. Did he hope that Tito could serve as point man in order to take diplomatic pressure off himself only to be repudiated in case the tactics failed? There is no record of Tito’s conversations with Zachariades. But shortly thereafter, Tito rapidly assumed a more active role than any other outside source in supporting the build-up of the Democratic Army. He allowed the Greek Communists not only to establish the “parallel leadership center” in Belgrade, but offered refuge to ELAS veterans, retrained them in military camps and permitted them to cross the border with their arms in order to swell the numbers of the Democratic Army. By 1947, he had provided more economic aid than any other fraternal party. At the founding meeting of the Cominform, the Yugoslav communists even went so far as to extol the Greek struggle as a model answer to the alleged “parliamentarism” of the French and Italian communist parties.

Throughout 1946, Stalin pursued his labyrinthine maneuvers. The parallel center of the Greek Communist Party in Belgrade prepared a report urging the Soviet Union to provide material aid to field 15–20,000 partisans and to declare Greece a neutral power under great power guarantee. Having studied the request for several months, the Soviet leaders responded in November through Dimitrov that increased military activity was not appropriate in light of the international situation and that “the central effort should be the mass popular political struggle and also the maintenance of the most minimal legal means (in order to) preserve the party cadres and not expose them to the danger of their annihilation.” A month later Gromyko at the United Nations announced a complete reversal of the Soviet position on the American proposal to establish an international commission to investigate border incidents on the northern Greek frontier. It is hard to avoid the conclusion that Stalin was concerned over the dangers of serious international incident arising from the growing Greek partisan activity supported by the zealous Yugoslavs. But he had skillfully masked his own intentions from the Western diplomats. They were increasingly convinced that he was determined to unleash a revolution in Greece.53

On the other hand, Stalin did not reveal his own thinking on Greece to either the Yugoslav or Greek communists. On a second visit to Belgrade in April 1947, Zachariades won Tito’s approval for the liberation of northern Greece and his promise of additional material aid to help support the expansion of the Democratic Army to 50,000 men. Tito helped organize Zachariades’ visit in May to Moscow where Stalin and Molotov apparently raised no objections to the expansion of the guerilla war. But Zachariades wanted more than this. He complained to Zhdanov that the Soviet Union could do more to help. Representatives of Soviet organizations like VOKS and the Greek-Slavic Friendship Society remained silent, and there were no visiting Soviet cultural delegations to offset the massive Anglo-American propaganda. He pleaded for financial aid to purchase supplies. Zhdanov was not prepared to offer anything more than vague assurances: “Your struggle has smashed the teeth of the English and aroused people against Truman,” he stated. But “not everyone understands that one has to chose the right moment to commit the full strength (brosit&apos; vse sily) of the USSR. We understand your impatience.”54 The Soviet leaders finally authorized an undetermined amount of financial aid that fell far short of the requirements of an army of 50,000.55

The Soviet Union was pursuing the same policy that it adopted in Iran and China. It was utilizing the threat of armed rebellion to intimidate unstable right-wing governments into accepting a political solution. On the one hand, Stalin refused openly to support the insurgents for fear of triggering massive Western intervention and heightening the prospects of another war. On the other hand, he was not prepared to surrender prematurely the option of provoking an armed struggle. In Greece, his policy represented a means to further three complimentary aims. It was the only option left to end the dictatorship of the Right by forcing a political settlement that would bring the Greek communists back into the government. It enabled him to keep Greece as a bargaining chip in his dealings with the West by reminding his erstwhile allies that he could counter in force any misguided attempt by them to support anti-communist movements in Poland or Romania. Finally, his limited support to Greece would check the Yugoslav militants from assuming a de facto leadership of a revolutionary upsurge in the Balkans.

The Greek communist leadership, persecuted by the Right and under relentless pressure of its militants in the mountains, inched toward an open break with the government. The period from February to September 1947 was crucial for the Greek communists in their last efforts to reach an accommodation with the parties of the center based on a general amnesty, a reorganization of the army and new municipal elections. But, they refused to disband and disarm until an agreement had been reached. They wanted no repetition of 1945. The negotiations failed in large part because of direct American intervention which opposed any compromise with the Greek communists.56

At the Third Plenum held secretly in Yugoslavia in September 1947, Zachariades finally threw down the gauntlet that he had long held menacingly aloft. The central committee publicly called for an all-out offensive, the formation of a regular army and the establishment of a Free Greece. The military leadership pressed to more than double the size of the army from 20,000 to 50–60,000. The threat of American intervention made the formation of a compact territory in the northern part of the country with its own government “urgent.” The plenum denounced “the old cadres” for having refused to leave the major cities for the mountains thereby had caused the loss of thousands of members to imprisonment or exile.57

In December, the party announced the formation of a Provisional Democratic Government, the “mountain government.” Whatever vague promises Stalin may have given, he did not recognize the government and prevented other parties from doing so. On the other hand, he permitted the organization of military supplies for an enlarged army by members of the bloc. The Yugoslavs were the most active.58

The Greek government responded to the announcement of an independent government by banning the party. The third round of the civil war had begun. But the elapse of two years, during which the dual policy had been followed, had severely weakened the internal strength of the Left and sharply diminished their chances of forcing a political settlement to say nothing of taking power in the country.

The implementation of the new militant policy suffered from three major weaknesses. First of all, the gap between the cities and the mountains had widened. After Varkiza, the communists threw themselves into the legal struggle for control of the trade unions. They attempted to reorganize under a new label, the Workers Anti-Fascist League and fought to detach the socialist from the reformist union members. Under the sponsorship of the World Federation of Trade Unions dominated by left-wing socialists and communists, elections were held in December 1945 for the executive of the General Confederation. The results were just the reverse of national elections which were held almost concurrently. The reformists, charging abuses and intimidation, abstained. The Left won an overwhelming victory. The WFTU gave its blessing. But the Right, having won the national elections, used the powers of the state in time-honored Greek fashion to nullify the trade union election results and install the reformists in power. It was the turn of the Left to cry foul and refuse to accept the new executive.

Prolonged negotiations, this time mediated by British and then American trade unionists led to a compromise in early 1947. The new executive included seven reformists, six communists, and left socialists (the Anti-Fascist League), four rightists, three independent socialists, and one anarcho-marxist.59 The whole episode illustrated the advantages of investing energy in the legal struggle and could be interpreted by moderates in the party as fully justifying their course. Meanwhile, the party’s Athens organization had grown accustomed to playing the traditional political game and resented accusations by the parallel center in Belgrade that they were hampering mobilization for the armed struggle. There was much hesitation and confusion in the urban cadres and many opportunities were lost to escape to the mountains.60

In the second place, the prospects for a unified Left, which had been diminishing since liberation, further diminished. The independent socialist groups had withdrawn from EAM shortly after Varkiza on the grounds that the revolutionary struggle was over. Like other left-wing socialist groups in Eastern Europe, they proposed to continue cooperation with the communists in working toward a people’s democracy as an intermediate stage in the transition to socialism. But their hopes for a parliamentary path dissipated in the polarization of Greek society. Throughout 1946 and most of 1947, the Socialist Union struggled to define its relationship with the Greek Communist Party and the Soviet Union. Some of its leaders perceived the Soviet experience as “the best preliminary on the way to socialism,” while others like Svolos regretted that the excessive dependence of the communist parties on Moscow was responsible for the lack of unity of the Left. With respect to the guerilla movement in the mountains, the socialists fell between two stools. “We fight against the civil war,” they asserted, “but not against the andartiko. We do not take part in it but neither are we hostile to it.”61

In the third place, the Left was split along ethno-territorial lines. The Greek communists were the only political force in the country to recognize the existence of the Slavo-Macedonians as a national entity. Yet the Slavo-Macedonians provided a vital source of fighters and a base for military operations, and a guarantee of aid from the Yugoslav Communist Party which had already granted their Macedonians a federal state within the new Yugoslavia.62 The Slavo-Macedonian population of Vardar Macedonia was scattered throughout the territory acquired from Bulgaria as a result of the Second Balkan War in 1913. Their numbers are in dispute. The official Greek census counted only 82,000 but other sources estimated their population to be as high as 200,000. They were neither Bulgarians nor Macedonians of the Yugoslav type. Composed mainly of peasants and artisans, they lacked the social basis for a strong national movement. They deeply resented the settlement of the Greek diaspora refugees from the population exchange with Turkey in 1924. Their political loyalties fluctuated, reflecting shifts within Greek politics. They were drawn to the Greek Communist Party after the Comintern adoption of the Popular Front and the “complete equality of all nationalities in [Greek] Macedonia.”63 The Greek veterans of the long struggle against Ottoman rule always regarded the Slavo-Macedonians as lesser Greeks. In the thirties, they became increasingly suspicious of the flirtation of the Slavo-Macedonians with Bulgarian communists across the frontier.64

In the early years of the war, Albanians and Bulgarians backed by the Germans attempted to make inroads on the Slavo-Macedonians by offering their bands a privileged position in the new order. IMRO even promised them liberation from Greek rule and an “autonomous” or “independent” state.65 But as was often the case with the Germans and their collaborationist allies, clumsy mistakes were made. A Machiavellian initiative by the Bulgarian government backfired badly. In 1941 at the request of Sofia, the Germans released a number of prominent Greek communists from prison, most of them Slavic speakers, in a misguided attempt to strengthen pro-Bulgarian influence in Greek Macedonia. One of those liberated, Andreas Tzimas, was assigned by the Greek communists to organize the first cells among the Slavo-Macedonians. The Greek puppet government in Athens also sought to gain popular approval by identifying the resistance with the Slavo-Macedonian minority, reviving the chief bugbear of Greek politics. In their view, it was easier to recruit men to fight the “Slavo-Communists” than to carry out routine police work or help the Germans do their dirty work. Greek collaborationist newspapers repeatedly invoked the threat of Pan-Slavism spreading to the Aegean.66

The Greek communists, slow to respond, came to the conclusion by the end of 1942 that it was necessary to win them over by urging them to join the anti-fascist movement for their own national and social liberation. The most powerful magnet attracting recruits among the Slavo-Macedonians, however, was the example of the Yugoslav model. The Vardar Macedonians set up their own partisan units officered by Macedonians, with Macedonian as the language of command, and displaying national symbols. The message was reinforced by the arrival of Vukmanović-Tempo with Tito’s instructions, to boost their confidence and give them direction. At his urging, ELAS agreed to promise national freedom and equality of rights for Macedonian Greeks, to allow them to form individual units with their own banners and to use their own language.

Reluctantly and among some leaders of EAM with reservations, ELAS organized a separate Macedonian unit, and then in November 1943 sanctioned the formation of a Slavo-Macedonian National Liberation Front. Large numbers of Slavo-Macedonians began to join. In the spring of 1944, the leadership of the Greek Communist Party had second thoughts. When the Axis occupation forces began to withdraw, the Slavo-Macedonian Battalion opened its ranks to the pro-Bulgarian collaborators in the Security Battalions and requested recognition by EAM as a separate division. The Greek communists, fearing the loss of the northern provinces to a new, dynamic Yugoslav state under Tito, ordered their units to surround the two Slavo-Macedonian battalions. They had decided that “things had gotten out of hand.” In the late spring 1944, they ordered the dispersal of the Slavo-Macedonian units throughout Greece.67

The battalions revolted. A local communist leader reported that “they look to Yugoslavia and the vast majority sympathizes with the separatist movement.”68 The two battalions fled across the frontier into Yugoslavia and, reorganized the First Aegean Brigade. They continued to fight the Germans in the last months of the war before they were disbanded. After the conclusion of the Varkiza Truce, the Slavo-Macedonians who remained in Greece were singled out for repression by the right-wing terror. This triggered another mass exodus of about 25,000 Slavo-Macedonians, mainly to Yugoslavia, where they joined their compatriots forming the nucleus of the units that returned to Greece in 1946 at the outbreak of the third round of the civil war. They became the core of the communist led the Democratic Army. Meanwhile inside the Greek borders, the Slavo-Macedonians sought to strengthen their organizational ties by creating their own National Liberation Movement. When they formed self-defense units in the mountains of Vardar Macedonia, they antagonized the EAM which denounced them as bandits and Bulgarian fascists intent upon creating an autonomous region within Greece. In the spring of 1946, Zachariades extended the olive branch to those among the Slavo-Macedonians who were willing to give up the idea of autonomy and join in preparing the armed struggle against the Greek government. But the negotiations between the two parties proved acrimonious and inconclusive. Their rapprochement was doomed by their persistent disagreement over the extent of autonomy.

The Slavo-Macedonians were clearly counting on the Yugoslavs to back them up in a final showdown, while the Greek Communist Party sought to neutralize them in its resistance to Yugoslav inroads. Ironically, the increased dependence of the Greek communists on the Slavo-Macedonian minority to fight the civil war further weakened their appeal in the core areas of Greece where the recurrent fears of Slavic hegemony began to affect even the Left.69

By early 1948, there were about 11,000 Slavo-Macedonian guerillas operating in the mountains, representing at least a third of the Democratic Army. In the liberated areas, they grudging won the right from the Greek Communist Party to establish their own schools and newspapers in the Slavo-Macedonian dialect. Most of their services—hospitals, supply dumps, and training camps—remained safely located across the frontier. Their guerilla units could seek sanctuary in Yugoslavia, Bulgaria or Albania whenever threatened by the government forces. By 1949, they constituted half the Democratic Army. As their contribution to the fighting increased, the Slavo-Macedonians stepped up their demands for autonomy. The phantom of Macedonian separatism had come back to haunt the Greek Communist Party.70


The Dénouement


Stalin’s response to Tito’s initiatives in ideology and politics was complex. Publicly, he held up the Yugoslav party as a model, but privately he scolded them whenever they failed to consult him before making a move outside their own frontiers. On the subterranean level so congenial to Stalin’s mode of operation, he conspired to divide the Yugoslav leadership, testing Tito’s loyalty. He set snares to catch the Yugoslavs and then expose them for committing political errors that he alone claimed the right to define and correct. These were the tactics that he had refined in domestic Soviet and Comintern politics. They had always been successful in the past. But it was finally a mistake to think that they would work against a party cohort forged in the furnace of civil war.

By the late summer of 1947, the major pieces of the Soviet–Yugoslav conflict had fallen into place. Yet an open split did not occur for another seven months. Entering this period is like making one’s way through a forest with too many contradictory signposts. Or perhaps it was the Yugoslavs who failed to read them correctly. To begin with, the Soviet leaders appeared to assign a leading public role to the Yugoslav Party at the founding congress of the Communist Information Bureau in August 1947. Yet, at the same time the Department of Foreign Policy (OVP) of the Central Committee was preparing a devastating critique of the party. Moreover, the preparations for the congress and the meetings themselves as the small Polish resort town of Szklarska Poręba (an odd choice in any case) do not allow firm conclusions to be drawn about its purposes.

It is not clear who first broached the topic of a new international organ to serve as an informational link among the communist parties; it was mentioned in June 1946 when Tito and Dimitrov were in Moscow. But nothing came of it until almost a year later when Stalin raised the question with Władysław Gomułka of establishing an informational center on Polish soil for communist parties. This set in motion a flurry of correspondence among communist parties, most notably the Yugoslavs, concerning the possibility of founding a journal to coordinate activities among the European communist parties. This particular proposal worked out by Djilas and Molotov was apparently spurred by the resignation of the French communists from the government, which came as an unexpected and unwelcome surprise to Moscow.71

Yet, a year before, in April 1946 the Stalin ordered the reorganization of the Department of International Information (OMI) in the Central Committee which had succeeded the defunct Comintern in June 1943 in order to direct propaganda and the activities of anti-fascist committees during the Second World War.72 The new organ was called the Department of Foreign Policy of the Central Committee of the VKP(b) with extensive responsibilities for maintaining contacts with foreign communist parties and all Soviet cadres working abroad including diplomats and security people. Its functions were actually more extensive than the Comintern.73 Why then was it necessary to create another organization which appeared to duplicate its functions? And why limit its membership to a few parties—the Polish, Hungarian, Romanian, Bulgarian, Czech, French, and Italian—apparently randomly selected. Was this another case of appearance masking intention?

On the puzzle of membership, Tito proposed the Greek Communist Party. Stalin rejected the idea, maintaining that the participation of the Greeks could only play into the hands of the Anglo-Americans.74 The preliminary materials for the first conference reveal additional details. Several members of the Politburo, including Beria and Malenkov as well as Zhdanov the main author and, of course Stalin, mentioned as possible invitees, the communist parties of Sweden and Finland. Both were omitted from the final list. In Sweden’s case ostensibly because the Swedish Communist Party was not part of the ruling government coalition. One of the aims of the first congress, which became evident during the meeting, was to reproach parties that were part of a coalition government, namely the Italian and the French, for their conciliatory attitude toward American imperialism. But how then to explain the decision not to invite the Finnish party which was not only a member of a coalition government but had won as many votes in a free election as the French? There is no documentary evidence but surely Zhdanov’s intervention here was crucial.

As the Soviet member of the Allied Control Commission in Helsinki, Zhdanov had made himself the mentor of the Finnish Communist Party. His clearly articulated advice for them had been to follow the parliamentary path to a popular democracy.75 If they had been invited to Szklarska Poręba, they would have fallen into the same category as the French and Italian parties. Would Zhdanov be prepared to denounce himself for misleading them? Beyond this, there was no danger of Finland being drawn into a Western bloc, like Italy and France, whether or not the Finnish communists were in the government. So there was no compelling reason to invite and them and two good reasons not to.

Aside from the list of invitees, the agenda for the congress also raises two questions. Why was there such an extensive and secretive discussion among the Soviet leaders about setting an agenda and organizing the meeting?76 And what were the reasons behind their assigning a leading role to the Yugoslavs in castigating their Western comrades?

A clue to the first question may be found in the answer given by the Soviet leaders to Tito’s inquiry on “the basic points of the agenda of the meeting.” Zhdanov with Molotov’s agreement and the approval of Stalin, which lent very heavy weight to this response, emphasized the informal character of the initiative proposed by the Poles. After the representatives of the communist parties delivered their informational reports, they would decide on which questions they would develop in “an exchange of opinion.”77 As the preparatory materials drafted by Zhdanov and corrected by Stalin demonstrate, the Soviet leaders had something else in mind. On the eve of the meeting, they had arrived at two major conclusions: first it was necessary to create a new international organization which would impose strict discipline on all communist parties, but particularly those in the Soviet sphere of influence in order to guarantee close consultation with the Soviet Union on all important measures and to eliminate oppositionist elements within their coalitions; and second to present a unified front under Soviet command to oppose the aggressive policies of the U.S. aimed at “world domination” and embodied in the Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan.

Zhdanov introduced the idea of the two camps into the preparatory proposals rather late. Only in the final draft prepared for Stalin by Zhdanov and Malenkov was a general critical review of the national communist parties replaced by a focus on the errors of the French and Italian Communist parties for having ignored the lessons of the Soviet experience. What was eliminated from the first draft was a key paragraph taking to task the Yugoslav communists. In the missing part, they were reproached for accusing the Soviet Union of having failed to support “smaller friendly countries” like their own in deference to great power politics. This attitude was deemed “unacceptable.” The Yugoslavs were reproached for having underestimated the “great significance and role of the Soviet Union which cannot disperse its strength necessary for greater struggles” and, the criticism concluded, had led to “baseless pretensions.”78 Although the “pretensions” were not spelled out, the expression signified a tendency by Tito to give priority to his revolutionary politics ahead of Stalin’s. An explanation of this omission, however, only gradually became clear over the following months.

Uninformed as to the real motives for the meeting and lulled into complacency by the introductory speeches of both Gomulka and Malenkov, the delegates were stunned by Zhdanov’s report on the international situation. At a single stroke, he transformed the atmosphere and direction of the discussion from an exchange of information, as Gomulka had originally proposed, to the creation of an organization to coordinate the policies of the communist parties in the spirit of the two camps theory and a denunciation of the Italians and French for having failed to rally the working class against the imperialist threat represented by the Truman Doctrine and Marshall Plan; in other words for having failed to associate themselves wholeheartedly with the Soviet led anti-imperialist camp.79

Significantly, none of the delegates immediately picked up on Zhdanov’s denunciation or his call for an organization to coordinate the actions of the communist parties.80 This helps explain the curious incident of the “corridor discussion” between Zhdanov and Malenkov on the one hand and Djilas and Kardelj on the other during a three-hour interval between Zhdanov’s report and Djilas scathing denunciation of the line followed by the French and Italian communists. According to the memoirs of both Djilas and Kardelj, Zhdanov, and Malenkov took them aside in the corridors after Zhdanov’s speech and insisted that the French and Italian parties “must be criticized!” Djilas complied at once, Kardelj the following day.81

Malenkov then improvised an evening agenda featuring Djilas, Duclos, and Ana Pauker of the Romanian party. Djilas’ denunciation of the French and Italian parties used the occasion to widen Zhdanov’s focus on their failure to use their position as members of a coalition government to oppose American imperialism. Relying on the Partisan experience, he attacked the leadership of their parties for “having failed during the last war to take advantage of favorable circumstances to develop an armed struggle against the occupier.” He went on to label De Gaulle the “French Mihailović.” By accepting his leadership of the resistance, he intoned, they had accepted the view of the traitors, opportunists and provocateurs who frighten the masses into waiting for the liberation of France by Gaullists and the Allied armies. After the liberation, the same leadership had accepted De Gaulle’s dissolution of the patriotic militia, leading to the purge of the left-wing partisan officers. By placing all their hopes on the elections, the French party had turned the masses away from the armed struggle toward a state of passivity. Djilas dismissed with contempt the argument of the French communists that their position had been determined by the need to avoid a clash between the Soviet Union and the Anglo-Americans. The Yugoslavs had accepted the wartime alliance of the three powers, he stated, but they had beaten (bili) Mihailović, the agent of the British. He praised the Greek communists for also having resisted the British intervention in their country. By their armed struggle, Djilas claimed, the Yugoslavs and Greeks had “strengthened the position of the USSR as the bastion of revolutionary strength in the world.”82 Djilas went on at some length to enumerate other errors of the French. But he had said enough to have challenged openly the cardinal points of Stalin’s wartime policies. As we have seen, Stalin had instructed Thorez and Togliatti to pursue exactly the policies Djilas attacked in his speech.83 “Pretensions” indeed!

The Yugoslavs could not restrain themselves. The next day, Kardelj focused his attack on the Italians in a longer speech than Djilas. However, he sounded a new note by attributing the same errors that had been committed by the French and Italian parties to other parties, although he did not identify them by name. More tactfully than Djilas, he acknowledged the legitimacy of the parliamentary road to socialism, but defined it in such a way as to embrace the experience of the Polish and Bulgarian parties which, he stated had built their road to power by exploiting the commanding position they had acquired during the war (!), having nothing to do with parliamentary politics. But during the war, the Italians had made the mistake of not following the lead of the Yugoslavs in Northern Italy where they could have combined armed struggle against the Germans with a revolutionary policy to establish a firm basis for a revolutionary base in the postwar government. He further claimed that the revolutionary opportunities in Northern Italy were far greater than those in France and that, therefore, the errors of the Italian party were greater than the French.

Finally, Kardelj invoked the example of the Greek revolution as a heroic contrast to the tactics of the French and Italian parties, adding, once again without identifying them those parties which unlike the Yugoslavs, Bulgarians and Albanians declined to throw their full weight behind the Greeks. This support would have prevented the large-scale intervention of the American imperialists. The Greek example demonstrated, he concluded, that it was possible to struggle successfully against the offensive of the imperialists; “that in this struggle it was possible to win.”84 At the same time, Stalin was expressing doubts about the ability of the Greek partisans to succeed.

Tito was blissfully unaware that on the eve of the congress, the OVP of the Central Committee had prepared a critique of the Yugoslav communist party for Zhdanov, which the Soviet representatives did not use at the founding meeting. Tito had not yet been condemned publically, so it was still possible to pay tribute, albeit briefly, to his leadership in restoring the party and leading its heroic wartime struggle against the Germans and collaborators. The OVP analysis acknowledged that since the end of the war the party had acquired full control of the government at all levels. But this was not an unmixed blessing. The fusion of the party and the state apparatus meant that there was “no pure blooded party work.” The majority of members were wartime recruits who had insufficient training in Marxism-Leninism. The party was run by a small clique of Tito, Kardelj, Ranković and Djilas. There were no regular meetings of the Central Committee and no written accounts were recorded. The party leaders suffered from “nationalistic narrow-mindedness” and tended to exaggerate their achievements. They had committed numerous political errors including unacceptable criticism of Togliatti, sharp attacks against the Bulgarian leaders and denunciation of the Bulgarian constitution for having reduced the national rights of the Macedonians. In this way, the Yugoslav communists “reveal their attempt to claim a leading role in the Balkans.” Yet, they did not fulfill their agreements with Albania.85 They had insisted that Albania ought to have contacts with the Soviet Union only through the Yugoslav government. The correct line, the memo concluded, had been taken by Hebrang in his fulsome tribute to Stalin as the supporter and benefactor of the Yugoslav communists.86 For tactical reasons, Zhdanov did not use this material to condemn the Yugoslav communists at the Cominform meeting. But it clearly reflected the thinking of the Soviet leadership. Thus, even before the dust-up over Tito’s decision to send Yugoslav troops to the Albanian border, the Soviet leadership had identified all the major problems with Tito’s grand design.87

The Soviet leadership was also concerned about the separate negotiation of several bilateral treaties between the Yugoslavs and Bulgarians and the Bulgarians and Czechs. The Politburo ordered the Foreign Ministry to inform the “smaller countries of Eastern Europe (Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, and Poland)” to conclude treaties of mutual aid against the aggression of any country and not just Germany among themselves and then with the Soviet Union. The object here, clearly, was to create a uniform alliance system with the Soviet Union at its head.88

According to Djilas, at this point Tito decided on his own “for no good reason but under the pretext of danger to Albania from the ‘Greek reaction’” to order two divisions into Albania where the Yugoslavs already had an air force regiment. Stalin was deeply concerned over the extent of Tito’s involvement. It was one of the three issues that Stalin and Molotov raised with the Bulgarians and Kardelj in a revealing meeting on February 10, 1948. According to Dimitrov’s account, Molotov led off by listing the “serious differences” between the Soviet government on the one hand and the Bulgarian and Yugoslav governments on the other hand: “the Bulgarian-Yugoslav treaty, Comrade Dimitrov’s interview and the introduction of the Yugoslav troops into Albania.” In particular, Molotov reacted sharply to the news that Yugoslav troops were heading south into Albania. He repeated the warning that “the USSR as an ally of Yugoslavia cannot accept responsibility for the consequences of such kind of actions” and ominously concluded: “there exist serious differences between our countries that have to be eliminated in one way or another.”89 Kardelj obediently admitted that Moscow was not consulted.90

As for the Bulgarian–Yugoslav Treaty of Bled in November, Molotov sharply reproached the Bulgarians for having signed before the coming into effect of the peace treaty which “played into the hands of react[ionary] elements from England and America, thus providing them with a pretext to increase their intervention in Greece against Bulgaria and Yugoslavia.” Reiterating an old refrain, Molotov complained that decisions in the realm of high policy could not be taken without consultations with the USSR. Dimitrov had also been at fault, Molotov continued, by giving an interview in January on a plan to create a “federation or confederation of a custom union” between Bulgaria, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Greece. These statements could only benefit the Anglo-Americans. Quoting Stalin, he went on to excoriate Dmitrov for assuming that he and Tito could speak for other communist parties. Finally Molotov was incensed that, once again without consultation, Tito had planned to send a Yugoslav division to the Albanian Greek frontier to prevent an attack by the Greeks under the patronage of the Anglo-Americans. Once again, this was a case of another communist party, the Albanian, mistakenly assuming that Tito was acting with Soviet approval. Nothing could be further from the truth, he concluded. Then Stalin piled on, ridiculing Dimitrov in an unusually harsh indeed unprecedented way for acting “as if you were still the general secretary of the Comintern” or “like the Komsomol activists who fly like butterflies into the burning flames.” Stalin went on at great length about Albania, sarcastically asking whether “the Yugoslav comrades have solved the problem so easily?” Again his main concern was the effect of Tito’s unilateral move on the West. “Of all the tangles in the struggle between reaction and democracy, the Albanian knot is our weakest point.” Albania was not a member of the UN; its government had not been recognized by the Western powers. If the Yugoslavs moved in, they would claim that Albania had been occupied, and would intervene.

Stalin then asked Kardelj bluntly: “If the Greek partisans were defeated, would you start a war?” When Kardelj answered “no”, Stalin shifted his tone, reverting to his paternal role. He said he “recently started to doubt that the Greek partisans could win,” and then appeared to leave it up to the Yugoslavs as to whether or not to continue supporting them. He reverted to the importance of previous “obligatory consultation on all important international questions.” And then, again surprisingly, he advised them “You should take Albania, but wisely.” Similarly, there was nothing wrong with a Bulgarian–Yugoslav federation, “but not by Komsomol methods of unification.” What he proposed, first, was a gradual process and Albania would also benefit, doubling its population when it joined. But then he reversed himself and demanded that the unification of the three countries should not be delayed. Like a school master in elementary Marxism-Leninism he concluded by instructing his pupils that “the balance of forces” was the key issue and not the [Kantian AJR] “categorical imperative of moral responsibility” in dealing with the Greek situation.91

Dimitrov’s version does not square in all details with Djilas’ account. Stalin’s behavior appeared highly erratic to the Yugoslavs who witnessed it. Djilas had already noticed in his previous visit signs of Stalin’s “senility” and “mental decline.” But the Soviet leader’s performance on this occasion was quite extraordinary. According to Djilas, Stalin was much more categorical in disclaiming any special interest in Albania: “we agree to Yugoslavia swallowing Albania,” he declared, and repeated the phrase later in the evening, adding, “the sooner the better.” Jumping from subject to subject without giving his interlocutors much opportunity to reply, he demanded a federation among Yugoslavia-Bulgaria and Albania. When Kardelj attempted to explain the gradual approach toward unity with Albania, Stalin shot back: “No! First Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, then Albania.” He even repeated his endorsement of the Yugoslav plan of seven equal republics, one of which would be Bulgaria, in opposition to the Bulgarian plan for an equal voice for Yugoslavia and Bulgaria in a new federation.

At this point, Stalin’s talk became fanciful if not fantastical. He conjured up a whole series of federations between Romanians and Hungarians, Poles and Czechs even speculating on the possibility of a Ukrainian federation with Hungary and Romania and merging Belorussia with Poland and Czechoslovakia. But he returned again and again to the Albanian question and its international implications. First he criticized the Yugoslavs for having failed to consult (always consultation!) before having sent troops to the Albanian border to defend against a Greek attack. He dismissed Kardelj’s explanation that the Albanians had agreed, snapping that the move could lead to “serious international complications.” Then, in Djilas’ account, Stalin made the surprising announcement that “the uprising in Greece has to fold up.” Once again he brushed aside Kardelj’s protestations that progress was being made. “No, they have no prospect of success at all. What do you think that Great Britain and the United States – the United States the most powerful state in the world – will permit you to break their lines of communication in the Mediterranean Sea! Nonsense. And we have no navy. The uprising in must be stopped and as quickly as possible.”92 A legitimate question has been raised whether Stalin’s invocation of a Western intervention was a red herring given his own provocative move in blockading Berlin and, apparently, being ready to intervene in Czechoslovakia if the coup failed.93 But with Stalin it was always a case of who was making the decisions on foreign policy and calculating the risks involved.

One month after the confrontation in Moscow, Stalin and Molotov opened a sustained campaign to bring down Tito that led to the Soviet–Yugoslav break and accelerated the sovietization of Eastern Europe. The campaign bore an eerie resemblance to those Stalin mounted against his domestic enemies in the 1930s. The trigger that set it off appeared to be the Albanian affair. At a meeting of the politburo of the Yugoslav Communist Party on March 1, 1948, the decision was taken to press ahead with the union of Albania and Yugoslavia by encouraging Hoxha to take the initiative. Tito further violated Stalin’s orders to the Yugoslavs and Bulgarians, as relayed by Djilas, by rejecting the idea of a federation with Bulgaria. He explained that such a move would further weaken Yugoslavia’s economic position. Some very harsh statements were made at the meeting about the Soviet intentions of subordinating Yugoslavia with the help of the Bulgarians and their tendency to ignore the interests of Yugoslavia and other popular democracies. These comments were reported to Moscow.94

At the same time, the OVP had prepared a full scale denunciation of the “anti-Marxist position of the leaders of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia on questions of domestic and foreign policy.” The document outlined five major errors of an anti-Marxist character. The leadership demonstrated in their plans for the country that they were not genuine Marxist-Leninists as defined by Stalin. They displayed an incorrect and unfriendly attitude toward the Soviet Union and the VKP (b) as the leader of all the anti-imperialist force of the world. Intoxicated by their successes in building the foundation of socialism, they exaggerated their own strength and allowed elements of adventurism to direct their foreign policy claiming a leading role in the Balkans and Danubian states as well as anti-Marxist attitudes toward brotherly communist parties. They ignored the difficulties of building socialism in Yugoslavia especially the rise of the kulaks as a class, leading to opportunism. They endorsed a “liquidationist” policy in the organization of the Communist Party leading to a dissolution of the party in the People’s Front. Tito, Kardelj, Ranković and Djilas were singled out as having ignored Marxist theory. Djilas was excoriated for having underestimated the role of the Red Army in liberating Yugoslavia and his condemnation of other parties for not having recognized the great achievements of Yugoslav communism. A number of errors so petty as to seem ridiculous were given extensive coverage along with these larger issues, including the strong influence of Western European formalist music in Yugoslavia!

On foreign policy, the document dredged up the Trieste question again, deploring the public criticism of comrade Togliatti. Kardelj and Ranković were taken to task for their several criticisms of the Bulgarian Party on the Macedonian question. On Albania, the Yugoslavs erred by demanding that they alone should control contacts with the Soviet Union and conducted themselves in the country as if it were a colony. The advice of Kardelj and Djilas to the Austrian communists that they should support the division of the country in two parts was deemed an incomprehensible “ruinous line.” At great length, the document explained how Tito had utterly failed to develop a socialist policy in agriculture. The Yugoslav party had virtually dissolved itself in the People’s Front and Tito by occupying all the important government posts “de facto alone incorporated the entire social-political life of the country and its foreign policy.”95

It was a curious document. On the one hand, it rehearsed all the previous criticisms of the Yugoslav communists dating back into the wartime period, albeit raised to a higher pitch. There was little new here except for the frivolous items and, most importantly, the affirmation that Tito and his colleagues were not Marxists. Had Stalin and Molotov just noticed this? From Belgrade Soviet representatives were reinforcing this line in the weeks following the meeting at Szklarska Poręba in reaction to Tito’s report to the second congress of the People’s Front and throughout early January. They too raised the issue that the Yugoslav leaders did not understand “the essence of Marxism-Leninism.” These views were repeated and expanded by the Soviet ambassador in Belgrade, A. I. Lavrent’ev. As far back as 1946 when he had been appointed ambassador, Lavrent’ev warned Moscow that the Yugoslavs failed to understand the leading role of the Soviet Union in liberating their country. In a series of dispatches, he pursued this theme, embellished after the founding meeting of the Cominform and culminating in his denunciation of Tito’s speech at the Second Congress of the People’s Front. Among other sins, he accused Tito of “vozhdism” in contrast to “charisma” (kharizma), the natural leadership of Stalin.96 In January 1948, the Soviet military attaché in Belgrade, Major General G. S. Sidorovich went even further in questioning the ideological foundations of the Yugoslav party and proposing that the Yugoslav “errors” be examined in discussion with other communist parties on the line laid down by the Cominform.97

How is it possible to reconcile the two parallel currents in the attitude of the Soviet leaders toward Tito; lavish praise in public and gnawing suspicions and frequent warnings in private? An unresolved contradiction or the dialectic at work? Let’s remember that one of Stalin’s aphorisms: “he who does not understand contradiction, comrades, that person is dead to Marxism.”

Tito was of inestimable value to Stalin as an exemplar of resistance to fascism and then Western imperialism. In both cases, however, his zealous and independent behavior had to be reined in. His last service carried out by Djilas and Kardelj at the founding congress of the Cominform had been to stiffen the ranks of the communist parties who appeared to be wavering in the face of the “offensive” of Western imperialism represented by the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. Even then they had gone too far in discrediting the Stalinist idea of many roads to socialism by implying theirs was the only one to follow. To be sure they thought they were emulating the Soviet experience and serving as a messenger of Stalin’s plans for the postwar world. This explains their stunned surprise when they were cast into the outer darkness. But once they had performed these services, they were open to criticism for having assumed too independent a course in foreign policy where they could be accused not only of failing to consult but also of exposing the Soviet Union to Western retaliation for Yugoslav initiatives.

In the campaign to bring down Tito and his inner circle, the Soviet leaders were careful to administer increased doses of punishment and to avoid a wholesale condemnation of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia. Stalin’s aim then was to isolate the “Titoites” and split them from the rest of the Party. In the history of the Comintern, all that had been required to destroy the leadership of a local party was a condemnation by Moscow. There had always been a faction ready to take the place of those who had been discredited.

The first overt but subtle move in the final stage of the anti-Titoist campaign came on February 13, 1948 when Molotov informed Kardelj that the Soviet government could not meet the Yugoslav request for a loan of 60 million dollars in gold on the grounds that it was undergoing a large-scale financial reform of the state budget.98 Next, on March 10, 1948 Soviet officials informed the Yugoslav trade delegation in Moscow that the Soviet Union could not conclude a trade agreement with Yugoslavia that year. Tito was greatly upset and told the Soviet ambassador that he would not be able to explain this to the Yugoslav people. Such agreements had already been concluded with other countries. The reduction of trade would badly effect the fulfillment of the Yugoslav Five Year Plan. Tito expressed bewilderment several times and wondered whether Yugoslavia had offended the Soviet Union in some way. The exchange rate of the dinar to the ruble for diplomatic purposes was also unsatisfactory and no correction had been made. Finally, the military representatives in Moscow had informed the Yugoslav delegation that the naval construction program was too ambitious. Kardelj wondered why, similarly, no response had been made in Moscow to the request for assistance in constructing a military industry in Yugoslavia.99 Here surely was another indication that Stalin did not intend to provide Yugoslavia with a powerful army and navy given Tito’s predilection to exercise domination over the Western Balkans.

This was followed on March 18 by the announcement that the Soviet Union was withdrawing all its civilian and military specialists from Yugoslavia with the excuse that they had encountered “acts of distrust” and were surrounded by “unfriendliness.” Molotov drove home the message: the fault lay exclusively with the Yugoslav government.100 Within a fortnight this was followed by a letter from Stalin and Molotov which raised the level of accusation to new heights. In a crude replay of the themes running through the Stalinist purge trials of the 1930s, the Yugoslavs were labeled followers of the ideas of Eduard Bernstein, the Mensheviks, Bukharin, and Trotsky. Other accusations of an extreme and it would seem baseless nature were made at great length.101 In all of these and subsequent secret letters between the Soviet leadership and the Yugoslav communist Party, however, there was no mention of Tito’s Balkan policies. The most plausible explanation of this omission is that the Soviet leaders had two audiences in mind when drafting the letters with different aims in mind. The first group was composed of pro-Moscow disaffected elements in the Yugoslav party like Hebrang and Sreten Žujović, both ministers and members of the central committee. Žujović had been passing on to Stalin important inside information on discussions within the Yugoslav Politburo and Hebrang’s long established rivalry with Tito was well known. Possibly there were others as well on whom the Soviet leadership thought they could count.102 The opposition to Tito’s course did not constitute an organized faction. Hebrang, Žujović, and to a lesser extent Arso Jovanović and others were not united by any ideological program, although they tended to be more moderate in their economic policies. Even before the break. Stalin had attempted, clumsily in the case of Djilas, and more skillfully in the case of Hebrang, to cultivate an alternative to Tito. But in all his devious maneuvering he had missed the overriding importance of the Partisan experience as a unifying factor in the Yugoslav Communist leadership.103

The second group made up of the other nine East European communist parties, received a copy of the indictment of March 27 almost immediately and without Belgrade’s knowledge. Within days, Moscow launched a well-coordinated disciplinary campaign to line up the Cominform parties against the Yugoslavs. During March and April, Soviet ambassadors and the OVP produced a series of criticisms of other parties for committing sins similar but occasionally contradictory to those they had already leveled at the Yugoslavs, that is for nationalist and anti-Marxist tendencies leading to “parliamentary illusions.” Significantly, once again, there were no criticisms of their conduct in foreign relations except among one another.104 The Hungarians, Romanians, Poles and Czechs quickly produced the requisite declarations of self-criticism as “lessons from the mistakes of the Yugoslav communists.”105 Meanwhile, the Soviet leaders called for a meeting of the Cominform in Bucharest on June 19. The Yugoslavs were invited but refused to attend.

In the preparatory materials assembled by the Soviet leadership, references were made to the foreign policy errors made by the Yugoslavs relating to the problems in Austria, Trieste, and Albania. In his draft for the second congress, Zhdanov made the case for a “betrayal of Soviet trust.” The Yugoslav leaders were guilty of being both too accommodating and too hostile to the West. After the USSR had staunchly defended the Yugoslav position on Austria at the latest four power foreign minister conference in London, the Yugoslavs had secretly tried to strike a deal with the British and French (but not the Americans?) behind the back of the USSR. On the other hand, the Yugoslavs had introduced “one [sic] of its divisions into Albania threatening the security of the country insofar as the Anglo-Americans could interpret the move as an infringement on Albanian independence, justify their own intervention and turn the Balkans into ‘a theater of war.’”

The real question for Zhdanov, as it had always been for the Soviet leaders, was that of prior consultation; the failure of the Yugoslavs to comply with this principle “openly revived nationalist elements” in the Yugoslav party. According to Zhdanov, this led in turn to exaggerating the internal national strength of the country in defending its independence and building socialism “without the support of the parties of other countries, without the support of the USSR.” The only hope for the Yugoslav party was to return to the path of internationalism and admit its errors. Zhdanov had “no doubt that it will know how to carry out this honorable duty.”106 But these criticisms were eliminated in the final draft of the Soviet presentation to the second congress.107 This did not mean that the Soviet leaders considered these insignificant. On the contrary, but clearly they did not want them to become the central theme of the congress.

Zhdanov, leading the Soviet delegation, sounded out the representatives of each party separately before delivering to them his political report. He quickly discovered that most of the Cominform members were only too eager to denounce the imperious Yugoslavs, but they were not able to provide much substance to back up their accusations. The Bulgarians, Vălko Chervenkov, and Traicho Kostov, seized the opportunity to mount their own attack against Tito in conversations with Zhdanov, Malenkov, and Suslov on the eve of the second congress. They fully subscribed to the criticism by the Soviet leader but went far beyond the Soviet draft. They alone of all the East European Communists raised serious questions about the aims of Yugoslav foreign policy.

Kostov rehearsed the conventional denunciation of the Yugoslavs as having broken with Marxism-Leninism and taken up a hostile nationalist position. But he offered no proofs. It seemed enough then to demand the replacement of the “current leadership of the Yugoslav Communist Party” by seeking “support in the healthy elements of the party.” Chervenkov, the coming man in the Bulgarian apparat, expressed resentment over the condescending attitudes of the Yugoslavs; but this did not constitute treasonable activity. He did his best to remember truly heretical remarks by Tito and others. When he visited Tito in 1944 to consult over the proposed federation, Tito had suggested that they not inform Moscow about the conversations adding: “it was sometimes necessary to confront the USSR with a fait accompli.” After the Bulgarians informed Moscow, “Tito was extremely displeased.” There was the normal complaining about abnormal Yugoslav appetites in Macedonia.

The Soviet representatives pointedly inquired why the Bulgarians supported Tito’s idea of Balkan federation of youth and trade unions without considering that “these organizations fit into the aspirations of Yugoslavia to occupy a dominant position in the Balkans.” The Bulgarians excused themselves by declaring that the question had arisen before the formation of the International Youth and Trade Union organizations, but that they now regarded Tito’s projects as harmful and agreed to liquidate them. On the question of whether or not there were preliminary agreements on propagandizing ideas of Balkan federations and confederations, the Bulgarians were evasive. Such proposals they claimed had never been discussed in the Central Committee. One might then have asked: where then? But the Soviet representatives let the matter drop. Even after prompting by the Soviet representatives the unimaginative Bulgarians could not come up with any credible examples of Anglo-American agents within the Yugoslav Party. They were more concerned over the implication of the break for Bulgaria’s foreign trade.108 Nevertheless, the Bulgarians concluded, the Yugoslav party leadership should be “liquidated.”109

Reassured that there would be no dissent or wavering, Zhdanov delivered his political report to the conference in which he rehearsed all the charges that Stalin and Molotov had already leveled against the Yugoslav leadership. But he added a few choice indictments that were not included in the Soviet-Yugoslav correspondence presumably in order to avoid antagonizing the “healthy elements” in the Yugoslav party. There was, to be sure, no ideological consistency underlying Zhdanov’s attack. The Yugoslav leaders were guilty of all the sins in the Communist catechism: Menshevism, Trotskyism, Bukharinism, left adventurism, right opportunism. It is a matter of no small wonder that the contradiction statements in Zhdanov’s presentation were so closely juxtaposed and poorly disguised. The Yugoslav leaders had repeated the Menshevik error of dissolving a Marxist party into a non-party mass organization; in the next breath he asserted that the Yugoslav party was a “sectarian bureaucratic party” cultivating military methods of leadership used by Trotsky. The point was clear. This was not a case of identifying a deviation to the left or right that could be corrected; it was a congeries of ideological confusion for which there was no recourse but liquidation. The invitation was thereby extended to the party to overthrow its leadership and return to the fold.110

In his intervention at the second congress, Kostov expanded his exposé of the errors of the Yugoslavs on the questions of Macedonia and the creation of a federation with the Bulgaria. The Yugoslavs were guilty, he declared, of advocating the unification of Pirin Macedonia with the Macedonian Republic of Yugoslavia without having established a federation and thereby weakening Bulgaria. He then accused the Yugoslav leaders of never having been serious about discussing the nature of a federation but only of aiming to absorb Bulgaria and “with the help of the federation become the dominant power (hegemon) in the Balkans against the USSR.”111 Kostov concluded by appealing to the party and masses of Yugoslavia to prevent the departure of their country from the democratic front, in other words to replace the leadership.112

In the following days, the representatives of the Italian, Romanian Hungarian and French parties concurred with the Soviet delegation on the most outrageous charges against the Yugoslav leadership, namely that it was hostile to communism and riddled with Anglo-American agents who guided its policies. But Duclos caught the spirit of the witch hunt. Savoring his moment of revenge, he raged and ranted over the lack of democracy in the Yugoslav party in particular citing the Yugoslav behavior at the founding meeting of the Cominform when they dragged him over the coals. The Czech delegate, Rudolph Slansky, related a wild story about Djilas proposing when in Prague a communist assault on Hrdčany Castle à la Winter Palace in 1917 with the assistance of a regiment of Yugoslav Partisans. Togliatti alone exhibited some subtlety in recalling the adventurist tendencies of the Yugoslavs after the German surrender when there was talk among the rank and file of a new war, a point which if examined closely could only suggest that in 1948 militancy was also out of place. But once again the Soviet delegation did not appear much interested in the coherence or consistency of the denunciations. Condemnation on any grounds appeared to satisfy them. The most unsettling comments issued from the Polish delegation. Berman noted that the nationalist tendencies in the Yugoslav Party raised a clear and present danger for Poland especially among former members of the Polish Socialist Party but even among the communists; the newly formed United Socialist Party, he concluded, was not cohesive enough to banish nationalist sentiments.113

Further indications of the contradictory perspectives in Stalin’s thinking emerge from decisions of the congress not to meet the requests for membership in the Cominform of the Greek, Albanian, and Finnish Communist Parties. In the Finnish case, the excuse was given that elections were to be held in July for the Finnish parliament (sejm), and it would be “inexpedient” to admit the Finnish Communist Party. This suggests that the “parliamentary path” was still open at least in countries not threatened by Western imperialism. At the other end of the revolutionary spectrum, the membership of the Greek Party was considered “inexpedient” on the opposite grounds, namely that it would create problems for the Greek communists in their struggle with the Anglo-Americans and Greek reaction who would then portray them as “agents of Moscow.” Somewhere in the middle, as it were, the Albanian request was also “inexpedient” because Albania had not yet been admitted as a member of the UN and its admission would complicate its international position and be “rather delicate.”114

Once Tito had been discredited and isolated in the international community, Stalin demonstrated his leadership of the anti-imperialist forces by imposing the Berlin blockade, targeting a vulnerable Western outpost with non-violent means. When it became clear that the pressure he was willing to apply had failed to dislodge the Allies, he backed off rather than take the final step of closing off the city.115 There was no need to consult the German Communists on this or any other issue for obvious reasons.


Tito’s Fading Vision


The split between Tito and Stalin determined the fate of the Greek Communists. By the spring of 1948 when the relations had deteriorated to a new low between the Greek Communist Party and the Macedonian Liberation Movement, a number of the top Macedonian leaders addressed the Central Committee of Yugoslav Communist Party with a litany of complaints. They resented the fact that they had no representation in the higher organs of the KKE or the Democratic Army and were everywhere the object of discrimination. But the Yugoslavs, now under fire from Moscow, were in no position to come to their aid. The Greek communist leadership, scenting victory, subdued their fractious comrades, breaking the back of the movement. Once again, however Zachariades attempted to reverse field in order to preserve what was left of the fighting strength of the army in the mountains of Macedonia and to cut all ties with the excommunicated “Titoists.” In line with the Cominform resolutions, and citing Stalin’s wisdom on the national question, the Greek Communist offered to unite all Macedonians, including the People’s Republic in Yugoslavia in an independent state within a “people’s democratic federation of Balkan peoples.” The obvious ploy elicited no response across the border.

Stalin then employed the Macedonian question as an instrument to undermine and isolate Tito.116 After the Soviet–Yugoslav break, the Bulgarian Communists, presumably at Stalin’s urging, reasserted their control over Pirin Macedonia, and eradicated any sign of Yugoslav influence. They then took over the Greek Macedonian Liberation Front organization and purged the pro-Yugoslav elements. By December 1948, Dimitrov was able to announce a stunning revival of the discredited policy of the thirties—Macedonia for the Macedonians! With a Soviet delegate in attendance, the Fifth Plenum of the Greek Communist Party in January 1949 passed a resolution supporting Macedonian autonomy and including Slavo-Macedonians in a reshuffled cabinet of its provisional government. At the same time, the plenum secretly denounced Tito.

After the plenum, the National Liberation Front of Macedonia (renamed The Communist Organization of Aegean Macedonia to emphasize its regional identity) called for the establishment of a “complete, independent and equal Macedonian nation within the People’s Democratic Federation of Balkan peoples…” The resolution caused a scandal in Greece. But Stalin was not concerned with its impact on Greece, but on Yugoslavia. At first, the Greek communists did not object, but the strength of the reaction in Greece forced them to deny that they had gone along with the idea. In their public statements, the Yugoslav communists reacted cautiously; they still hoped to repair the break with the Soviet Union and reassert their control over the Macedonian politics. But it soon became clear to them that the campaign for the unification of all Macedonia was an obvious attempt to subvert and detach the Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.117 Stalin had turned the tables. When Tito was riding the crest of his popularity in the Balkans, a unified Macedonia was a vehicle of Yugoslav hegemony. With Tito excluded from the Cominform, a unified Macedonia would serve as a Trojan horse inside the walls of Yugoslavia.

Stalin’s maneuvering to bring down Tito involved him in unexpected complications with the West at the very time when the crisis over the Berlin airlift was reaching its climax. The threat of an independent Macedonia provided the Greek government with the perfect excuse to appeal to the United States for support in defending its territorial integrity. In April 1949 Washington reacted with alacrity, declaring that any attempt to detach Aegean Macedonia would be a violation of the Truman doctrine. At the same time, the Greek government also called for intervention by the West in Albania to destroy the sanctuary for the rebel communists. Within in a week of receipt of this memo in London, Stalin summoned Zachariades to Moscow and told him in no uncertain terms that the Democratic Army must cease its operations by May because a Western invasion of Albania would result if the civil war continued to drag on.118 Up to this point, the Greek communists had managed to avoid taking a public stand on the Soviet–Yugoslav dispute. But for Stalin the Greek civil war had now become a liability. There was now the danger that the West would take advantage of the Soviet-Yugoslav break to go over to the offensive in Albania and possibly elsewhere in the Balkans. In July 1949, Stalin ordered Zachariades to denounce Tito. This sealed the doom of the Democratic Army. Cut off from its main source of arms and supplies, the Democratic Army was forced to capitulate.119 Tito could no longer afford to defy both Stalin and Truman. He ordered the frontier with Greece closed. The fading light of Tito’s regional aspirations had been extinguished.

For all the hesitant and often contradictory elements in their campaign to bring down Tito and his intimate circle, the Soviet leaders were successful in discrediting the Yugoslavs without weakening their argument for a unified, militant stand by the communist parties against Western imperialism. As in the preparations for the founding congress of the Cominform, Stalin had influenced the drafting of Zhdanov’s draft speeches to eliminate or greatly downplay foreign policy issues which would have portrayed the Yugoslavs as the leading force in challenging the West. This role had to be preserved for the Soviet Union. At the same time, Stalin sought to avoid confrontations with Great Britain where Tito’s ambitions threatened to conflict with Western interests. While Stalin valued the Partisans in the war and Tito’s resistance to the blandishment of the British and the rapid advance of the Yugoslav communists to power, he was not willing to support Tito’s “pretentions,” his claims to have achieved liberation largely by the efforts of his own forces, his independent initiatives in foreign policy without consultations with Moscow, his apparent bid to exploit his Adriatic base to become the Stalin of the Balkans.
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Conclusion

Storms Abate but then Build up


The leaders in the struggle over the Balkans during the Second World War, however radical their designs, were all historically minded, as references in the previous pages have demonstrated. The legacies of the past contributed heavily to their failures. The four defining features of the Balkans as a region continue to exercise a powerful influence on the major external actors and the indigenous social groupings and populations in general. Geographically, the contrast between easy external access and difficult mastery and control of the interior bedeviled the efforts of the Italians, Germans, British, and Russians to achieve their aims. The same contrary combination exposed the inhabitants of the region to intervention by stronger powers while impeding unity and furthering political fragmentation.

The kaleidoscopic mix of ethno-linguistic groups, the hybrid and ambiguous character of informal identities and officially imposed identifications all contributed to the difficulty of creating coherent communities around which to build strong political units. The absence of well defined geographical or ethnic boundaries further complicated the delimiting of state borders; changes were frequent but the borders were often porous admitting migrants and refugees at times of crisis. Although peoples speaking different languages and practicing different religions lived peacefully side by side for generations, wars could and did disrupt or rupture these relations. The violence that broke out was often communal. From the late nineteenth century to the late twentieth century the most severe of these occurred in “shatter zones” like Bosnia, Kosovo, and Macedonia.

Related to the first two, the third feature, irregular warfare, plagued the region from the early modern period. The terrain made it possible; religious and then ethno-cultural differences made it predictable in times of crisis especially during external wars when local communities were threatened by foreign armies and local armed bands. Socio-economic grievances, particularly shifts in taxation policies by imperial governments gave rise to banditry which in the nineteenth century gradually absorbed elements of national independence movements. The exploits of these irregular warriors became enshrined in national epics and songs. Although most of these originated under the lax arbitrary Ottoman rule, they continued after independence along the porous frontiers in the great wars of the twentieth century. In the Second World War they proliferated, led by local fascists, nationalists and communists encouraged and supplied by external powers. They fought one another and the occupiers of their lands. Whatever their political affiliation, they nourished their own aims even as they accepted aid from the outside. This too was an abiding characteristic of irregular warfare in the region.

The fourth defining feature was the gradual and incomplete process of nation-state building within the context of the imperial rivalries among the Habsburg, Ottoman, Russian, Venetian, and British empires with the occasional participation of other powers, Italy and France at times. Their rivalries engendered client patronage relationships with emerging states and/or political groups within those states. The long Ottoman domination left its residue, often concealed beneath within the social structures and administrative practices of the emerging states. The direct intervention of the Austrians and Hungarians had a pronounced effect on the evolution of a Croatian and Bosnian state idea and perversely on a South Slavic one as well. More indirectly, it advanced the cause of Romanian national independence. The Russian intervention helped to shape the constitutional structures of both Romania and Bulgaria and more indirectly of Serbia.

During the Second World War, Italy, Germany, and the Soviet Union adopted substantial elements of their respective forerunners in defining their aims in the Balkans. Mussolini claimed an inheritance from the Venetian control of the Adriatic; Hitler originally sought an economic domination of the region in a modernized version of the Austrian mission, but was drawn into a more confused and eclectic set of policies by Mussolini’s overly zealous intervention. The subordinates of the two allies then squabbled over the division of the spoils with the Bulgarians and Hungarians nibbling at the edges, but also acting within their historic roles. Stalin sought to exercise control by transforming the Balkan states (except for Greece) along the lines of a new form of socialist construction. As an auxiliary of his armies, he employed a radical version of “a Russian party” that his tsarist predecessors had used to advance his aims. Churchill was most concerned to secure Greece and Italy as vital land barriers from the threats posed by Mussolini, Hitler, and Stalin to his Mediterranean policy. He had to surrender his hopes for maintaining monarchies throughout the Balkans as the best guarantee of stability. But with the belated assistance of the United States he came closest to achieving his ends before the great British imperial retreat rendered the whole exercise moot.

A casual observer comparing a map of the region in 1945 with 1920 would find little had changed in state borders despite the horrendous material destruction and loss of lives in the interim. But during the War the process of state building underwent radical changes. Yugoslavia was torn apart, pieces devoured by Italy, Albania, Germany, Hungary, and Bulgaria; a small rump Serbia barely survived. A quasi independent Croatian state with contested boundaries enjoyed very little authority under German and Italian occupation. Bulgaria gained some territory in Western Macedonia and Thrace, Romania lost Bessarabia to the Soviet Union and Transylvania to Hungary. Greece also lost territory in the north with an uncertain future for the state under harsh Italian and German occupation.

During the war, a recurrent aspect of state building in the form of massive population transfers sent shock waves throughout the region. Large numbers of Serbs were expelled from the old military frontier; Slovenes were moved out of their homes into Croatia; the Jewish population was exterminated or deported, with the greatest losses in Romania. German colonists were moved into former Slovene areas and into Banat; large numbers of Croats and Greeks were recruited for labor in Germany.

As soon as the war was over, and in some cases even before, the whole process was reversed. In the wake of the defeat of Counter Versailles, attempt were made to restore the prewar boundaries, with minor corrections and to expel the populations that represented that phenomenon; Germans, some colonists, but mostly families with long and deep roots in the regions; Hungarians from their ancestral homes, and Italians from Istria. The old elites—military officers, politicians high level administrators, landowners, businessmen—had been everywhere eliminated or dispossessed. Thus, while the outer walls of the Balkan states were largely restored and repaired, the composition social standing and political influence of the inhabitants had been radically altered.

The events in the Balkans had contributed to the origins of the Cold War and provided the earliest episode of armed confrontation in Istria and violent conflict in Greece; both incited by local elements, clients of the great powers which were implicated by association. As the fronts of the Cold War expanded, the Balkans became the repository of a unique combination of participants: Warsaw Pact loyalists, members of NATO, communist mavericks of three varieties, the Yugoslav, Albanian, and Romanian. As in the past divergence was the norm. The ideas of regional federation evaporated; even bonds of unity within a Communist Commonwealth soon frayed and then snapped.

When the Second World War became history, its commemoration unearthed the most destructive elements of this legacy in the 1990s and first decade of the twenty-first century.1 Aside from differences in detail and scope, the main exception was the diminished importance of the geographic factor due to advances in technology.2

After the storm a deceptive calm settled on the region. It lasted a generation. From time to time unresolved problems in social relations, economic organization, and orientation in foreign policies threatened to upset the fragile stability. When another crisis broke out in the nineties that led to the destruction of Yugoslavia and the disintegration of the communist regimes in the region; new leaders revived and embellished collective and individual memories of the great storms that had shaken the Balkans during the Second World War. The Balkan region today, like the rest of Eastern Europe, appears on the surface to look more like Wilson envisioned it than the radical formulations of leaders during the Second World War. Yet the nearly complete process of state building on the basis of national determination has not, contrary to Wilson’s expectations, led to democracy as the inevitable sequel. The wreckage of the storms still clutters the landscape in the form of unresolved ethnic conflicts, authoritarian trends in politics, and lagging economic development.



Storms over the Balkans During the Second World War. Alfred J. Rieber, Oxford University Press. © Alfred J. Rieber 2022. DOI: 10.1093/oso/9780192858030.003.0009




1 For a general survey of the geographical and historical continuities in Balkan history see John Lampe, Balkans into Southeastern Europe, 1914–2014. A Century of War and Transition, 2nd edition (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), chapter 1. There is a very large literature on the cultivation and exploitation of historical memoires in all countries exemplified by the writing and rewriting of textbooks, the construction and destruction of historical monuments, and most troublesome the demagogic use of mistreatments and atrocities by unscrupulous politicians seeking to win office and hold it as well as to revive old claims on unredeemed territory (irredenta).

2 Even so, the commander of NATO troops in 1995 hesitated to put “boots on the ground” because of the formable topography of the terrain.
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