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INTERVIEW: LATINKA PEROVIĆ

VREME, July 18, 2013

     IRRATIONALITY IS OUR SECOND NATURE  

The historian, says historian Latinka Perović, first identifies processes and then follows them be they or not perceived as socially undesirable. Indeed, many research findings by this distinguished historian – after she submitted her resignation as the Secretary of the Central Committee of the League of Communists of Serbia (Serb Liberals, 1968-72) – were “perceived as undesirable.” Especially her findings about Serbia’s policy in the last decade of the 20th century.
In this interview with the Vreme weekly, historian Latinka Perović speaks about Serbia’s prospects in Europe, Dobrica Ćosić, the threat of another personality cult and the problems Serbia of today, after the ex-Yugoslav bloodshed, struggles to solve. 

“Today Serbia tries to solve the problems it generated itself having wagged wars in the territory of ex-Yugoslavia and the solutions is searches for precondition its survival,” says Latinka Perović. “This very fact, in my view, explains the U-turn Serbia made practically overnight: once rigid opponents of European integration have turned into almost fanatic advocates for a fixed date for the beginning of accession negotiations with EU. This U-turn generates confusion, which, on the other hand generates tensions in the society. True, this is nothing new in the history of this country: Serbia has always lived between wars, uprisings, ideological schisms, assassinations, between plenums and “dates;” and in this sense there has always been something that hypnotized masses, classed people together. 
VREME: What was it that classed them together? 
LATINKA PEROVIĆ: Usually a single goal: a large state for the entire Serb people to live in. This has always been the priority of Serbia’s policy, constantly on its political agenda since the 19th century regardless of circumstances. And it has been not only a determinant of relations within Yugoslavia but also a deciding factor of Serbia’s attitude towards Europe.
Would you say this goal is still on the priority agenda? 
Yes, it is. Though politicians no longer speak about it openly, the obsession is manifest in the manner they valorize certain developments in the recent past, as well as in the activity of “engineers of history” close to them, those who keep writing, reconstructing history, partitioning territories, uniting them…After all, some openly say they dream of the Greater Serbia. This carefully nourished obsession clogs European ideas; economic, social, political, cultural and other relations are offered up to it. 
Who still feeds the obsession you are referring to? 
Almost all institutions feed it. It has procreated all ideas marking Serbia’s history and all big political parties; it has decided the destiny of the Kingdom of Serbia, as well as of the two Yugoslavias. This has not changed to this very day. How come? Well, Serbia has not managed yet to bring its history down to earth, perceive it realistically, understand the dynamics of the modern times and realize the cost of the time it wasted. In other words, Serbia has not taken stock of the late 20th century.
In a recent interview to Grujica Spasović, Adam Michnik posed a question about what should have been our starting point at the end of the 20th century – the question he answered himself, “That most absurd, bloody, awful, awful war.” And I fully agree with him. 
Why the war as a starting point?

Because it decomposed the country, took a heavy toll in human lives, expelled people from their homesteads, created deep distrust among peoples…Terrible crimes have been committed…You know, Serbia has not slept over the fall of the Berlin wall, although this would probably been better for it. Unfortunately, in response to this epochal change Serbia resumed its 19th century dream and marched to war that has been prepared for long.
Where has it been prepared?

The war has been prepared on the “terrain” of unsettled conflicts and schisms: those dating back in WWII, in 1948, then the disputes over different concepts for Yugoslavia – a federation or a unitary, centralistic state. If things worked not its way, Serbia believed, it could always turn to force. And this was the biggest delusion of all. One must not forget that Serbia has prepared itself for the war at the time no one expected disintegration of the Soviet Union – and this is a most important fact. 
Why is it so important?

Because the planners of the war counted on Russia as an ally in a Yugoslav war. 

Sometime in 1987 I had a talk with the then vice-president of the Serb Academy of Arts and Sciences, Antonije Isaković, whom I used to see now and then. He began arguing immediately that Slovenians and Croats were against Yugoslavia and that the time had come for Serbia to finally solve its problem…

 “Excuse me,” I interrupted him, “is it a war you are after?”
 “Yes,” he replied. “But it will not be waged in the territory of Serbia…Some 86,000 people will be killed!”
“But what 86,000 people are you referring to, for Heaven’s sake? Who would be those people?” I asked.

And then you had them claiming – the war came all of a sudden. Well, it did not! Under such mortgage you cannot turn another chapter of history just like that. This is something you must pay for.

How?

This price is incorporated in Serbia’s present-day collapse: political, economic, cultural, educational…If there is such thing at all, this is God’s punishment for the big lie about the developments in the territory of ex-Yugoslavia in the late 20th century. Of course, we could discuss the causes and responsibilities; but what matters is this society’s self-perception of the role it played in Yugoslavia’s bloody disintegration. With such self-perception this society cannot recover, either morally or intellectually. After all, with such self-perception it is simply impossible to solve the problem of Kosovo, and the problems arising on almost daily basis: Vojvodina, Sandzak…And I think that these problems are being “solved” by old models and formulas although in a different historical context.
What do these old models imply?

They imply a permanent conflict with the reality that generates misunderstandings with neighboring countries and the world; last but not least, these models generate conflicts within the Serb corps.
Unfortunately, Serbia has simply passed over the problems I am referring to, which is now backfiring on it. And Serbia had its chance…
When? 

There’ve been attempts, after the October 2000 change of the regime, to formulate a rational way out – to admit Serbia’s responsibility for the past decade without justifying crimes; to establish cooperation with international institutions and, in this context, harness the energy of the society; to open up to Europe and motivate people to work hard in order to make a hugely underdeveloped country compatible with the civilized world. Unfortunately, this rhythm was lost on March 12, 2003.  

Would you say the society was really ready to accept all this in 2000?
I think it was ready for such an effort, despite everything. You know, Zoran Đinđić was not an everyday phenomenon. His tragic death testifies of how “dangerous” his plans had been. Though never given a hero’s welcome Đinđić remained a signpost so to speak. He understood Serbia only once he came to power.
“Serbia is not a minefield,” he said once. “Serbia is a carpet: moth-eaten wherever you step on it.”

A government after a government came after that March 12…And then, in the elections one cannot label unfair or undemocratic, Serb Progressive Party – standing in the way of all reforms until then – won the majority vote.

How would you explain this majority vote? 
First of all, SNS is deep-rooted in Serbia’s tradition. It has its roots in People’s Radical Party established after Serbia’s independence: the party that disclaims the Western Europe and insists on ‘people’s state,’ people’s unity, national ideals…and then it accepts European institutions just to deprive them of sum and substance, using them just as a logotype.
The party the President and the Vice-Premier come from today – call it radical or progressive – has had a hand in everything in the past two decades. True, people do change, evolve, but we must not forget that today we have politicians in power who said just three days after Srebrenica, ‘One hundred Muslims for one Serb!’ And there are also those saying – while fugitives from ICTY justice were still sheltered, something that deeply scared Serbia’s moral tissue – that Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić should never give themselves up, should better kill themselves if tracked down.

“Because,” they used to say, “The myth must not die out.”  
In my view, this society must not pass over such things just like that.

As you’ve seen, EU officials have passed over it, even the countries emerging from ex-Yugoslavia. 
European officials will not live here, we shall! Then, regardless of all the changes, don’t you think it somehow perverted that those taking Serbia towards Europe are the Premier who is also the Minister of the Interior and his deputy in charge of defense at the same time? Sorry, but this is unprecedented in the world of democracy. 

On the other hand, I am afraid Europe is wrong when it flatters Serbia calling it the leader in the Balkans, the leader of the region. I think this is a very dangerous thesis.
Why?

Because leadership has always been implied in the Greater Serbia project. On the other hand, although all Balkan peoples have been given the same opportunity to open up European vistas, this regime behaves as if negotiations with EU were negotiations on peace. And while it negotiates with Europe this regime is looking elsewhere for resources and partners to keep it alive. 

Who’s the partner to this regime?

Russia has always been present over here despite its poor economic relations with Serbia. It’s not that hard to find many similarities in both countries’ key characteristics: from Eastern Orthodoxy, through unification, to collectivism and a state perceived as a municipality or a commune…Just take a look at their attitudes toward human and minority rights, free press, civil sector, neighbors, absolute borders…Therefore, if Russia is present here as a civilizational, rather than an economic factor, one cannot but question the regime’s perception of Europe it calls its primary political goal. Remember Slobodan Milošević saying, “We want to go to Europe but on a white horse?” In other words, only once we solved our national and state question. And, of course, in a manner Serbia has tried to.
Speaking of European goals, it seems to me that Serbia’s interest in integration into EU is not pragmatic but – to use a term I really detest – too much technicized.

Meaning?

Meaning that the country has economically collapsed, badly need moneys and tries to seize no matter what opportunity to get on EU tracks. And, you know, it’s not enough just to place your hand on the Brussels Agreement as on the Bible and solemnly declare you’ve changed, you do accept, you do agree…

But?

You must make a U-turn, change your policy radically…
See any change in this sense?
In words only. 
But doesn’t the very Brussels Agreement indicate that something must have changed? Anyway this is why a part of Serb Orthodox Church and some academicians called the Ivica Dačić cabinet all but treasonable. 
Kosovo is the center of Serb nationalism and this is why these institutions renounce the Brussels Agreement; after all, they have split up because of Kosovo. By denying the Brussels document they also demonstrate their denial of Serbia’s European course. Excuse me, but Serbia has never been a part of Europe. That’s a delusion. It has only bordered on Europe, as Nikolaj Velimirović used to say. 
This predominant anti-European trend has its roots in the so-called national identity based on Eastern Orthodoxy, conservativism, expansionism and a dream of imperial rule of sorts.

On the other hand, speaking of governmental policy for Kosovo – some institutions labeled treasonable, as you put it – putting your signature under an agreement with high-level politicians in Prishtina is not enough proof of a change.
This agreement has to be implemented as well?
That’s it. Unfortunately, on several occasions has Serbia proved that it not exactly cared for its credibility implying the respect for international covenants and agreements. This is also nothing new. When after the Berlin Congress in 1878, say, Jovan Ristić explained to the Serbian Assembly the conditions the country had to meet under the treaty MPs voted against. 

“Who authorized you to sign it at all?” they asked him.

Hence, a serious country cannot sign an agreement of integrated border control and then allow barricades to be erected and KFOR troops shot at.

You refer to the events taking place at the time of the Mirko Cvetković cabinet.
It makes no difference. The international community cares not who’s in power at this time or that, but is concerned with a state that practicizes trickery: in Brussels it takes upon itself the responsibility to dismiss parallel institutions and then, back in Belgrade, it orchestrates these institutions.  
Finally, you cannot neglect strong promises that Serbia would never recognize Kosovo’s independence given in parallel with the Brussels Agreement, although it’s more than obvious that everything leads toward recognition and that EU – if integration into it is really the main goal – would never allow an unsettled conflict in its ranks.  

But what do you think actually happened when it came to Kosovo? Academician Dobrica Ćosić recently called it “Serbia’s defeat” for which “followers of the Comintern, Tito’s communists, Tito’s Bolshevists, Slobodan Milošević, the new democratic regime and the opposition, along with Serb Orthodox Church” are to blame; strange enough, he didn’t mention himself. 
A man listing all these culprits – throughout 50 years of Serbia’s history – should ask himself after all: was anyone right except for me and, if so, how come?

Dobrica Ćosić sees himself as an arbiter and authority; and this is how citizens perceive him too. However, it was Ćosić’s fiction – the lie he has been promoting – that brought consequences he himself probably need not ponder but everyone who reads his books and compares his thoughts with the effects of his writing must.
It was in his second book already, “The Roots,” that Ćosić saw it right to freely reconstruct the history of the Serb nation, whereby this nation has always been the only victim. I must admit that Ćosić works on this methodically, persistently and planningly. Anyway, he has been publicly admitting this himself. 
Over here Ćosić is often taken for a man who induced national ideology among Serbs…

And you wouldn’t say so?

I would not. In my view, this is about simplification. For, someone capable of inducing a national ideology has to be the Deity, which Ćosić is certainly not…In his book “My Belgrade Diary: Meetings and Talks with Dobrica Ćosić 2006-11” Darko Hudelist describes a literary evening in Vrnjacka Banja where people welcomed Ćosić with ovation. However, he hardly got an applause after his critical address about the Serb people, which means that criticism of his own nation is not what people expect from him. On the contrary, his readers want their national author to speak to them when things get rough, in dramatic situations, and set guidelines for them. Dobrica Ćosić has taken this upon himself. 
I’ve read everything he wrote and must say I see him as a chronicler of Serbia’s longstanding historical crisis deriving from dogmatic persistence on a single priority: to find a solution for a pan-Serb state. He is the key figure of the grey zone of Serbia’s policy whose interpretations have fundamentally deepened the crisis I refer to. Unfortunately, he has never stepped out of this circle.

In Darko Hudelist’s book Dobrica Ćosić claims he knows “everything” about you. How did you understand this? 
I am telling you again – I’ve read everything Dobrica Ćosić had ever wrote and know about him only from what I have read; neither more nor less. Of course, except for the effects produced by his books.

What effects? What do you mean by it? In the book of interviews with historian Olivera Mislosavljević you say Ćosić’s daughter indirectly accused you of planning to send her father “to The Hague.”   

I have always been critical about the war and its goals; I have done my best to understand its origins and whys, as I knew its impact would be deep. I believe Ćosić and I definitely split over differing views on the issue. Well, being a critic of the war and warring policy and unwilling to pass over your own responsibility and that of others does not make you a prosecutor, a judge or anyone’s advocate. I am neither a judge nor have the last say. I simply do not proclaim anyone responsible, including Dobrica Ćosić. Why? Because, in my view, it’s all about morals, understanding of history, responsibility for its course…After all, we all are players in and subjects to the same history; we shall see…
But, I’ve begun speaking about the phenomena to be pondered, about the practice of the strongest and traditionally deep-rooted party…

Yes, you have.  

So what is it that worries me about the practice of the Serb Progressive Party? First of all, its strong tendency toward totalitarian rule in Serbia, the tendency evident at local level and in Vojvodina. If in a country of weak democratic tradition such as Serbia the strongest party and its leader demonstrate similar disposition you must wonder about the character of the state they are after. Unfortunately, societies like Serbian always vacillate between anarchy and autocracy. And always, logically, look for a leader…No doubt that this government has focused its attention on two issues: integration into EU and the struggle against corruption. But if this struggle against corruption suffocates us, if it chokes any criticism of the methods that are used, if we dare not voice some skepticism about the Brussels Agreement, a citizen is then deliberately deprived of the right to critical thinking. In this sense, we have enough reason to speak of Putinization of Serbia and the threat of having all power in the hands of one man.
How imminent this threat is today? 
The tradition of personality cult is very strong in Serbia and this should be taken into account. How does it look to you when you have the Vice-Premier they look upon for solving all problems without exception? And I never heard him saying, ‘Sorry, this is not in my competence. We must establish institutions, have laws, procedures and the system to cope with the problem.’ 

Does it seem to you that the Vice-Premier is doing exactly the opposite: stages a drama in which he, like deux ex machina, is lowered by his own machinery to resolve every and most complex problem?

It often seems so. But if this is how the First Vice-Premier impresses thinking people, I guess it is him who must give it a thought. Anyway, can anyone still believe in an individual capable of solving accumulated problems by miracle? All of them…
Let me tell you something to put the First Vice-Premier aside: in my research of the causes of ex-Yugoslavia’s disintegration I have never been much interested in Slobodan Milošević.

How come?

Because I saw him too only as a manifestation of the realities.
What realities?

The realities poet Matija Bećković probably best defined saying, “Milošević was almost needless; everything had already been harnessed in his favor.” My point is that the realities had been synthesized in the belief that you had a leader to solve at long last your history-long problem. And in what way? Either by dominating Yugoslavia or establishing an ethnic state.
Slobodan Jovanović used to say that Serbia had no tradition other than nationalism. It has no social or monarchial tradition, its cultural tradition is hardly rich. So what destroyed Serbia was nationalism; and nationalism brought about Slobodan Milošević. There wouldn’t have been a Milošević had we, Serbs, not been as we were. What is it I want to say? I want to say that I’ve never been much concerned with individuals – either then or now – I’ve been concerned with processes.  

What are these processes today? 
Not promising, to put it mildly…See the continuity in the cadre policy, for instance? We all remember these people from the wartime. Or, the problem of nepotism: it is fine when a party leader freezes his partisan status when elected the head of state; but how fine is it when he appoints his own son the chairman of the Executive Committee of the same party? Can this be the practice of democratic countries? Hence even a resignation is in the service of populism, usually termed in Serbia “narodnjaštvo.”
You were critical about the manner in which this government fights against corruption. What bothers you? What is the problem?

Considering the country’s economic dire straits, it’s only logical that the struggle against corruption corresponds to feelings of numbers of people. Citizens are impoverished; as transition losers they can hardly put up with the fact that someone is rich regardless of how much the country could benefit from his wealth. This is why they cry for sanctions, executions…And one can strengthen his power on peoples’ sense of deprivation. After all, power grows on this resonance.   
What resonance?

The resonance the masses give to its coping with a pressing problem. The resonance Slobodan Milošević counted on saying, “Serbia shall be a state or else perish; provinces, the 1974 Constitution…” Once the wars turned this into empty words he did not invoke economic recovery but claimed, “No one has the right to fire you.” Unlike him, the present government claims, “We shall arrest,” “We shall punish”…No doubt that this society badly needs it. But promises of “a country freed of corruption” are a form of revolutionary voluntarism as far as I am concerned.
Why? 

Because corruption is deep-rooted in Serbia, its chronic illness. Back in 1901, in a letter to Stojan Novaković, Serbia’s envoy to St. Petersburg, Slobodan Jovanović wrote that Serbia was so much devoured with corruption that it an anti-corruption act was more pressing than a constitution. Corruption flourished in 1903 as well. I’ve grown old in socialism witnessing constant campaigns against bribery and corruption. Similar campaigns are being staged to this very day. How come such widespread corruption I wonder with good reason.
You cannot just ascribe this phenomenon to Serbs’ nature. I would rather say the problem is in disordered economy and non-existent rule of law. You must fight against the phenomenon that has become almost a social mindset and lifestyle, the phenomenon feeding on disorder within certain institutions rather than just arrest people you’ve marked as “captains” of corruption. Anyway, the very fact that children get from their parents 1,000-2,000 dinars to buy baccalaureate texts in the streets testifies of the corruption that involves the entire society. You know, I could have imagined in 1960s that Serbia, should it continue its Kosovo policy, would find itself in the situation to have every single Serb in Kosovo protected by one armed vehicle; but I couldn’t have imagined that in 2013 elementary school graduates would be taking their final exams under police protection. 
Finally, speaking of Serb Progressive Party’s power and influence on the society I must say the party’s attitude towards its political opponents makes me anxious. 
What is its attitude towards political opponents?

The attitude towards political opponents is a major issue in the country with strong tradition of one-party system. Although the Democratic Party suffered defeat in the last parliamentary election, the winners go on with their election campaign that is becoming a lynch. 

May I remind you that Pašić’s Radicals also dominated the parliament and all institutions; their opposition was also negligible, often ridiculed by the majority. But, for Heaven’s sake, that was the beginning of the 20th century! And when you, a hundred years later, demonstrate the same tendency toward a one-party system, implying the destruction of a political opponent, are dangerous intentions. You cannot develop political life if you abolish pluralism. In a dried up society with no democratic tradition you must create the room large enough for competition of ideas, for a free choice; you must create a society in which a member of cabinet that lost the election is not immediately imprisoned; you must establish a stable system in which a newly elected government will not proclaim null and void everything done under the laws of its predecessors. This is impermissible. 
Is Democratic Party to blame for such situation?

Of course, it is. And today’s entire opposition is to blame…On the other hand, no matter how important it is, a multiparty system is not the only prerequisite of democracy. Democracy calls for a much larger front. To prevent a dictatorship you need free media, free voters, civil society, non-governmental organizations; you need to create the atmosphere that will not animalize people. Why so many citizens of this country boycott elections? Because they believe their vote could not influence anything in this society
So you understand the point of view of those who boycotted the last elections?

I disagree with the point of view of the so-called blank ballots whose relativization of social circumstances paralyzed some people. For, what are you going to do after the elections you boycotted in this way? Someone must take the responsibility after all. On the other hand, I think that the effects of blank ballots’ populism were disastrous on some important institutions such as, say, commissioners for equality, information of public significance, the Ombudsman…Instead of strengthening their authority you’ve relativized it, degraded it against the hierarchy established by the masses.
You touched on civil sector…Would you say it also split over the support to the present government?  

This is all about one’s understanding of Europe. It seems to me that a part of Serbia’s civil sector sees the process of integration into EU as a technical matter: Serbia will “catch” the train to Europe this way or another, they reason, settle the problem of Kosovo and in this the once strong opponents of European integration may count on our one-off support; then we shall see, everything will be easier…
In late 1990s journalist Slavoljub Đukić paid me a visit. He was working on a book at the time…

„The Fall of Serbian Liberals?” 
Right. As I knew we has Dobrica Ćosić’s friend I asked him whether they were seeing each other.

“Yes, we are,” he replied.  

“And what he thinks about Milošević?“ I wanted to know. 
“He says, ‘We shall use him and then put a knife to his throat.’.” 
“Give my regards to Dobrica and tell him to be on his guard –things might happen the other way round,” as said seeing him out. 
History teaches us that there is usually a price to pay for such “conditional support.” The one you are supporting has concentrated too much power in his hands although, having to be realistic by the very nature of his office, he has to make some compromises. When you finally clash with him you are no longer equals. And then it’s too late for you…What I want to say is that one should always be critical of no matter what government. 
The part of the civil sector supporting the Dačić cabinet accuses the ‘other side’ of refraining from any criticism of Boris Tadić.  
We often construe legitimacy and deligitimization at will. About the same happened to Yugoslavia: that country was complex to govern, it had some economic growth – therefore, it’s somewhat weird that every government since its fall builds its legitimacy on denial of everything ex-Yugoslavia accomplished. If you watched the ceremony of Croatia’s accession to EU, you saw that the government of the Premier Zoran Milanović thanked everyone contributing to the goals, this way or another, in the past period.

And what we have over here? Despite all the mistakes made, you cannot call Boris Tadić a tyrant! Likewise, you cannot say that they all are the same. For, it they really are all the same, why do we need elections at all?

How would you explain the fire and fury marking the showdown within the so-called second Serbia? Why is it so? 

Irrationality is our second nature. It manifests certain frustration of both sides. It’s clear enough that things have not taken the right course, especially when compared with others. Regardless of the ongoing crisis, Serbia is inferior, it’s been lagging behind…Croatia is a small country, takes up only 1.26 percent of the territory of EU, while its population makes up just 0,86 percent of the population of EU. And yet, it has been admitted to EU as active partner. This is what Serbia has never accepted.   
It has not accepted the fact that all partners of a union, big or small, are equal?  

True. It has not accepted this fact in all Yugoslavias. Serbia has simply refused to accept others  as equal partners. This is why it lags behind others today. The fire and fury you mentioned originate not only from frustration with Serbia’s lagging but also, unfortunately, from our political culture. You cannot see an enemy in everyone who thinks differently! We stopped to seriously debate on anything long ago. Instead arguments, people come up with ad hominem insults, libel…Why? 
What’s the purpose of all this poison spilt on paper and emanating from TV screens? Do we really need to cross swords this way? For Heaven’s sake, you cannot destroy a person’s reputation just because you disagree with him! On the other hand, criticism of a government, reminding people of their past and the effects of their words and deeds – is not an insult; that’s just a rational warning for the sake of the goals the group we are referring to advocates – of course if it is genuine in its advocacy.

Slobodan Jovanović, you say, argued that Serbia has no other tradition except for nationalism. What about communists? Were they also nationalists? 
As it turned out, communists were neither immune to nationalism. Anyway, they would not have split in such a way was their not for the deep-rooted tradition of nationalism.  

Do you think Aleksandar Ranković was a nationalist himself or the ideological dogmatism of a centralized state and the position of the Serbian people were pushing him to nationalism? 
I must say that until they deposed him Ranković had not been “Serbized.” You cannot ascribe the facts that in Serbia farmers were forced to hand over their crops and cattle, that the Thetnik movement had been very strong, that collaborationists had to be counteracted the same as the Cominform later on to a condensed power in the hands of Josip Broz Tito.
And then if you connect this power with the notion that the strength of numbers entitles you to dominate the rest, your perception is all wrong.

Who “Serbized” Ranković after his ouster?

Above all, the subsequent flood of nationalism…If you take a look at Tito’s opposition in Serbia, you’ll see how heterogeneous it was. And this heterogeneous group was the one that amnestied  Aleksandar Ranković: Tchetniks, supporters of the Cominform, people assembling in the Simina St. No 9, a part of the Praxis group…For all of them the Brioni Plenum was meant to deal Serbia a blow. Which is not true, of course…

What is true?

In my view, the Fourth Plenum planted a symbolic blow on the system of force and repression, a late effort to prepare Yugoslavia for future developments. Beside, Serbia had some other people apart from Ranković, didn’t it?
With Ranković politically removed in 1966 there came a flood of interpretations picturing him as the victim of Josip Broz Tito, the scapegoat of that eavesdropping complot…And in such systems it is only logical that in conflicts you take the same ways and means as you opponents. But in Yugoslavia as a whole Ranković’s fall was seen as weakening of the force factor embodied, in the first place, in the State Security Department (UDB-a) that controlled the entire society.
So UDB-a from a “party sword” had became a sword hanging over the party’s head?  

Not only over the party’s head; UDB-a had also been a sword hanging over the head of the entire society. Well, one could have protested against the manner in which Ranković had been deposed but one still had to perceive the differences…

“We do not side with you because you are Tito and because you depose Aleksandar Ranković,“ Koča Popović said to Tito. “We are siding with you because we trust you would open up the avenues of reforms and changes.”
In my view, no one should construe subsequently anyone’s personality. There are records about who said this or that, there are sources testifying of people’s political beliefs in certain periods…No doubt that Ranković is a man of his generation, of one period of history; he had never dreamt of a multiparty system, let alone liberalism; he had no even imagined Yugoslavia as a decentralized country…
But as?

The prevalent intention /in Serbia/ was to have Serbia predominate the Yugoslav federation. Here we come to my previous point: Serbia’s denial to accept others as equal partners. Everything else, I am afraid, are subsequent interpretations and misunderstandings of the historical context.
Before the political fall of Aleksandar Ranković, the centralistic regime had showdowns with individuals labeled “advocates of negative trends.” There have been the cases of Andrija Hebrang, Sreten Žujović, Blagoje Nešković, Milovan Đilas…With more and more power in the hands of republics, republican leaderships as collectives have been called on the carpet: in 1971 Croatia’s entire leadership was ousted and then, a year later, your, Serbian leadership. 
That is true. Indeed, after the Brioni Plenum Serbia began to expand, economically and socially. Some changes within the party had to be made on this wave. But Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 put an end to the illusion about socialism “with human face” and the belief that - with USSR still not only ideological but also military-political power at the time – reforms could change the system. The pressure from and influence of the Soviet Union were rocketing in those years.
The pressure on Yugoslavia?
Yes, the pressure on Yugoslavia. After subsequent ouster of Croatian and Serbian leaderships the country made a political U-turn which restored the party’s command. The well-known  “letter” – the letter whereby Tito addressed Yugoslav peoples on behalf of the Executive Bureau of the Communist Party – was actually the twilight of his historical mission. After a while the people who would crucially determine the post-Tito era took over the power. This is why the showdowns had to be so massive and radical. It was only logical that is had to be most massive and dramatic in Croatia and Serbia. Other republics came on the carpet as well. However, it was along Zagreb-Belgrade line that a new balance of political power had to be established.
In her memoirs Savka Dabčević Kučar says she herself saw a Russian list of “anti-Soviet elements” in Yugoslavia topped by highest officials of Croatia’s and Serbia’s leadership.  
Savka Dabčević Kučar refers to documents I have not set my eyes on or held in my hands; on the other hand, it is common knowledge that Koča Popović and the Yugoslav Foreign Ministry were labeled “West-oriented elements.” This was the atmosphere at the time…

By the way, I’ve also read that in 1971 you stood up against deposal of Mijalko Todorović, the then president of the Assembly of Yugoslavia, at the Soviets’ request. “You need to bear in mind that too many Serbs have been deposed,” you said to Tito, adding “This may be seen as of only dead Serbs are good enough.”
This is what I’ve said in obituaries. My colleagues have found these quotes in documentation, I would prefer them to interpret the meaning…Anyway, whenever I talked to Tito I respected the hierarchy and his age, and this was what set the tone of whatever I said. When it comes to arguments offered, we have always kept in mind our responsibility and never lied just to keep our offices. 

How did Tito react?

He usually accepted our argumentation, “took notes” and probably calculated how to solve the problem we broached. Later he told Veljko Vlahović that no one had talked to him in such a way for long and was glad to have people like us in the party. 

So, one could have talked to Tito this way?

Yes, you could have addressed Tito in this manner. Anyway, there are documents testifying of the way in which we were deposed. 
The Croats were ousted in Karađorđevo in December 1971?

That’s right. Before they were dismissed Croatia’s highest officials had been alerting of real problems that should be settled within Yugoslavia. Their warnings have been ignored for long. It was only later that these warnings have been ascribed to their nationalism…Anyway, their suggestions have been never placed on the agenda: they have never been given the opportunity to explain their reasoning. Their fate was decided on in Karađorđevo…However, it was not the Croatian leadership that destroyed  Yugoslavia. All they wanted was to change its concept, they stood up for Croatia, for their state in some new, confederal union; they were raising the question of the federation, the rights of republics, all of which was interpreted as their attempt to undermine Tito’s power. No one speaks about it. But this is why Tito went for such dramatic showdown. 
On the other hand, Serbia’s leadership of the time also acknowledged the benefits of a federal concept though paid more attention to economic development – to market economy in the first place. Only logically, a multiparty system has not been referred to; democratization of the party, its relativization through social and professional organizations, that was on the agenda. Anyway, what happened in Croatia, and in Serbia a year later, were two chapters of the same phenomenon. And, as usual, interpretations of these events were afterthoughts.

Among them is the interpretation of bans and restrictions on culture marking the era of Serbia’s Liberals? 
I’ve never thought I was the right person to speak about this. On the contrary: what wonders me is how come that it were the currents and tendencies within the party that opposed such bans to be called to account and then executed rather than, say, the general context that made them possible. Though usually reluctant to speak about this, I must tell you that I’ve never heard a general or a police minister being mentioned in the context of bans on culture; all I hear it that the Liberals were those to stand in the way of liberalism and that their liberalism was faked – hence, they had to be eliminated…All this are just fabrications, confusions in people’s heads created deliberately…One simply feels not like explaining any more.
You said, not long ago, that Serbia’s misunderstanding of modern times and growing inability to communicate with the world were speeding up the process of historical extinction of the Serb people. “We should first face up the present time,” you said, “and only then examine the past to find the answer to the question why we have found ourselves in such situation.” Why are we neither facing up the present time nor examining the past? 
Well, Tamara, do we have capacity for that? No matter how hard one tries, one cannot forbid people to remember. People can neither face up the present or the past unless they undergo genuine catharsis. In this sense, wrong analogies with German Chancellor Willy Brandt are often created over here.
Wrong because, to start with, Willy Brandt has never been a Nazi? 
Yes, that’s the sum and substance often deliberately ignored here. Remember that Brandt went down on his knees in Poland only after he launched his Eastern policy and said Germany would be the country of reconciliation. So things are not exactly the same…I am not prone to judging anyone’s motives in advance; on the other hand, I refuse to exclude some traditional traits of this policy, the present-day context, international circumstances from my memory and reasoning. In your criticism of any government you must take many elements into account; that’s the only way you can see through its motives and plans.
Do you speak from experience, are you reserved or simply strict? 
I am not a strict person. Neither am I reserved about people; I am only cautious about processes and the context I place this government in from experience. I know who they are, their ideological roots and I know their track record. Of course, one can take over some other party’s program, that’s not forbidden. But I do not see any U-turn they made. I can simply provide no evidence for such a turn. 
What is it that might convince you? 
Seeing strengthened institutions, for instance – and do not see them growing stronger despite all promises made. Besides, the idea of modernity is being rather profaned. The idea does entail  economic development, social development, strong industry…but that’s still not modernity. Modernity implies a proper status of individuals, proper political relations and proper political culture. These have always been different stories in Serbia. 

Referring to Europe, Nikola Pašić says: 
“We shall take over their knowledge and technology but not their mindset.”  
But science and technology are inseparable from that mindset. The mindset that implies rationality, individual freedoms, economic freedom, political freedoms…And this is where we collide with the thesis that everything could be forgotten, passed over, that we all are the same. Well, we are not… 
                                           Tamara Nikčević

