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Yugoslavia:
is it workers’ control ?

IN SPITE OF THE PLATITUDES about our shrinking world and the
assumptions that modern transport and modern communications have
brought the whole world to our doorsteps, it is as hard for us to evaluate
and understand the social and political realities of certain countries as
it ever was. In fact it is probably harder. What is ‘“‘the truth™ about
China, or about Cuba, or about Yugoslavia? Everything you are told
about these countries has to be weighed against what you know of the
ideological bias or prejudice, or the gullibility or perceptiveness of your
informant. Ask a Communist to interpret for you the events of the
last few years in China, and his answer will depend on his affiliations.
Ask an anarchist his interpretation of the evolution of Castro’s Cuba,
and you will get a variety of conflicting answers, as the participants
in the international anarchist congress at Carrara found last summer.

This is probably the reason why so little attempt has been made
in the English-speaking world to evaluate developments in Yugo‘slaw’a}
from an anarchist point of view. Yugoslavia may be the most “‘free
of the East European countries, but this freedom has very narrowly
prescribed limits, as Mihajlo Mihajlov could testify, if he were not in
jail.  Nevertheless, the official ideology has many aspects borrowed
from anarchism and anarcho-syndicalism, even though anarchism is
not a point of view which can be safely discussed, let alone propagated,
in that country.

When, at the height of Stalin’s power Tito defied him, and got
away with it, the Yugoslav Communist intellectuals, looking for ideolo-
gical differences to justify *“National Communism”, took up the cry
Back to Lenin, and then, seeking in their precarious situation, support
first from the opposition (i.e. workers and peasants) in Yugoslavia, and
then from the social democratic parties of the West, made concessions
—ending of forced collectivisation, a market economy, workers’ councils
of a sort. -

The initial change in Yugoslavia (apart from the later concessions
to peasant resistance) was not a revolt against a 500131‘§yst;m or a
political ideology, it was, as Irving Howe has noted, *“designed to
modify a relationship of power” between the local Communist leader-



2

ship and the Russian leadership. Milovan Dijilas himself, Tito’s
propaganda boss at the time, emphasised this in an article in the
American New Leader (19.11.56) which won him a cell in the Mitrovica
jail:

“Yugoslav national Communism was, above all, the resistance to
Moscow of the Communist party, that is, of its leaders. Not that the
people opposed this resistance, not that they did not support it and
benefit from it—quite the contrary. But the interests and the initiative
of the leaders played a crucial and leading role . . . in Yugoslavia,
therefore, the entire process was led and carefully controlled from
above. . . .”

In his study of Tito, The Triumphant Heretic, Ernst Halperin
observed that ‘‘the Yugoslav system, launched by its inventors as
undiluted Marxism-Leninism, is in reality no longer Marxist” and
he asks from what source did the Yugoslav conception come?

“The Titoist watchwords, ‘The Factories for the Workers!” and
‘Direction of Production through the Producers!’ belong to the mental
armoury of the anarchists and anarcho-syndicalists.

“Ever since Proudhon and Bakunin, an anarchist current has run
through the Labour movement—at first as a mighty river out in the
open, later, after being dammed and diverted by the Marxists, as a
strong subterranean stream. Anarchists in the strict sense have been
reduced to small, insignificant groups, except in Spain. Their teachings
have been driven from the consciousness of the working-class move-
ment, but they live on in the subconscious: often those who harbour
them take them for the purest orthodox Marxism. . . .

“In 1918 and 1919 numerous small groups of anarchists and nearly
the whole anarcho-syndicalist wing of the trade-union movement flocked
to Communism, and lent force to the storm then raging over Europe.

“Is it then, impossible that today, at a time when the socialist
labour movement of Europe appears to be prey to a hopeless stagna-
tion, a new powerful impetus should be given to it by the extreme
left, through a revival of anarchist ideas?”

Halperin hastened to point out, as we would ourselves, that there
are immense differences between the theory of anarcho-syndicalism and
the practice of Titoism: “The anarchists want to abolish money; in
Titoist Yugoslavia the monetary system is in full force. Anarchism
stands opposed to a regular army; Yugoslavia has a very strong army.
Anarchists loathe police power; Tito’s regime has a strong police force
complete with a ubiquitous organisation of informers. . . . Anarchism,
however, is a vehemently anti-authoritarian, libertarian doctrine. . . .
By contrast, nothing more authoritarian can be imagined than a Com-
munist party with its thought discipline and its use of intellectual and
physical terror in dealing with the world outside its ranks. The dictator-
ship of the totalitarian party, and even the very existence of such a
party, is incompatible with the anarchist or anarcho-syndicalist social
order. In the Titoist system, based, as it is, on anarcho-syndicalist
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principles, the Party represents an alien body. In practice, the presence
of that alien body has paralysed the whole system.”

Halperin was writing ten years ago. Has the situation changed
much since then? It depends who you listen to. The Guardian, in a
leading article on June 11th, 1968, declared that, “Much has already
been achieved in the two years since Alexander Rankovic was dismissed
from the Ministry of the Interior and work began on dismantling the
secret police—‘the force of whose authority has made everyone’s blood
freeze’, in the words of the party organ Komunist. So long as Rankovic
represented a State within a State, the workers’ control to which 80
much effort has been devoted remained partly a fiction. Now it is
gaining vigour every week. Very soon Yugoslavia will have reached
the position, if it has not been reached already, where the proletariat
actually dictates. Representatives elected by the workers, not only in
every factory but in every subdivision of a factory, assess, question,
and either authorise or veto whatever the management proposes.
Workers’ control is still in many cases more apparent than real. It is
also cumbersome and, by time-and-motion standards, inefficient; but
some inefficiency is accepted as a price worth paying for the direct
involvement of the people in the decisions affecting them.”

The discussion of ‘‘self-management” in Yugoslavia in this issue
of ANARCHY comies, not from an anarchist, but from a socialist, David
Riddell, who 1s a more severe critic than the Guardian of the Yugoslav
regime, from a point of view close to our own. He wrote Jast summer,
for instance, that, “For nearly wtwenty years the watchwords in Yugo-
slavia have been Self-government and Self-management. The march
towards the ideal of a new Socialist man is proclaimed everywhere you
go. But the reality has been somewhat different. If real self-govern-
ment was to be introduced it would at some stage threaten the position
of the political leaders themselves. This was not to be tolerated. So
every seemingly socialist measure tends to get hedged with restrictions
that weaken it, and cynicism results. . . .”

“In economic terms, bureaucratic planning on the Soviet model
has hardly a friend; but since a real democratisation of planning was
ruled out, the alternative was reliance on the market—and as this has
been allowed to develop, self-management of industry has become a
struggle between firms. A struggle which favours rich and well-placed
firms at the expense of others, and which has been complicated by
attempts to make income differentials the main stimulus to work.”

Yugoslavia is very far from being an anarchist society. The word
“anarchist” is still used there as a term of abuse. (It was used by the
Belgrade press to describe the demonstrating students there last J une.)
But anarchists, and everyone who is interested in the practical problems
of evolving a system of “workers’ control” whether in Communist
dictatorships or capitalist plutocracies, can afford to learn from David
Riddell’s account of the Yugoslav experience.




Social self-government: theory
and practice in Yugoslavia

DAVID RIDDELL

INTRODUCTION

YUGOSLAVIA HAS BEEN THE SUBJECT of intermittent and sympathetic
attention by British writers—mainly socialists—for some years now.!
Two general studies have been supplemented by a detailed description
of the organization of workers’ self-management in Yugoslav factories.?
Yet most of this material remains descriptive or impressionistic and a
recent article on “Democracy and Workers’ Control” dismissed the
Yugoslav experience in a paragraph, arguing that, “Yugoslav assump-
tions . . . reduce the question of democratic control to one of an
increasingly meaningless local autonomy, and gradually replaces a
central conscious willed network of decisions by impalpable and unseen
economic pressures.’’3

What is the theoretical justification for Yugoslav socialism? How
is it related to circumstance, and can it be reduced to meaningless trial
and error? Are the social relationships being created in Yugoslavia
“Basis on which rests the achievement of a humanization of relation-
ships between men, a humanization of labour, therefore the condition
which will enable man to become, gradually, master of his destiny?”’*

Or do they imply rather a “‘peaceful transition from socialism to
capitalism”?® A consideration of these questions involves an under-
standing of the particular difficulties of “‘transforming human nature”
in a semi-developed, culturally disparate society with a large peasant
minority. The present article relates some empirical research into the
functioning of self-government in the political and economic orders to
attitudes and behaviour derived from crucial features of the nation’s
socio-political development.

It can be cynically argued that the theory of socialism which has
developed in Yugoslavia over the past sixteen years has been nothing
more than an attempt to rationalize a political quarrel between Yugo-
slaviq and the USSR.” Alternatively, it has been asserted that Yugoslav
practice is purely pragmatic. One study considers that since the
Marxist ideology is so divorced from reality, “It is the mass of the
hesitants, the waiting, the marginals, who should come to see the

meaning of the Yugoslav experience, and rally to more sensible
doctrines.”®

DAVID RIDDELL lectures at the University of Strathclyde. His
article is reproduced from the British Journal of Sociology, where it
appeared last spring, by kind permission of the author and the publishers.
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Yugoslav ideologists themselves tend to underplay the significance
of the breach with the USSR. It was necessary after the war to have
a period of ‘“‘administrative” centralized socialism to set the country
going; the workers’ councils already existed in embryonic form in the
“consultative committees” of the immediate post-war years.’ Thus
Kidric in 1951, “It must be stated today that the old system of pro-
duction, in spite of all the avoidable errors, in spite of the fact that
certain administrative methods were abandoned too late, was, all in all,
indispensable in abolishing private capitalism, and lifting the material
base of production to a degree necessary for building socialism in the
country.”°

And Dugonic in 1957, *“‘Administrative control alone could solve
the economic and political problems which presented themselves with
the revolutionary victory. But when these problems were by and large,
solved, administrative control began to become an obstacle to the more
rapid and harmonious development of the forces of production and
social relationships.”?

In this view Yugoslav socialism has been an appropriate response
to the general conditions which Yugoslavia faced at any period of time.
None of these extreme positions seems to be quite correct.

Three kinds of influence on the developing Yugoslav revolution
made the long continuance of the authoritarian centralist forms of
Soviet society very unlikely. First, features of the general social back-
ground did not favour it.*? Second, like the Chinese, and in contrast
to other East Furopean states, the Yugoslav party had carried through
a communist revolution largely independent of the Soviet Union.
Thirdly, although the Yugostav communists were orthodox in their
subservience to Stalin, this subservience, because of the other two factors,
was conditional, and this enabled them, when the break with the Soviet
Union became inevitable, to re-appraise their own experience in the
post-war years.

1. General social background

Yugoslav culture has been conditioned by the area’s political posi-
tion, as an undeveloped, poverty stricken peasant buffer between the
Austro-Hungarian and Turkish empires.*® Changes in political boun-
dary and administration were very frequent, as were local uprisings
against alien impositions and barbarities, especially in the Turkish areas.
Montenegro maintained a precarious independence through geographical
inaccessibility and constant repulsion of attempted invasion; the system
of blood revenge ensured the ferocity of the population and its constant
military preparedness to repel attack from outside.** In the circum-
stances, the Yugoslav peasant population—there were few towns,
especially in the eastern part of the country—developed a deep distrust
of central authority, and the political instability, coupled with the poor
communications led to a great deal of local self-sufficiency. But within
the family group, co-operation was extensive. Often an extended and
compound family household, the Zadruga, developed, in which several
generations of relatives might live and work together. This family
system only recently declined, as trade and centralized administration







