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Secularization of Ideology:
The Yugoslav Case

Kjell Magnusson

Myths and rituals

Yugoslav socialism derives its legitimacy mainly from three sources. It is con-
nected with three ideological themes or mythological structures.

One is the role of the Party in the successful War of Liberation and the struggle
for independence in the late forties.

The second is the solution to the national question and the Party’s continuing
position as the guarantee of societal cohesion and political stability.

The third aspect, which is intertwined with the other two, is a specific version of
Marxism, that is, the Yugoslav project of self-management as an alternative to
both Western capitalism and Eastern bureaucratic socialism.

These ideological constructs are symbolized in different ways, and on various
levels; ranging from the formalized, sometimes quasi-sociological discourse of
official Party documents, to the heroic and emotional language used on memorial
days, or the more idyllic representations to be found in children’s literature.

The mythological themes are appearing both as “legends” or “‘sacred histo-
ries”, with their heroes and cowards, and as a distinct ideological style dominating
political life.

Although in Yugoslavia literature and the arts were, at an early stage, liberated
from the models of socialist realism,? and although there have not been any large
scale attempts to create rites de passage, as in the Soviet Union or East Germany,
there still are rituals, in important ways similar to those found in Soviet-type
societies.?

These rituals are mainly connected with the memory of the War, and tied to
special anniversaries, such as the 29th of November, The Day of the Republic; or
to the Days of Uprising in the different Republics, or again, to celebrations like
the Day of the Army, or the Day of the Security Forces.

On these occasions the press usually devotes its pages to the reiteration of the
“legend” or “sacred story”. What happened in illo tempore, to use the words of
Eliade,” is reenacted today. At meetings the past is evoked through speeches,
patriotic songs and the recitation of poetry. Children are assembling together with
war veterans.
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grammatically and lexically, but also the notion of the enemy. According to
Yugoslav authors, the idea of the enemy is one of the most important aspects of
the political culture of socialism.'®

The enemy was generally understood and described as — in a platonic sense —
being always and everywhere present. Only putting on different clothes, as it
were. He would be a nationalist, a technocrat, a liberal or anarcho-liberal, or,
again, a Stalinist. According to the laws of dialectics, the different emanations of
the enemy would sometimes join forces in seemingly unlikely combinations, such
as Croatian and Serbian nationalists, or liberals and Stalinists plotting together to
weaken to the strength of the social order.'”

The more dangerous the situation, the more the need for the party, the greater
its role. Once again there was a struggle in which the old virtues from the heoric
war could be of use.

The problem today is that this scenario does not function any more. For one
thing, the conference debates are becoming less stereotypical, and conflicts are
openly manifested. But above all, there is no action.

Due to internal differences within the leadership, resolutions are often very
vague, and they are as a rule interpreted in totally different ways. There is sniping
among the leaders and the mobilizing effect is simply lost. Nothing is happening.
Examples of this are the endless discussions of the economic problems, the
character of the federation, or the Kosovo issue.?”

Another point is that it is difficult to argue convincingly that the ills plaguing
society are mainly the results of enemy activity. If people are reminded not only of
what happened 30 or 40 years ago, but also of who said what ten, six, or five years
ago, it is easy to lose credibility.

And nowadays it is openly admitted by political leaders that self-management,
at least as it has been carried out in practice, is to be blamed for the economic
difficulties. It has promoted irrational behaviour and the waste of resources, and
many politicans agree with the social scientists, that political and economical life
should be freed from the tutelage of ideological thought. That is, politics should
be secularized.?!

It is also admitted that nationalism to a very large extent must be seen as a
consequence of the political system. In a society where discussions outside the
ideological framework are not wanted, and where, on the other hand, the only
legitimate arenas of conflict are those along republican, that is national, lines,
almost every issue is potentially also a national issue, and national differences and
animosities are thus constantly remaining salient.??

In general, then, the most important feature of the present situation, is the
creation of a new language, replacing (or in the process of replacing) the old
political discourse. Confronted with parallel accounts of historical and present-
day problems, the typical language of ideology is being relativized, is losing
credibility.

It is interesting to note that, when some politicians are trying to revive the old
model of the political meeting followed by a campaign, they have not been
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Perhaps the most important event of this kind has been the traditional celebra-
tion of the Day of Youth (Dan mladosti), that is, the official birthday of the late
president, Josip Broz Tito, on the 25th of May.

On that day the president would receive delegations of pioneers, accept their
gifts, listen to their songs and tell them about the great tradition, encouraging
them to follow in the footsteps of earlier generations. There were, later on, similar
meetings with students and young workers in the Belgrade House of Youth. And
in the evening there was the ‘“‘concluding manifestation”. » mass rally at the
stadium of the Yugoslav People’s Army, where Tito would receive the Stafeta
Mladosti, or “‘Relay of Youth™, which had been carried through Yugoslavia by
youth of different nations and ethnic groups, symbolizing the brotherhood and
unity of the partisan war.

So, even though there are differences. there are to be found the same kinds of
myths and, to a lesser extent, rituals similar to those in other socialist countries.

It is further characteristic that some of the legitimizing myths are easily integra-
ted into traditional Yugoslav culture. The story of the war hero, the partisan who
is struggling for liberty, at the same time as he shows compassion and tolerance, is
a variation on the concept of cojstvo, or manliness, heroism, as expressed in
traditional oral literature.?

It is interesting to note that the songs glorifying Tito and his comrades-in-arms
were based on the patterns of older folk songs. According to Vladimir Dedijer,
Tito was himself very conscious of this fact, and is said to have acted as to satisfy
what he understood as a popular need of a hero.*

Another aspect of the compatibility between ideology and tradition is the stress
on equality prevailing during the earlier period of Yugoslav socialism. It was very
much in line with traditional values of the patriarchal village, especially in the
southern parts of Yugoslavia.®

It is true, though, that a specific feature of Yugoslav socialism has been the
coexistence on a public level, in the media, of different value systems and cultural
patterns. Traditional world views, influences from the West, and different concep-
tions of socialism have been living more or less side by side.”

Demythologization and routinization of charisma

Sometimes this cultural mixture will lead to unexpected and rather strange
expressions. The author remembers watching on Yugoslav TV some ten years ago
the 30th Anniversary of the Security Forces. The celebration took the form of an
oratorium, with symphony orchestra, choir and soloists. They were dressed in
black tie and white dresses, as if visiting a night-club or formal dance. The music
being played was of the kind performed every year on our television at the
Eurovision Song Contest, while the lyrics were those of classical patriotic poetry,
glorifying the courage and sacrifices of the Security Police.

Other examples of this kind are some of the films produced during the seven-
ties, in order to let the world know about Yugoslavia’s struggle for independence.
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Actors such as Richard Burton, Yul Brunner or Curt Jurgens replayed the drama
of the famous battles of Neretva or Sutjeska, in a most typical Hollywood manner.
What has happened in Yugoslavia during the last four or five years, is that
fundamental aspects of the ideological structure have been questioned. Using the
language of protestant theology, one would say that we are witnessing a process of
“de-mythologization”, reaching all areas of political life.

This process of secularization concerns both the content of ideology and the
forms and language of ideology. It touches upon all three sources of legitimation
referred to earlier, as well as on the “semiotics of political action™.

Since 1981, or 1982, there is a formidable flood of literature, novels, memoirs,
historical works, treatises in economy, political science or sociology, questioning
important aspects of Yugoslavia’s past and present, and challenging both in-
directly and directly the ideological monopoly of the party.

This new literature deals, for example, with the life of prisoners on Goli Otok,
the “Naked Island” in the Adriatic, where real or imagined Stalinists were
imprisoned under the most severe conditions.®

Another example is the “Dachau processes”, that is the execution or life
imprisonment of communist veterans and former inmates of the German con-
centration camp, who were said to have collaborated with the Nazis.”

Other topics treated in the more scholarly type of literature is the war with its
mistakes and excesses, the interwar period and the dubious position the party
took on many issues. Sensitive problems, like the liquidation of the top party
leaders, the support of the Stalin-Hitler pact, contacts with the enemy during the
war, are discussed. So is the taking of power after the war.!?

In all these cases the party and the societal system it has created has been seen
from another side than the usual one. It has been showed that sometimes the party
acted in ways which seem contrary to its very basic beliefs and claims on moral
authority. Another aspect is that on some of these issues the personality of the
former president is brought into focus.

The new literature is being published in a very specific situation. Socialist
Yugoslavia is going through its most difficult period since the war, with a severe
economic crisis, social and national tensions and a general paralysis of political
life.

The riots in Kosovo 1981 not only showed that the national question was not
solved once and for all, it also triggered a cultural development that was very
difficult to control. After initial hesitation and silence, the press was allowed to
write more openly about the Kosovo problem, in order to avoid rumours and
growing unrest in the population.!?

This, however, very soon meant that newspapers and magazines started to
discuss any cultural and political problem with the same frankness. The new
literature and the new journalism thus reinforced one another.

Another important factor was the growing activity of professional associations
in articulating social problems. Sociologists, historians, political scientists and
writers, started to discuss the social and political situation with an openness that
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surpassed even the period of the late sixties.!?

Inshort, almost every aspect of ideology is under fire: revolutionary history, the
actual practice of “brotherhood and unity”, self-management and the functioning
of the political system.

In this cultural revolution the party has found itseif very much on the defensive.
Due to serious internal conflicts it has been unable to act or to reaffirm the
legitimacy of ideology.

And indeed, it is difficult to point to the virtues of self-management in a
situation where there are more than one million unemployed and an additional
700,000 workers living in Western Europe; where inflation is reaching the level of
80 %; where there are shortages of food and other necessities; and when real
incomes have lost 40 % of their value since 1979.

More and more there are signs that the patience of ordinary people is tried
hard. The number of strikes is rising'? and sociological investigations show that
people, including party members, are losing confidence; and that there is wide-
spread political indifference, especially among young people.'¥

The influential Belgrade weekly NIN writes in this connection:

The symptoms and numbers are alarming. The activist core of the youth orga-
nization is becoming increasingly smaller. Party organizations at the universities
which earlier counted 20-30 % of the students as their members, in some cases
now organize no more than 4-5 %. On joint meetings with young people and war
veterans, one might listen to bitter words such as: “You have practically ruined

our society, making all these mistakes. You should be forbidden to die until you
have cleaned up the mess you created.”!?

Another example of declining legitimacy and ideological fatigue is the heavy
criticism made of the celebration of the Day of Youth, Tito’s birthday. The youth
organization, especially in Slovenia, wanted to abolish the rally at the stadium
calling it a vulgar, kitsch-like social-realist manifestation, which would have
negative effects on youth.!®

The semiotics of political action

The second aspect of the secularization process has to do with what could be
called the “‘semiotics of political action”.

Traditionally, Yugoslav politics has been conducted, on a public level, at the
political meeting or party conference. These occasions have some distinct ritual
dimensions in common. There would be a fairly long introductory speech or
govor, followed by a varying number of shorter speeches (depending on the
nature of the conference), which provided variations on the main theme, illus-
trated the problem with concrete examples, and so on.!”

A resolution would then be passed, and the message of the conference was
studied and discussed all over the country, republic or borough, whatever the case
may be. The function of the meeting was thus to act as a mobilizing force.

Central to this structure was not only a highly stereotypical language, both
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grammatically and lexically, but also the notion of the enemy. According to
Yugoslav authors, the idea of the enemy is one of the most important aspects of
the political culture of socialism.'®

The enemy was generally understood and described as — in a platonic sense —
being always and everywhere present. Only putting on different clothes, as it
were. He would be a nationalist, a technocrat, a liberal or anarcho-liberal, or,
again, a Stalinist. According to the laws of dialectics, the different emanations of
the enemy would sometimes join forces in seemingly unlikely combinations, such

as Croatian and Serbian nationalists, or liberals and Stalinists plotting together to
weaken to the strength of the social order.'®

The more dangerous the situation, the more the need for the party, the greater
its role. Once again there was a struggle in which the old virtues from the heoric
war could be of use.

The problem today is that this scenario does not function any more. For one
thing, the conference debates are becoming less stereotypical, and conflicts are
openly manifested. But above all, there is no action.

Due to internal differences within the leadership, resolutions are often very
vague, and they are as a rule interpreted in totally different ways. There is sniping
among the leaders and the mobilizing effect is simply lost. Nothing is happening.
Examples of this are the endless discussions of the economic problems, the
character of the federation, or the Kosovo issue.?”

Another point is that it is difficult to argue convincingly that the ills plaguing
society are mainly the results of enemy activity. If people are reminded not only of
what happened 30 or 40 years ago, but also of who said what ten, six, or five years
ago, it is easy to lose credibility.

And nowadays it is openly admitted by political leaders that self-management,
at least as it has been carried out in practice, is to be blamed for the economic
difficulties. It has promoted irrational behaviour and the waste of resources, and
many politicans agree with the social scientists, that political and economical life
should be freed from the tutelage of ideological thought. That is, politics should
be secularized.?!

It is also admitted that nationalism to a very large extent must be seen as a
consequence of the political system. In a society where discussions outside the
ideological framework are not wanted, and where, on the other hand, the only
legitimate arenas of conflict are those along republican, that is national, lines,
almost every issue is potentially also a national issue, and national differences and
animosities are thus constantly remaining salient.??

In general, then, the most important feature of the present situation, is the
creation of a new language, replacing (or in the process of replacing) the old
political discourse. Confronted with parallel accounts of historical and present-
day problems, the typical language of ideology is being relativized, is losing
credibility.

It is interesting to note that, when some politicians are trying to revive the old
model of the political meeting followed by a campaign, they have not been
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successful. A famous example is the affair with the so called *“white book’ in 1984.
Certain party leaders in Croatia made a frontal assault on a large number of
“enemies of socialism” among writers, sociologists, historians, and others, in a
typical conference setting. Some years ago this would have resulted in sanctions.
Now it was even criticized by other party leaders, notably in Slovenia and Serbia,
from where most of these enemies happened to come. And the whole matter only
led to embarrassement for the people involved.?
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Illustration featuring an article in the Belgrade weekly NIN, February 2nd 1986, discussing
the ideological crisis and the party’s problem of legitimation.

At the same time as the official ideology is in crisis, there are signs of what is
sometimes referred to as a religious revival.?¥

In Bosnia, for example, thousands of believers are, week after week, travelling
to the small village of Citluk, Medjugorje, where a few years ago the Mother of
God appeared before a group of Catholic youth, urging them to repent and work
for the renewal of faith. This Yugoslav would-be Lourdes (not recognized by the
church) draws pilgrims even from abroad.?
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In Bosnia there is also a strong Moslem community with growing self-con-
sciousnes and specific religio-political aspirations that are ditficult to handle in the
Yugoslav context.

Among the Serbian Orthodox as well, there are signs of a religious mobiliza-
tion, partly connected with the situation in Kosovo.

All the three dominant religious traditions are able to gather tens of thousands
of believers in public celebrations.

I think, however, that it would be premature to speak of a large-scale religious
revival as a political alternative to secular ideology. With some exceptions, there
does not seem to be any large number of new people attracted by the faith, but
rather a growing self-consciousness among religious people, and, this should be
noted, a greater possibility to manoeuvre, at least in some republics.

On the other hand, Yugoslav sociologists of religion have pointed to the
potentially dangerous situation when, in a time of crisis, a religious proletariat
consisting of peasants and lower urban strata, the majority of the population, are
confronted with an atheist middle class, representing the official ideology, as well
as economic and political power.?)

In a situation where the prestige of politicians is diminishing. where there are
daily press reports of corruption and fraud, the representatives of the religious
communities, if nothing else, constitute a moral alternative. But at present there
is no sign of a development of the Polish, or for that matter, Iranian type.

In the long run, there is in Yugoslavia an on-going process of secularization,
which in my opinion is affecting both institutionalized religon and ideology.

Secularization of ideology

I have been discussing the secularization of ideology in a short-term perspective.
The problem, however, is not new, and there are socio-structural, as well as
immanent reasons for the problems affecting official ideology.

Every time there was a major political crisis in Yugoslavia, it was found that
young people were not embracing Marxism. The standard solution was always to
reform the educational system, to make the teaching of Marxism better and more
efficient.?”’

When, however, these efforts are investigated as to their effects, the findings
are not encouraging. It has been found in recent surveys of high-school students
that there is a shocking lack of knowledge about even the basic aspects of
Marxism, as being taught in the schools. In one study, students would, at best,
give correct answers to fifty percent of the questions posed, more often to only ten
percent.

Moreover, it has turned out, in a number of investigations, that people, young
and old alike, simply do not understand the esoteric language of ideology. Even
party activists who have been enrolled in ideological schools have great difficulties
in explaining central concepts of theory, as well as day-to-day ideological usage.

And generally, according to the surveys conducted, pupils and teachers seem to
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think that the teaching program is on the whole irrelevant to their lives.?)

This has led some people to ask the heretical question whether it is really
necessary to study Marxism as a school subject, when its transformation into that
mode usually has disastrous effects, and, however undogmatic the intentions, it
eventually turns out to be some kind of catechism.?

In fact, this illustrates a general problem confronting any ideology, religious or
otherwise, which in a modern situation aspires to give an all-embracing (rational)
interpretation/explanation of the world.

This problem could be discussed in the light of the theoretical perspective
developed within sociology of knowledge and sociology of religon by Peter Berger
and Thomas Luckmann.* In this context, two ideas are of special interest to
us. One, that any world-view, any identity, any conception of reality, be it
every-day reality or the world of religion or philosophy, in order to be real, must
be acknowledged as such by the people with whom the individual interacts. If your
significant others behave as if what you think is real were real, then it is real, until
further notice.

The other point is that modern society in important respects differs from
traditonal, agrarian, society. The complexity and extreme social differentiation of
modern society means that there is no longer a homogeneous cultural universe. In
any typical modern society there is a multitude of ideas and cultural patterns
existing side by side, and those held in common by a large number of people are
often very vague and unbinding.

In such a situation institutional religion, traditional church religion, which
strives to give an explanation of the world in its totality, is but one of a number of
(specialized) social institutions, whose very existence relativizes the religious
universe. This makes it increasingly difficult to uphold a religious world view.

These assumptions have important consequences. One is that it is normally
quite difficult to change the view of reality into which an individual has been born,
with which he has identified during primary socialization. For example, to foster
an ideology (only) by means of the school system.

Yugoslav research illustrates this very well. The countryside is still (40 years
after the Revolution) overwhelmingly religious, while in the urban areas large
portions of the population have left religion behind. They have done so, however,
more as a result of general social processes, than because of atheist-Marxist
upbringing. In fact, the school system seems to be rather inefficient in the sense
that it does not produce Marxists of pupils in secondary school. Those who are
religious usually keep their religious faith, while the majority of those professing a
Marxist outlook on life were brought up in homes where the parents were already
party members.3V

The other point is that the problems facing religion are perhaps even greater for
a secular religion,’ because of the concrete nature of its pronouncements about
reality. If, for example, every new legislation, social institution or organizational
change, is proclaimed to be a logical outcome of true ideology, which is the case in
Yugoslavia, then if the system does not work, the failure will hit back on ideology
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itself, in this case Marxism, and render it less credible.

Or, if the ideal world described by ideology turns out to be something else in
reality, the same problem will appear. In general, at least under certain condi-
tions, it is easier for a religious tradition than a secular one to generate new faith.

Finally, I would like to make the remark that although there might be certain
similarities between religion and secular religion, this does not automatically
mean that ideology would serve the same function as religion, supposedly, does,
or, for that matter, any function.

The similarities in mythological structure and ritual practice might simply be a
consequence of the fact that there are not that many possibilities for ideas to be
socially and culturally present. Every organization and every system of ideas,
whatever their purpose, will have certain features in common. Moreover, one
must distinguish between those ideological structures that are really assimilated
by individuals or groups, and those that are “empty”, existing on a formal level,
but not influencing attitudes and behaviour.??

The Yugoslav case shows, that in a socialist system, with some degree of
pluralism, the ideological model might be faced with serious problems of
legitimacy in a situation where contradictions between ideal and reality are
becoming too obvious.
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