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Peaceful versus Violent State
Dismemberment: A Comparison
of the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia,

and Czechoslovakia
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The past several decades in Yugoslavia, particularly the 1960s and 1970s, may not have
been a fully enjoyable present, but they have become a respectable and even enviable past.1

INTRODUCTION

From mid-1991 to the end of 1992, three longstanding states in the eastern half
of Europe—Yugoslavia, the Soviet Union, and Czechoslovakia—disintegrated.
While these three states shared the same fate, however, the process by which these
states ended varied significantly. The constituent republics in both the Soviet
Union and Czechoslovakia agreed to end the state, and the dissolution of both of
these states in December 1991 and 1992, respectively, was peaceful.2 By contrast,
some republican leaders in Yugoslavia contested the breakup of that state. As a
result, the dissolution of Yugoslavia, beginning in mid-1991, was violent.

The purpose of this article is to account for this contrast. I will do so by engag-
ing in a systematic comparison of the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and
Czechoslovakia.

I would like to thank Abbey Innes, Sharon Wolchik, and Veljko Vujacic for their comments on ear-
lier drafts of this paper and the U.S. Institute of Peace for its support of this project. This paper is based
upon a larger study of the collapse of socialist regimes, the Soviet bloc, and socialist states. SeeSubver-
sive Institutions: The Design and the Destruction of Socialism and the State(Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999).
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THE LOGIC OF THIS COMPARISON

Such a comparison makes methodological sense because these three countries
manage to strike a nice balance between two often competing goals of compara-
tive inquiry: keeping the number of cases small enough to ensure knowledgeable
comparisons yet large enough to vary outcomes and to limit (through matching)
the range of plausible causes. Put more concretely, three cases constitute a man-
ageable number. At the same time, these three cases are quite efficient from a
comparative standpoint. On the one hand, the processes by which the states ended
were different, with Yugoslavia representing one model and the Soviet Union and
Czechoslovakia another. On the other hand, the three states were alike in many
respects—for example, all three countries shared such characteristics as a social-
ist past, a federated state during the socialist period, diverse domestic populations,
and territorially concentrated national minorities. In addition, these three states all
ended (whereas other states in the region, similarly situated, did not), the new
states that formed were in every case successors to the republics that had made up
these socialist federations, and the process of state termination was preceded in
each instance by regime collapse.3 Finally, all three of these states disintegrated in
a short span of time. This, plus the collapse of socialist regimes, would seem to
suggest that the domestic and international context of state dissolution was
roughly similar in the Soviet Union, Yugoslavia, and Czechoslovakia. Put suc-
cinctly, then, what we find when comparing these three countries is contrasting
processes bookended by similar causes and similar consequences.

This means, in turn, that we are in a good position to isolate the factors that
account for peaceful versus violent state dismemberment. Indeed, even a quick
overview of these three cases calls into question a number of highly plausible
explanations suggested by studies of one or another of these cases4 and reinforced
by the theoretical literature on nationalism, secession, and interethnic conflict.5

For example, it has been suggested that one reason for the peaceful breakup of the
Soviet state was its national-federal structure during the socialist era—a structure
that divided the party-state into constituent republics (and other units), each of
which was based upon a titular nation and endowed with its own institutions and
elites.6 With such well-defined nations and proto-states within the state and with
bargaining between the center and the republics zero sum in outcomes and verti-
cal and bilateral in process, the stage was set for regime weakening to go hand in
hand with state multiplication. This, in turn, meant that the transition from one to
many states could be both quick and relatively cooperative.

This argument makes sense, especially if we think about the conditions under
which secessionist struggles become violent; that is, when the center uses force to
defend existing state boundaries and/or when those involved in the struggle over
boundaries and sovereignty joust over the makeup of new national and state units.
However, this argument loses its luster once we add Yugoslavia and its violent end
to the equation. Like the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia was
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national-federal in design during the socialist era. Indeed, if a weak center and
well-defined nations and states at the republican level were the key, then Yugosla-
via, with its confederal structure the last fifteen years or so of socialism, should
have been the most likely of the three socialist federations to move quickly and
peacefully from one to many state units.

If explanations of the Soviet case do not travel well, then neither do some com-
mon explanations of the wars in Yugoslavia. For instance, it has been argued that
the violent end of that state reflected such factors as considerable variation among
the republics with respect to regime disintegration (e.g., liberal Slovenia vs. conti-
nuity of dictatorship in Serbia); a long history of interethnic tensions; cultural
diversity, coupled with a poor fit between republican and national boundaries; a
relatively high correlation between membership in a nation and access to socio-
economic resources; a large Serbian community residing outside of the Serbian
republic that, with state weakening, quickly became a target of discrimination; and
a focus by both the Serbian and Croatian political leadership on national grievances
as the basis for mobilization of political support in a time of regime collapse.

There are, however, two problems with these arguments. First, the history of
“international” relations within Yugoslavia has usually been one of either limited
interaction or, if interactive, one of cooperation and not conflict.7 Moreover,
“international” relations within both Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union, dur-
ing and before socialism, followed a similar pattern and included periods of con-
siderable conflict.

Second, the conditions that describe the Yugoslav context, as articulated
above, are precisely the conditions that describe the Soviet Union as well—and, to
a lesser extent, Czechoslovakia. For example, as is evident today, the successor
states of the former Soviet Union vary dramatically in terms of the liberalism of
their politics and economics; the Soviet Union was just as diverse as Yugoslavia;
there are twenty-five million Russians outside the Russian republic, or the RSFSR
(with Russians constituting, like the Serbs, the largest national community in the
state as a whole); and many national leaders within the Soviet Union (as with Slo-
vak leaders within Czechoslovakia) used the national question to define their
political agendas and cement their political coalitions. Indeed, all these considera-
tions, plus the increasingly violent character of nationalist mobilization over the
course of the Gorbachev era, led many analysts, within and outside the Soviet
Union, to presume that the end of that state, if it were to occur, would be necessar-
ily violent.8 All of this leads to one conclusion: Yugoslavia, at least with respect to
these considerations, does not emerge as distinctive.9

The trick in explaining violent versus peaceful state dissolution, therefore, is
identifying factors that relate directly to the question of “international” conflict
and cooperation and that, at the same time, produce a pairing of the Soviet Union
and Czechoslovakia versus Yugoslavia. This is precisely what drives the analysis
that follows. As we will discover, while institutional commonalities during the
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socialist period explain the common outcome of state dismemberment, institu-
tional differences, again during the socialist era, account for variations in how
these states ended from 1991 to 1992. These institutional differences, moreover,
produce the needed contrast between the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia, on
the one hand, and Yugoslavia, on the other.

FEDERALISM VERSUS CONFEDERALISM

All three of these socialist states were national-federal in form and this explains,
along with the expansion of opportunities for systemic change in the 1980s, why
these states ended and ended when they did and why the other states in the region,
so similar in circumstances, managed to survive regime transition with their bor-
ders intact.10 However, within the overarching similarity of national federalism
were some institutional differences—differences that provide some clues as to
why the process of state dissolution was peaceful versus violent. One core con-
trast was between actual federalism in the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia—
that is, the existence of shared power based on territorial-administrative divisions—
versus what could only be termed confederalism in Yugoslavia, or the domination
of republics over the center.11Confederalism in Yugoslavia developed in response
to a number of factors—for example, the passage of a new and highly decentraliz-
ing constitution in 1974, the decision after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia
in 1968 to allow the republics to have their own territorial defense forces, and the
growing segmentation of the Yugoslav market, including the banking system,
along republican lines. Most proximate to the breakup of the state, however, was a
final decentralizing factor: the death of Tito in 1980 and the introduction of collec-
tive decision-making units at the center that were based on equal votes allocated to
each republic and province (along with the military as a “ninth” republic/province
within central-level party organs).

As a result, Yugoslavia featured by the beginning of the 1980s a clear pattern
that was to characterize the political economy of that system until its end: an ever-
weakening economic and political center that was forced to work through the
republics and their leadership in order to collect revenues, make and implement
virtually all policies, and finally, forge linkages with the citizenry. This meant, not
surprisingly, that the Yugoslav republics (and the two autonomous provinces of
Kosovo and Vojvodina) were very strong. By the beginning of the 1980s, they had
accumulated the resources necessary to act as virtually independent economic
and political agents.12

The formal end of the Yugoslav state, then, was preceded for at least a decade
by a process in which the state, precisely and ironically in strict accordance with
ideological precepts, had withered away. Economic, political, and cultural sover-
eignty, therefore, had been parceled, and all three forms of sovereignty resided in
the republics that made up the Yugoslav confederation—or what Sabrina Ramet13

aptly termed at the time the Yugoslav “international system.” Thus, while
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struggles over power and reform immediately preceded, as well as caused, a sud-
den and rapid decentralization of the Czechoslovak and Soviet states, a decentral-
ized political economy with full institutional expression was already in place by
the time the Yugoslav regime and state came into serious question.

This had several important consequences for the process by which the Yugo-
slav state eventually ended. First, with the center eliminated as a key economic
and political player, “domestic” politics and economics in Yugoslavia resided
within each of the republics and provinces. Second, with political power and eco-
nomic resources locked in at the regional level, the republics had both the means
and the incentives to pursue distinct political and economic trajectories—and, not
surprisingly, they did so. Finally, minus a center, bargaining within Yugoslavia
became strictly horizontal, that is, interrepublican in form.

Thus, to focus on republican elites in particular, we can conclude the follow-
ing. What confederalism meant in Yugoslavia, even by the early 1980s, was that
republican leaders were powerful; they were pitted against each other and had a
long record of conflicts with each other; they represented quite different eco-
nomic and political, as well as national, constituencies; and they adopted, as a
result, political and economic preferences that were widely divergent from one
another. All this, plus the death of Tito, abysmal economic performance, and pro-
longed struggles over power and reform within and across the republics, ensured
that Yugoslavia would become the first state in the socialist region to dismember.
All this meant as well that the process of state disintegration in Yugoslavia would
be, by regional standards, unusually entangled with regime disintegration, unusu-
ally prolonged in time span, and unusually conflictual.

THE DOMINANT REPUBLICS

A second key difference among these federal states was in the institutional
endowment of the dominant republic—or Serbia within Yugoslavia, Russia
within the Soviet Union, and the Czech lands within Czechoslovakia. During the
socialist period, neither Russia nor the Czech republic was in fact allotted the
same institutional status as the, purportedly, “lesser” republics making up their
federations. In particular, both of these leading republics were denied their own
communist parties, their own academies of sciences, their own media, their own
ministries, their own secret police organizations, and the like.14 Instead, their only
connection was to the all-union or central institutions of the party and the state—a
connection open, as well, to all others in the system and, it must be emphasized,
defined in terms of socialism, not the nation.

This asymmetric federalism reflected the impact of several considerations—
that Russians and Czechs were the numerically dominant group, and not minori-
ties, within their countries; that they had, as a result, no special “needs” and, thus, a
weak case for institutional “boosting”; and that they were, if anything, the repre-
sentatives of the center and socialism. This meant, in combination with their sheer
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size, that each of these republics within their respective federations was under-
stood to require in effect institutional constraints, not empowerment. The meta-
phor drawn by Yuri Slezkine for the Soviet Union, then, seems to apply equally
well to Czechoslovakia during the socialist era. If we imagine each of these coun-
tries as an apartment building and their titular nations as the communal apart-
ments within that building, then the Czechs, like the Russians within their federa-
tion, functioned as “the hallways.”15

From this vantage point, it is hardly surprising, therefore, that Russian national
identity was far less developed and far more confused with Soviet identity than the
identities of, for example, the titular nations of the Baltic states, Armenia, and
Georgia.16 As the historian Yuri Afanas’ev once responded to a question concern-
ing his own identity as a Russian,

This is difficult to say. I am Russian, certainly. I have been educated and brought up as a
Russian. But I am more a Soviet, perhaps even a European, because it does not seem either
necessary, useful, comfortable or even polite to be in the first place a Russian.17

The confusion between Soviet and Russian identity, along with the institu-
tional weakness of the Russian republic and the absence of a clear historical tradi-
tion of statehood (because Russia was always poised between being a state and
being an empire), help explain why Russian identity was so weak and, just as
important, why Russian nationalist mobilization during the Gorbachev era was
the proverbial dog that hardly barked.18 Indeed, by 1990, when eyeing circum-
stances in the other Soviet republics and when joining in the battles against the
center (including formal declaration of Russian sovereignty in June of that year),
Russian politicians began to complain about the costs of institutional deficits. As
Boris Yel’tsin bemoaned,

If a clear violation of the Soviet of the Russian Federation takes place, then the [RSFSR]
Supreme Soviet as the highest legislative organ of Russia must defend itself. But with
what? It has no army, no KGB—what is it to defend its sovereignty with? It must do so by
its laws.19

These worries led Russian leaders to take action on two fronts. They proposed
a series of new, indigenous Russian institutions, and they converted all-union
institutions into Russian ones. While the Czechs only did the same, once the state
was in the process of formal dissolution, they did share precisely the same burdens
as Russia. They lacked an institutional foundation for national identity, and they
lacked as well both a state tradition and the kinds of institutions that served in the
Slovak republic as the foundation for state-building. This in turn meant that the
Czechs, like the Russians, did not define their political project as a nationalist one.
Rather, as the large-scale protests in the fall of 1989 indicated, they defined their
concerns in regime terms, that is, as ideological. However, it should be noted that
it was in fact both national and ideological, since the issue was liberation of the
nation and state from socialism and from Soviet domination.
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However, if the Russian and Czech republics were institutionally weak, they
were politically strong. During the socialist era, Russians and Czechs dominated
their respective federations, not just in numerical terms, but also in terms of their
representation in important economic, political, and military institutions. What
we find for Russia and the Czech lands during the socialist era, therefore, is a con-
tradictory state of affairs. As Gail Lapidus and Edward Walker have observed for
the Russian case,

The position of Russia within [the] . . . federation . . . was ananomalous one. On the one
hand, Russia was the imperial center, and Russians were the beneficiaries of this position.
At the same time, the conflation of Russia with the Union deprived Russia of both the insti-
tutional and the cultural attributes of national statehood.20

There was, in short, a gap between political power and institutional
resources—for Russia and for the Czech lands. Looking ahead in our analysis,
this gap played a key role in nudging developments within both of these republics
toward a particular type of nationalism. This was a form of nationalism that
rejected the regime and socialism but that did not require in any way a reexamina-
tion of the national question; that was free of the convenient substitution of nation-
alism for communism that took place in many of the “lesser” republics (either
through the rebirth of communists as nationalists or through the rise from below
of a nationalist and anticommunist movement); and that was able, as a conse-
quence, to embrace both economic and political liberalization as highly attractive
ideological substitutes for socialism. This in turn produced a particular set of lead-
ership positions on the state question. Continuity of borders was preferred, not
just because it was the status quo and would maintain existing patterns of Czech
and Russian domination within their states, but also because border changes were
irrelevant to the main issue: regime transition. However, for precisely the same
reasons, the nationalism of Russia and the Czech lands could accept, if necessary,
the establishment of new state borders along existing republican lines. This was
particularly the case if the partition of the state enhanced the prospects for full-
scale liberalization of politics and economics in Russia and in the Czech lands.

The Yugoslav story provides a sharp contrast. Especially by the second half of
the 1970s, Yugoslavia featuredequalityamong the republics. Thus, the Serbian
republic had precisely the same economic, political, social, and cultural institu-
tions as existed in Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Montenegro, and
Macedonia. This meant that Serbia and its leadership had far more access to the
resources available for nation- and state-building than was the case for either Rus-
sians and their leaders or the Czechs and their leaders. Moreover, Serbia, unlike
Russia and the Czech lands, had a tradition of independent statehood—and, what
is more, one that was established in the battlefield and that had long served as the
foundation for Serbian national identity.

At the same time, Serbia was denied the political power that the Russian and
Czech republics enjoyed. While Serbs were in fact overrepresented in the officer
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corps of the military and in the secret police, they were underrepresented in all of
those institutions responsible for making day-to-day decisions within Yugoslavia.
This underrepresentation is evident if we measure it by the gap between the Ser-
bian weight in the population versus the voting shares of the Serbian republic
within the party and the government. Put another way, it is in Yugoslavia alone
among the socialist federations that we find political bodies at the top of the sys-
tem during the socialist period that were based strictly on one republic/province
(and its titular nation), one vote, rather than on other principles that might have
recognized the size of Serbia and the Serbian population and, thus, worked more
in Serbia’s political favor. This imbalance, moreover, affected economics as much
as politics.

The underrepresentation of Serbia and Serbs can also be viewed from the
standpoint of perception. For Serbs, what mattered most, perhaps, was the gap
between their political representation and the Serbian presumption of their right
to be the first among equals. This presumption reflected the impact of a variety of
historical factors, including Serbia’s sacrifice of its state to the formation of a
larger Yugoslav entity after World War I and Serbian success when bargaining
over state formation in defining that new and larger entity as unitary, centralized,
and dominated by Serbia, complete with the Serbian royal family.21

As a consequence, it is not surprising that Serbs were resentful of Yugoslav
developments following the adoption of the 1974 constitution. Their status and
power within the federation, already too limited in their view, had declined
sharply with decentralization and the establishment of full equality among the
republics and provinces. Nor is it surprising that the crisis in Kosovo, which began
in 1980 (and returned in fuller force in 1998), angered Serbs and quickly became a
touchstone for the rapid development of Serbian nationalism. Kosovo was a prov-
ince having great symbolic meaning for Serbs, given both its impressive collec-
tion of Serbian churches and other cultural artifacts and given as well its role as the
site where Serbia had been defeated by the Ottoman Empire in 1389. Contempo-
rary developments within Kosovo, moreover, seemed to summarize all too effi-
ciently what had gone wrong with the Yugoslav experiment—given, for example,
voting equality between Kosovo and Serbia, the declining proportion of the popu-
lation that was Serbian (which was interpreted to be a function less of differential
birthrates than harassment), and the increasingly restive nature of the very large
Albanian majority.

What appeared in Serbia during the socialist era, then, was a pattern opposite to
that found in Russia and in the Czech republic: considerable institutional
resources at the republican level joined with considerable limits on political and
economic influence within the federation. Again, looking ahead, it was that par-
ticular combination of strengths and weaknesses—or the joining of resources
with resentments—that opened Serbian leaders and publics to a version of nation-
alism that was the mirrored opposite to that found in Russia and the Czech
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republic. In particular, while the grievances underlying Russian and Czech
nationalism focused on the costs of socialism, the concerns of the Serbs targeted
two issues: the form of the state and the maltreatment of the nation. The issue of
socialism, therefore, was not at the center of the picture.

At the same time, the solution to these grievances also varied. For Russian and
Czech leaders, the goal was to end socialism, establish a democratic and capitalist
regime operating within a federal state, and failing federalism, accede to the dis-
memberment of the state along strictly republican lines. This alternative had two
advantages. The Czechs and the Russians could keep the central institutions as
their own, and they could pursue their liberal agenda, unencumbered by their less
liberal and at times recalcitrant neighbors in the “near abroad.” By contrast, the
solution for Serbian nationalists was reforming socialism, recentralizing the state,
and failing that, establishing in the wreckage of the state a “Greater Serbia.”

Thus, the violent end of Yugoslavia reflected not just the fact that the dominant
republic there had a particular brand of nationalism that differed from its Russian
and Czech counterparts with respect to grievances and goals. It was also that the
Serbian leadership’s second-order preferences were conducive to war in the event
of state dismemberment, whereas the second-order preferences entertained by the
Russian and Czech leadership, again in the event of state dismemberment, were
not.

This leads us to a final institutional factor that distinguishes Yugoslavia from
the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia and that contributed in important ways to
the level of violence accompanying the end of the state. That factor is the contrast
in the structure, the mission, and the role of the military during the socialist era.

SOCIALIST MILITARIES

States can use words, laws, money, and/or armies to protect their boundaries
against secessionist pressures. All three of the federalized socialist states used
words, laws, and money to defend themselves. However, only in Yugoslavia did
the military (the Yugoslav National Army, or JNA) play a central role in the dis-
memberment of the state. This occurred, initially, through military intervention to
save the state—as when the JNA sent in tanks in response to the Slovene removal
of federal signs along its borders and Slovene occupation of border outposts and
customs offices. Later, as in Croatia and Bosnia, the JNA again intervened on the
basis of a similar rationale. However, in these cases, the JNA had allies within the
republics: the secessionist Serbian minorities within both of these republics
(along with the free-riding Croatian minority in Bosnia).

By contrast, the military stood on the sidelines while the Czechoslovak state
was dismantled. In the Soviet Union, the military was deployed, but in minimalist,
short-term, and rather half-hearted fashion—as in the Baltic states in early 1991
and as with the participation of segments of the military in the attempted coup
d’état in August 1991. However, when the Soviet state was formally dismantled in
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December 1991, the military was not a participant. Indeed, throughout the fall of
1991, the Soviet military had consistently resisted invitations to become more
involved.

The contrast, therefore, is between an activist military in Yugoslavia, which
contributed significantly to the violent dismemberment of that state, versus a pas-
sive military in Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union, which contributed in both
cases to a peaceful end to these states. The question then becomes: why the differ-
ence in these three socialist militaries?

One distinction that can be drawn is in the structure of these institutions. The
confederal character of the Yugoslav party and state had created an unusually
confused chain of military command. While the Soviet Union also presented
some problems in this regard,22 as did Czechoslovakia (because of changes in the
Warsaw Pact following the invasion of Czechoslovakia),23 the Yugoslav case rep-
resented an extreme variation on a general socialist problem. In particular, in
Yugoslavia authorization to deploy military force at home and abroad could
come, variously, from the state and the party collective presidencies (separately or
together), from the prime minister, from the minister of defense, and/or possibly
from representatives of the military at the highest levels of the party and the
state.24

To this must be added two related points. One is that the JNA had close connec-
tions in particular with one republic: Serbia. This reflected, among other things,
Serbian historical connections to the military, the convergent interest of the mili-
tary and the Serbian republic in maintaining a centralized and socialist state, and
finally, the overrepresentation of Serbs in the officer corps of the JNA.

The other is that only in Yugoslavia do we find the existence of territorially
based militias that were under the control of the republics and that had unclear
linkages—in terms of function as well as command and control—to the central
military, let alone the central political structure. This proved to be crucial in the
process of state-building at the republican level and in the leakage of weaponry to
minority populations. It was also important in the brief skirmishes in Slovenia,
where the wars of secession began and where the Slovene territorial defense
forces were pitched against the JNA.25

When combined, all of these factors point to a simple conclusion. Yugoslavia
was unusually well positioned for praetorian politics. What further contributed to
such a possibility was the legitimacy accorded the JNA as a domestic political
actor. Again, the contrast with the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia is sharply
etched. In Yugoslavia, the military’s mission was defined as much in domestic as
in international terms. This reflected such factors as the historical role of the mili-
tary in defending the Yugoslav state and Yugoslav society against fascism and in
building support for socialism from the ground up during the Second World War;
the interdependence, beginning with the revolution, between the legitimacy of the
regime and socialism, on the one hand, and the legitimacy of the military, on the

226 POLITICS & SOCIETY



other; the political influence accorded the JNA as a consequence of its role as one
of the few institutional representatives of the center and, thus, of the Yugoslav
idea; and finally, the fusion of the domestic and international functions of the mili-
tary, given the equal weight placed on domestic and foreign threats to the survival
of Yugoslavia and Yugoslav socialism.

Because of these and other factors, then, the JNA was a powerful domestic
political player throughout the socialist era in Yugoslavia. This was indicated, for
example, by its direct representation at the highest level of the party apparatus
(beginning with the Croatian crisis in the early 1970s) and by a twenty-year his-
tory of domestic interventions—for example, in the Croatian crisis of the early
1970s, in Kosovo in 1981 (where martial law was declared for the first time in
postwar Yugoslavia), in Slovenia in 1988 (albeit primarily political in form), and
again, in Kosovo in 1989.26

It is fair to say, then, that socialist Yugoslavia was held together by three forces:
Tito, the party, and the army. When Tito died and the party became fully republi-
canized by the early 1980s, all that was left to defend both the regime of socialism
and the state of Yugoslavia—and the only organ that defined its mission in pre-
cisely those terms—was the military. The military, as a result, came to be the only
counterweight to the decentralization and the interrepublican conflicts over
reform and power that dominated Yugoslav politics during the 1980s. And the
military was, for the same reasons, easily threatened by developments during that
decade—not just the political and economic turmoil of that period which, charac-
teristically, threatened both the state and socialism, but also the reduction in the
military’s legitimacy and resources, given direct and unprecedented criticisms of
the military in the liberalized atmosphere of Slovenia in the mid-1980s, on the one
hand, and, on the other, cuts in its defense budget, beginning in the second half of
the 1970s.27

The involvement of the military in the process of Yugoslav dismemberment,
then, was not surprising. There was a long history of such interventions, and the
process of secession challenged the dual mission of the military as the defender of
the state and socialism. As Milos Vasic and Filip Svarm have summarized,

The process of the destruction of Yugoslavia can be understood best through the history of
the ruination of the military; one without the other cannot be understood. Confronting
choices between watching over communism or the state, the military managed to lose
both.28

The Czechoslovak case could not be more different. There, the military was
kept separate from civilian life in general and domestic politics in particular. This
was typical of those Eastern European militaries that were fully integrated into the
Warsaw Pact structure—a point that is also relevant for explaining patterns within
the region as a whole in peaceful versus violent regime collapse.29 In the case of
the Soviet Union, the military was also subservient to civilian authority—a prac-
tice that was rooted not just in decisions taken by the Bolsheviks after the Civil
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War and the demobilization that followed, but also in the long expanse of Russian
history prior to the socialist epoch. In contrast to, say, many countries in Latin
America, dictatorship in Russia has long been premised on civilian control over
the military.

In addition, the role of the Soviet military was clearly defined in international
and not domestic terms—as one would expect for a highly professional military
situated within a long-established regime and state and concerned with all those
issues involved in constructing and then maintaining global power status. Indeed,
it was this mission and the ways in which the war in Afghanistan and the Gor-
bachev reforms produced a divided and immobilized, rather than a divided and
interventionist, military that allowed the Soviet military to function as a bystander
while leaders of the Soviet republics began to divvy up the state.30 Finally, unlike
Yugoslavia, the overrepresentation of Russians in the officer corps was not com-
bined with a dominant republic rich in institutions. Thus, Yel’tsin, with his politi-
cal base in the RSFSR, lacked the institutional capacity to deploy the military in
order to achieve his aims—even if he had so wanted.

THE GAMES OF STATE DISMEMBERMENT

Despite the commonalities of socialism and federalism, then, there were,
nonetheless, three key differences in the institutional design of Yugoslavia versus
that of the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia—differences that affected in impor-
tant ways how these states came to an end. In particular, the Yugoslav federation
was far more decentralized than its Czechoslovak and Soviet counterparts. This
produced what was by Soviet and Czechoslovak standards an unusually weak
center and republics that were unusually strong, distinctive, and combative.

At the same time, the dominant republic within Yugoslavia, or Serbia, was rich
in institutional resources but impoverished with respect to political power—a pat-
tern precisely opposite to that found in the dominant republics of the Soviet Union
and Czechoslovakia, or Russia and the Czech lands, respectively. This produced
two kinds of nationalisms that had enormous implications for how the state
ended—and, for that matter, the regime transitions that followed. One, as in Ser-
bia, was ethnic in content; based upon a convergence between strong national
institutions and considerable national resentments; and committed to socialism
within a recentralized state or, failing that, within a new state significantly larger
in size than the existing Serbian republic. The other form of nationalism, as in
Russia and the Czech lands, was primarily civic in emphasis; constrained in its
nationalist agenda by weak republican institutions and a tradition of political
dominance; and committed, above all, to ending socialism and constructing a lib-
eral order in its place. As for the larger state context within which this transition
would occur, the preference of both Czech and Russian political leaders was for
either building a genuinely federal system or, if that were out of the question, new
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states that corresponded precisely in their borders to the existing lines demarcat-
ing the republics.

A final institutional contrast was that the JNA was the guardian of socialism
and the state, it had long functioned as a central player in the domestic politics of
socialist Yugoslavia, and it continued to do so once the regime and state began to
unravel. By contrast, both the Soviet and the Czechoslovak militaries were, by
mission and practice, outward looking, not inward playing. This tradition contin-
ued once the regime and the state began their exit from the political stage. How,
then, did these institutional differences affect the actual process of state dismem-
berment? Much of the answer to that question has already been provided. How-
ever, one useful way of summarizing these developments in a manner that is both
parsimonious and comparative is to treat the dissolution of the Soviet, Czechoslo-
vak, and Yugoslav states as a game. Indeed, what is striking about such an exercise
is that the assumptions underlying the notion of a game—which are often violated
in games constructed by social scientists—are in fact met in these three instances
of state dissolution. Thus, it can be argued that there were in fact a limited number
of key players in each of the three cases—in particular, Mikhail Gorbachev and
Boris Yel’tsin in the Soviet case; Sloboban Milosevic, Franjo Tudjman (the leader
of Croatia), Milan Kucan (the leader of Slovenia), and the JNA in the Yugoslav
case; and Vaclav Klaus and Vladimir Meciar (the leaders of what came to be the
Czech Republic and Slovakia, respectively). At the same time, the preferences of
these players are easy to construct and easy to rank, given what has already been
argued. Finally, in all three cases, the state ended following bargaining over the
design and the future of the state.

From the perspective of gaming, we can argue that the peaceful end of the
Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia was a product of two major factors, each of
which flowed directly from institutional considerations dating from the socialist
era. First, the military was excluded from the game. Second, because of the par-
ticular combination of political power yet institutional deficits within the Czech
and Russian republics, the leader of each of these two dominant republics defined
nationalism in a manner that minimized resentments toward other nations and that
focused, instead, on the following preferences: (1) the rejection of socialism; (2)
support of a transition to capitalism and democracy; and (3) support of the con-
tinuation of the state, albeit one that was genuinely federal in its functioning. With
regard to the final preference, which was, unlike the first two, negotiable and not
fixed, a second option was entertained—that is, in the event of state breakup, sup-
port for dismemberment along strictly republican lines. What made the fourth
option necessary was the behavior—or at least the strategic threats—of the other
republics making up the federation. What made it tolerable for both the Russian
and Czech leadership was the bonus of getting control over the institutions of the
center in the bargain and getting what would be, in all likelihood, an easier and
more rapid transition to capitalism and democracy, given the exit of those regions
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likely to stall, if not sabotage, the liberal agenda. Thus, while the ideal outcome
was liberal democracy and capitalism in an integrated state, the second most
attractive outcome was liberal democracy and capitalism in a reduced state. In this
sense, the end of both the Czechoslovak and Soviet states was peaceful because
the leader of the dominant republic in each of these cases could still get what he
most wanted.

Within these similarities between the Soviet and Czechoslovak cases, how-
ever, there were several differences—differences that, nonetheless, contributed as
well, albeit in contrasting ways, to the peaceful end of these two states. Let us turn,
first, to the Soviet case. What helped that state dismember peacefully, in addition
to the reasons already noted, were the following characteristics peculiar to the
Soviet context: the sheer size of the Russian Federation, which made losing the
larger entity more palatable; the guarantee, highly attractive to Yel’tsin, that Gor-
bachev would be finally defeated, not because he was deposed but, rather, because
the country he led was in effect deposed; and the halfway house represented by the
Commonwealth for Independent States (founded in December 1991 in conjunc-
tion with the dissolution of the state), which allowed Russia to have a forum
within which to express its regional dominance while also allowing the leaders of
the other republics, with their varying commitments to independent statehood and
their varying fears of rupture with Russia, the attractive option of being at the
same time independent of, yet still connected to, Russia.

Finally, the very structure of struggle during the Gorbachev era had the compli-
cating effect of diversifying the domestic trajectories of the republics—which
meant, in effect, a dispersion of republican preferences. However, at the sametime,
there were important compensatory pressures that overrode these differences—
in particular, the incentives for interrepublican cooperation as a result of their
shared opposition to the center in general and Gorbachev and his approach to
reform in particular. It was the latter that dominated the former and that produced
ratification of a series of bilateral treaties between Russia and other republics in
the year and a half preceding the end of the state. These treaties assured the lesser
republics of continued access to the Russian economy in exchange for legal guar-
antees concerning the security and the rights of Russian minority populations. As
a result, cooperation, not conflict, dominated the game of Soviet state dismember-
ment, and Russian fears about their nationals in the “near abroad”—which could
have challenged Russian acceptance of state dismemberment or tempted Russia
to expand on its republican borders—were put to rest.

The division of the Czechoslovak state was different in the sense that there was
no center in this instance that could function, as in the Soviet Union, to override
the political and economic differences between the republics and to forge, as a
result, interrepublican cooperation. Instead, such cooperation evolved in the
Czechoslovak context through rather different channels. One key factor was the
absence, in direct contrast to both the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia, of large
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minority populations residing outside of the republic/states. Another, again in
sharp contrast to the other two cases, was the relatively limited socioeconomic dif-
ferences between the two halves of Czechoslovakia—reflecting, in large mea-
sure, the success (obviously more in economic than political terms!) of regional
redistribution as a mechanism for state integration and political stability in the
years following the crisis of 1968, with its defining features of reform commu-
nism, Slovak nationalism, and the Soviet invasion.31

Finally, and again distinct to Czechoslovakia when compared to the Soviet
Union and Yugoslavia, was a more proximate factor of importance that was the
end result in effect of the other two: the existence of relatively limited differences
in the preferences of the two leaders responsible for dismantling the state.32 Thus,
both Vaclav Klaus and Vladimir Meciar rejected socialism, and both favored eco-
nomic and political liberalization (though Meciar was far less committed than
Klaus to full-scale democratization). Moreover, both were backed in their views
by public opinion in their respective portions of the country. Where they differed
was in the details. Klaus wanted fast economic reform and one federalized state,
whereas Meciar wanted slower economic reform and, for reasons of domestic
political support within Slovakia, a confederalized state (with the latter demand
often embedded in a larger and not-so-veiled threat of actual divorce). What this
meant was that, while first-order preferences did not match, second-order prefer-
ences could and, given the electoral results of the mid-1992 elections, eventually
did. Thus, Klaus could get the economic reform he wanted and maintain political
power in the Czech lands, and Meciar could do the same in Slovakia. Whereas nei-
ther the public nor the president, Vaclav Havel, wanted to divide the country, such
a division made sense because of the congruent political and economic interests of
the two adversaries, Klaus and Meciar. In this way, the Czechoslovak state
ended—but without virtually anyone, including Vladimir Meciar, who really
championed that outcome.

In many ways, then, Klaus, exactly like Yel’tsin, settled for less state but, by
shedding the periphery, gained more reform and, arguably, more power. And for
precisely these reasons, the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia at the end of
1992, like the end of the Soviet Union a year earlier, was a velvet, rather than a vio-
lent divorce.

The game of state dismemberment in Yugoslavia was different on all counts.
First and most obviously, the military was a player. Second, Yugoslavia combined
in many respects the worst of both the Czechoslovak and Soviet worlds but with-
out any of their compensatory assets. Thus, like Czechoslovakia, the bargaining
process was interrepublican, and like the Soviet Union, the differences among
republics and, thus, among their leaders, was substantial. As a result, the Yugoslav
game was one in which republics were very different but lacked the incentives to
identify common ground. Conflict, in short, was built into the game of dismem-
berment, and this conflict, if anything, expanded, when moving down the scale of
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republican elite preferences. Finally, the combination of resources and resent-
ment in the dominant republic produced a form of Serbian nationalism that actu-
ally widened the differences among republican leaders with respect to the future
of socialism, the state, and reform. This guaranteed that the state would end and
increased the likelihood that the process would be violent.

What guaranteed that the breakup of Yugoslavia would be violent were three
factors. Two have already been noted: the particular focus of Serbian nationalism,
along with its capacity to reproduce a similar form of nationalism in Croatia, and
second, the role of the JNA as an extension, at first accidental and then later quite
deliberate, of Serbian national interests. The third was the presence of large Ser-
bian minorities in both Croatia and Bosnia. This was, it must be emphasized, a
factor that was less important in and of itself (as the Russian case reminds us) than
through its interaction with those institutional characteristics, already noted, that
distinguished Yugoslavia from the other two socialist federations.

Thus, the institutions that made Yugoslavia unique among the socialist federa-
tions in Eastern Europe were precisely what guaranteed that the end of that state,
unlike the end of the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia, would be violent. How-
ever, it is worth noting at the same time that Yugoslavia’s story, while unusual for
the region, is, from a larger comparative and historical perspective, typical of what
happens when states end—and typically tragic.

CONCLUSIONS

A, if not the, most vexing problem in social inquiry is finding ways to narrow
down the range of possible and plausible explanations. Put simply, varied out-
comes are desirable, but variation in causes is not.33 For comparativists, this
means coming up with a mixture of cases that are small enough to facilitate
knowledgeable comparison but that allow, at the same time, for divergent results
and a constrained set of causes.

A comparison of the dissolution of the Yugoslav, Soviet, and Czechoslovak
states allows us to meet these conditions. This is because these three erstwhile
states dissolved in different ways, yet they resemble one another in a number of
important respects. Thus, just as Yugoslavia ended through war and the Soviet
Union and Czechoslovakia through a peaceful process, so these three countries
feature, at the same time, certain overarching similarities that, according to theo-
ries and individual case studies, should have produced a common process of state
dismemberment. Thus, for example, these three countries shared a socialist past;
the immediate context of regime transition; the national-federal design of the state
during the socialist era; ethnic diversity (including the territorial concentration of
national communities); a history, albeit infrequent, of both secessionist pressures
and interethnic conflict; and most obviously, the outcome of the story—or the dis-
solution of the state along republican lines. We can also point to some other com-
monalities, also logically related to violent versus peaceful state breakup, that fail
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to produce the needed contrast between Yugoslavia, on the one hand, and the
Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia, on the other. For instance, nationalism was a
far more potent force in socialist Yugoslavia and socialist Czechoslovakia—and,
indeed, during the interwar period as well—than it was in the Soviet Union (until
its last years); Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union had genuine communist revolu-
tions, whereas Czechoslovakia did not; the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia were far
more diverse in their national composition than was Czechoslovakia; Czechoslo-
vakia had been federated far more recently than either the Soviet Union or Yugo-
slavia; Czechoslovakia was the only birepublican federation; and both the Soviet
Union and Yugoslavia had significant numbers of the dominant national group
residing outside their home republics.

A comparison among these three countries, therefore, allows us to eliminate a
number of explanatory factors. What then emerged as central to violent versus
peaceful state dissolution were three factors, all institutional in nature and all dat-
ing from the socialist experience. The first was the degree of decentralization of
the federation; the second, the power of the largest nation versus its institutional
endowments; and the third, the politicization of the military. Thus, Yugoslavia
ended violently because the federation had been for so long decentralized;
because Serbs were less powerful than their numbers (and their history) would
indicate, yet empowered at the same time by the institutions of the Serbian repub-
lic; and because the Yugoslav military had long been a domestic political actor
and was opposed, by mission and interest, to the dismantling of the state. By con-
trast, the Czechoslovak and Soviet federations were more centralized until regime
transition produced a rapid decentralization of the political and economic context.
At the same time, the largest nations, or the Czechs and the Russians, respec-
tively, were dominant in political terms but deprived of institutional resources.
Finally, the military in both of these countries was excluded from the games of
state dismemberment—an exclusion in keeping with their role during socialism
when they were encased in the Soviet bloc.

Thus, just as the institutional commonality of national-federalism assured that
these three socialist states—and only these—would end when the regime col-
lapsed, so institutional differences assured that Yugoslavia would end differently
than either the Soviet Union or Czechoslovakia. The socialist past in general and
its institutional characteristics in particular seem to explain, therefore, both why
these states ended and why they did so in different ways.

This conclusion has several implications that can only be sketched, due to
space limitations. The most concrete one is that many of the most common expla-
nations of “international” conflict and cooperation and violent versus peaceful
processes of secession have been found wanting. Thus, such factors as, say, the
territorial compactness of nations, the national diversity of secessionist regions,
the existence of large diaspora populations, the presence of a state organized
along national-federal lines, the commitment of the center to maintaining existing
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state boundaries, and the relationship between the political power of nations and
their socioeconomic resources are all lines of argument that seem to do a poor job
of differentiating among our cases.34

At the more general level, this analysis reinforces the claim that institutions
matter—especially when they are understood as historical in origin and as forces
that organize interests, allocate incentives and resources, and thereby define bar-
gaining over the distribution of power and privilege. Institutions, moreover, are
even important when they would appear to be unraveling and, thus, when the
political environment has become more fluid. In this sense, institutions, even at
the point of seeming collapse, manage, nonetheless, to organize politics in highly
disorganized times. This, in turn, reminds us that the past is important, even when
there appears to be a sharp break with that past. This is as true for our concern
here—or where durable states suddenly divide—as for other concerns that have
invited considerable interest in the postsocialist world, for example, the power of
the socialist past after socialism.

Indeed, if institutions do matter, they matter particularly in their details. Thus,
embedded in the commonality of national-federalism were a series of institutional
differences—differences that were not widely observed but that proved crucial
once the focus shifted from the fact of state dismemberment to the variable ways
in which that happened. To borrow from Mies van der Rohe, therefore, God was in
the institutional details.35
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