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Contextualizing Yugoslavia:

Intellectual debate and inter-subjective meaning making of the Socialist Yugoslavia

Aya Hino
PhD candidate, University of London

Yugoslavia is not merely the name of a state once existed in the Balkan Peninsula. As much
as, for example, the West itself has connotations that are extended much beyond its geography,
Yugoslavia has in itself immaterial substances, which are mutually constructed by the insiders and
outsiders. They do not, however, make the immaterial substances, or meanings, just as they please.
They do not construct the meanings, and thus representations, of Yugoslavia under circumstances
chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly transmitted from the past and circumstances
directly influenced by their specific spatio-temporal concerns. An enormous array of literatures on the
Socialist Yugoslavia and its dissolution exists within the western academia, producing various
representations of Yugoslavia, which range from the alternative mode of socialist state to the archetypal
essence of state failure. Among the magnum opus, Mary Kaldor’s new war thesis has marked its own
significance, namely contextualizing the Socialist Yugoslavia and its dissolution into a much broader
international context emerged as a result of the post-Cold War reconfiguration of world order, vis-a-vis
making itself as a theoretical foundation for new international norms including sovereignty as
responsibility, R2P, and humanitarian intervention, and as a intellectual source for legitimizing the
Anglo-American foreign policies toward Yugoslavia.

The implications of the new war thesis are not limited to international norms and foreign
policies. A critical reading of the thesis shows how the international norms and outsiders’ policies,
which are rendered for and from the Yugoslav conflict, have been constructed and made feasible by the
way Yugoslavia and its dissolution are perceived in the first place. And the basis on which the
perception is grounded is the unfamiliarity of violence, and the fear of the other. Kaldor’s reliance on a
geopolitical discourse to comprehend Yugoslavia evinces the ostensible desire and need to categorize
Yugoslavia in terms of the inevitability of its failure. The otherness of Yugoslavia is a relative concept;
Yugoslavia is the other in relation to and from the perspective of the Western Europe. To this end, the
orientalist discourse is (re)introduced to Yugoslavia vis-a-vis theorization of and political application of
the new war thesis.

Essentially, Yugoslavia has served as the medium for the western intellectuals’ desire to
restructure otherness by means of distancing and differentiating themselves from its object. As a
consequence, Yugoslavia has been given a meaning much beyond its geography, as that Yugoslavia is
the embodiment of state failure, representing the microcosm of all problems that we could possibly
think of current politics. For the West, its relationship to the other, Yugoslavia, is the condition of
necessity for the self. By acknowledging the seemingly inevitable failure on the Yugoslav part, the
West, more precisely Kaldor’s new war thesis, orchestrates a series of acts of self-legitimization, from
the legitimization of intervention, to the vindication of the Western political responsibility, and to the
justification of Western identity.
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