














“Serbian Autumn” Delayed: A Lesson in
Uncivil Democracy-Building

Zoran Cirjakovic
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March 2001: Posters call for formerYugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic's arrest. They depict him behind bars with the
question “When?”

Media and Communications in Belgrade, Serbia. He has Serbian leaders. Faced with a bitterly cold Balkan
reported for Newsweek and the Los Angeles Times during winter and frustrated by personal and economic

Zoran Cirjakovic lectures on journalism ar the Faculty of g utumn is often a risky time of the year for

and since the former Yugoslavia’s transition to democracy. hardships, Serbs tend to look for change. In the last days
Political realities differ in each nation. Here, a first-hand | of September 1987, Slobodan Milosevic ousted his long-
observer of the “Serbian Autumn” that brought down the time mentor Ivan Stambolic and changed the course of
autocrat Slobodan Milosevic attributes democracys gain not Balkan history. Mindful of autumn frustrations and spring
primarily to nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and hopes building during his decade-long rule, Milosevic
other civil society institutions, but to cold-blooded politics. customarily called elections in the dead of winter, when

harsh weather might preempt some opposition outrage.
He ultimately did lose an election, but not through the
work of Western-funded nongovernmental organizations
or independent trade unions, which played marginal
roles. Instead, Milosevic’s chief nemesis was an unlikely
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coalition of seasoned politicians and a grassroots students’
movement.

It was a huge surprise when Milosevic called elections
for September 24, 2000 — in autumn, not winter. The
outcome was not in Milosevic’s favor. Milosevic attempted
to manipulate the election’s results by trying to coerce
the Serbian electoral commission and the Supreme
Court into calling the second round instead of declaring
Vojislav Kostunica the new president after the first round.
His attempts to alter its results led to a series of mass
protests and strikes throughout Serbia, even in places
that had been considered Milosevic’s strongholds. Main
streets were blocked in most big cities, garbage was not
collected for days and opposition supporters organized
daily protest walks. The unrest paralyzed most of the
country and culminated in what is often referred to as
the “October 5 Overthrow” or simply “The Revolution.”
Two lessons emerged from these events. One is that
elections, even when they are neither free nor fair, can be
dangerous for autocrats. Another is that “established” civil
society organizations are not always the best catalysts for
overturning autocratic rule.

Instead, the unlikely key player in the odd cast of
characters and groups who secured the longed-for change
was Kostunica, the man who defeated Milosevic at the
September polls. Strongly nationalist like Milosevic, he
appealed to Serb voters disgusted by Milosevic’s failures.
Kostunica had not adopted Western values and ideas. The
soft-spoken, lackluster Kostunica drew little attention
from Milosevic’s vicious propaganda machine.

The incumbents efforts instead were trained on
Zoran Djindjic, the regime’s most formidable opponent
and Kostunica’s rival turned reluctant partner. State-run
media had so successfully demonized Djindjic that he
stood no chance at the polls. Djindjic was neither ruthless
nor irresponsible. He was courageous, Machiavellian,
pragmatic possibly to a fault, and ready always to
cut corners and make deals. Those traits made him
indispensable during those autumn days, when the future
of Serbia hung in the balance.

Instrumental for the success of the revolution was
Otpor, a grassroots students movement that overnight
became Milosevic’s adversary. Otpor benefited from the

advice of retired U.S. Army Colonel Robert Helvey and
generous funding from the Washington-based National
Endowment for Democracy. Otpor was not a typical
NGO, but a fast-growing students’ movement with a
collective, highly decentralized leadership, which made it
more effective than the typical, Western-funded Serbian
NGO. Equally important, infinitely more surprising —
and less funded — were the coal miners of Lazarevac, a
small town south of Belgrade. Once loyal to the regime,
their strike was the first sign that Milosevic’s government
would not survive the election, tampered results or not.

I realized that Milosevic was “finished” on October
5th, as chanting protestors gathered in the early morning
in Belgrade. I saw groups of football fans joining the
crowd at the huge square in front of the Yugoslav
parliament. Milosevic had deftly channeled the destructive
energy and zeal of these “football hooligans” into
paramilitary units for almost a decade. Now they finally
turned against him. The most fervent fans were those who
crashed police lines and turned the tide during the brief
eruption of violence that saw both the parliament and
state television burning.

This uncivil end of Milosevic’s decidedly uncivil rule
is a sobering testament to the failure of civil society and
the deficiencies, at least in the Serbian context, of trying
to build democracy by channeling aid through NGOs.
Instead, many citizens have grown suspicious of those
organizations whose support of reform has too often
been either tepid or counterproductive. To this day, many
Serbian NGOs are run by a single leader more occupied
with securing and retaining Western sponsorship than
with addressing complicated and often unpleasant political
realities in a land where progress sometimes depends upon
disagreeable political bargains. Without the “uncivil”
compromises and unsavory alliances, we would still be
waiting for the “Serbian Autumn.” m

The opinions expressed in this article do not necessarily reflect the views or
policies of the U.S. government.
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Additional Resources

Books, articles, Web sites, and films on the peaceful transition of power

Books and Articles

Burke, John P. Presidential Transitions: From Politics to
Practice. Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000.

Campbell, Kurt M. Difficuls Transitions: Foreign Policy
Troubles at the Ouset of Presidential Power. Washington,
DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2008.

Clinton, W. David, and Daniel G. Lang, eds. Whar
Makes a Successful Transition? Charlottesville, VA: Miller
Center of Public Affairs, University of Virginia, 1993.

Corcoran, Paul E. “Presidential Concession Speeches: The
Rbetoric of Defeat.” Political Communication, vol. 11, no. 2
(April-June 1994): pp. 109-131.

Goodwin, Doris Kearns. “The Man Who Lost What He
Loved.” McCall’s, vol. 120, no. 5 (February 1993): p. 102.

Halchin, L. Elaine. Presidential Transitions: Issues Involving
Outgoing and Incoming Administrations. Washington, DC:
Congressional Research Service, 2008.

hitp:/fwww.fas.orglsgp/crs/misc/RL34722. pdf

Horwitz, Paul. “Honor’s Constitutional Moment:

The Oath and Presidential Transitions.” Northwestern
University Law Review, vol. 103, no. 2 (2009): pp. 1067-
1081.

hitp:/fwww. law. northwestern. edu/lawreview/
colloquy/2008/47/LRColl2008n4 7 Horwitz. pdf

Huntington, Samuel P. “How Countries Democratize.”
Political Science Quarterly, vol. 124, no.1 (Spring 2009):
pp. 31-71.

Jones, Charles O., ed. Preparing to Be President: The
Memos of Richard E. Neustadt. Washington, DC: AEI
Press, 2000.

Kubba, Laith. “Institutions Make the Difference.” Journal
of Democracy, vol. 19, no. 3 (June 2008): pp. 37-43.

Kumar, Martha Joynt and Terry Sullivan, eds. 7/¢
White House World: Transitions, Organization and Office
Operations. College Station, TX: A and M University
Press, 2003.

Larson, Edward J. A Magnificent Catastrophe: The
Tumultuous Election of 1800, America’s First Presidential
Campaign. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 2007.

Linz, Juan J. and Alfred Stepan. Problems of Democratic
Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, South
America, and Post-Communist Europe. Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996.

Pfiffner, James P. The Strategic Presidency: Hitting the
Ground Running. Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas
Press, 1996.

Sirianni, Carmen. [nvesting in Democracy: Engaging
Citizens in Collaborative Governance. Washington, DC:
Brookings Institution Press, 2009.

U.S. Congress. House Committee on Oversight and
Government Reform. Subcommittee on Government
Management, Organization, and Procurement. Passing the
Baton: Preparing for the Presidential Transition: Hearing
Before the Subcommittee on Government Management,
Organization, and Procurement of the Committee on
Oversight and Government Reform, 110th Congress2nd
session, September 24, 2008. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 2009.

Web Sites

Brookings Institution: Governance
hitp:/fwww. brookings.edulgovernance.aspx

In-Depth Coverage: Obama’s Transition to Power
hitp:/fwww.pbs.orginewshour/indepth_coveragelwhite_house/
transition2008/
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The Presidential Transition

hitp:/fwww.govexec.com/specialreports/transition. htm

Transition: 2008 Presidential Campaign
hitp:/fwww.gwu.edul - action/2008/chrntran08. htm!

The U.S. Department of State assumes no responsibility for the content and
availability of the resources listed above. All Internet links were active as of
January 2010.
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