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FOREWORD

This book, by Dr. R. Craig Nation, was written to address the
need for a comprehensive history of the Balkan wars provoked by
the collapse of the Yugoslav Federation in 1991. These wars, and
the instability that they have provoked, became preoccupations
for international security management through the 1990s. After an
initial phase of distancing and hesitation, Balkan conflict drew the
United States and its most important European allies into an open-
ended commitment to peace enforcement, conflict management,
and peace-building in the region, importantly supported by the
U.S. Army. These efforts are still underway, and significant tensions
and potential flashpoints remain in place within former Yugoslavia
and the entire Southeastern European area. The lessons learned
from the new Balkan wars, and the successes and failures of U.S.
and international engagement, provide a significant foundation for
future efforts to manage intractable regional conflict.

Dr. Nation’s work has been supported by a research grant
provided by the U.S. Army War College, and is published under the
auspices of the Strategic Studies Institute. The Army War College’s
primary mission is to prepare new generations of strategic leaders to
assume positions of responsibility within the U.S. armed forces and
civilian arms of the national security system. That mission includes
a serious confrontation with the most pressing security issues of
our time, to include the nature of contemporary armed conflict
and the changing nature of war itself. The Balkan conflict of the
1990s, as a case study in state failure and medium intensity warfare,
international conflict management and intervention, and U.S.
military engagement, provides an excellent framework for asking
basic questions about the dynamic of international security at the
dawn of a new millennium. War in the Balkans, 1991-2002 is intended
to provide a foundation for addressing such questions by surveying
events in both contemporary and larger historical perspectives and
posing preliminary conclusions concerning their larger meaning.

There will, regretfully, be other situations comparable in broad
outline to the violent decline and fall of socialist Yugoslavia. The
policies of the international community in the Yugoslav imbroglio
have been criticized widely as ineffective. However, in the end, after
years of futility, the conflict could be contained only by a significant
international military intervention spearheaded by the United
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States, and a long-term, multilateral commitment to post-conflict
peace-building. Few would wish to pose the outcome as a model to
be emulated, but it should be a case from which we can learn.

DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.
Director
Strategic Studies Institute
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PREFACE

Armed conflict on the territory of the former Yugoslavia between
1991 and 2001 claimed over 200,000 lives, gave rise to atrocities
unseen in Europe since the Second World War, and left behind
a terrible legacy of physical ruin and psychological devastation.
Unfolding against the background of the end of cold war bipolarity,
the new Balkan wars sounded a discordant counterpoint to efforts
to construct a more harmonious European order, were a major
embarrassment for the international institutions deemed responsible
for conflict management, and became a preoccupation for the
powers concerned with restoring regional stability. After more than
a decade of intermittent hostilities the conflict has been contained,
but only as a result of significant external interventions and the
establishment of a series of de facto international protectorates,
patrolled by UN, NATO, and EU sponsored peacekeepers with
open-ended mandates.

The 1990s saw numerous regional conflicts —Haiti, Colombia,
Tajikistan, the Caucasus, Chechnya, Afghanistan, Nepal, Sri Lanka,
the Middle East, Somalia, Sudan, Rwanda, Sierre Leone, Congo—
that were comparable to or, in some cases, more destructive than
the Balkan war. Few of these contests have received anything like
the intense scrutiny devoted to the Balkans, for reasons good and
bad. The Balkans is a part of Europe, and therefore more accessible
to scrutiny by the international media, and engagement by external
powers, than conflicts waged in less developed and approachable
regions. The atrocities committed in the Balkans were no more or
less lamentable than those carried out in parallel conflicts in Africa,
Latin America, or Asia, but they were prominently displayed and
extensively discussed on televised news reports. The resulting
impact on elite and public opinion made the Balkan conflict
politically compelling —it was a war that could not be ignored. The
Balkans has been an object of international political competition for
centuries, and many of the great European and Eurasian powers
have long-standing interests in the region. Once the stasis of the
cold war system was broken, traditional perceptions of interest were
quick to reemerge, perhaps to the surprise of the contending parties
themselves. From the outset, therefore, the Balkan war was shaped
by great power intervention—whether in support of local allies,
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in the name of conflict resolution, or with an eye to the long-term
benefits to be derived from geopolitical realignment in what was
still regarded as a strategically relevant world region. The Balkan
conflict was a part of the generic phenomenon of post-communist
transition in Central and Eastern Europe as a whole, a dynamic with
major implications for international relations.! It has likewise, and
correctly, been perceived as a kind of testing ground for international
conflict management efforts in the post-cold war era.

The Balkan war also posed world order concerns. The root cause
of the conflict was the destruction of the multinational Yugoslav
federation as a result of the rise of an intolerant and exclusionary
nationalism among its constituent nations. How can the explosive
demands of a politics of identity be contained in a world where
the ideal of the ethnically pure nation-state is largely a myth, and
agendas for self-determination retain a tremendous destructive
potential? The collapse of Yugoslavia gave rise to political violence
that local actors proved incapable of managing. What, if anything,
is the responsibility of the international community faced with
the chaos engendered by failed states and regional instability, and
what international institutions are best adapted to confront such
responsibilities?? The Balkan conflict provided familiar examples
of the ethical challenges posed by modern war —lack of restraint in
poorly controlled civil conflicts witha powerful ethnic or civilizational
component, systematic violence against non-combatants elevated to
the status of a strategy for waging war, and the moral and legal
dilemmas of effective intervention in cases where the great powers
are not in accord and clear cut choices between “good guys and bad
guys” are simply not available. Does the premise of humanitarian
intervention justify preemptive action in such cases, even without
a mandate from valid international instances? Has international
humanitarian law evolved to the point where standards of conduct
can effectively be enforced by vested supranational authorities, and
should such standards be imposed upon intervening parties as well?
The economic consequences of armed conflict in the impoverished
Balkans, for the belligerents themselves and for their immediate
neighbors, have been particularly heavy. How can an agenda for
peace building, including reconciliation and economic recovery, be
forwarded in historically marginalized areas that confront a large
and widening developmental gap? Such questions are not unique
to the region under consideration, but the ways in which they
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are addressed in the Balkan case will set precedents with global
reverberations.

The Balkan conflict has become the subject of a small library
of journalistic reflection and scholarly analysis. The present study
is nonetheless one of only a few recent interpretations that seek to
look at the war as a whole.? It rests upon several basic assumptions
about the nature of the conflict and the way in which it should be
interpreted.

First, the war is considered as a single, protracted contest with a
consistent strategic logic —the redistribution of peoples and terrain
within the collapsing Yugoslav federation. Though it was always a
contested country, Yugoslavia had for many years served as a source
of stability in the Balkans by providing a framework for positive
cohabitation between diverse ethnic groups and an alternative
to self-destructive nationalism.* From the prelude in Slovenia in
1991, through the more destructive conflicts in Croatia, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and Kosovo between 1992 and 1999, to the epilogue
in Macedonia in 2000-2001, what I prefer to call the War of Yugoslav
Succession has been about efforts to assert sovereignty over territory
in the absence of any kind of agreement concerning how the
collapsing federation might have been reorganized, or disassembled,
short of a resort to force. Slobodan Milosevi¢ has been singled out for
special censure for his blatant manipulation of Serbian nationalism
in order to secure a hold on power, and willingness to resort to blood
and iron in order to carve a greater Serbia from the body of former
Yugoslavia, but Milosevi¢ was only one of a generation of post-Tito
leaders who opted to play the nationalist card in their respective
republics in despite of the interests of the peoples of Yugoslavia as a
whole. Though waged in the name of competing sovereignties, the
War of Yugoslav Succession was essentially a civil war, with fellow
citizens set at one another’s throats at the behest of ruthless and
unprincipled leaders engaged in a struggle for power and dominion.
It has truly been a war without victors.

Second, although fighting was contained within the territory
of the former Yugoslav federation, the impact of the conflict was
not. The war had a significant regional dimension, both within the
southeastern European region of which Yugoslavia was for so long
an integral part, and in Europe as a whole. The War of Yugoslav
Succession created a crisis of regional order, and gave rise to what
might be described as a new Eastern Question, with the Balkans
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once again transformed into a zone of chronic instability. It was
also a crisis of European order, the first major armed conflict on
the continent since 1945 including abuses that most believed
would “never again” be allowed to occur, and a challenge for
which institutional Europe was painfully unprepared. America’s
belated involvement was in many ways a product of residual cold
war dynamics that institutionalized European dependency upon
U.S. leadership, as well as Europe’s own chronic division and
ineffectiveness as an international actor. At the present juncture
precipitous U.S. disengagement would not be a positive option,
but in the long-term the Balkan crisis will only be resolved when
the American role is reduced, and a more self-confident and unified
Europe embraces the region, and its problems, as its own.” This study
makes frequent reference to European perspectives on the conflict,
which is portrayed as in essence a European dilemma demanding
European solutions.

Third, the international dimension of the war is considered to
be essential. The end of the cold war system from 1989 onward
seemed to open up new prospects for great power activism, and the
Yugoslav disaster provided a convenient opportunity to test long
dormant mechanisms for international crisis management. From
the first days of combat operations in Slovenia, the activist role of
the international community contributed importantly to shaping
outcomes. Even had a will to intervene not been so clearly manifest,
the dynamic of the conflict itself made some degree of international
engagement an imperative. The option to “let them fight it out
among themselves” was never quite as attractive in practice as some
have perceived it to be in retrospect. The incapacity of local actors
to resolve their differences short of a resort to arms was revealed
early on, and the conflict posed numerous issues with larger
significance, including the integrity of Europe, the future of the UN
and UN-sponsored peacekeeping operations, the viability of NATO,
relations with the new Russian Federation, the role of militant Islam
and relations between the West and the Islamic world, and the post-
cold war responsibilities of the American superpower. Much was at
stake, and the elevation during the conflict of provincial backwaters
such as Vukovar, Knin, Srebrenica, or Racdak to the status of focal
points for international diplomacy was not incongruous. This
study examines the dynamic of international conflict management,
analyzes the international community’s successes and failures, and
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attempts to specify lessons learned.

Finally, although the present work is not intended as a military
history, considerable attention is directed toward the specifically
military and strategic dimensions of the conflict.® The particular
complexity of strategic rivalry within former Yugoslavia, with its
overlapping nationalities, historically conditioned ethnic rivalries,
and multiple adversaries, has led analysts towards an unavoidable
concentration upon sorting out ethnographic detail. But the War
of Yugoslav Succession was also an armed conflict of a specific
type, perhaps best characterized by General Wesley Clark with the
ambiguous designation “modern war.””

The ideologically charged division that defined so many of the
regional conflicts of the 1970s and 1980s, driven forward by guerrilla
organizations with varying kinds of Marxist-Leninist inspiration,
and therefore neatly subsumable within the global logic of the Cold
War, had by 1989 become a thing of the past. Whether the War of
Yugoslav Succession is best characterized as an “ethnic” conflict
generated by intolerant nationalism, or as a campaign inspired by
unprincipled opportunists for a division of spoils in the wake of
state failure, it posed entirely new kinds of challenges.® As a medium
intensity conflict, fought out in an economically troubled and
politically marginalized area, between belligerents whose military
capacity did not allow them to become strategically significant actors,
the issues at stake were no longer self-evidently vital from a great
power standpoint. In theater, the incapacity of hastily assembled,
sometimes ill-disciplined, often poorly motivated, and nearly always
inadequately equipped local forces to impose strategic decision was
a recipe for military stalemate. Traditional UN peacekeeping proved
inadequate to the demands of a conflict where only robust peace
enforcement measures promised results, but the motivation (in the
case of the U.S.) and the means (in the case of Europe) for decisive
intervention was lacking. Though some degree of great power
involvement was inevitable, the extent of engagement that was
appropriate, and specifically the relevance of military intervention,
quickly became hotly contested issues, and have remained so. For
the United States, as the only world power with truly global power
projection capacity, and for the NATO alliance, Europe’s only
militarily competent security forum, the strategic dilemma posed by
the Balkan conflict was considerable. NATO could not simply ignore
the Balkans, but like other European and Euro-Atlantic institutions
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it was “woefully unprepared” for post-cold war problems, and
its tentative engagement and preference for partial or symbolic
measures designed to contain the fighting at low risk proved no
more effective than UN peacekeeping.’ In the end, it was only when
the international community’s inability to bring an end to the conflict
came to be seen as politically damaging in Washington that an
agenda for decisive military action was prepared. The issues posed
by these events are significant, and they are by no means limited to
the case of former Yugoslavia. Employing military means to manage
regional conflict in the chaotic circumstances of the 21* century is
likely to be a recurrent security problem for some time to come.

The Balkans is often described as a grim backwater, a “no man’s
land of world politics” in the words of a post-World War II study
“foredoomed to conflict springing from heterogeneity.”” The
stereotype is false, but it has been distressingly influential in shaping
perceptions of the Balkan conflict and its origin. By encouraging
pessimism about prospects for recovery, it may also make it more
difficult to sustain commitments to post conflict peace building. This
book seeks to refute simplistic “ancient hatreds” explanations by
looking carefully at the sources and dynamics of the Balkan conflict
in all of its dimensions. Chapter One attempts to define the Balkans
as a region and specify the kinds of historical trends that led to its
marginalization in the modern period. Chapter Two looks at the
evolution of the region during Eric Hobsbawm’s short twentieth
century, with special emphasis upon the strengths and weaknesses
of the Yugoslav idea and post-World War II projects for an enlarged
Balkan federation. Chapter Three turns to the long crisis of Yugoslav
federalism following the death of Josip Broz Tito in 1980, culminating
with the wars of secession in Slovenia and Croatia. Chapters Four
and Five analyze the conflicts in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo
with an eye to the problematic nature of the resolutions imposed
by international intervention. The sixth chapter steps outside the
confines of former Yugoslavia to focus on Greek-Turkish relations
and the Cyprus question, regarded as particularly significant pieces
of the Balkan regional puzzle, and as critical issues in any long-
term program for recasting regional order. In Chapter Seven the
aftermath of the conflicts of the 1990s is examined, with an analysis
of the flare up of ethnic violence in Macedonia during 2000-2001
added to the mix. Though this is essentially a political history
arranged as a chronological narrative, I attempt to place the conflict
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in the broadest possible context, with attention drawn to historical,
cultural, political, and strategic variables. This is, I would assert,
the most appropriate way to come to terms with the war’s specific
character and historical weight.

The Research and Publications Board of the U.S. Army War
College provided a generous Temporal Research Grant allowing time
off from teaching responsibilities in order for me to concentrate on
the research and writing that made this work possible. I particularly
thank the former Commandant of the College, General Robert
Scales, and Director of the Department of National Security and
Strategy, Colonel Joseph Cerami, for their support for scholarship
as an integral part of senior military education and the discipline
of strategic studies. The Institute for National Security Studies of
the U.S. Air Force offered additional support for fieldwork in the
region. I am indebted to Stefano Bianchini and my colleagues in
the Europe and the Balkans International Network and Center
for East Central European and Balkan Studies at the University of
Bologna, with whom I struggled to understand Balkan issues during
the entire duration of the war, and from whose insights I have
benefited immeasurably whether or not I have agreed with them.
Special thanks are due to my colleagues Colonels Alan Stolberg and
Raymond Millen, for their careful and expert commentary on an
earlier version of the manuscript. The conclusions offered in the book
do not necessarily reflect the positions or policies of the Department
of the Army, Department of Defense, or the U.S. Government. They
represent a personal attempt to make sense of a great contemporary
tragedy.
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CHAPTER 1

THE BALKAN REGION IN WORLD POLITICS

On Board the Orient Express.

It has become common to use the term Balkan as a synonym for
backwardness and bigotry. The most widely read and influential
account of the region written during the 1990s portrays it as a
repository of sadism and violence, haunted by the “ghosts” of
implacable enmity.! A prominent European diplomat, embittered
by the failure of peacemaking efforts in Bosnia-Herzegovina, speaks
with disdain of the subject of his mediation as “a culture of violence
within a crossroads civilization.”? Even the Turkish novelist Nedim
Giirsel, a friend of the region whose family originates from Ottoman
Uskiib (Skopje), laments that hatred between peoples condemned to
coexist has become “the destiny of the Balkans.”’

Such atavisms could be dismissed as Orientalist fantasies were it
not for two inconvenient facts.* First, the perception of the Balkans
as a region torn by violence and ethnic strife has an objective
foundation. From the emergence of the first national liberation
movements among the Christian subjects of the Ottoman Empire in
the early 19th century, Southeastern Europe has been a chronically
unstable European sub-region.° Clashes with the Ottomans
culminated in the Balkan wars of 1912-1913, and in both 20th century
world wars the Balkans was a significant theater of operations. A
phase of equilibrium during the Cold War could not be sustained
after the collapse of communism, and the new Balkan war of the
1990s has been the only major European armed conflict since 1945
(with the partial exception of the Greek civil war of 1945-1947, really
a continuation of struggles born during the Second World War).
Second, even when they are exaggerated or inaccurate, perceptions
matter. The fact that the Balkans is widely viewed as an area of
ancient hatreds, irrespective of whatever real merit the argument
may have, has shaped, and continues to shape, the international
community’s approach toward the region and its problems.

What is the Balkans? The term itself, derived from Persian
through Turkish, originally referred to a high house or mountain.
It was incorporated into the phrase “Balkan Peninsula” by the
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German geographer Johann August Zeune in 1808 to call attention
to the area’s mountainous terrain, but did not come into common
use until the mid-19th century. The pejorative connotation that the
designation Balkan has taken on has led to resistance to its use,
and in some ways the more neutral term “Southeastern Europe”
is a preferable alternative.® The Balkans, however, is more than
just a peninsular extension of greater Europe. It is also a distinctive
physical and cultural zone possessed of what Maria Todorova calls
“historical and geographic concreteness.”’

Most histories of the modern Balkans begin with a definition
of the region based upon its physical characteristics. The Balkans
is constituted as a peninsula, bounded by the Adriatic and Ionian
Seas in the West, the Aegean Sea in the South, and the Black Sea
in the East, and its ports of call have been a focus for commercial
interaction since classical antiquity. Coastal areas and outlying
island groups, with a more cosmopolitan background and milder
Mediterranean climate, may be distinguished from inland regions,
which are predominantly mountainous, relatively isolated, and
subject to more severe continental weather patterns. Mountain
barriers paralleling the coastline and an absence of navigable rivers
cut the Balkan interior off from the sea. Unlike the Iberian and Italian
Peninsulas, divided from the European heartland by the Pyrenees
and the Alps, the Balkans opens to central Europe through the valley
of the Danube and across the Pannonian plain. Internally, the region
is fragmented by a series of mountain chains — the Julien Alps in the
north, the Dinaric and Pindus mountains stretching dorsally along
the peninsula’s western flank, the Carpathians in the northeast,
the Balkan mountains (the Haemus range of classical antiquity)
running east-west through the heart of Bulgaria, and the Rhodope
mountains paralleling them in the south beyond the valley of the
Maritsa River and falling away toward the Aegean. The lack of
well irrigated lowlands suitable for intensive agriculture has been
an impediment to population growth. Mountainous terrain has
encouraged cultural differentiation, and contributed to the failure of
attempts at integration.’

As an exposed and strategically important area without a
tradition of independent statehood, the Balkan Peninsula has served
as a shatterbelt and point of confrontation between neighboring
power complexes — one source, externally imposed, of the propensity
toward violence purported to be an indigenous trait.” Sea, river, and
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overland lines of communication running adjacent to and across the
region traverse a handful of critical chokepoints, which have been
contested through the centuries. The route following the valley of
the Danube from Central Europe to Belgrade, and continuing via
the valley of the Morava to Ni$, has always been a commercial
and military artery of fundamental importance. From Ni$ one may
proceed southward across the watershed into the valley of the Vardar
(Axios) leading to the Aegean port of Thessalonica, southwestward
across the pass of Thermopylae into Attica, or southeastward across
the Dragoman Pass to Sofia, into the valley of the Maritsa to Plovdiv
and Edirne, and beyond across the Thracian plain to Istanbul. There
is no natural corridor attaching the Adriatic to the Balkan interior,
though an east-west highway traversing the southern Balkans was
constructed by the Romans beginning in 146A.D. This Via Egnatia
was an extension, beyond the Adriatic, of the great Roman Via Appia
linking Rome to Brindisi. It wound from what is today the Albanian
port of Durrés across mountainous terrain through Elbassan, past
Lake Okhrid and Bitola, and on to Thessalonica. Contemporary
development projects feature efforts to recreate the Roman corridor
as a modern highway net. Both north-south and east-west arteries
cross the same critical strategic juncture in today’s Republic of
Macedonia.

Sea lines of communication through the Turkish Straits and the
Strait of Otranto, paralleling the Anatolian coastline including the
Dodecanese island group, and along the Albanian and Greek coasts,
have been a focus for strategic rivalry into modern times, and the
scene of a long list of famous naval encounters." Istanbul possesses a
fine natural harbor, and the Greek ports of Thessalonica and Piraeus
are friendly rivals as commercial ports in the eastern Mediterranean.
The northern Adriatic includes serviceable harbors in Trieste, Koper,
Rijeka, and Split, which have to some extent entered into competition
for commercial traffic linking the Adriatic with the central European
capitals of Vienna and Budapest. Further to the south, the port of
Kotor (on the Gulf of Kotor in Montenegro) is modern Serbia’s only
outlet to the sea. Albania possesses several suitable anchorages
which are however woefully inadequate in terms of infrastructure.
The breakup of modern Yugoslavia has made access to the Adriatic
an especially important issue for land-locked Serbia, Macedonia,
and Bosnia-Herzegovina.

The Balkans geographic situation has made it an obligatory point
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of passage for migrants and invaders moving between Asia Minor
and Europe. Centuries of ebb and flow have left the region one of
the most diverse in the world, with distinct ethnic, linguistic, and
confessional groups often living intermingled or in close proximity.
The classic example of Balkan inter-culturality was once Bosnia-
Herzegovina, where prior to the outbreak of war in 1992 only
two towns could claim a “pure” ethnic composition with a single
community representing more than 90 percent of the inhabitants,
none of the twenty-five largest districts possessed a dominant
community representing more than 50 percent of the population,
and the rate of intermarriage among communities exceeded 25
percent (40 percent in urban areas). Despite the ravages of “ethnic
cleansing” during the 1990s, the Balkans remains a repository of
distinctive cultures coexisting in close proximity. Managing and
organizing the region’s diverse human geography is a basic strategic
challenge.”

Accounts of national origin are controversial in the Balkans,
because they are often used to justify territorial claims. Several
Balkan peoples claim descent from the region’s earliest known
inhabitants, though the assertions are sometimes disputed on
scientific grounds, or by rival nationalities seeking to prove that “we
were here first.” The Albanians speak a distinctive Indo-European
language and may be the ancestors of the ancient Illyrians, an Iron
Age tribal community with roots in the area between the Morava
river valley and the Adriatic. The Illyrians shared the peninsula
with the Thracians, an Indo-European group that is believed to have
established an organized community north of the Danube in the 5th
century B.C. and may be the distant ancestors of today’s Vlachs,
a pastoral people scattered through Yugoslavia, Albanian, and
Greece, speaking a Latin dialect close to Romanian. The Romanians
themselves argue descent from the Dacians, a branch of the Thracian
tribe that was conquered for Rome by the Emperor Trajan in 106
A.D. and thereafter, according to Romanian national interpretations,
transformed by intermarriage into a “Romano-Dacian” amalgam.
The modern Greeks claim the heritage of the Hellenes of classical
antiquity.'? Slavic tribes began to migrate into the Balkans in the 6th
century, but centuries were required before modern distinctions
between various branches of the South Slavic family (Slovenian,
Croatian, Serbian, Macedonian, and Bulgarian) would evolve.
The Proto-Bulgarians who arrived in the southern Balkans in the
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seventh century were Turkic tribespeople that would eventually be
assimilated by the local Slavic majority. According to some accounts
the original Serbs and Croats may also have been marauding tribes
of Iranian origins who were gradually assimilated. Today’s Slavic
Muslim communities (the Muslims of Bosnia-Herzegovina, the
Pomaks of Bulgaria and Greece, the Torbesi and Ctaci of Macedonia,
the Goranci of Kosovo, and other groups) are the product of
conversion during the medieval period.”® These groups are also
sometimes characterized as national communities, though they
are distinguished from their neighbors by confessional orientation
rather than ethnicity or national origin."

Modern ethnic communities are often fragmented by conflicting
national or sub-regional affiliations. Montenegrins have usually been
regarded as a branch of the Serb family, but there is considerable
local support for an independent identity. Albanians are split along
the line of the Shkumbi River into a Tosk community in the south
and a Gheg community in the north, distinguished by differences
in dialect and socio-economic structures. Slavic Macedonians live
within Macedonia proper, the Pirin Macedonia region of Bulgaria,
and northern Greece. Moldovans are virtual Romanians, but with
an independent state tradition and national identity. Numerous
minority communities with distinctive local identities also occupy
regional niches. The most widely dispersed is the Roma (Gypsy)
community, whose roots spread through the entire Balkan region.
The Balkan Roma have historically been targets for discrimination,
and their situation has in many ways disintegrated in the post-
communist period.”

The Balkans is commonly described as a point of intersection
between the world’s major monotheistic religions — Roman Catholic
and Eastern Orthodox branches of the Christian faith, Islam, and the
remnants of what were once significant Jewish communities in urban
centers such as Istanbul, Sarajevo, and Thessalonica. Slovenes and
Croats are predominantly Catholic, though Slovenia also contains a
Protestant minority, prominently represented by current president
Milan Kuc¢an. In Serbia, Macedonia, Greece, Romania, and Bulgaria
autocephalous branches of Eastern Orthodoxy predominate. Turkey
is a secular state, but the overwhelming majority of its citizens
(over 95 percent) profess Islam. Approximately 80 percent of the
Albanian population of the Balkans is Islamic, but there is also a
Catholic minority in the mountainous north of Albania proper, and
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an Orthodox minority in the south and central areas. The Muslims
of Bosnia-Herzegovina represent the area’s largest Slavic Muslim
community, and were granted the status of constituent nation
by Titoist Yugoslavia in 1961. Small Turkic communities are also
scattered throughout the southern Balkans.

Confessional division has been an important component of the
fighting that has traumatized former Yugoslavia since 1991. Some
analysts have attempted to interpret the conflict on the basis of Samuel
Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” thesis, according to which
strategic rivalry beyond cold war bipolarity will be focused along
the “faultlines” dividing distinctive civilizational zones essentially
defined by confessional orientation.’® Huntington’s thesis has been
widely criticized, both for its tendency to transform differences
between civilizations into absolute and unbridgeable barriers, and
for a proclivity to impose fixed and arbitrary geographical contours
onto what are actually complex patterns of cultural interaction. In
the Balkans, organized religion has been one factor among many
promoting conflict, but it has also served as a force for empathy
and mutual understanding. In any case, religious diversity is an
important part of the region’s cultural specificity."”

The extent of the differences that define Balkan inter-culturality
should not be exaggerated. The South Slavic peoples speak closely
related and mutually comprehensible languages—more closely
related than the variety of Latin dialects spoken along the length
of the Italian Peninsula. The Croat, Serb, and Bosnian Muslim
communities are distinguished by little more than an inherited
or elected confessional orientation and patterns of subjective self-
identification.’® Catholic, Orthodox, and Islamic affiliation cuts
across boundaries and provides space for the emergence of larger,
trans-national communities inspired by what are, or should be,
profoundly humane belief systems. Outside the region’s Slavic
areas, Greeks, Turks, Romanians, and (perhaps to a lesser extent)
Albanians have established state traditions. Managing diversity in
the region must be considered a challenge, but it is certainly not
an impossible one. From the perspective of political geography the
Balkans may be defined as an integral part of greater Europe, but
also as a relatively autonomous sub-region with a clear geographical
outline, a distinct historical background, and a specific cultural
ambience. The conflicts of the past decade have focused attention on
the region’s many problems. Its accomplishments and potential are
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also worthy of note.

Traditional accounts emphasize the strategic importance of
the Balkans as a land-bridge between the European, Asian, and
African continents, and as an apple of discord within the European
balance of power system. In classic geostrategic terms, many of
the region’s assets have declined in salience. Modern means of
communication make a capacity to transit the region less vital
than once was the case. Critical strategic resources are not at stake.
The region’s national economies are weak, and their attraction as
potential markets is limited. No local power, with the exception of
Turkey, is in a position to generate strategically relevant military
forces, and engagement in the region by external actors no longer
threatens to disrupt continental or global balances. The Balkans
remains strategically relevant nonetheless. As a part of Europe,
instability in the region will inevitably affect great power relations.
The Turkish straits and entire eastern Mediterranean region have
gained new relevance as the terminus for potential east-west
pipeline routes carrying oil and natural gas resources from the
Caspian oil hub onto international markets."” The fallout that could
result from open-ended civilizational rivalry along Balkan fault lines
is potentially quite great. And the sixty mile wide Strait of Otranto
between Albania and Puglia has become sensitive as a conduit for
criminal trafficking and boat people seeking a point of entry into the
European Union.

The famous Orient Express train line, inaugurated in the latter
decades of the 19th century to link western European capitals
with Istanbul, was christened with reference both to its terminus
and itinerary. Since the term Balkan came into common usage,
the region has been viewed as a transition zone spanning “an
accepted fundamental difference between Orient and Occident.”*
The distinctiveness of the Balkans as a European sub-region
is without a doubt a product of cultural affiliations and social
norms derived from involvement in both the central European
and Ottoman experiences. But East and West are not mutually
exclusive categories. Real historical interaction along the so-called
faultlines that traverse the region has been at least as much defined
by reciprocal influence and convergence as it has by confrontation
and hostility.? Moreover, such perceptions risk undervaluing the
extent to which the Balkans represents an entity in its own right, “a
unity embedded in European civilization, quite different from the
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culture of central Europe or that of the west of the continent, but a
unity characterized by a homogenous civilization despite the rifts
occasioned by cultural, religious, historical, or political differences.”*
Efforts to deconstruct the Balkans on the basis of false and offensive
civilizational distinctions, or to co-opt it as a peripheral extension of
the “real” Europe, have been at the foundation of the violence of the
past decade. Effective conflict management and post-conflict peace
building must eventually return to projects for regional integration
based upon shared affinities and a common legacy.

The World of Light.

In Homer’s account of the Phoenician origins of Europe, Zeus,
disguised as a swimming bull, abducts Europa, the daughter of
the King of Tyre, and carries her off to the island of Crete where
she bears him a son, King Minos.” The legend calls attention to the
Asian sources of Greek civilization of the classical age, for which the
eastern Mediterranean provided the setting. Indo-European peoples,
some of whom were speaking a variant of the Greek language,
are believed to have migrated into the area at the end of the third
millennium B.C. From the beginning of the second millennium,
the Minoan and Mycenaean civilizations of Crete and the Greek
mainland initiated a civilizational tradition that was distinct from
those that had preceded it in the Fertile Crescent and Egypt.** Doric
colonization in the northern Aegean and Adriatic areas began in the
8th and 7th centuries B.C., leading to the cultural flowering of the
classical Greek polis (city-state) in 5th century Athens. These are the
foundations of what has come to be called Western Civilization.

In 336-323 B.C. Alexander of Macedon (“the Great”) swept aside
the remnants of the Greek city-state system and used the Balkans as a
base for a campaign of conquest that penetrated into the heart of Asia.
In the course of the 2™ century Macedon fell in turn to the expanding
power of Rome, which gradually transformed the Balkans into a
series of Roman provinces. The Romans subjugated the Greek world
strategically, absorbed it politically, and derived great economic
advantage from control of the trade routes leading eastward to
the Black Sea. They also adopted the region’s indigenous culture,
the Hellenistic civilization of the Greek East. Hellenism, grounded
in the social and political legacy of classical Greek civilization but
also a living tradition that absorbed new influences and continued
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to evolve over centuries, became an early source of differentiation
between East and West.”

The Hellenistic world was gradually absorbed into the Eastern
Roman Empire, focused on the city of Constantinople, with its
unparalleled strategic situation on a promontory at the confluence
of the Bosphorus and the Sea of Marmara. Constantinople was
inaugurated on 11 May 330, on the site of the ancient fortress town
of Byzantion, and christened in honor of the emperor Constantine
as “New Rome which is Constantinople.” The formal division of
the Roman Empire into western and eastern branches occurred at
the conclusion of the reign of Emperor Theodosius Flavius in 395.
After the sack of the Eternal City and the abdication of Romulus
Augustulus in 476, the title of emperor in the West was allowed to
lapse. For nearly a thousand years, however, to the arrival of the
conquering Ottomans in 1453, a succession of Roman emperors
exercised autocratic power in the Byzantine polity that would carry
the legacy of Roman law and civilization through the European
Middle Ages. Greek in language, Roman in administration, Christian
in spirit, influenced by significant borrowings from the Orient, the
Eastern Empire became increasingly self-aware and self-contained
as Roman power in the west ebbed away.

For centuries the northern frontier of the Byzantine Empire was
approximately drawn at the line of the Danube. The northern Balkan
region was a frontier zone, where indigenous tribal communities
sometimes managed to assert independence from Byzantine
authority, but more often accepted various degrees of dependency
and subordination.”® The empire assimilated these communities
culturally. As a consequence the Byzantine experience became a
foundation for modern Balkan identity.

Politically, the empire was a theocracy whose ruler, the Basileus,
also stood at the head of the Eastern Church. It bequeathed a
tradition of autocratic governance and of Caseropapism, a union of
secular and spiritual authority that would encourage the definition
of national identity on the basis of confessional orientation. Greek
became the language of commerce, administration, and culture, but
the empire was a vast complex that included a wide range of ethnic
and linguistic communities. Its citizens called themselves Romans
(Romaioi), and were defined by allegiance to an ideal of civilization,
to the concept of the empire as an ecumenical whole beyond whose
boundaries stretched the world of barbarism. These flattering self-
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images were not entirely false —up to the capture of Constantinople
by the marauding knights of the Fourth Crusade in 1204 the city was
the undisputed center of European civilization. Strategically, the
empire served as a defensive bastion for the idea of Europe against
invasion from the south and east. “Had the Saracens captured
Constantinople in the seventh century rather than the fifteenth,”
writes John Norwich, somewhat provocatively, “all Europe—and
America—might be Muslim today.”* Economically, Byzantium was
a commercial civilization whose gold-based currency unit was the
basis for trade in the eastern Mediterranean for centuries.

Political autonomy, material prosperity, and strategic unity
became the foundation for cultural specificity, reflected above all
in the dominant role of the Eastern Orthodox Church. The empire
pursued a missionary vocation — the brothers Cyril and Methodius,
who set out from Thessalonica in the 9th century to bring a written
language and the message of the gospel to the Slavic tribes of Central
Europe and the Balkans, were dispatched as representatives of the
Emperor —and under its aegis Eastern Christianity became the faith
of a vast region stretching from the Balkans into the Russian plain
and the Caucasus. A formal schism between Eastern and Western
Churches occurred in 1054, but it was only a step along the way in a
long process of growing apart. Many of the differences between the
two communities were superficial. But the Eastern Church refused
to acknowledge the spiritual hegemony of the Papacy, and adhered
to the ideal of a Christian community governed by its bishops in
the tradition of the seven Ecumenical Councils of the early Church.
Orthodox spirituality, grounded in the unique beauty of the Eastern
liturgy and a vision of mystic union with the Holy Spirit, evolved in
a manner distinct from that of the Western Church.

Byzantium would eventually decline and fall, but the political
traditions of the empire, its contributions to social and cultural
development, and the integrative role of the Orthodox Church
left powerful legacies. Contemporary perceptions of the Balkans
as peripheral and backward must at least be conditioned by an
awareness of the tradition of which it is the heir. Steven Runciman’s
panegyric to Byzantine Constantinople as “the centre of the world of
light” against the foil of the European Dark Ages is exaggerated, but
not altogether devoid of sense.?®

The mass migration of Slavic tribes into the Balkans during the
6th and 7th centuries corresponded to a phase of Byzantine weakness
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and loss of control. The Basileus Nicephoros I died in battle against
the proto-Bulgarian ruler Khan Krum in 811, establishing the First
Bulgarian Empire as a strategic rival on the empire’s northern
marches. The medieval Bulgarian state reached its high point under
tsar Simeon the Great (893-927), whose armies briefly threatened
Constantinople.”? But the tide turned, and with the defeat of the
Bulgars at the hands of Emperor Basil II (dubbed Bulgaroctonos, “the
Bulgar Slayer”) in 1018, the entire Balkan Peninsula was brought
under the direct control of Constantinople. George Ostrogorsky’s
classic History of the Byzantine State posits the reign of Basil II as
the empire’s apogee, “followed by a period of decline in which
in its foreign policy Byzantium lived on the prestige won in the
previous age and at home gave play to all the forces making for
disintegration.”*

One source of decline was intensified strategic pressure. By 1071
the Normans had conquered Bari, the last bastion of Byzantine
power in Italy, and in the same year the Selcuk Sultan Alparslan
defeated the Byzantine army of Romanus Diogenes at the Battle
of Manzikert, opening a route westward into Anatolia. In 1082 the
merchant city of Venice, still technically a subject of the empire,
established de facto independence by negotiating a Charter of
Privileges. Henceforward La Serennissima would be a dangerous
commercial and strategic rival. On 18 November 1094 at the Council
of Clermont, Pope Urban II opened the era of the Crusades, and the
First Crusade passed through the imperial outpost of Belgrade in
1096.%' In the following centuries a series of campaigns promoted by
the Western Church would undermine the empire commercially by
opening up alternative trade routes between the Arabic world and
the West, and bring a series of Frankish armies into the heartland of
the Byzantine realm. In 1204, urged on by the Doge of Venice, the
knights of the 4th Crusade seized Constantinople, vandalizing the
city’s artistic treasures and establishing a short-lived Latin Kingdom
of Constantinople from 1204-1261.

In the Balkan area external pressure and strategic overextension
allowed space for the rise of autonomous feudal principalities. The
Croatian kingdom of kings Tomislav (910-929), KreSimir IV (1058-
1074), and Zvonimir (1075-1089) converted to Western Christianity
and secured limited autonomy by accepting a Pacta Conventa with
Hungary in 1102, subjugating Croatia to the crown of St. Stephen
in exchange for a degree of self-government under an indigenous
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prince or ban. In 1185 a local rebellion established Turnovo as
the capital of a second Bulgarian empire, which at the end of the
13th century briefly accepted the suzerainty of the expanding
Tatar empire of Batu Khan. In 1219 Stefan Nemanja (Saint Sava)
obtained autocephaly for the Serbian Orthodox Church, and laid
the foundation for the great Nemanja dynasty that would control
much of the southern Balkans at its culmination in the reign of
Stefan Dusan (1331-1355). In Wallachia and Moldavia independent
Romanian principalities emerged as the result of the merger of
smaller units under the princes Basarab (1310-1352) and Bogdan I
(1359-1365). A large Bosnian kingdom also saw the light during the
14th century, reaching its high water mark under Roman Tvrtko
(1353-1391), crowned in 1377 as the “king of the Serbs, Bosnians, and
Croats.” Despite the best efforts of twentieth century nationalists to
rewrite the past in service of the present by asserting a glorious and
unbroken national tradition stretching back into the Middle Ages,
these were medieval dynasties, not modern national states in any
sense of the term, bound together by allegiance to a ruling family
rather than ethnic, cultural, or linguistic affinity.** The rise of such
kingdoms became a reflection of Byzantium’s decline. By 1425
the population of Constantinople had shrunk to barely more than
50,000, and its effective area of control been reduced to the Thracian
hinterland and several Aegean islands.

Under the Yoke.

The power that would eventually replace the failing empire
originated as one of the several Turkish tribes that had migrated
into Anatolia in the preceding centuries. There is a store of surviving
coins stamped with the name of the ruler Osman dating from the
1280s, about the time at which the Osmali Turks, or Ottomans,
moved into western Anatolia to escape subordination to the
Mongols descendents of Genghis Khan. By 1354 the Ottomans had
crossed the Straits into the Balkans and launched a campaign of
expansion inspired by the ideology of gazavat, or holy war. Without
the defensive barrier provided in earlier centuries by a potent
Byzantium, the feudal principalities of the late medieval Balkans
were in no position to hold out. In 1371 predominantly Slavic armies
were defeated by the Ottomans on the Maritsa, and in 1389 fought
to a standstill at the famous Battle of Kosovo Field outside modern
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Pristina.*® The Kosovo battle was not the decisive and irreversible
defeat that Serbian legend would eventually make it out to be—it
was part of a process of advance and retreat that would, however,
lead inexorably toward the subordination of the Balkan region to
Ottoman rule.* The process was already well advanced when Sultan
Mehmed Fatih (“the Conqueror”), after a seven-week siege, finally
breached the famous walls of Constantinople and subdued the city
on 24 May 1453.% For most of the five subsequent centuries, up to the
collapse of Ottoman rule in Europe in the Balkan Wars of 1912-1913,
the Balkans was ruled from the renamed capital of Istanbul as an
integral part of the Ottoman Empire.*

The Ottoman legacy is another pillar of modern Balkan
identity. In architecture, music, language, cuisine, and social mores
commonalities derived from the Ottoman centuries continue to
provide the elements of a distinctive cultural ambience that is
unmistakable, albeit not easily defined. The historical substance of
the Ottoman experience, and its significance for the peoples of the
Balkans themselves, however, are bitterly contested.”

For the varied Christian communities of the peninsula, the
judgment has always been clear —subordination to the Sublime
Porte meant centuries “under the yoke” (Under the Yoke is the
title of Bulgaria’s national novel by Ivan Vazov, recounting the
story of the 1876 uprising against Ottoman rule). As a direct
result of imposed foreign domination, it is argued, the flourishing
late medieval kingdoms of the peninsula were swept away and
the historical momentum of a normal state and nation building
process set backwards. The indigenous relationship with a greater
Europe that had characterized the medieval centuries was broken,
and replaced with alien cultural norms that would henceforward
impose separation. Ottoman hegemony is defined as consistently
exploitative, and as the source of a widening developmental gap.
“The Turk,” wrote the Bosnian novelist and Nobel Prize winner Ivo
Andri¢ in a passage fairly reflective of regional attitudes, “could
bring no cultural content or sense of higher historic mission, even to
those South Slavs who accepted Islam; for their Christian subjects,
their hegemony brutalized custom and meant a step to the rear in
every respect.”%

Such judgments were an inevitable response to perceptions of
imperial domination. They do little justice to the sophistication of
Ottoman institutions, or to the empire’s substantial achievements.
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Under Mehmet II (1451-1481) the empire had already emerged as
the dominant power in the eastern Mediterranean, with a political,
administrative, cultural, and socio-economic order well adapted to
the ethnic and religious diversity of Anatolia and the Balkans. The
Ottoman dynasty presided over an autocratic, patrimonial tributary
state with all power concentrated in the hands of the sultan and a
small group of advisors surrounding him. Islam was the religion of
state, but no effort was made to suppress the cosmopolitan character
of the empire’s population. Rather, the Ottomans adopted the so-
called millet system, which granted the monotheistic Christian
(Armenian, Gregorian, Catholic, and Orthodox) and Jewish
subjects of the sultan, organized as self-governing confessional
communities, substantial religious freedom. In an age of religious
intolerance in the West, Mehmet II hosted the Orthodox Patriarchate
in his capital, conducted a formal correspondence with the Catholic
Pope, and invited the Sephardic Jews expelled from Spain and
Portugal after 1492 to resettle within the boundaries of his empire.
Confessional groups remained separate and distinct, but relations
between communities were generally respectful. Under Stileyman
the Magnificent (1520-1566) the empire created a sophisticated
legal code, maintained a splendid court, completed the conquest
of Hungary, and in 1526 briefly laid siege to Vienna, transforming
itself into an actor in the emerging European balance of power
system. At its height, the empire was an imposing reality and a
force for cohesion throughout the eastern Mediterranean. Dorothea
Grafin Razumovsky, writing in the wake of the carnage of the 1990s,
speaks fairly of the “astonishing achievement of Ottoman statecraft,
which succeeded in maintaining peace and preserving the unity
of the conquered Balkan region, with its many national traditions,
languages, sects, and religions, over many centuries.”*

The reign of Stileyman the Magnificent was the empire’s
high point. Thereafter it entered into the long decline that would
eventually earn it the title, coined by tsar Nicholas I of Russia, of “the
sick person of Europe.” The Treaty of Zsitva-Torok, concluded with
the Habsburgs in 1606, brought an end to territorial acquisitions in
Europe. The second Ottoman siege of Vienna in 1683 was history
repeated as farce. The Peace of Westphalia in 1648 had freed the
hands of the Habsburgs, who in 1683 swept aside the armies of
Kara Mustafa on the Kahlenberg and launched a campaign to roll
back Ottoman conquests. Led by famed commanders such as the
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Markgraf Wilhelm I of Baden (the “Ttirkenlouis”) and Prince Eugen
of Savoy, the Habsburgs pushed their boundary with the Ottoman
Empire southward, taking Ofen (modern Buda) in 1686, Belgrade
in 1687, and Ni$ in 1689. In the first decades of the 18th century the
Venetians seized control of the Peloponnesus and part of Attica (in
the process occasioning the destruction of the Athenian Parthenon,
which had survived from classical antiquity nearly intact). The most
dangerous long-term rival of the Sublime Porte would however be
the rising Russian Empire, which under Peter the Great (1682-1725)
pressed south toward the Black Sea, initiating a series of Russo-
Turkish military encounters that would extend up to the First World
War. In the Treaty of Kiiciik Kaynarca in 1774, the Treaty of lasi of
1792, and the Treaty of Bucharest of 1812 Russia took control of all
Ottoman lands along the northern littoral of the Black Sea including
the Crimea, shattering the Ottoman trade monopoly in the region
and earning formal recognition as the protector of the Orthodox
Christian subjects of the Porte.

The disintegrative effect of external pressure upon the integrity
of the Sublime Porte was accompanied by increasing domestic
instability. The Ottoman Empire had been maintained for centuries
with the help of a statist economic order that was strongly resistant
to change, strict autocratic governance that crushed individual
autonomy, and military expenditure that imposed a massive
burden on state finances. As the 19th century dawned the empire
had not succeeded in moving from a traditional agrarian economic
base toward manufacturing and industry. It remained in the grips
of a parochial and conservative state bureaucracy dedicated to
the preservation of privilege at all costs. It had not managed to
redefine the relationship between subject and ruler in such a way
as to allow for the consolidation of a modern nation-state on what
was becoming the western European model. Internationally and
domestically, the Ottoman Empire had entered into a spiral of retreat
and disintegration that it would not be able to reverse.

Ottoman decline was paralleled by western Europe’s “takeoft”
in the 16th and 17th centuries, including the gradual disappearance
of feudal patterns of natural economy, a revival of commerce, the
emergence of the early modern dynastic state, and the associated
cultural aspirations of Renaissance humanism. By the 17th century
an economically progressive European core had come into being,
cutting across the western edge of the continent from England to

15



northern Italy. Beyond these dynamic regions stretched peripheral
areas that came to include much of eastern and Balkan Europe as
well as the Mediterranean and far northern littorals. The process
of differentiation between east and west in Europe had come full
circle, with the Mediterranean world that had once been the focus
of classical civilization now pressed to the margin of a dynamic
capitalist heartland covering the continent’s northwestern tier.

Differentiation had many facets. Economically, the east and south
was reduced to a position of dependency and underdevelopment,
reflected by the persistence of inefficient primary production and
the absence of dynamic urban complexes.* Politically, the early
modern dynastic state was not able to strike roots in regions that
continued to be dominated by vast, centralized multinational
empires.* Culturally, the Byzantine and Ottoman experiences came
to be seen as manifestations of a significant civilizational divide.*?
The marginalization of Eastern Europe from the 17th century
onward encouraged the emergence of a perceptual gap, based upon
a prevalent Western image of the East as a constituting other. The
few enterprising travelers that penetrated these distant regions
brought back colorful accounts of “rude and barbarous kingdoms”
that reinforced a sense of apartness.*® Armed confrontations with
the Ottomans strengthened that perception by encouraging the
propagation of a vulgarized image of the “terrible Turk” as an
external threat.** The result was an essentially stereotypical, but
widespread and compelling, representation of the East as the domain
of the baleful and bizarre—of vampires, boyars, brigands, beyler-
beys and bashi-bazouks. A line between East and West was drawn
between Europe and the Balkans, and touted as a divide between two
sharply contrasting civilizational zones. “The Danube,” remarks the
British travel writer Sachervell Sitwell in a passage reflecting these
perceptions, “passes out of civilization into nothingness, towards
the Tatar steppe.”*®

In the early Ottoman centuries, the empire maintained a kind of
prideful isolation that limited interaction with the external world.
When more intensive contact became unavoidable, the empire was
already well along the path of decline. The consignment of Europe’s
wild east to the periphery of the “real” Europe was in part a function
of that decline. Nonetheless, at the end of the Ottoman experience
the economic gap between Southeastern Europe and the most
developed western European states was considerably smaller than
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it is today. For the Balkans, the Ottoman experience was in many
ways a positive one. Islam would become an essential component
of the region’s identity. The policy of limited tolerance embodied
in the millet system allowed Muslim, Christian, and Jewish peoples
to cohabit without sacrificing communal identity. In 1910, on the
eve of the Balkan wars, only about half of the sultan’s subjects were
Muslims, with 41 percent representing various Orthodox Christian
communities, 6 percent Roman Catholic, and another 3 percent
composed of Nestorian, Druse, and Jewish minorities.*® These
were in large measure disaffected communities, however, which
by the dawn of the twentieth century had become committed to an
ideology of liberation that perceived the empire as a feudal remnant,
a zone of economic exploitation and backwardness, and a barrier to
independent national development. The new national movements
set out from a position of weakness, but they were eventually to
triumph.

The Eastern Question.

Ottoman weakness was the foundation for what would become
known in European diplomatic history as “the Eastern Question.”*
Posed as a question, this asked whom among the European
great powers would benefit from Ottoman vulnerability. Levron
Stavrianos identifies three related dimensions of the problem: (1)
The failure of reform movements to arrest and reverse the empire’s
long historical decline; (2) The rise of national consciousness and
national liberation movements among the Christian subjects of the
Sublime Porte; and (3) The repeated intervention of the European
great powers, concerned with the implications of Ottoman weakness
for the continental balance of power.* The third point is of particular
importance — though rooted in a crisis of Ottoman institutions, the
Eastern Question was essentially a problem of international order.

Between the Congress of Vienna in 1815 and the outbreak of the
First World War in 1914, the European state system experienced
something like a long peace, only partially disrupted by the Crimean
War in 1854-55 and the wars of German unification between 1866-
1871. Through the mechanisms of the “Congress System” and
the principle of elite consensus upon which it rested, the five
acknowledged great powers (Great Britain, France, Austria/ Austria-
Hungary, Prussia/Germany, and Russia) maintained a stable
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international order that was successful in warding off hegemonic
warfare on the scale of the Napoleonic period.* Interstate rivalry
was not eliminated, however —it was pushed onto the periphery, as
colonial rivalry further abroad, and as a struggle for influence in the
neighboring Balkans.

Each of the great powers had some kind of stake in the Balkan
Peninsula. Russia was in the midst of a phase of imperial expansion
and was particularly interested in access to the Turkish Straits,
through which an increasing amount of its commercial traffic was
routed. It sought to pose as the protector of the Orthodox Christian
subjects of the Porte, partly as a calculated search for influence, but
also because the ideology of the “Third Rome” (which identified
Russia a