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Introduction: From workers' self-management to neoliberalism via war and nationalism
How has Croatian class discourse, both popular and academic, evolved in more than two
decades of transition from socialism to liberal democracy? During socialism, the working class was
celebrated, but frank discussion of class divisions muted. The most interesting academic research was
conducted on workers' influence in company level decision-making. During the transition to liberal
democracy academic research on class switched focus to economic elites. In the initial transitional
years, class disappeared as a topic in the public sphere, with nation replacing class as the regime's new
master concept. The male blue collar worker lost the central position he once had as the bedrock of the
regime. However, in recent years class has been re-introduced into popular discourse – by a new left
which uses it to refer more broadly to disparities in economic and political power. As such, it serves
mainly as a springboard for an activist agenda aimed against neoliberalism.
Despite substantial shifts in the way in which class has been approached, there are several
continuities which run through the entire period. First, issues of class and distributive conflict were
then and remain now on the margins of popular discourse and are only weakly established in academic
work. Second, the practice of socialist self-management, Yugoslavia's alternative to Soviet state
socialism, was and still is shrouded by ideological thinking of various kinds. Only very simplified
interpretations of self-management circulate in public discussion. However, class discourse has gone
through something of a resurgence recently, as class issues are taken up by new actors. This opens up
the possibility of a renewed class analysis in academic work as well as a better understanding of the
historical legacy of self-management.
Empirically grounded analysis of class issues was rare during the socialist period. The dearth of
empirical research lead to impoverished images of Yugoslavia's social structure. Even those Yugoslav
social scientists who specialized on the working class adopted simplified views in which productive
workers and “the people” were juxtaposed with the parasitic and corrupt “bureaucracy.”1 This view was

based in Marxist theory, especially the labor theory of value and the base and superstructure model.
Once in the realm of popular discourse, it became the basis for populist mobilization aimed against
segments of the elite, who were seen as detached from the toils of real life. This view came to the fore
in the many factory strikes which took place in the late 1980s.2 Such “anti-bureaucratic” sentiments
could be observed in all of Yugoslavia, though they lead to large street protests only in Serbia, where
Slobodan Milošević decided to embrace and mold popular mobilization in order to strengthen his
political position vis-à-vis other segments of the communist elite.3 However, the disdain that so many
in Yugoslavia had for “bureaucrats” was deeply rooted in the regime's apotheosis of blue collar
workers, as well as in the celebration of “the people” which formed the foundation of the large
communist-led World War II resistance movement.
For official Yugoslav ideology, classes existed only as aberrations and deviations which needed
to be stamped out. The preferred view was one in which conflict and classes were absent. This was
especially the case given the regime's emphasis on the ideology of worker self-management, according
to which any distributive conflict could be resolved through existing institutions, making overt
contestation unnecessary.4 However, academic research, especially the quite lively literature on
industrial sociology, slowly began to accept the presence of social conflict and frequently emphasized
the unequal distribution of power in companies.5 However, the natural development of this body of
research was interrupted by the collapse of socialism, the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the outbreak of
war.
In the 1990s, as Croatia began a rocky transition to liberal democracy, issues connected to class
analysis were brushed aside by nationalism and war-induced homogenization. The climate of war gave
the ruling nationalist party Croatian Democratic Union (CDU) and its president Franjo Tuđman a
pretext to stifle free speech and make life difficult for their opponents. Ruling political elites tried hard
to demobilize discontent based on socio-economic and class foundations and continuously asked actors
such as trade unions for patience.6 Any differentiation within the Croatian nation, which increased with
the transition to a market economy with private ownership, was swept under the rug. Those that raised
concerns of class, distributive justice or inequality, be it trade unions or oppositional parties, were often
labeled traitors of the nation.7 Socialist and nationalist ideologies were therefore paradoxically similar:
both preferred to see society as an organic community in which conflict is absent. Thus they both had

an authoritarian dimension.
After 2000, Croatia stabilized its liberal democratic institutions and began to pursue
membership in the European Union. Although many on the left thought that transitional abuses could
now be addressed, this did not occur. Instead, neoliberal ideas and practices began to take hold in
public discourse and public policy. Neoliberalism soon squeezed out any inchoate ideological rivals.
Paradoxically, it was the social democratic SDP, i.e. the reformed communists, that became the political
party most associated with neoliberalism.

Academic discourse: Fragmented research, unasked questions

One of the liveliest fields in Yugoslav social science was the literature on industrial sociology. It
provided insights into life in Yugoslav companies. The literature was, in a manner typical of most
Yugoslav scholarship, in agreement with the emancipatory goals of the self-management project, but
unhappy with the practice. On the whole, this research found that workers, though nominally in control
of all major decisions through workers' councils, had in practice less influence than management. Yet
research also showed that companies were quite politicized: conflict was a daily feature of company
life. Discussions at workers' councils served to air out controversial issues and provided a platform for
various informal groups to confront each other more or less publicly.8
This lead many to argue that class antagonisms continued to exist in Yugoslavia, ideological
declarations to the contrary notwithstanding. Workers battled management on a variety of issues
including wages, spending on housing and vacation infrastructure on the Adriatic coast. This lead to a
literature on the “Illyrian firm”, to which both foreign and domestic authors contributed, including
Branko Horvat, a leading Croatian economist. According to the initial thesis, a firm managed by
workers would spend rather than re-invest, leading to sub-optimal performance.9 However, the
literature on the labor-managed economy was largely theoretical in nature. Empirically, the existence of
workers councils strengthened labor's position relative to management. International research showed
that Yugoslav workers had, at least in comparative perspective, a lot of influence.10

The conflict between labor and management, often called the “techno-managerial” class, was at
times overcome due to a cross-class coalition in companies exposed to market pressures. This lead to a
micro-corporatist alliance of workers and management, especially in sectors of the economy that were
capital-intensive and exposed to foreign competition.11 At other times, the conflict could not be
managed and lead to strikes, especially in the 1980s. After years of economic malaise, a sharp increase
in industrial conflict took place leading to a large strike wave which peaked in the late 1980s.12
However, the break-down of the federal state prevented the consolidation of the preliminary forms of
autonomous worker organization which had begun to emerge.
With the collapse of socialism and the dissolution of Yugoslavia, the field of industrial
sociology shrunk considerably. Some of the reasons for the change in focus were clearly justified: war
and its ramifications certainly warranted a change in emphasis. Other reasons had more to do with
following trends in Western research where issues such as identity politics and multi-culturalism
squeezed out “old-fashioned” class analysis. Opportunities to study how the war mattered for the
working class were missed. Several contributions showed that Croatian workers had opinions and
traditions that were leftist in many ways, but which were transformed due to war and the political
strategies of the ruling nationalist elites.13 Even so, the issue of how Croatian workers made the shift
from left to right, from “red” to “black”, remains under-researched.
Many scholars interested in the issue of class switched their focus from the working class to
economic elites. Several contributions dealt with elite strategies in the new context. This research
showed that most managers attempted to become owners in order to strengthen their positions
internally, i.e. in their relationships with workers and externally, i.e. in their relationships with political
elites.14 The new economic elite was drawn from both the small private sector that had been developing
in the socialist period as well as old socially owned companies, which were now being transformed into
privately owned companies.15 Some scholars worried that new economic elites were interested more in
extracting rents than in a positive developmental role.16 Research also showed that the new economic
elite was less educated than the economic elite from the socialist period.17
Most of this research relied on surveys, frequently quite small surveys of companies. There has
been no large-scale research project which would allow for more sustained knowledge accumulation.

There is an especially large hole in the area of stratification research.18 Among the largest long-running
projects is the survey organized by the Faculty of Political Sciences in Zagreb, administered ahead of
each parliamentary election. This research project has provided some insight into class patterns of
voting behavior. Most interestingly, working class voters were captured by the right wing nationalist
party HDZ in the 1990s, and only slowly rejected them as the ruling party's economic policies failed to
deliver on their promises.19 In the last decade or so, the main leftist party, the reformed communists
SDP have increasingly adopted neoliberal solutions and are becoming the party of the elite, the
educated and the urban population.20 The working class, the poor and transitional “losers” cannot be
assumed to be natural voters of left-wing parties.
Research on the working class can be described as sporadic at best. Some scholars continued to
bring up this topic and asked that more attention be focused on blue collar workers. For example, the
late Josip Županov is one such author, a sociologist with a visible public persona who frequently
discussed class issues in a provocative way. He remains perhaps the most widely read sociologist in
Croatia and the primary source for an overview of the social aspects of the transition in Croatia.21 His
ability to link theory with empirical issues in a way that appealed to wider audiences was especially
admired.22 Yet, even this work was hampered by its weak empirical basis.
Somewhat better developed is the literature on trade unions and industrial relations in Croatia.23
Trade unions began the transition with a large membership base inherited from the old regime, but over
time began to lose both membership and influence. The support and strength they had in the early
1990s have disappeared by the mid 2010s. Unions remain an influence in the public sector, large
companies and state-owned utilities. This has left the private sector largely union-free. Labor market
fragmentation has produced a divide between insiders and outsiders: those in the private sector are
much more at the mercy of market fluctuations.24 Yet overall, the literature on trade unions has followed
the pattern visible in other connected fields: small scale of research, a team of only a few researchers,
and little to no financial backing for larger research initiatives. Domestic scholars are only slowly
beginning to take part in larger comparative research projects, which are mostly funded by the
European Union.25
Research on class issues has also not been very methodologically diverse. There is little

discussion of relational versus gradational approaches to classes, structural versus cultural approaches,
or the intricacies of stratification, mobility and life-course research.26 Academic journals remain open to
contributions on class issues, but there is no critical mass of scholars working on these concerns.27
Popular discourse: Is class coming back?

Although discussions of class-related issues are on the margins of popular discourse they have
not disappeared completely. Most importantly, popular discourse still resents the rise of “tycoons”, i.e.
individuals who became exceptionally wealthy during the initial transitional years, often under murky
circumstances.28 There is also a popular discourse on “little people,” i.e. ordinary citizens who work
hard from nine to five, pay their bills, don't ask questions, and yet are constantly under threat of
poverty.
Recent events have thrust class issues back into the spotlight. In the late 2000s and the early
2010s, Croatia witnessed several important episodes of sustained popular protest. First, a student
blockade in the spring of 2009 shut down universities in several cities. The hub of the movement,
which was similar to the US “Occupy” movement, was the Faculty of Philosophy in Zagreb, which
houses most social sciences and humanities departments. The goal of the protest was to resist the
commercialization of higher education. Second, a sit-in was organized in the spring and summer of
2010 at a centrally located construction site in Zagreb in order to resist the collusion of the city
government with a property developer. Protesters criticized the project as the commodification of urban
public space. And third, week-long anti-government street protests were organized in early 2011 using
social network websites such as Facebook. These protests raised socio-economic and distributive
grievances along with a demand for early elections. All three protests caused quite a stir in Croatian
society and made the discussion of neoliberalism and class legitimate topics of popular debate.
However, class no longer refers primarily to industrial workers. It is used more as a general
inspirational concept for an activist agenda aimed against neoliberalism. Protests were organized by
university students and a core of civil society activists. A leftist agenda emerged which emphasizes
direct democracy as an alternative to the representative institutions of liberal democracy, and rejects the
European Union as a neoliberal project.29 For most liberals and moderate leftists, the key goal of the

2000s was to consolidate liberal democracy and secure a European future for the country. By the 2010s,
both goals were largely achieved: there is no more fear of authoritarian backsliding and Croatia has
joined the EU. Yet, for the new generation of activists neither achievement is worth much since neither
will address distributive concerns or lead to direct democracy. This new cultural current remains
disconnected, at least for now, from academic research.
Moreover, the new emphasis on direct democracy is disconnected from the country's legacy of
self-management. The entire society operates with simplified interpretations of Yugoslav socialism. In
the neoliberal interpretation self-management is seen as hopelessly inefficient, while in the nationalist
interpretation it is seen as a system that enabled Serbian domination in Yugoslavia. Young leftist
activists are inspired by the socialist and Marxist tradition, but a better understanding of Yugoslav selfmanagement is only slowly taking shape, as curiosity for the past grows.30 However, the decades-long
taboo on the topic has lead to a notable loss of knowledge. For example, older leftists who were part of
the Yugoslav student movement of the late 1960s and early 1970s are surprised when younger activists
express enthusiasm for certain ideas, which they themselves see as conservative in light of the
Yugoslav experience. For example, enthusiasm for Bolshevik and Leninist ideas seems naïve to the
older generation.31 For them, Yugoslav deviations from communist orthodoxy were exactly the ideas
which were most interesting.
Therefore, cultural amnesia may lead to a fair amount of re-inventing the wheel. Even so,
several cultural platforms now exist which can serve as facilitators. The weekly “Novosti”, the biweekly “Zarez”, the monthly “Le Monde Diplomatique” (Croatian edition), websites “H-Alter” and
“Bilten” all consciously pursue leftist goals. Several organizations now exist within civil society which
are trying to put issues of class back on the agenda and which are trying to connect activists, unionists
and members of the academic community. Some examples are BRID (Organization for Workers'
Initative and Democratization) and the annual “Subversive festival” which attracts leftist stars such as
Slavoj Žižek, Oliver Stone and Tariq Ali for a week of discussion and debate. The Rosa Luxemburg
Foundation remains a key partner of many such leftist projects.
Yet, this struggle remains an uphill one. Mainstream public opinion remains in firm opposition
to any kind of socialist rhetoric. The mainstream hegemonic discourse is, one the hand, marked by a

widely disseminated nationalism and, on the other, by an increasingly strong neoliberalism. Though
nationalism is no longer as aggressive and exclusionary as it was in the 1990s, a looser nationalism has
nevertheless deeply permeated the Croatian mainstream. This means that Croatia is still widely
understood as a state of (and for) ethnic Croats. The position of Croatian citizens who are not ethnic
Croats remains precarious. On the other hand, economic neoliberalism has become a growing force. It
is pushed most forcefully by the daily newspaper “Jutarnji list” which sees itself as the voice of the
modern, pro-Europe and “cultured” Croatia. Inefficiency in the public sector and state-owned
companies is denounced as “socialism”, further delegitimizing leftist discourse. Neoliberalism is
relatively rare in the academic community, especially in the social sciences and humanities which
remain predominantly leftist.32
Although the recent wave of popular mobilization deeply shook the country, it is unclear what
its long-term consequences are. Yet, circumstances are more favorable now than they were in the
previous two decades, both for leftist political movements and for academic research on class. The
stabilization of liberal democracy and the demise of both the socialist and the nationalist vision of an
organic society have normalized notions of conflict and inequality, making class issues more visible.
Croatian researchers need to learn more about the country's social structure, about inter-generational
and intra-generational mobility and about economic and educational inequality. Without such a
mapping of the social terrain, any kind of developmental analysis will be insufficiently grounded in
basic social facts. The same holds for any kind of political movement.
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