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I) Revolutions

(19th Century –
1919)

The Great War (1913-16), the bloodiest war in
the history of man, saw the deaths of millions of able bodied men
as well as pushed two decrepit empires to their breaking points and
beyond. It is highly unlikely that the Balkan Revolution would have
met with the same level of success had the Austrian and Ottoman
Empires not bled themselves white. Both sides lost well over a
million dead to the gridlock that was the Balkan Front. The
Revolution forever altered the face of Europe, presenting the most
dramatic shift in borders in centuries. Out of the ashes of two
decaying empires rose the grand experiment in communism.





The causes of the Balkan
Revolution were many and spanned the decades preceding the Great
War. Chief among the causes was the partition of the Balkan
Peninsula and all of its nationalities between the Austrians
Germans and Ottoman Turks. Nationalism and pan-Slavic sentiments
alone would have inevitably led towards a round of uprisings in the
20th Century to match those that struck both empires throughout
the 19th. Hundreds of thousands were killed in failed rebellions
and millions more flee as the Habsburgs and Osmanis enacted a
terrible retribution.

In the 1820s, revolution struck at the
Spanish Empire. After decades of gradual decline in colonial output
of gold and silver coupled with rising taxes in the mother country,
the situation of the Spanish crown hung in the balance. When famine
spread across the land in the face of rising food prices, the
people took to the streets. The spear tip of the Spanish Revolution
came not in the form of millions of serfs in the countryside.
Rather it came in the form of the city-dwellers, those who could
not afford their daily bread.

When the state called out soldiers to put
down the mobs attacking shop keepers in Madrid, Seville and
Pamplona, the peoples’ rage quickly turned against them. If not for
the seizure of control of these mobs by educated Spaniards, the
mobs would likely have run out of steam. These elite brought
liberal ideas into Spain from the United Provinces and United
Kingdom, ideas of individual liberties and representative
government. These ideas toppled the Spanish Monarch and quickly
spread across the Pyrenees into France.

The spread of this revolutionary fever was
not immediately viewed as a threat to other old regimes in Europe.
They only saw chaos in Spain and an opportunity to seize her
vulnerable colonies. By the time Europe finished dividing the
spoils, the spreading revolution forced the Bourbons of France to
flee to Quebec while a short-lived French Republic tried to remake
France in Spain’s image. The Republic ultimately reverted to a
constitutional monarchy on the Netherlander and British design,
with a new royal family sitting in Versailles.

The first such rebellion attempting to
emulate the success of the Spanish Revolution to hit the Balkans
struck in Greece in 1845. For the summer of that year, cities such
as Athens and Thebes basked in the glow of liberty. The Turkish
overlords were stunned by the swift initial gains of the rebels
that they were slow to react. So slow were they that the first
Turkish soldiers did not even mobilize to put down the rebellion
until after delegates met in Athens to declare Greek
independence.

Their first war for independence was a bloody
one that saw not just liberalism clashing with despotism but
Christian clashing with Muslim. Some of the violence was vented on
Greece’s own Muslim population, a people whose ancestors saw it
expedient to convert to the faith of the conqueror and thus avoid
the religious tax. When the Turks invaded this new Greek Republic,
they did not bother differentiating between Sunni and Orthodoxy
when they enacted their vengeance.

By 1847, the Ottoman Army all but crushed the
rebellion, apprehended the leaders and put the city of Thebes to
the torch. The cruelty of the Sultan knew no bounds. In the sacking
of Thebes, most of the adult male population was put to the sword
while the women and children were taken and sold into slavery.
Those who escaped the doomed city, as well as refugees from other
conquered cities fled across the Atlantic to Brazil, Chile and the
American republics.

A similar rebellion struck Serbia in 1878,
with a less lofty goal. They sought autonomy, the final say in
their internal affairs. They were content to allow the Turks
overall rule as long as they were free to practice their customs
and preach their faith within their own homeland. Their rebellion
proved less well organized than the Greeks and failed to capture
any important city, including the ancient capital of Belgrade. The
small towns the rebels held were quickly recaptured, the rebels
executed and towns depopulated either through massacres or forced
relocations to distant corners of the empire, namely the Asian
provinces where they were forcefully converted to Islam.

Several smaller bush fires infected Turkish
Europe before the large flare up in Bulgaria in 1895. The
Bulgarians managed to defeat the Turkish army on the field of
battle near Sofia on July 8, 1895, temporarily fanning hopes of
independence. It was a pyrrhic victory in that the Bulgarians
inflicted as many casualties on their side as on the Turks. They
did manage to force concessions from the Sultan, who agreed to make
Bulgaria a semi-autonomous province freely controlling many of the
domestic affairs among ethnic Bulgarians while still subject to the
Jizya, even if at a reduced rate.

Austria faces its share of ethnic rebellions
though none with the visceral hatred Balkan peoples showed the
Turks. The largest of these occurred in Hungary during the 1860s.
From 1861 to 1864, the Austrians and Hungarians waged a protracted
war, displacing more than a million ethnic Magyars. The rebellion
could not have occurred at a worse time for the Hungarians. After
years of negotiations in Vienna, the Emperor was poised to make
Hungary a separate kingdom with a Habsburg sitting on its thrown.
The Austro-Hungarian Empire, as it would have been called, was
quickly aborted in the face of Hungary’s attempt at full
independence.

In the reforms of 1883-4, the Ottoman Empire
sought to spread uniformity across their empire. With the revenue
generated by the Jizya, the Sultan allowed its Orthodox, and
smaller Catholic communities to retain their faith. The goal was
not the Islamization of the Balkans, rather to standardize the set
of laws spanning its empire as well as imposing Turkish as the sole
official language. It was hoped that a common language would united
the various ethnicities, bring them closer to the Sultan. The
reforms failed miserably.

North of the Danube, the Austrian Empire
found itself even less united than the Turks. Its cohesion was so
low that units in the Austrian Army were formed along ethnic lines.
Even with Austrian officers in commands, regiments raised in the
provinces and the soldiers within held far more loyalty to their
homelands than to Vienna. The Habsburgs had no equivalent to elite
of the Ottomans, the Janissaries.

Outside of German Austria
the majority of the empire’s population was largely impoverished
non-Germans, ruined by the high taxation rates. In almost all
aspects of life, non-Germans peoples were treated decidedly as
subject populations subordinate to the ruling race. Only ethnic
Germans could act as civil servants or hold high ranks within the
armed forces, unlike the Ottoman Empire where the Sultan would make
use of any loyal subject of merit. A majority of the land outside
of Austria Proper was owned by German settlers who used Magyars,
Croats and Slovaks as serf labor. As Western Europe embraced the
oncoming 20th
Century, the Balkans continued to linger in the
Dark Ages.

Where the oppressed nationalities could not
win on the open field, they took the battle to the shadows. Secret
societies were nothing new. Most of those that rose in the Balkans
ran mostly along national lines. Greece had its Phalanx, even after
the Greek Genocide of the 1840s, Hungary had the Twin Talons and
the Serbs had the Black Hands. Unlike other societies, the Black
Hands ran across the frontier among Serbs suffering under the
Austrians and under the Turks. Their goal was a united homeland of
the Serbs. A homeland that unfortunately overlapped with lands
inhabited by Croats, Bosniaks and Albanians.

The Turks proved more effective at stamping
out these nationalistic societies, executing members and sentencing
populations that supported them to internal exile. North of the
Danube, they had a higher survival rate. When they were not
smuggling weapons and preparing their nationalistic uprisings, the
Black Hands were bombing targets in Croatia and Bosnia after that
province changed hands. The Black Hands managed to also drive a
wedge between Austria and Italy as the Black Hands considered the
Italian Federation as a model for its own dreams of unifying the
south Slavs.

Ultimately the national societies were
gradually absorbed into a larger organization, one based on
ideology more than nationality. When Marx and Valois first
developed their political and economic theory, they predicted
revolution would strike in the industrial west. At the time when
each lived, the plight of the industrial worker was quite
miserable. Over the decades it changed, especially in the Dutch and
English speaking worlds. The working class eventually managed to
elevate themselves to the property owning middle-class,
particularly so in the Brazilian Empire. These workers were less
inclined to surrender their hard-earned gains in the cause of the
workers’ state.

Though industrialization
barely took hold in the Balkans by the turn of the
20th Century, ruthless suppression of peasantry caused many to
look longingly at the doctrine of social and economic equality.
Most ethnicities in the Balkans suffered from mass inequality with
the plight of those living under the Sultan marginally better than
that under the Emperor. At least those ruled by the Turk could act
as civil servants within their own community, even if forbidden to
speak their native tongue while in their office. In this backwards
corner of Europe the doctrine of equality and the classless society
appealed to many.

During the Great War, these subject
populations found themselves forced to take up arms to fight and
die for their rulers in Vienna and Constantinople, occasionally
against their fellow nationals on the opposite bank of the Danube.
For the first year of the war, the Ottoman Empire sat on the
sidelines, watching and waiting. As Austria and Russo-Sweden fought
each other, the Sultan bided his time while his foes weakened each
other.

The Turks entered the melee on September 7,
1914, against both combatants, turning the Balkans into a three-way
struggle with natives caught in the middle. The peasants under
Austrian and Turkish rule were swept up in conscription, fighting
in their homelands to decide which foreigner would rule over them.
The Serbs suffered the worst. With populations on both sides of the
Danube, Serb too often fought Serb in the name of Habsburg or
Osmani. The suffering was not in vain, for through training and
combat, future revolutionaries gained valuable experience.

The Ottoman Empire found itself poorly
equipped and unready for war. Aside from its prized Janissary
Corps, the Turks had little in the way of modern weaponry. A few
units, raised in Albania and Macedonia, still used muzzle-loading
rifles. Machine guns were few and far between, most of them in
Turkish possession captured from the Austrians. As they fought
against the Entante and Central Powers, the Ottoman Empire found
itself relying upon its own limited industrial base to supply its
armies.

Its entry into the Great War was caused by an
absolutist rule who believed his two battered and weakened foes
would be easy targets for land grabs. They were far from pushovers,
especially the Swedes. Much of the Caucasus ended the war in
Russo-Swedish control. The Turks had more success, if one could
call not losing as much land as success, against Austria. The city
of Belgrade found itself fought over three times during the war,
each time grinding the city under the boots of the conqueror.

The bloodletting along the
Danube did neither empire any good. Yet it proved ultimately
beneficial to the future rulers of the Balkans. Like the Spanish
Revolution nearly ninety years before, the Balkan Revolution was
not formulated by the masses of serfs but rather the well-educated
middle class such as it existed. In many of the educated circles,
the doctrines of Marx and Valois were all the rage. It was seen as
fashionable for a Slovene doctor or Serb lawyer to read
Das Kapital. It led many to envision transforming the two empires into
a social federation of equals, a nucleus for a new world
order.

Some of the secret societies preferred to
break away, striking out to re-establish the old ways. By 1913,
they were in the minority as the Reds hijacked many of their
previous supporters. The Revolutionaries claimed that if history
taught them anything it was that when Balkan peoples stood alone
that they became targets for empires looking for easy conquests.
Separate underground societies began organizing as a whole, keeping
in touch with each other, tracking each other’s movements as well
as planning a joint effort to throw off the shackles. At the helm
of this collection of societies were the Marxists.

The founding father of the Union of Balkan
Socialist Republics was a Serb named Peter Karadordevic. Born in
Belgrade on June 29, 1844, into a minor functionary family,
Karadordevic actually lived a quality of life far superior to the
oppressed peasants. He always slept in a warm bed and never spent a
day going hungry in his youth. He knew nothing about the realities
of the lives for he claimed to stand. He did not even live all of
his life under the Turks. After a decent education in Belgrade he
departed the Ottoman Empire for studying abroad.

In 1870, he lived for several years in Paris
where he first was introduced to Marx’s doctrine. He cared little
for the economics of the ideology; what truly peaked his interest
was the ideal of a classless society and Marxism’s political
ramifications. Equality for all ethnicities was unheard of on
either side of the Danube. The idea enthralled him and other Balkan
youths able to study in foreign universities. Karadordevic and
others spent many nights in Paris coffee houses discussing a world
where all ethnicities were equal.

Karadordevic found himself on the opposite
side of a rift forming between native French Marxists and those
from the Balkans. As a mostly homogenous state, France had no
recent history of peoples ground under their heal in their
homeland. No, to see that the Franks would have to look abroad at
their colonial empire, a feat few were willing to do. For the
French, economic equality was essential, more so than political
equality.

After spending three years in France, he
found himself drafted into the French Army. When the call came to
other Balkan students taking up residence in France, many found it
most convenient to return home. Not Karadordevic. He endured the
four year term, serving in various colonial engagements. Though he
loathed the French Army and what they did to hapless natives, he
later credited his time serving in it as an excellent training
ground that turned him from a non-com into a revolutionary
leader.

Once released from service, he returned home
with the dream of a Serbia where all men were equal. He used the
skills learned in the army to help organize the 1878 rebellion. He
designed the revolutionary army along the lines of the French Army,
allowing for advancement for any soldier who showed promise.
Karadordevic ended his service to France as a noncommissioned
officer, a rank earned. He wanted the new Serbian Army to be
equally based on merit, not on one’s social status.

His participation in the 1878 uprising saw
his family striped of its estate and position and himself exiled.
He spent twenty-five years exiled, making his home first in Vienna
before moving on to Liege, London and ultimately Milan. When he
returned from exile in 1903, under the alias Mkronjic, where he
founded a second revolutionary organization, the Serbian Peoples’
Party. The party found itself immediately outlawed by the Sultan
with its members subject to imprisonment and the possibility of
being sold into slavery. The Turks places large bounties on Party
leaders, with one hundred thousand lira on Karadordevic’s head.
Only once did anyone come close to collecting on the bounty.
Karadordevic narrowly escaped assassination in 1907, when he was
forced again to leave his homeland and take up residence in
Milan.

Milan proved vital for the establishment of
the Balkan Union, though it sat in the heart of the Italian
Federation’s industrial north. Italy was one of the few places in
Europe where Marxism was not outlawed. Marxists from across the
continent convened there, discussing and coordinating plans for the
world revolution. In 1908, a general congress of Communist Parties,
legal and underground, was convened with Italian Marxist, Giovanni
Paveli presiding.

The congress hosted Balkan revolutionaries
such as Karadordevic, Simovic, Trumbric and Venizalis. Despite the
ideals of equality among the nationalities, much of the early power
base of the Balkan Union was a strongly Serbo-Croat affair. They
were the people who had the most to gain by the revolution. With
Austria and the Ottomans thrown on to the ash heap of history, the
dream of a Greater Serbia, the core of a Balkan Union, would
finally come true.

The discussions during the two week long
congress ranged from better organization and communication within
the Party to the finer details of Marxism and Valoism. The
delegates tended to favor Marx’s writings over that of the French
socialist. It was a bit of an irony that a German political
theorist would be so favored in a congress oddly devoid of Germans.
In fact few people from Northern Europe attended the congress for
communism was never as strong in the Germanic regions as it was in
the Latin and Balkan south. There were more Arabs attending the
congress than Englanders and the only Dutch delegates came from
Abyssinia.

During the final week of the congress,
Karadordevic proposed a larger apparatus to link all communist
parties and organizations into a greater whole. Through this
International Brotherhood of Workers, it was hoped that the world
revolution could be organized. For Karadordevic, the IBW was seen
as a useful tool in coordinating the numerous underground
societies, bringing the Marxists ones in line and hijacking as many
of the nationalist brotherhoods as possible, diverting them to a
true, internationalist goal. It would build upon what Karadordevic
and others already constructed.

Working at his side through the congress,
Dusan Simovic struggled to relieve the suspicion hanging above this
Serbo-Croat spearhead of the revolution. Of all the nationalities
in the congress, the Bosniaks and Albanians looked on Karadordevic
with the most skepticism. Both peoples, converted to Islam
centuries ago, did not trust what they viewed as a Serb plot for
domination. In order to form their Greater Serbia, Albania would
have to surrender Kosovo while Bosnia would have to surrender its
identity.

Simovic was the right man in the right place
for defusing the situation. From Sarajevo, he represented the Serbs
now on the Austrian side of the frontier. He also helped forge a
truly internationalist organization within Bosnia, a communist
party that welcomed Serbs, Croats and Bosniaks equally. Before the
congress, Bosnians of all nationalities trusted him. Seeing him
close to Karadordevic did much to shake this confidence.

Bosniaks and Croats were not alone in their
mistrust. Though the spirit of communism was supposed to be
international in nature, many of the national communist parties
viewed the Serb’s proposal with suspicion. They were not eager to
surrender their authority to any power, nor were they ready to
trade one foreign government for another. The most obstructionist
of the opposition came from the French delegation, who insisted the
new world capital should be Paris. As such, they refused to bow to
any foreign influence when it came to internal French matters. The
Balkan revolutionaries decided not to count on French support when
the hour of the revolution finally arrived.

As the party was outlawed under so many
regimes, the congress was kept in secret. With so many
revolutionaries in one place at one time, Milan made a tempting
target for regimes that would do well by ridding themselves of the
pests. Lombardy happened to be one of the few members of the
Italian Federation that placed no restrictions on political
affiliation. With its sizable industrial base, its regional
government had more than a few communists and socialists with seats
in their assembly.

The Serbian Peoples’ Party was the first of
many communist underground societies and parties to align in the
IBW. It was quickly followed by Marxists organizations out of
Croatia, Bulgaria, Greece and ever so reluctantly, Bosnia. The
Lombard Communist Party signed the IBW charter, promising aid both
overt and covert to oppressed people anywhere in the world. It came
as a relief to Karadordevic as the Ottoman Balkans had a long road
of progress to follow before hoping to match the level of
industrialization that existed in northern Italy.

Lombard support did not equate into general
Italian support. While leftist politics enjoyed moderate success in
the industrial north, it was generally shunned in the conservative
middle and agrarian south as well as on Sardinia and Corsica. The
Italian Constitution granted the right to its constituent states a
degree of autonomy in internal matters. It did not mean they were
liked by their neighbors. At most, the few delegated sent to the
National Assembly of any socialist philosophy were tolerated. They
represented less than ten percent of the total seats in the
assembly. When the Revolution came, Karadordevic expected no help
from Italy as a whole, despite Lombardy’s assurance. He expected
the reactionaries in the Italian government would go as far as to
attempt to quash the Revolution.

With the Great War sending millions of young
Europeans to an early grave, the IBW began to take action. Their
propaganda storm delivered to them more members into the ranks and
sparked anger among the lower classes. It was their goal to open
wider the class division across Europe, a division strongest in the
Balkans. In some cases, the attempt backfired. Nationalism in
Britain, Germany, Poland-Lithuania and Russo-Sweden outweighed any
class distinction. Attempts by the IBW to point out the soldiers
were from the lower classes and were dying for the elite were
drowned out in cries of national honor.

The enlisted man in the aforementioned
nations viewed the IBW and everything communist as an attack
against their way of life. Not many of the men wished to be in the
trenches and even fewer had any desire to lay dead, face down in
the mud. They fought for their nations because they believed in
them. When communist recruiters claimed the soldiers were
‘mystified by the bourgeoisie”, the soldiers took it as an insult,
an implication that they were being fooled. Nobody liked to think
of themselves as fooled; a fact to which communists in the west
seemed oblivious. They also failed to realize these soldiers saw
the Great War as more than an attempt by industrialists to line
their pockets.

The idea that capitalists
and arms manufacturers pushed corrupt governments to wage war in
order to increase their profits did not seem that out of place in
the Balkans. The people there were accustomed to corruption in the
imperial capitals. They came to expect it. The soldiers in the
Balkans did not fight to defend their ways of life. Their ways of
life were already threatened by Germans and Turks. These were the
soldiers who asked themselves the same question over and over; why
are we fighting?

For the Slavs of the
Balkans a second question came to mind; why was brother fighting
brother in the name of non-Slavs? The image of the Revolution as a
Pan-Slavic device as seen by Bulgarians, Greeks, Magyars and
Tartars. The Pan-Slavic groups within the IBW clashed with
Karadordevic’s dream of global revolution, alienating non-Slavs. It
was a wound that if left untreated would fester and rip apart the
Union before it had a chance to form. Revolutionaries struggled to
balance internationalism with ethnicity in order to keep the
planned revolution from turning in upon itself. Failure to balance
would inevitably play into the future of the Balkan Union, its
demises and some of the greatest atrocities of the
20th Century.

Despite the large non-Slavic population in
the Balkans, it was Slavs who did most of the
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