Slovenia: from Communism toward Democracy (1980-2000)1
Slovenes are faced with two basic problems in modern history: the issue of
democracy and the national issue (which political elites usually place in the foreground).
The development of democracy was only partially determined by our own selves, in so far
as its primary characteristic was the induction of mutual intolerance and the exclusion of
those with different opinions.2 The position of the Slovene nation during the individual state
formations was usually evaluated "in retrospect" from the standpoint of current political
needs, while the newly formed situation was at the same time euphorically praised. This is
how after World War I, Austria suddenly became "the jail of nations" even in the eyes of
those Slovene politicians and intellectuals who, only a few years prior, claimed to be loyal
to it. After World War II, a similar fate befell the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. Naturally, a
negative thought pattern developed concerning the former state; even after the collapse of
socialist Yugoslavia, which became synonymous with ‘Balkanism’, ‘Byzantinism’, etc. It
was a state, which during the time of its existence, economically and politically limited the
Slovenes and prevented their attaining independence, and in a cultural sense kept them
on a lower cultural level, i.e. in a different cultural circle, one to which the Slovenes were
not supposed to belong. This was all the easier since Yugoslavia was a communist, or
rather a socialist state and thereby an excellent target for a double criticism: national as
well as ideological. A selection of politicians and intellectuals today is especially concerned
by the American way of understanding the position and role of Slovenia in the region; they
see us as being "pushed" back to the Balkans. It was quite a shock when in the beginning
of 1994, the special envoy of the American President Bill Clinton, Madeleine Albright, who
came to Europe to explain the initiative for a Partnership for Peace and classified Slovenia
as a "Balkan democracy" together with Romania, Bulgaria and even Albania3. Since then,
Ms Albright is more careful in her statements, which does not however, essentially change
the global American view.
The development of democracy does not always correspond with the current
position of the Slovene nation; it often even stands in opposition to progress in resolving
the national issue.
Critical assessment of the two problems is slow in forming, and it is even slower in
becoming a part of the historical consciousness. Here I am referring to the
acknowledgement that Slovenes did not only suffer the negative sides, but were also faced
with a positive experience. For example, in the multinational milieu of the Danubian
monarchy they were able to form, besides the regional, also a national consciousness;
Slovenes acquired political culture and, at least in limited form, became accustomed to
parliamentarism; they achieved a sort of informal cultural autonomy in the Kingdom of
Yugoslavia, despite it being centralistic and non-democratic; communist Yugoslavia
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rendered it possible for the Primorska (coastal) region (i.e. one third of the Slovene
population and more than a quarter of the territory) to be joined with Slovenia; and last but
not least, Slovenes were given federal status, a constitution, their own national assembly
and other state agencies, and under the specific circumstances of the Communist Party
state, implemented the delayed processes of modernization that former elites either could
not or wanted not to bring to effect, for example, the agrarian reform, industrialization,
separation of Church from State, women's emancipation, a more balanced social
structure.4
What differentiates the 1980s and the beginning of the 1990s from the previous
periods is the simultaneousness of the two processes, i.e. the gradual democratization
(which ended in the installment of a multi-party system) and the fight for national
emancipation (which ended with the formation of the Slovene state).5 Among the political
elites and factors of development in the 80s there were, in fact, differences concerning
priorities. The League of Communists, for example, was quick to find common ground with
the opposition as regards Yugoslavia, but much slower as to the issue of democratization.
The majority of alternative movements, in part also the League of Socialist Youths, placed
democratic civil rights before the national issue. The Slovene Democratic Alliance and
some other parties conceded the same importance to both issues.6
Differences were existent even after Demos (Democratic opposition) came to power
in the spring of 1990, since it was evident that a part of the political forces primarily wished
to consolidate their position in power, take control over the social capital, while
independence would follow later. Nonetheless, it can be assessed that the political
gravitation in Slovenia at the time leaned towards the simultaneousness of both
processes. In Yugoslavia, generally speaking, a strong opposition to both processes is
discernible; and as regards international circumstances, the western forces, especially the
USA, supported democratization but were against secession7.
The independent Slovene state was a result of political and social changes in the
1980s. These took place in the context of a global crisis of communism, disintegration of
the bipolar division of the world, disintegration of the Soviet Union and a deep political and
economic crisis in Yugoslavia, as well as a crisis in the relationships among the different
nations within the state. Independence would not have been possible without these
external changes and likewise, the internal process of democratization would also have
been very different. Incorporated among the basic internal characteristics, upon which
Slovenes themselves could influence, was a relatively open political scene which enabled
a circulation of ideas and meetings between those in power and those in opposition, a
strong civil society, supremacy of a reformist movement within the Communist Party and a
high level of consent concerning basic national issues. The processes of social
democratization and of national emancipation were tightly intertwined. This situation
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enabled a smooth transition from the one-party to a multi-party system and successful
preparations for attaining independence. Consensus between the socialist government
and the opposition was settled upon through a confederation status, a fact that is
nowadays all too often forgotten. Even when Demos came to power the evaluation of a
confederation as the maximum achievement possible under such circumstances did not
alter. It was only after the Yugoslav National Army attacked Slovenia that the standpoint
and situation shifted.
The new political ideology, which developed following the proclamation of
independence and is shared by the majority of the political parties, could be labeled as a
"rush towards Europe". The course proceeds in accordance with the Latin proverb "more
haste, less speed". Characteristically, it presents the so-called Europe as an internally
non-differential notion, which can generally adapt to particular political interests (following
a self-serving principle, for example, educational systems that correspond to a particular
line of argumentation would be used, and the same holds true for the relationship between
Church and State, etc.). In this "rush towards Europe" Slovene politicians are, as always
throughout history, overly compliant, even servile, and agreeing to - albeit questionable smaller (closing duty-free shops, instating visas for Balkan states) or larger concessions
(the so-called Spanish compromise8) as a sign of "good will". Following the proclamation of
independence, there was a continuance of shifts in the Slovene political sphere,
polarization was re-established and parties continued to fall apart and merge. This process
is ongoing already more than a decade. The 10-year economic balance demonstrates that,
on the whole, Slovenia underwent a successful transition and it continues to make
progress; although, at the price of high social differences and unemployment, which is
turning increasing numbers of young people, educated people, into second-rate citizens,
as well as many other side effects, all influencing the augmenting unbalanced social
structure. One of the basic characteristics of Slovene society is its tendency towards ‘particracy’, a growing ideological intolerance, and due to the small size of the country, the
formation of clientages and clans. The once powerful civil movements have been sucked
into the various parties and no longer play an important role. In psychological terms, selfassertion should be added, a belief in self-sufficiency and prejudices towards anything
different, all of which only strengthened after attaining independence (it is easy to
substantiate through historiography, how difficult it was for "the Carniolan mind" to get
used to the "different" character of those people from the Prekmurje and Primorska
regions, integrated into Yugoslavia after World War I and II; prejudices and stereotypes
about regional affiliations proved to be one of the most persistent elements of the
psychosocial make-up of Slovenes). Another discernible syndrome conditioned by history
and arising from the lack of state tradition is "snitching" on the opposing political option
abroad and the search for an external arbiter for internal conflicts. Where Slovene
politicians previously turned to Vienna and Belgrade, they now turn to Brussels9
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One of the consequences of the newly formed situation within the state was that
Slovenes were again faced with dilemmas and situations from the turn of the century or
even earlier; this is when they were marginalized, during either the Yugoslav or communist
periods, and for which it had appeared that they would never need dealing with again.
Incorporated among these is the extraordinary persistence of regional identities, which in
many ways prevents the development of a nation; at the same time there is a revival of
former regional centers beyond the present Republic of Slovenia (Graz, Klagenfurt,
Trieste), which became gravitational points for a large part of the working force from
bordering regions, having also a growing importance in education. Relations between the
larger neighboring nations (Germans and Austrians, Italians, Hungarians) and Slovenes,
which could be characterized as having been traumatic for the past centuries, are being
established anew (or old models in new disguise). The transitional character of the
country, its economic periphery, the influence of different cultures and a linguistic
endangerment seem permanent features in the historical development.10 This
demonstrates that the processes experienced in this state during the last decades are
superficial and that the permanent features did not change in their essence after attaining
independence.
An evaluation of the formation and the 10-year existence of the Slovene state, as
well as the democratic processes within, are for the moment only transitional, as were the
estimates of past situations. A more objective evaluation can be established once Slovene
society is integrated in the European Union; what the integration process contributed and
how Slovenia will be able to handle the loss of a national state, while it is actually still
enduring its puberty, shall only then be clarified. Doubtless, the Slovene State was a
tremendous and necessary historical achievement, especially as regarded from the
circumstances in Yugoslavia during the 1980s. Nevertheless, the fact remains that
independence was achieved at a time when the classic national state, based on 19th
century patterns of the national economy, defense system, foreign policy, proper currency
and other attributes ranging to a legitimate aviation company, is in decline in Europe. This
is also at a time when the (national) state, at least in the west, no longer represents the
determining factor in protecting democratic rights, since these are of course becoming
universal (correspondingly, the criteria of "non-interference in internal affaires" of a
particular country is being abandoned). New solutions are needed for these new
challenges, although it seems that this type of realization hardly affected Slovene social
sciences. History is still in great measure evaluated from the viewpoint of a national state,
arising from the belief that the Slovene state should be the ultimate goal of successive
Slovene generations, even though historiography does not offer empirical proofs for such
claims. Historians critical of this sort of approach are labeled as "a-national".11 This sort of
claim is of course logical in a political sense, since it offers the possibility of appropriating
the so-called "independence capital", be that in an historical sense (demonstrating the "farsightedness" of particular political forces or individuals in various historical periods) or in
view of the current political situation. Scientifically speaking it is also very convenient as it
limits research to finding the earliest possible "proofs" justifying a Slovene state-forming
mentality. There is no need to take much interest in the broader historical context, various
sources can be interpreted "in retrospect", there is no need for comparisons with other and
similar nations, and it is possible to avoid confrontation with the determinations of
researchers concerned with the social sciences of other nations. However, this of course
only occasions putting off a problem that will have to be faced sooner or later anyway.
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