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This paper is reflecting academic curiosity and research into the field of nationalism, political 

affiliation, divided societies and European integrations in contemporary Europe. Recent 

referendum in Scotland and expressed desire for the official referendum in Catalonia shows 

the idea of nation state is still very strong in Europe despite the unprecedented processes of 

integration that undermine traditional understandings of sovereignty and independence. 

These examples provide case-studies for study of nation, nationalism and liberal democracy. 

Exercise of popular political will in these cases went on with no violent means and was 

conducted in democratic atmosphere. 

The fall of communism brought down three communist federations and revived questions 

about the nation-state. Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia ceased to exist in early 

1990s while political elites in European developed liberal democracies, federations or 

devolved unitary states, managed to find modus vivendi for a continued existence of multi-

ethnic states. While referendums during early 1990s in member republics of federal 

Yugoslavia returned overwhelming support for independence, results in Scotland show 

almost equally divided society. In Slovenia, for example, 94.8 percent of those participating 

voting in favour of independence which was 88.5 percent of all eligible to vote. Only 6.5 

percent of Slovenes eligible to vote did not cast their ballots.
1
  The results in Croatia were 

only slightly less in favour of independence. Scottish referendum, however, brought defeat to 

the idea of independence with both camps attracting around half of electorate. 

This situation attracts several questions. Why voters produced so radically different results in 

Slovenia and Scotland? Was it the case of "illiberal referendums" as Dejan Jovic named all 

referendums leading to Yugoslav dissolution.
2
 This certainly played an important role. In 

addition lack of democratic tradition and the misinterpretation of democratic procedures and 

means led to the state of dictatorship of majority. This was the direct result of 

democratisation of political spaces in Yugoslavia. Serbian nationalists, firstly in the form of 

communists, tried to use this processes majorisation, creation of dictatorship of majority 

masked in democratic forms of plebiscites and referenda under a motto one member or one 

citizen - one vote and impose themselves over other member nations in Yugoslavia.  

It is possible to develop an argument that the Conservative Party in the United Kingdom is 

attempting policies with certain similarities to this example. The question is could the 

complex state, federation or union, survive such policies and whether the difference could be 

in a developed stage of liberal democracy? The idea of "One Nation" promoted in British 

public became expressed in stronger terms following the results of the 2015 elections with an 

obvious division in the society and a "one nation". Former Prime Minister Gordon Brown felt 

the need to step in with a warning that "If the United Kingdom collapses, it will not be 

because a majority of Scots are hell-bent on leaving but because the UK government is giving 

up on saving it."
3
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Another issue that requires addressing is violence. Post-Yugoslav states were given birth in 

violent atmosphere. Post-Soviet states experienced reduced violence although some of them 

managed to avoid this experience. The creation of every single new state, however, cannot be 

studied without the consideration of an overall break-up of the federation. It was only 

Czechoslovakia that proved to be an exception to the rule of creating a state through violence. 

As Charles Till famously stated Wars create states and states create wars.
4
 People of 

Czechoslovakia were not offered a referendum and therefore the case study for this research 

paper has to be found in the state that exercised the power of checking popular will and 

consequently experienced violence in the process of creating state. Therefore Slovenia is the 

perfect case study.  

The dominant nation in Yugoslavia were Serbs with whom Slovenes came into an open 

political conflict and later on into the conflict with the Serb dominated federal army. The 

most recent example of a nation seeking a state in liberal democracy is Scotland. The 

referendum produced result that was not in favour of the break-up and no violence followed 

this process. The dominant nation in the United Kingdom are English and one could see 

beginnings of political conflict in the UK. The elections of May 2015 returned 53 Scottish 

National Party members of Westminster Parliament out of the total of 56 coming from 

Scotland. The dominant party in the UK and primarily in England is Conservative Party. The 

ideologies of the two parties are very, if not radically, different. Therefor a comparative study 

of the popular behaviour in four nations – Scotland and England, and Slovenia and Serbia – 

should lead to some answers in the study of political party behaviour and popular attitudes in 

liberal democracies, i.e., United Kingdom, and communist federation, i.e. Yugoslavia. 

The communist federation was faced with prolonged economic crisis and the problems in 

functioning of the political system. While significantly more liberal from the rest of central 

and eastern European countries, the regime still prescribed a single party state and a 

communist ideology. Global changes, however, influenced social movements within the 

country that preceded political movements. Although a one party state, its federal system 

provided for member republics to have their own single parties that collectively formed 

Yugoslav party – League of Communists of Yugoslavia. The republics’ parties were 

disunited on many issues both economic and political.  

Slovenia as the most western geographically became more western in social terms during the 

1980s. Youth and alternative movements challenged traditional communist values and 

received significant popular support in Slovenia. The strongest animosity to this new 

initiatives, multi-party system and pro-Europe stand, came from Serbia. Ruling communists 

in Slovenia allowed for the opposition parties to be created, liberalised media and social and 

political space and, faced with strong opposition, promised free multi-party elections. The 

changes that were taking place in Slovenia were not dissimilar to changes in the rest of 

communist world. Two slogans of Slovene political elites were of significant importance. 

“Socialism with Human Character” (Socijalizam s ljudskim likom) and “Europe Now” 

(Europa zdaj).
5
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Slovene political leadership, while still holding political monopoly in the republic, faced 

another form of the very strong and threatening opposition in the federation – Serbian 

communists. While officially being part of the same party – League of Communists of 

Yugoslavia, the two organizations were very different. Slovenian communists set all 

conditions for political competition, opened up possibilities for open debates about all the 

issues and actively sought greater European integrations, opening up the borders and joining 

in European Community.  

Serbian communists, meanwhile, homogenized their whole society and stood united behind 

one leader. Any attempt on political competition was dismissed by their political elite, media 

was firmly controlled and alternative movements were suppressed. Changes in the rest of the 

communist world went on largely unnoticed or rather ignored. Ideas of European integration 

were dismissed and interpreted as not suitable to communist country.  

Both parties were governing parties in the federal state. Furthermore, they were part of the 

one unified League of Communists of Yugoslavia at the federal level. So opposing ideologies 

would prevent them forming a ruling coalition in liberal democracy and clearly presented a 

challenge in the communist system of federal state. Both Slovene and Serbian political elites 

could not avoid political confrontation. 

While there are many works produced on the basis of studies of their confrontation that 

looked into the field of nationalism primarily, here is the main concern the differences with 

regards to political structures, systems and European integrations. The “Ten Days War” in 

Slovenia and the consequent peace brokered by European mediators show that nationalistic 

concepts actually had very little to do with the causes of political confrontation of the two. 

The very short war with a small number of casualties show lack of interest and popular 

mobilization for the armed conflict, at least on Serbian side. Slovenes felt endangered and 

mobilized for the cause of the defence of their own land which is the core of nationalistic 

mobilization as Eric Hobsbawm argued that "there is no more effective way of bonding 

together the disparate sections of restless peoples than to unite them against outsiders."
6
 

Closer look into the ideas advocated by the two camps shows the main field of differences 

being in the field of political systems and order of the state. Yugoslavia as a federal state was 

in prolonged crisis and Serbian, still communist but increasingly nationalistic, leadership 

proposed firmer federal order in Yugoslavia with centralised Serbia within. While 

Yugoslavia would remain federal state the main decision making processes were to be made 

in Belgrade, Yugoslav capital, and less space should be left for political manoeuvring of 

republics’ elites. Serbia did not seek political pluralism and was becoming increasingly 

autocratic society. 

Slovenia has undergone important changes at the same time. Free political organising has 

been legalised, the Communist League has reformed itself into Social-Democrats, Socialist 

Youth of Slovenia transformed themselves into Liberal Democrats and many new parties 

were formed from the basis in former alternative movements. Some old dissidents also 

formed political parties and provided for rich political plurality and competition of ideas. 

Thus one member republic of the federation transformed itself almost into a fully functioning 

liberal democracy while the other member republic also transformed itself but in the opposite 
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direction becoming more controlled society with the system that had one leader, one party 

and was supported by one nation only. Minorities in Serbia felt endangered and were split 

from many previously enjoyed rights with the exception of very few individuals who used 

their membership in minority communities trying to provide legitimacy for the regime in 

Serbia. As the rest of Europe was already either democratic or was going through the 

processes of transition, Serbia showed very little desire for any kind of association agreement 

with other European countries. 

Slovene leadership therefore opted for con-federal proposal for future common state that 

would allow even more autonomy to Slovenia and possibly be only a short step towards a full 

independence. The referendum organised in December 1990 showed almost universal 

popular support for independence in Slovenia. It must be stated that Serbian leadership is 

described as autocratic and utterly non-democratic that attempted to impose its will firstly by 

using democratic tools, i.e. numbers of members of the League of Communists. Serbs, as an 

ethnic group were the most numerous in Yugoslavia and within the League of Communists 

their percentages were even higher. Therefore their leaders sought introduction of the one 

member one vote principle instead of negotiating between the republics’ delegations. The 

result of the implementation of this principle is the break-up of the Yugoslav League of 

Communists in January 1990.
7
 Slovenes felt obliged to leave the congress as not a single 

proposal made by them was accepted by the majority at the congress.  

Both majority and minority nationalism attempted to present themselves in the best light and 

were searching for democratic arguments. Serbian interpretation was count of votes from 

which they would benefit because of a numerical superiority. Slovene interpretation was 

introduction of greater autonomies for constituent members. Such a proposal had to go from 

federal towards con-federal in the circumstances of a prolonged crisis, both economic and 

political ,and a total disagreement at the federal level. However, Ciril Ribicic, leader of the 

Slovene reformed communists at the time, admitted twenty years later that "we were not 

completely honest with our proposal for Yugoslav confederation. If Serbs had accepted this 

proposal we probably would not go for it."
8
 

 It is also true that massive support for Milosevic did not come only on a wave of resurrected 

nationalism, but alongside signs of awaited changes. His propaganda machine successfully 

sold the term ‘anti-bureaucratic revolution,’ as the leaders who did not follow him fell one 

after another. This was also the period of democratic revolutions in Communist Europe, 

where organised masses managed to change the system. Therefore, mass-demonstrations 

carried by Serbian nationalism could have been, albeit incorrectly, seen as a movement for 

democracy. Michael Ignatieff’s argument is important:  

‘Historically, nationalism and democracy have gone hand in hand. Nationalism, after 

all, is the doctrine that a people have a right to rule themselves, and that sovereignty 

reposes in them alone.’
9
 

The debate on democratic and legitimate representation in the United Kingdom has gradually 

gathered momentum and it was the Conservative Party that have promised to introduce it as a 
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matter of priority. English people should be deciding English matters and not allow Scottish 

representatives to influence decisions that are going to affect English. One could see from 

this step and arguments that similarities are to be found in complex states with non-

proportional representation regardless whether the state is liberal democracy or not. The 

difference comes in the provision of the solution to the problem. 

Conservative Party's promises to English voters offer possibility of a recognition of seniority 

of English voters within the Union which inevitably pushed further voters in Scotland 

towards Scottish National Party. This party offered the only certainty in protecting values that 

are of highest importance to Scottish voters. This values repeatedly stressed are further 

devolution of the Union and increased autonomy of Scotland, a series of issues traditionally 

associated with the political left like nuclear disarmament, further control over its own 

judiciary, education and economy and keeping Scotland in the European Union. The result 

was demise of British political parties and even traditional Labour Party strongholds handed 

over to Scottish nationalists.  

The voters perception clearly showed the traditional agenda of the political left is going to be 

protected only by the nationalists. Even the search for a new leadership in the Labour Party 

showed strong support for Jeremy Corbyn coming from the far left of the party. However, his 

reluctance to promise campaigning for the European Union and British membership has 

clearly confirmed alienation of Scottish voters on the political left from the Labour Party. 

Pro-European Liberal Democrats compromised themselves in 2010 by entering Conservative 

Party led government while Conservatives with their English interests struggled in Scotland 

for several electoral cycles.  

David Cameron expressed idea of blocking "Scottish MPs from voting on English-only 

matters at Westminster – the so-called English votes for English laws.
10

 Former Labour Party 

leader, Ed Miliband saw this proposal as “an act of constitutional vandalism”.
11

 This clear 

alienation of Scottish representatives in Westminster is another step that might be compared 

and show similarities of deteriorating relationships in the Yugoslav federation in late 1980s. 

The blame cannot go towards one side only, like in Yugoslav case there were more sides to 

be blamed, as the example of some Scottish initiatives shows. Spectre of Scottish and English 

effective vetoes on number if issues has entered political debate in the United Kingdom. A 

“quad lock” by Scottish National Party is proposed with the meaning that Britain could only 

leave the European Union if the referendum is positively answered by majority of voters in 

the UK altogether but also by a majority of voters in each of the four constituent parts of the 

United Kingdom. Scottish pro-European attitude would clearly be an unbridgeable obstacle 

to such a clause. However, if this becomes reality, the only option would be dissolution of the 

Union and the blame would go from Scottish secessionist desires towards English selfishness 

and majoritarian policies. As Brown argues, “It reveals a bigger truth: that while Scotland has 

not yet written off Britain, the Conservatives are starting to write off Scotland.”
12
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One might even dismiss his words as partisan but the statement from the British Prime 

Minister's office reconfirms former Prime Minister's concerns: “What we are seeking to do 

with these proposals is to balance the principle of English consent for English measures with 

MPs from all parts of the country continuing to deliberate and vote together.”
13

  

The issue of Europe is firmly in the core if differences between the two nations by now. It 

cannot be seen any longer as an issue over which two political elites are debating. The reason 

is massive popular support for each of the elites in the corresponding entities. Yet again, 

similarities with the breakup of the Yugoslav federation are present. Alex Salmond, former 

Scottish Prime minister warned of the European issue in this political conflict: “If you had a 

circumstance where Scotland voted to stay in but was dragged out on the votes of people in 

England then that would be a material change in circumstance."
14

 David Cameron, however, 

firmly rejects the idea of the second referendum: “I think it is important that a referendum is 

legal and properly constituted and that is what we had, and it was decisive, so I do not see the 

need for another one.”
15

 "Only timing of independence vote is in question," Salmond clearly 

remained determined and opposed to the Union's Prime minister and reconfirmed the idea of 

the second Scottish Referendum.
16

 

“If the United Kingdom collapses, it will not be because a majority of Scots are hell-bent on 

leaving," says Gordon Brown, "but because the UK government is giving up on saving it." 

One could clearly compare the situation to the beginning of the violent phase of the Yugoslav 

crisis when Serb controlled federal authorities abandoned the idea of the full federation and 

abandoned attempts to keep Slovenia in the federation. Series of catastrophic wars resulted 

from this policy. 

“No union can survive without unionists and, after an election in which, to head off Ukip, the 

Conservative and Unionist party presented itself as the English Nationalist party, it is clear 

that the union is on life support," stated Brown. "It is London’s equivocation over Scotland 

that is becoming the greater risk to the UK.”
17

 Therefore if the strongest political party in the 

country abandons, in reality if not in rhetoric, unionism (or federalism in the Yugoslav case) 

the crisis of the common state becomes inevitable. Serbian communists were the largest party 

with the majority support in Serbia. In order to fight off nationalist challenge in their own 

republic they challenged other constituent entities of the federation which resulted in a 

violent demise of the federation. 
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The challenge that Conservative Party feels from the nationalist English political front moved 

them further away from the idea of unionism. Crisis on political left has created political 

space for Scottish nationalists to prosper and take over completely political representation of 

Scottish electorate. Thus a irreconcilable two fronts are being created and a need for 

democratic support alienates them further. In order to preserve democratic legitimacy both 

elites, English and Scottish, have to firmly present themselves as protectors of their national 

interests. Scottish identity does not accept any longer the idea of "One Nation", the same way 

as Slovenes did not accept doctrine of Yugoslavism in 1980s. Beside identity issues, the 

reason was fear of domination of the majority nation in a complex state. Communist system 

and the immediate post-communist settings during the first steps of transition towards liberal 

democracy did not provide opportunities for a peaceful solution to the crisis of the federal 

state. It seems that fully developed liberal democracy might provide settings for peaceful 

dissolution of the union if not for the preservation of the United Kingdom. 
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