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YUGOSLAVIAS "OLD" COMMUNISM: 

EUROPE'S FIDDLER ON THE ROOF
by Laurence Silberman
Excerpts:  

Although the government-controlled Yugoslav press misses few opportunities to portray the United States in unflattering terms, viewed through a Marxist prism, the Yugoslavs continually complain to the State Department in Washington (and try to complain to the American Embassy in Belgrade) about articles by American reporters who expose Yugoslav government repression or even microfailures of the Yugoslav system. Since a favorable Yugoslav image in the United States has important economic and political dividends, the Yugoslavs are not content with sympathetic expressions from Washington diplomats. An enormously sophisticated effort to influence the American press is waged in Belgrade; "unfriendly" reporters are quickly cut off from all official and quasi-official sources, and subject to various kinds of unpleasant pressure to induce a positive slant. This technique predictably hardens the resolve of informed American reporters stationed in Yugoslavia, but those who travel through in brief spurts are more vulnerable and susceptible, particularly since they often spend much time with Yugoslav correspondents working for Western press organs, whose job--and I use the term advisedly-is to influence visiting correspondents. (The efforts of these ancillaries to push disinformation on Western reporters reached new levels of frenzy during the recent flap caused by the ominous visit to Belgrade of the international terrorist Carlos.) Of course, even if the Yugoslav government offered a reciprocal arrangement, such as it concluded with the Soviets a few years ago, whereby mutual press criticism would be eschewed, the United States could not constitutionally comply. And in light of the constant Yugoslav press attacks on the United States, efforts by our State Department to color Yugoslavia in artificially attractive hues is particularly anomalous. Perhaps the most sensitive of all bilateral issues involves Yugoslav emigres in the United States. The Yugoslavs have every right to bitterly complain about assaults and violence against their diplomats in our country. But the truth of the matter is that their objective has never been limited to the punishment of such acts or even to their prevention. Indeed, for Yugoslav purposes, an occasional incident provides a useful lever to press in pursuit of the larger objective-the marshaling of U.S. government efforts against all political activity (violent or not) aimed against the present regime. Since, under their system, political dissent is qualitatively no less dangerous or illegal because it takes paths that, if followed in the United States, would be protected by the first amendment, there is no disposition to accept our constitutional distinctions. (After continuous prodding, the Germans and Swedes have actually banned certain Yugoslav emigre groups, making an appreciation of the American restraints doubly difficult.) And, from a propaganda viewpoint, emigres' capacity to appeal to Western sympathies is undermined when they engage in violent conduct. For this reason, Croatian emigres are always described as Ustashi (evoking memories of the World War II Croatian Fascist state), no matter what political views they espouse. Furthermore, senior Yugoslavs are either convinced or find it useful to claim that the American government sponsors the activities of these emigres. Usually the charge is made elliptically. In June, when the Yugoslav Embassy in Wash- ington was bombed and in September, when the TWA plane was hijacked by Croatian emigres, the Yugoslav press and diplomats pressed the line that both acts were supported by "certain circles" in and out of the American government. After repeated questioning as to the identity of these circles, Yugoslavs alluded to such disparate groups as "the Jewish lobby," the FBI and CIA, and con- servative political groups, all of which allegedly conspire to support this activity. But in conversations with non-American officials, senior Yugoslav foreign office officials with responsibility for American affairs were more direct and lurid-the American Embassy in Belgrade was accused of complicity in the Washington bombing, and nonaligned ambassadors were told that all of the passengers on the TWA flight were FBI agents. Yugoslav frustration with their inability to prevent anti-regime activity abroad, leads its security services to reach out for emigres who travel back to Yugoslavia with new citizenship. Thus, Americans of Yugoslav birth are particularly vulnerable to police questioning pointed toward their behavior in the United States as well as the behavior of other imigris who are targets of Yugoslav concern. Sometimes, when an American, such as Laszlo Toth, refuses to cooperate, arrest, and in his case lengthy imprisonment pursuant to a trumped-up charge, follows….Tito gives the Interior Ministry un- checked power to root out real or imagined enemies in Yugoslavia (and to pursue them in European cities),
