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KOSOVO, 82 DAYS OF AN UNDECLARED
AND UNJUST WAR: A GEOPOLITICAL
COMMENT

Costis Hadjimichalis

Harokopio University, Athens

This is an angry and scared comment on the unde-
clared war in Yugoslavia and its geopolitics, written
shortly after its end. Ray Hudson, during his short
visit to Athens at the beginning of May 1999, 
encouraged me to write it, as many of the issues dis-
cussed below seem to remain unknown or undis-
cussed among radical geographers and planners in
the West. It is also an invitation for debate, as I still
have many unanswered questions.

So, what is behind this war? I have some thoughts
which I will elaborate below. Before doing this, how-
ever, let me position myself. You may blame me be-
cause I don’t have a ‘neutral’ and ‘distanced’ position.
I can’t, and I have three good reasons for this.

First, I was ‘physically’ very close to this war, as I
was in Bosnia a few years ago. Pristina and Belgrade
are only a few hours from Thessaloniki and I have
many friends there. Northern Greece (particularly
Makedonia and Thraki) has already suffered war
damage to its economy (a decrease of 0.5% in GNP,
all routes to central Europe closed and destroyed)
and its environment (pollution spread from bombed
chemical factories plus unknown effects from ‘soft’
nuclear bombs; see Figure 1). Now that the war is
over, the USA still does not provide information
about the number and location of soft uranium
bombs deployed over the territories of Yugoslavia,
Kosovo, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia
(FYROM) and neighbouring regions of Bulgaria. Soft
uranium will have catastrophic effects on the Balkan
people and the environment for years to come and
remains an important reason for the delay to ground
operations (to avoid the ‘Gulf syndrome’ cancers af-
fecting thousands of US and British soldiers). KFOR
personnel in Kosovo still wear special clothes and
masks in certain regions, while local people and re-
turned refugees remain uninformed.

Second, I am ‘culturally and politically’ very close,
being part of both the troubled Eastern
Mediterranean region and the troubled Balkan penin-
sula. People in the West, having begun to address
their ethnic, religious and state-formation problems
in the 17th and 18th centuries (with similar ethnic
cleansing, we have to remember), know little about
the ‘Eastern Question’, or the dissolution of the
Ottoman Empire during the 19th and 20th centuries.
The ‘Great Powers’ of the time (the same ones as
today but without the USA) introduced the term
‘Balkanization’, the establishment of many, very small
and weak nation-states, so that they could control
them as protectorates. This is exactly what they do
today in the former Yugoslavia.

Third, I belong to the first generation of Greeks
after the Greek Civil War (1945–9), and memories
of foreign interventions (by the British and
Americans) using all kind of ‘humanitarian’ and ‘eth-
ical’ arguments are still very much alive, together
with their victims. I therefore have difficulty in ac-
cepting the NATO arguments of today, because I
have suffered from them during seven years of dic-
tatorship in Greece (1967–74), of which NATO and
the USA were the prime supporters. This does not
mean, however, that I accept Milosevic’s ethnic
cleansing policies, nor do I give ‘carte blanche’ to the
Serbs, something quite difficult to argue these days,
since NATO spokesmen and western media have
equated all war critics with Milosevic supporters. I
agree with Slvoj Zizeck (1999: 79), who argued:
‘what if one should reject this double blackmail – if
you are against NATO strikes, you are for
Milosevic’s proto-fascist regime and if you are against
Milosevic, you support the global capitalist New
World Order?’

‘Humanitarian’ bombing and neo-
imperialism

Long before NATO’s jets started their ‘humanitarian
bombing’ in Yugoslavia, a group of small left-wing
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parties from Greece, Italy, Albania, Yugoslavia and
Turkey, together with many informed people in our
countries, were campaigning against Milosevic and his
family. This opposition was not only due to the eth-
nic cleansing in Kosovo and Bosnia, but also in op-
position to his undemocratic rule in Yugoslavia itself.
In May 1996, these small leftist parties, at a confer-
ence in Thessaloniki, decided to help the social-
democratic opposition in Yugoslavia. During the
1998 regional and municipal elections many major
cities shifted to the opposition and a major step to-
wards democratic change was taken in Yugoslavia.
The first NATO bombs, even before they started
killing innocent civilians, destroyed these democratic
moves, as the whole opposition, which was pro-
European and pro-USA, became automatically
marginalized. Public opinion in the West cannot

understand how all Serbs supported Milosevic during
the war, while a few months before they were against
him. They have constructed an ‘Orientalist’ vision of
the Balkans; they do not understand the complexities
of ethnic differences and they do not appreciate the
affront to the dignity of the people they bomb.

Only after the war and the first demonstrations in
various cities did western governments and the
western press start to appreciate the Yugoslav op-
position. But they have repeated the same mistake:
in exchange for providing selective ‘aid’ to some
bombed cities where the opposition is in control,
they have asked mayors to send Milosevic to the
International Court of Justice as a war criminal. This
may prove necessary (as in the case of other protag-
onists of the Yugoslav drama, like Tudjman,
Izedbegovic and Karacic), but it should not be misin-
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Figure 1 Distribution of toxic air pollution released from bombed petrochemical factories (VCM and  PVC) in Pristina (*on
map) on 6 April and parts of Greece affected on 7 April 1999. Air concentration at level 00010 m (/m3).
Source: NOAA Air Resources Laboratory data, in Greenpeace, Quarterly Bulletin, 5 September 1999.
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terpreted, as all opposition was united around the
Kosovo question.

After the end of ‘humanitarian bombing’ and after
several major NATO ‘mistakes’ (causing 2800 civilian
deaths among Serbs and ethnic Albanians), called in
their postmodern military discourse ‘collateral dam-
age’, the purpose of this war and the reasons for such
a destruction of a sovereign European state remain
unclear to the people outside the region. NATO of
course uses the human rights of ethnic Albanians as
the major legitimizing argument, having prepared
public opinion in the West by demonizing the Serbs
and constructing their ‘Otherness’ as uncivilized,
criminal Balkan terrorists. But as Ignacio Ramonet,
director of Le Monde Diplomatique, argues:

. . . humanitarian and ethical arguments are well
received and have a legitimate basis, but they cannot
convince us. Because there exist equally important
human and ethical reasons for an intervention (if we
accept for a moment that such a right exists) in
Kurdistan, where since 1984 Ankara conducts a war
with 29.000 deaths and 1 million refugees. . . . Or aren’t
‘human’ and ‘ethical’ arguments equally applicable
against the ethnic clearance of 160.000 Greek Cypriots
in Cyprus by the Turkish army since 1974? . . . And
finally, why don’t ‘human’ and ‘ethical’ reasons exist for
an intervention in support of thousands of Palestinians
who every day lose their land and homes, kicked
violently out by Israeli forces?

I could add to these remarks the fact that during the
1970s and 1980s 10 of the governments which most
brutally violate human rights received considerable
amounts of US economic and military aid. Along with
the three cases mentioned by Ramonet above, the
list includes Chile, Guatemala, Brazil, South Korea,
Indonesia, China and Afghanistan (Avgi, 22 May 1999,
in Greek). Of course none of these states have been
bombed!

Edward Said in Al-Ahram Weekly makes a similar
point and criticizes the role of western media, con-
trolled by a few multinationals with direct links with
the USA defence establishment, thus having an
interest in the continuation of the war. According to
Said: ‘we have here [in NATO’s intervention] a deep
undemocratic logic which seems to dictate: hurry,
join us and accept our hegemony, otherwise you will
be demonized as the Serbs and soon you will be
wiped-out.’

What was at stake in Kosovo was less the human
rights of ethnic Albanians and much more two paral-

lel geopolitical projects. The first concerns the
process of state formation and the corresponding civil
war between ethnic fractions within former
Yugoslavia. Despite the current retoric of the ‘hol-
lowing out’ of the nation-state, the ‘shrinking’ of the
state’s sovereignty, the ‘territorial trap’ and the like
(see Agnew and Corbridge, 1995), we saw local
people killing themselves and ‘great powers’ inter-
vening for these very reasons. We face again, a few
months before the new millennium, what Nicos
Poulantzas (1980) has described as the ‘territorial-
ization of history’, the awakening of territorial
national tradition, concretized in the (often brutal)
process of nation-state formation.

The second was the project of USA global
hegemony and the future political shape of Europe.
Milosevic’s policies provided an excellent oppor-
tunity to try out this new military dogma, the necess-
ary companion of globalization. Preoccupied with
other projects and interests, we had forgotten the
long tradition of analyses of uneven development in
Marxist political economy and some of us had
abandoned a concern with notions like power,
imperialism, national conflicts, barriers to capital
accumulation and the like. The dual process of state
formation and globalization was never and will never
be a peaceful one. ‘Peace keeping’ and ‘humanitarian
intervention’ are simply neo-imperialism which
appeared clearly in the new NATO dogma signed by
22 countries (including Greece) on the 50th NATO
anniversary in Washington in May 1999 and practised
brutally in Yugoslavia.

We have to ask therefore, together with Pierre
Bourdieu (1999), what the relationship is between
neo-liberal globalization and regional wars, since dur-
ing the last 10 years we have had more than 20 of the
latter, in all of which the USA was the leading actor.
What is the role of global financial institutions like
the IMF in these wars, and particularly in the de-
struction of the former Yugoslav Republic? What,
and for whom, are the geopolitical benefits of the
economic dependency of all former Soviet-domi-
nated countries on international banks?

Deconstructing the war

In attempting to deconstruct the undeclared
Yugoslav war, it is important to note that a particu-
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lar characteristic of this country (particularly of the
Serbian part) is its ‘non-alignment’. There is a strong
belief in self-reliance and in independence from great
powers, for which it has paid dearly since the Second
World War, when it broke away from the Soviet
bloc. This was never the case with Croatia and
Slovenia, two regions culturally and economically al-
ways close to Central Europe and particularly to the
Germanic league and Catholicism, issues which are
still alive in memories from the Nazi occupation.
After 1989 and the defeat of Stalinist communism in
Europe, all former ‘socialist’ states became depen-
dent ones, relying on foreign investors, on the IMF,
the EU and the World Bank for their survival. This is
less true for Yugoslavia, which managed to keep a
relatively high standard of living, a strong cultural
identity (not to mention sports, particularly basket-
ball) and a strong military presence in the Balkans.
This was achieved via its policy of self-reliance,
grounded partly in a developed industrial and agri-
cultural base. In the neo-liberal globalized framework
in which ‘either you join or you will be wiped-out’,
the tendency became clear: the country turned to a
‘black hole’ in the Balkans, a non-collaborating site of
resistance among ‘ready-to-give-all’ neighbours.
Human rights thus gave a cloak of legitimacy to more
significant  geopolitical reasons. Two points are in
order.

First, although Yugoslavia lacks important strategic
resources, it possesses something more valuable for
neo-imperialism: its strategic location in the middle
of the historical road connecting Central Europe
with the East and the Black Sea. This road is of a
growing importance due to European expansion to-
wards the East and due to the future construction of
new major oil and natural gas pipelines (by a consor-
tium of Americam and European firms) for the trans-
portation of Russian resources from the Black Sea
through the Belgrade plain to Central Europe and
through Kosovo–Montenegro to the Adriatic sea
(see Figure 2). The increase in oil prices during and
after the war makes this expensive project much
more feasible.

Second, political forces in Yugoslavia, including the
democratic opposition (i.e. not only Milosevic), still
belong to the communist, left-wing tradition of the
‘Yugoslav route to socialism’, which managed, albeit
with many deficiencies in social and regional equali-
ty, to promote a successful balance between central
planning and market forces. We have to remember

that during the 1970s and early 1980s the Yugoslav
model was ‘l’enfant-gâté’ of western planners, who
saw it as the alternative to the authoritarian Soviet
model. This tradition permitted Yugoslavia to re-
main, until this war, the only country in Europe
unwilling to accept the neo-liberal capitalist model
imposed by globalization. Yugoslavia must not, how-
ever, be understood as a heroic resister of Milosevic,
but as the mere anomaly of a system which produces
both tendencies towards homogenization and ‘holes’
of discontinuity. Again, as Slvoj Zizeck (1999: 80) ar-
gues: ‘When the West fights Milosevic, it is not fight-
ing its enemy . . . it is, rather, fighting its own crea-
ture, a monster that grew as a result of the
compromises and inconsistencies of the Western
politics itself.’

It became clear, therefore, that the combination 
of strategic location with a non pro-West govern-
ment, the non-alignment tradition of the country plus
the cultural-religious sympathy with the Russians,
could turn to a situation in which a crucial strategic
area in central Europe could remain beyond the con-
trol of the USA–EU–NATO globalized interests. I be-
lieve that the parallel project of state-formation and
neo-imperialist intervention provides us with a poss-
ible explanation of this war which also answers the
question of why EU countries accepted USA prima-
cy so easily. It also answers the question of why civil-
ian infrastructure was destroyed (see Figure 2): the
country is now forced to turn to western banks and
financial institutions to rebuild what has been de-
stroyed by ‘intelligent bombs’. Where neo-liberalism
could not be imposed peacefully it is now introduced
by force, alongside the dependency of the country on
western interests. This is to some extent ironic, as
former Yugoslavia, of all other ex-communist coun-
tries in the Balkans, was culturally and politically
closest to the West.

Thus the heavy involvement of Russia was due less
to its cultural and religious links with Yugoslavia and
more to its prime interest in the safeguarding of the
oil route, the only valuable resource it can export.
Russia is economically destroyed and totally depen-
dent on the World Bank, while its army lacks the ca-
pacity of the past. So NATO and the USA, by playing
the card of Yugoslavia’s destruction, were also
checking the various degrees of Russian resistance.
The same is true with China, a country more depen-
dent than Russia on western financial institutions.
The bombs on the Chinese embassy in Belgrade
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were not an accident. The bombing happened while
there was a major peace effort in progress, after the
German initiative and the G8 formula for the UN
Security Council. And it was a sign to Asia as to ‘who
has the upper hand’ in the new millennium, which the
Chinese, after some demonstrations, accepted with-
out delay.

The Balkan nightmare

For us who live in the region, problems will continue
for decades after the end of the war. First, many
problems within Yugoslavia will remain unresolved;
future hot spots include Montenegro and Vojvodina.
Internal political problems started immediately after

the war and opposition to Milosovic rose again with
demonstrations in all major cities. Furthermore, the
current ideas of the Clinton administration
(September 1999) show a clear US preference for an
independent Kosovo, contrary to all agreements
with the EU and the Yugoslav government, some-
thing which could initiate a new round of terror.

Second, pro-western governments in neighbouring
countries supported the war in Yugoslavia, which
they saw as an opportunity to promote their own na-
tionalistic interests, and now they are demanding
their rewards. Albania, for instance, was a prime sup-
porter of the war from the first day, relaunching the
idea of a ‘Greater Albania’ including two-thirds of
Kosovo, one-fifth of Montenegro, one-third of the
FYROM, the province of Tetovo, and even parts of
Epirus in Northern Greece (see Figure 3)! The
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Figure 2 The destruction of civilian infrastructure in Yugoslavia and oil pipelines (existing and proposed)
Source: Kathimerini, 18 August 1999 (in Greek).
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clear expansionist interest in the Bulgarian-speaking
provinces of the FYROM and the Yugoslav province
of Grecelica. Finally, Hungary, one of the newest
NATO members, also gave permission for its terri-
tory to be used for attacks against Yugoslavia and
looks with great interest for its final dismemberment:
a substantial Hungarian minority lives in the
Vojvodina region, and another in the Romanian
province of Transylvania.

All this may look like a nightmare, but this is the
new geopolitical environment in which we are forced
to live in the Balkans, a legacy of the struggle for the
formation of new nation-states, the destruction of
Yugoslavia, and the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo. The
20th century was born in absolute violence in our
region. Will the 21st be born in the same way?
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Figure 3 The ‘Greater Albania’ claimed by KLA (UCK)
Source: Figaro Litteraire, 16 January 1999.

armed militia of the Kosovo Liberation Army (UCK)
will remain a major threat in the area and the process
of its disarmament seems to be a quite difficult one.
Bulgaria offered its air and ground space to NATO
forces and has accepted without protest several ‘mis-
takes’: ‘intelligent’ bombs that landed near Sofia and
near the nuclear power station of Kosloduy. It has
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