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Slobodan Milosevic: A Biographical Sketch

of Belgrade, in 1941, the same year the Nazis invaded Yugoslavia.

In his younger days, Milosevic was described as an ordinary but good 

student, serious and disciplined.  In high school he met his future wife, 

Mirjana (Mira) Markovic, and at age 18 joined the Communist party.  

He studied law at Belgrade University, where he met the slightly older

Ivan Stambolic, a party member who became his best friend and

mentor.  In 1964 Milosevic finished law school near the top of his 

class, and the following March he and Mira were married.



When they first migrated from areas to the north and east 
of the Balkan peninsula in the sixth century A.D., and for 
hundreds of years afterward, the Serbs were a collection of 
loosely organized tribes.  In the twelfth century, Stefan 
Nemanja, head of an early ruling family, transformed the 
Serbs into a people with a distinct identity.  By the mid-
1300s the Serbian Kingdom controlled most of the territory 
of the Balkan peninsula.  

June 28, 1389—St. Vitus's Day—was a major turning point 
in Serbian history.  An invading Ottoman army defeated 
Serbian forces led by Prince Lazar at Kosovo Polje (Field 
of Blackbirds).  In the ensuing centuries, the Serbs 
unsuccessfully rebelled against the Ottoman Turks several 
times: in the late 1600s, and twice in the early 1800s.  
Finally, in 1912, Serbia fought two Balkan Wars, which 
drove the Turks out of the Balkans.  However, in Bosnia, 
which had been annexed by the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
in 1908, there was great unrest. The Austrian move had 
support among Bosnian Muslims, but the Serbs in that 
region and in Serbia were troubled and planned an 
insurrection.  This was the situation on June 28, 1914 when 
the Bosnian student, Gavrilo Princip, assassinated 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Hapsburg (Austro-
Hungarian) Empire, touching off World War I.

After World War I, the Treaty of Versailles redrew Balkan 
political boundaries, creating the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats 
and Slovenes.  In 1929, King Alexander I changed the 
name of the state to Yugoslavia, the land of the southern 
Slavs.  During World War II Yugoslavia endured a three-
year occupation by Nazi Germany, with Croatian Fascists 
and Bosnian Muslims joining forces with the Nazis against 
the Serbs. In 1944, Communist forces led by Josip Broz, 
popularly known as Tito, captured Belgrade. Tito unified 
Yugoslavia and ruled it as an independent Communist 
state until his death in 1980.

Sorting Out the Balkans

The Balkan Peninsula is a land of complex 
ethnic patterns and influences.  This wedge-
shaped area of land includes Albania, 
Bulgaria, mainland Greece, the European 
section of Turkey, parts of Romania and 
most of the former Yugoslavia.  Collectively, 
these lands are known as the Balkans.  The 
name "Balkan" means "mountain" in 
Turkish, and mountain ranges are the major 
topographical feature of the peninsula.

The population of this area is about 65 
million.  The majority are Slavs, including 
Serbs, Croats, Slovenes, Bulgars, and 
Macedonians.  The Greeks and Albanians 
are non-Slavic people.

There are three main religions in the 
Balkans:

1) Eastern Orthodox Christianity, the 
    predominant religion of the Serbs, 
    Bulgarians, Macedonians and 
    Romanians;
2) Roman Catholicism, practiced primarily 
    by the Croats and Slovenes;
3) Islam, whose followers are mainly in 
    Kosovo, Bosnia, central Serbia,  
    Albania, and Bulgaria.

Over the centuries, the language, customs, 
dress, food and music of the people of the 
Balkans have been strongly influenced by a 
mix of Slavic and Turkish culture, the two 
main cultures of the region.

A Brief History and Timeline
The information below outlines Balkan history, providing a basis for understanding the ethnic tensions in the region and the 
roots of Serbian feelings of victimization which were exploited by Slobodan Milosevic in his rise to power.



1987 -  Slobodan Milosevic gained sensational popularity when, during a minor 

dispute between ethnic Albanians and Serbs, he invoked Serb nationalism.

1989 -  Milosevic's speech at Kosovo Polje on June 28, the 500th anniversary of 

Serbia's defeat by the Turks, stirred up Serbian nationalism and began the 

process of Yugoslavia's disintegration.

1991 -  The first mass demonstrations against Milosevic's rule took place in 

Belgrade. Slovenia and Croatia declared independence.

1992 -  Macedonia and Bosnia-Herzegovina declared independence. Yugoslavia 

erupted into civil war; thousands were killed and millions were displaced in 

ethnic cleansing operations.

1995 -  American pressure to end the war led to the Dayton Peace Accords, 

which created a multi-ethnic government in Bosnia. Sixty thousand NATO troops 

were sent into Bosnia.

1996 -  Elections were held for the Yugoslav Federal Parliament - now including 

only Serbia and Montenegro.  Serbian leaders of the opposition Zajedno 

("Together") claimed victory in 32 municipalities, including Belgrade. Milosevic 

annulled the election results, prompting successful protests.  The protests 

forced Milosevic to recognize and accept the victory of his opponents. The 

opposition took power in most principal cities of the country, which provided a 

platform to organize against Milosevic. The protest and opposition movements 

learned many key lessons from their success against Milosevic in those 

protests - lessons which the Otpor students applied in their movement 

beginning in 1998.

1997 -  Barred from serving another term as president of Serbia, Milosevic was 

elected President of Yugoslavia.        

1999 -  In March, NATO launched a series of attacks against military and 

industrial targets in Serbia and Kosovo, until Serb forces withdrew from the 

region three months later.  The International Criminal Tribunal for the former 

Yugosalvia indicted Milosevic on charges of crimes against humanity during the 

NATO bombing.

2000 -  Milosevic was defeated at the polls by Vojislav Kostunica.

2001 -  On June 28, St. Vitus's Day, Milosevic was extradited to The Hague to 

be tried on charges arising out of ethnic cleansing in Kosovo.

The Milosevic Era



DISCUSSION

1. Otpor did not act alone in bringing about Milosevic's downfall.  What other groups became involved in the anti-Milosevic 
    movement?  How was Otpor able to enlist their support? What role did other opposition groups play in the movement to
    remove Milosevic from power?

2. In preparing for the September 2000 elections that ultimately unseated Milosevic, the opposition had extensive help in 
    the form of financial assistance and training from the United States and European countries. What were some of the 
    specific tactics used in the campaign and in monitoring the elections that helped Vojislav Kostunica, the opposition
    candidate, defeat Milosevic?  Can these same tactics be used successfully in other countries trying to establish a
    democratic form of government?  Explain. 

3. The Argentine poet and short story writer Jorge Luis Borges (1899-1986) said, "Violence is the last sanctuary of the 
    weak."  Discuss the meaning of this quote. Why did Srdja Popovic, a leader of Otpor, adopt this quote? What does it 
    say about what he and others in Otpor thought of Milosevic, his use of violence, and his position in Serbia at that time?
    In the context of this quote, discuss the following: 
          . the use of violence by the Milosevic regime in the former Yugoslavia; 
          . the purpose and effectiveness of the NATO bombing in that country; 
          . the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in September 2001 and the U.S. response to those attacks.

4. Otpor was a student-led movement, not the first time that young people have led the way in agitating for change. The 
    lunch counter sit-ins in the American south in the 1950s and 1960s; the anti-war demonstrations during the Vietnam War, 
    and the marches in Tiananmen Square in 1989 are just a few examples of students taking the lead in trying to bring
    about change.  Why are young people often at the forefront of major social and political movements?  In what ways might
    young age affect people's idealism and their willingness to take action? In what ways might economic times affect people's
    idealism and their willingness to take action? What conditions made students able to take the actions they did and lead 
    the democracy movement?  How was youth culture such as rock 'n roll a part of the movement? Early in the film, Ivan 
    Marovic says of people's view of Otpor, "These are just kids."  What does Marovic mean?  In what ways can this quote 
    be misinterpreted?

5.  A number of factors contributed to the overthrow of Milosevic, especially financial assistance and training from the United
    States. Based on information in the film, discuss the role of each of the following in bringing down the Milosevic regime:
           Aid from the United States and European countries
           The NATO bombing
           Elections
           Street marches and protests
           The strike at the Kolubara Coal Mine



ACTIVITY: Understanding Nonviolent Conflict

visit - http://www.aeinstein.org/organizations103a.html)

- http://www.aeinstein.org/organizations98ce.html

www.aforcemorepowerful.org

198 Methods of Nonviolent Action - http://www.aeinstein.org/organizaitons103a.html

                                                                                 of the Albert Einstein Institution.  Chapters 3 and 4 are especially 

critical for understanding the pillars of support that are used by a dictator and the potential areas of vulnerability that

can be exploited by groups opposing a dictator.



ACTIVITY (continued)

of protest used by Otpor. Give the students copies of the list

198 Methods of Nonviolent Action. Ask students to identify 

the methods they saw in the film and where those methods 

appear in the list. Have a discussion about Otpor’s actions 

in the campaign to remove Milosevic from power. Describe 

the purpose and the degree of effectiveness of each one.

Why did Otpor choose to make its movement nonviolent?

When can nonviolent action be more effective than violent action? 

www.aforcemorepowerful.org for complete information.  Explain that one of these first steps in developing a nonviolent strategy is to

identify the totalitarian regime’s “pillars of support”—those institutions that provide the dictator with his necessary sources of power.
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