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The article examines Yugoslavia’s and by extension the Non-Aligned Movement’s relations with the
Middle East, reflecting more broadly on the developmental hierarchies and inner divides between the
oil producing and non-oil producing countries within the Movement. The ‘energy shocks’ of the 1970s
had a dramatic impact on non-OPEC developing countries and sowed long-lasting rifts in the non-
aligned/developing world. The article embeds these events within the debates about the ‘New
International Economic Order’ (NIEO), economic decolonisation and the nationalisation of energy
resources in the 1970s, but also seeks to provide a longer-term overview of the economic and political
relations that non-aligned Yugoslavia sought to forge with the Middle East, in particular with other
non-aligned partners such as Egypt, Iraq, Libya and Kuwait. New forms of Cold War developmental
multilateralism emerged as a consequence of the energy crisis – the supply of Arab oil to areas which
had traditionally relied on Soviet energy not only foreshadowed the emergence of a new hierarchical
and dependent relationship between Yugoslavia and the Middle East, it also engendered new forms of eco-
nomic cooperation and strategic economic multi-alignment through the pooling of resources and expert-
ise from non-aligned, Eastern Bloc states and the United Nations, illustrated here through the Adria Oil
Pipeline built in the 1970s and co-financed by Yugoslavia, Kuwait, Libya, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and
the World Bank.

Introduction

‘The financial centers of the world will no longer be limited to New York, London, Zurich and Paris.
New centers of economic power would rise in the Non-aligned and the Third World’, declared Sri
Lankan Prime Minister Sirimavo Bandaranaike at the 1976 Colombo Summit of the Non-Aligned
Movement.1 Two years earlier, at the historic Sixth Special Session of the United Nations General
Assembly that resulted in the ‘Declaration on the Establishment of a New International Economic
Order’, Henry Kissinger told the UN General Assembly that ‘the notion of the northern rich and
the southern poor has been shattered’ in a speech entitled ‘The Challenge of Interdependence’.2

Indeed, the aftermath of the first oil shock not only put on the map of the global economy previously
little known capitals and actors from across the ‘Third World’, it also unleashed an unprecedented
sense of triumphalism and confidence among the countries of the Global South, most of which
were members of the Non-Aligned Movement.3 However, despite the newly found sense of geo-
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political dignity, it was the developing countries outside of the Organisation of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) that were most severely affected by the economic upheavals of the
1970s. Although 1974 was termed ‘the year of the Third World’ as ‘the highpoint of developing coun-
try ambitions to restructure international economic relations’,4 non-oil producing countries suffered
grave consequences in the aftermath of what was termed ‘one of the seventies’ seismic events’.5 Yet,
a sense of triumphalism underpinned official discourse among the non-aligned throughout the
1970s. As it was astutely observed, ‘OPEC’s success provided an uplifting of morale, possibly unreal-
istic in light of subsequent events, even to non-member developing countries… despite the near bank-
ruptcy of some resulting from the quadrupled oil prices’.6

How does a geopolitical and a global political economy lens enrich our understanding of the
relations and circulations between Eastern Europe and the Middle East in a longue durée perspec-
tive? Situating the relationship between South Eastern Europe and the Middle East within a broader
framework of international economic relations and economic decolonisation provides us with a
venue for approaching and analysing the Non-Aligned Movement differently, more specifically
through the debates on national and economic sovereignty and the role played by primary commod-
ities and petroleum in particular. Furthermore, by examining these relationships, the article seeks to
capture the competing senses of triumphalism and dread that marked the shift from decolonisation
to neo-liberal globalisation in the history of the international political economy. The article provides
a broader overview of the importance of the geopolitics of oil in the non-aligned world and seeks to
demonstrate the complex interplay between political and economic emancipation and the role of the
oil crises in the eventual unravelling of non-aligned solidarity. It explores how imperial pathways
and pre-existing cultural, religious and historical ties significantly shaped relations within the non-
aligned world, in this case between the Balkans and the Middle East. More specifically, the article
analyses Yugoslavia’s relations with the Middle East and probes the origins of this alliance which
were far from stable – from the first encounters with Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt and the postulates
of Arab socialism, to the narrowing down of relations to more or less exclusive economic cooper-
ation with Middle Eastern non-aligned partners such as Kuwait in the 1970s and 1980s. Crucially, a
project like the Adria Pipeline that foresaw the supply of Arab oil to areas which had traditionally
relied on Soviet energy foreshadowed the emergence of new relations of dependence between South
Eastern Europe and the Middle East.

Indeed, what the crisis revealed was an interconnected world where energy interdependence was a
major pillar of the globalising world economy of transnationalised capitalism. A prominent topic in
academic debate and political discourse at the time,7 ‘interdependence’, alongside ‘collective self-
reliance’, was also frequently used in non-aligned discourse and policy. Hence, the article also seeks
to analyse how this new, acute sense of interdependence as both opportunity and threat was under-
stood and translated in the non-aligned world. The project of economic emancipation that the rich
non-aligned oil producers in the Middle East made possible elicited both a sense of triumph and eco-
nomic downfall, but it also paved the way for a global debate on other primary commodities and terms
of trade. The redefinition of international economic relations, sovereignty over natural resources and
eliminating the gap between developing and developed nations became the core shared goals that
would be ultimately enshrined in the framework for a ‘New International Economic Order’ (NIEO)

Contemporary World: The Foreign Policy of Yugoslavia: 1945–1985 (Belgrade/Zagreb: Međunarodna politika/Školska
knjiga, 1986); Alvin Z. Rubinstein, Yugoslavia and the Nonaligned World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1970).

4 Robert F. Meagher, An International Redistribution of Wealth and Power: A Study of the Charter of Economic Rights and
Duties of States (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1979), 1.

5 Daniel J. Sargent, ‘The United States and Globalization in the 1970s’, in Niall Ferguson, Charles S. Maier, Erez Manela and
Daniel J. Sargent, eds., The Shock of the Global: The 1970s in Perspective (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2010), 49.

6 Christopher Paterson Brown, Political and Social Economy of Commodity Control (London/Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1980), 58.

7 See Daniel L. Sargent, ‘The United States and Globalization in the 1970s’, 57.
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in the mid-1970s.8 Moreover, there was a shared sense that the NIEO was a culmination of initiatives
and efforts that had begun in the 1940s,9 or, that what later evolved into the NIEO was ‘simply a col-
lection of the ideas which accumulated over years’.10

This article seeks to contribute to the existing scholarship on the international history of decolon-
isation and the 1970s and to fill a historiographic gap by embedding the non-oil producing countries
within the Non-Aligned Movement – such as Yugoslavia – in what has been termed the ‘economic
culture of decolonization’.11 This new original research has so far elucidated the agency and role of
‘anti-colonial elites’, foregrounding oil elites from the Global South, and showed how OPEC assumed
a role that went far beyond the sphere of oil politics.12 De-centring Western accounts of the history of
energy and the Cold War, other authors have positioned the Soviet Union as a protagonist, rather than
just a rival, in Cold War global politics and international relations.13 This article seeks to go beyond
and embed historical actors and events which were part of the same international organisations and
networks, yet are usually left out of these accounts. Despite being outside of the OPEC realm, they
played a central role within the debates about international economic relations, energy and
development.

The article draws upon multiple Yugoslav and international archives, as well as a range of published
primary material. Structured around three major themes – anti-imperialist/revolutionary solidarity,
self-reliant development and energy interdependence – it begins by analysing the historical links
between Yugoslavia and the Middle East, by focussing on Egyptian–Yugoslav relations, the tenets
of Arab and Yugoslav socialism and the consensus over economic development that defined their
early encounters within the Non-Aligned Movement. The second part embeds the Adria Pipeline –
a major trans-Bloc and North–South project, constructed between 1974 and 1979 – in the doctrine
of self-reliant development. A pragmatic response to energy interdependence in a globalising world,
it was also an exercise in Cold War developmental multilateralism and in what in non-aligned dis-
course was referred to as ‘collective self-reliance’. The Adria Pipeline, recognised today as a
European Union strategic oil pipeline, is also one of the rare projects that survived the demise of
Yugoslav socialism and the end of the Cold War.14 The last section engages more closely with the geo-
politics of oil, the rise in energy interdependence in the 1970s and the emergence of new hierarchies of

8 ‘Declaration on the Establishment of a New International Economic Order, 1 May 1974’, UN Digital Library, http://www.
un-documents.net/s6r3201.htm (last visited 1 May 2019). See also Nils Gilman, ‘The New International Economic Order:
A Reintroduction’, Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism, and Development, 6, 1
(2015), 1–16; Johanna Bockman, ‘Socialist Globalization against Capitalist Neocolonialism: The Economic Ideas
Behind the New International Economic Order’, Humanity, 6, 1 (2015), 109–28; Vanessa Ogle, ‘State Rights against
Private Capital: The ‘‘New International Economic Order’’ and the Struggle over Aid, Trade, and Foreign Investment,
1962–1981’, Humanity, 5, 2 (2014), 211–34. For contemporary accounts, see S. S. Mehta, ‘Non-alignment and New
International Economic Order’, Foreign Trade Review, 15, 2 (1980), 137–47; Tomislav Popovic, Ljubisa Adamovic,
Jelica Minic and Blagoje Babic, ‘The New International Economic order: a Yugoslav Perspective’, in Ervin Laszlo and
Joel Kurtzman, eds., Eastern Europe and the New International Economic Order (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1982), 32–44.

9 Stephen D. Krasner, Structural Conflict: The Third World Against Global Liberalism (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1985), 7.

10 T. G. Weiss, ‘Transcript of interview with Janez Stanovnik, United Nations Intellectual History Project’ (New York: City
University of New York, 2007), 54.

11 Cristopher Dietrich, Oil Revolution: Anticolonial Elites, Sovereign Rights, and the Economic Culture of Decolonization
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

12 Guiliano Garavini, The Rise and Fall of OPEC in the Twentieth Century (Oxford/New York: Oxford University Press,
2019).

13 Jeronim Perović, ed., Cold War Energy: A Transnational History of Soviet Oil and Gas (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2017). For a different reading of the role of the Soviet Union in the global economy as a dependent provider of energy
to the developed West, see Oscar Sanchez-Sibony, Red Globalisation: The Political Economy of the Soviet Cold War from
Stalin to Khrushchev (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014).

14 Part of the EU ‘Projects of Common Interest (PCIs)’, key cross-border infrastructure projects that link the energy systems
of EU countries. See JANAF, https://janaf.hr/about-us/who-we-are (last visited 3 May 2019).
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power in the non-aligned world. By the beginning of the 1980s the high hopes surrounding economic
emancipation, although not lost, had dissipated, and the sense of triumph, hope and confidence had
given way to discontent with OPEC policies and increasingly asymmetric relations.

The Non-Aligned Movement and the Middle East

In a 1956 publication entitled The Middle East on the World Stage, three Yugoslav authors offered a
detailed historical, political and economic overview of each of the Middle Eastern countries. ‘Our
country is naturally directed towards a robust trade exchange with the countries of the Middle East
by virtue of its geographical positioning and the structure of our production’, they concluded.15

However, because of its geographical proximity and common imperial history, Egypt was traditionally
the closest Middle Eastern country with which the states of the Balkan Peninsula and the future
Yugoslav federation had meaningful contacts and exchange. Early observations and studies of the
region noted the long historical connections between the Yugoslav lands and Egypt, ever since the
thirteenth century, when sailors from Dalmatia and Dubrovnik traded goods from as far as China,
India, Yemen and the Arab Peninsula.16 The Serbian Kingdom opened its first consulate in Cairo
in 190717 and, most notably for the Yugoslav post-war elite, Egypt was the point of contact with
the Allies for the Yugoslav military mission of the anti-fascist liberation movement in 1943–4.18

However, it was not until the overthrowing of the Egyptian monarchy in 1952 that the relations
between the two countries intensified, in particular after the signing in the summer of 1953 of the
first bilateral agreement on trade and economic cooperation. Nasser’s own political views on social
justice and equality,19 the inseparable nature of a political and a social revolution, including Egypt’s
large-scale land reform in the 1950s and its nationalisation program,20 struck chords with the
Yugoslav leadership, who shared similar views on the nature of the Yugoslav revolution. Indeed, in
both countries, visions of nation building and foreign policy were intertwined and understandings
of social justice at home were projected onto an international plane: an anti-colonial ethos under-
pinned arguments about economic decolonisation, interdependence and the right of small and
medium-sized states to have a voice in the shaping of the global economic order and an equal standing
in international affairs. Yugoslav observers at the Bandung conference in 1955 took note of Nasser’s
speech and reported back, emphasising what they recognised as important shared values and princi-
ples: his support for the United Nations, his stance against bloc divisions and the bloc politics of the
great powers, his demand for small and medium-sized countries to play an independent and con-
structive role in international relations, his condemnation of the ongoing discrimination in South

15 Vesna Butjer, Aleksandar Jovanović and Marijan Hubeni, Srednji istok na svetskoj pozornici (Beograd: Rad, 1956), 118.
16 Zdravko Pečar and Veda Zagorac, Egipat: Zemlja, Narod, Revolucija (Belgrade: Kultura, 1958), 316. Other texts and

reports by Zdravko Pečar and Veda Zagorac included Republican Egypt (Beograd: Politička biblioteka, 1955) and The
Awakening of the Arabs (Sarajevo: Narodna prosvjeta, 1958).

17 Pečar and Zagorac, Egipat, 317.
18 Vladimir Velebit, member of the Supreme Partisan Command, headed the Yugoslav military mission to the Middle East

Allied Command in Cairo in 1943–4, which also hosted the Yugoslav section of the Special Operations Headquarters
headed by Sir William Deakin, who led the first British military mission to Tito’s partisan command. In Egypt, the
Yugoslavs were initially directed to Alexandria instead of Cairo in order to avoid meeting the Royal Yugoslav government
in exile. After the Second World War Velebit served as ambassador, deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, and Executive
Secretary of the UN Economic Commission for Europe between 1960 and 1967. See Walter R. Roberts, Tito,
Mihailović and the Allies, 1941–1945 (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1973); Vladimir Velebit, Sećanja
(Zagreb: Globus, 1983); F. W. D. Deakin, The Embattled Mountain (London: Faber and Faber, 2011).

19 Gordon H. Torrey and John F. Devlin, ‘Arab Socialism’ [The Arab World: Paths to Modernization], Journal of
International Affairs, 19, 1 (1965), 47–62.

20 Egypt passed an Agrarian Reform Law in 1952 and a Cooperative Law in 1956. See Ottfried C. Kirsch, ‘Agricultural
Cooperatives as an Instrument of Agricultural Policy – Experience with Cooperative Promotion of Production in
Egypt’, Law and Politics in Africa, Asia and Latin America, 10, 2 (1977), 255–67; Reem Abou-El-Fadl, ‘Neutralism
Made Positive: Egyptian Anti-Colonialism on the Road to Bandung’, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 42, 2
(2015), 219–40.
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Africa and colonialism in North Africa, his view that every country had the right to choose its own
political and economic system and his support for Palestine.21 In addition to a consensus over the pol-
itics of nationalisation and sovereignty over natural resources, Yugoslavia’s unwavering support for the
Palestinian cause was what further sustained the bond between Yugoslavia and the Middle East. This
was a political and a diplomatic commitment that persisted throughout the Cold War but also pre-
ceded the non-aligned era. Yugoslavia was a member of the United Nations Special Committee on
Palestine (UNSCOP) that was established in 1947 and consisted of eleven ‘neutral’ countries, deliber-
ately excluding participation by any of the five Security Council members. The Yugoslavs opposed the
majority proposal of the committee for partition into two independent states with an economic union
and instead pioneered the minority proposal for a plan for a federal union with Jerusalem as the
capital.22

When Nasser visited Belgrade in 1956 he underlined the ‘joint experience of Yugoslavia and Egypt of
liberation and independence’ and the shared belief that world peace could be achieved only by recognising
each country’s right to formulate its own foreign policy according to its own circumstances and conditions,
without the interferenceorcontrol byanyother country.23The commondoctrineof positive neutrality (and
later that of non-alignment) was born in the context of Bandung and the Suez crisis. Yugoslavia played a
particularly prominent role in the latter as a non-permanent member of the United Nations Security
Council in 1956, as well as one of the countries with the biggest contingents in the UN Emergency Force
(UNEF I) peacekeeping operation between 1956 and 1967.24 In that context, with a looming ‘danger
that the Cold War turns into a hot war’,25 in July 1956 Nasser, Tito and Indian Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru met on the Croatian island of Brijuni and signed a declaration which paved the way
for the official inauguration of the Non-Aligned Movement five years later at the Belgrade Summit.

In addition, cultural and historical links and perceived historical commonalities also determined
Yugoslavia’s alliances with Egypt and the Middle East. Yugoslavia’s Ottoman heritage and the largest
European Muslim population were a crucial link: during his 1956 visit to Yugoslavia Nasser visited a
mosque and was introduced to local Islamic religious leaders.26 In addition to the personal friendship
they developed, Josip Broz and Nasser shared one crucial trait in their understanding of the contem-
porary post-colonial, Cold War world: both of them managed to secure not only an independence to
choose between East and West, as it was astutely remarked of Nasser, ‘but also the special grace to
choose both’.27 During the same 1956 visit to Yugoslavia, Nasser was also taken to the Museum of
Young Bosnia in Sarajevo which recounted the story of the assassination of the Archduke Franz
Ferdinand in 1914. Yugoslavia’s anti-colonial credentials were thus tailored and fused with its
Second World War liberation struggle to create a relatable common political and cultural ground

21 ‘Stavovi Nasera na konferenciji / Azijsko-afrička konferencija, Bandung, 18-24.IV.1955’, I-4-e/1, Kabinet Predsednika
Republike [Cabinet of the President of the Republic], Archive of Yugoslavia, Belgrade.

22 Leo Mates, Međunarodni odnosi socijalističke Jugoslavije (Belgrade: Nolit, 1976), 226. The federal state solution was sup-
ported by India, Iran and Yugoslavia. Forty years later, during his 1988 visit to Belgrade, Yasser Arafat received a stately
welcome and, yet again, Yugoslavia ruled out mending relations with Israel, which had been suspended since 1967. For the
full report of the UN Special Committee on Palestine, see ‘Official Records of the Second Session of the General Assembly,
Supplement No. 11, United Nations Special Committee on Palestine, Report to the General Assembly, New York, 1947’,
United Nations Information System on the Question of Palestine (UNISPAL), https://unispal.un.org/UNISPAL.NSF/
fd807e46661e3689852570d00069e918/07175de9fa2de563852568d3006e10f3?OpenDocument (last visited 24 Apr. 2019).

23 ‘The address by President Gamal Abdel Nasser at a banquet held in his honor during his visit to Yugoslavia’, President
Gamal Abd El Nasser, http://nasser.org/Speeches/browser.aspx?SID=490&lang=en (last visited 23 Apr. 2019).

24 The countries that contributed military personnel to UNEF I were: Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Denmark, Finland, India,
Indonesia, Norway, Sweden and Yugoslavia. In November 1956 the Yugoslav contingent consisted of 750 men, an engin-
eering unit and two armoured vehicle units.

25 Josip Broz Tito, Autobiografska kazivanja, Drugi tom (Belgrade: Narodna knjiga, 1983), 106.
26 Religion remained a strong link in bilateral relations with Islamic non-aligned partners. In the 1980s the Zagreb mosque –

the third largest in Europe at the time – was financed by donations from Saudi Arabia, Iran and Libya. See Vjekoslav
Perica, Balkan Idols: Religion and Nationalism in Yugoslav States (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 81.

27 Raymond Baker, Egypt’s Uncertain Revolution under Nasser and Sadat (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978),
40.
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that could turn a European country into a credible member of the largely post-colonial and
non-European Non-Aligned Movement.

At the Belgrade Summit in 1961 a considerable number of Middle Eastern states, including Iraq,
Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Lebanon and the United Arab Republic, were among the founding members
of the Non-Aligned Movement. Over the following decades, all of the other Middle Eastern countries
(with the exception of Turkey and Israel), including the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO),
joined the movement. However, political tropes of sovereignty and liberation were soon replaced by
a vocabulary and initiatives from the realm of economics. This ushered in a new era of polycentric
multilateral development diplomacy, in which newly independent countries and the Non-Aligned
Movement played a central role. An economic conference of non-aligned states followed quickly
after the 1961 founding summit in Belgrade and took place in Cairo the following year. Following pre-
liminary discussions between Tito and Nasser, the Yugoslav and the Egyptian foreign ministers Koča
Popović and Mahmoud Fawzi agreed on the organisation of a ‘Conference on the Problems of
Economic Development’.28 The Egyptian-Yugoslav initiative caught the attention of Raúl Prebisch,
the future Secretary-General of the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), who
attended the Cairo conference in the capacity of a special envoy of UN Secretary-General U Thant.
The conference proved to be the stepping stone for a number of other initiatives – not least the
Group of 77 developing countries (G-77), UNCTAD, the UN Centre for Transnational
Corporations (UNCTC) and the Common Fund for Commodities (CFC), all of which redefined
the role of the United Nations and the South in the realm of international economic relations. As
Mazower has observed, the solidarity of the G-77 both ‘impressed and disturbed Western diplomats’.29

The debates on commodities and terms of trade within the G-77 and UNCTAD in the 1960s and the
1970s significantly influenced and overlapped with the mission the Non-Aligned Movement had set for
itself within its economic declarations. Without fundamental structural reform of the world economy,
trade would continue to benefit nations that were exporters of manufactures, harming primary produ-
cers’ terms of trade.30 Indeed, permanent sovereignty and unequal exchange became standard arguments
articulated and shared across Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East.31 Although Yugoslavia
does not usually feature in these histories, Yugoslav diplomats and economists partook in these intellec-
tual exchanges within the United Nations – Yugoslavia was one of the select group of eight delegations
that Raúl Prebisch invited for a ten-day marathon of private negotiations before the convening of
UNCTAD, and the Yugoslav/Slovenian economist and career diplomat Janez Stanovnik, who later
headed the UN Economic Commission for Europe from 1967 to 1983, worked as Prebisch’s personal
assistant and advisor.32 The line of reasoning, which could be best described as a syncretic revolutionary
worldview, posited the restructuring of the global economy and trade as fundamental to maintaining
world peace. In the words of the Yugoslav president, ‘Europe cannot exist as an island of tranquillity
and well-being in a sea of world instability and poverty’.33

In the mid-1960s this worldview reached into the world of oil politics. As it was stated at a confer-
ence dedicated to petroleum at the Yugoslav Academy of Sciences and Arts in 1966, ‘universal cooper-
ation in the world economy on the basis of equality is fundamental for the achievement of permanent
peace in the world’.34 The conference was convened in view of oil’s importance as ‘a political

28 ‘Govor Vladimira Popovića na ekonomskoj konferenciji u Kairu 1962’, I-4-a/3, Kabinet Predsednika Republike, Archive of
Yugoslavia, Belgrade.

29 Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea (New York: The Penguin Press, 2012), 300.
30 See John Toye and Richard Toye, ‘The Origins and Interpretation of the Prebisch-Singer Thesis’, History of Political

Economy, 35, 3 (2003), 437–67.
31 Dietrich, Oil Revolution, 262.
32 T. G. Weiss, ‘Transcript of interview with Janez Stanovnik, United Nations Intellectual History Project’ (New York: City

University of New York, 2007).
33 Colin Legum, ‘Third World Begins to Flex its Muscles’, The Observer, 9 Sept. 1973, 6.
34 Miroslav Karšulin, ed., Simpozij o nafti: u okviru programa proslave 100-godišnjice Jugoslavenske akademije znanosti i

umjetnosti, Zagreb - Sisak, 9-11. prosinca 1966. godine (Zagreb: Izdavački zavod Jugoslavenske akademije, 1968), 324.

Contemporary European History 533

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777321000321 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777321000321


instrument in the hands of the Arab countries’.35 The conclusions proved rather prescient in designat-
ing petroleum ‘not only a commodity, but also a strategic raw material on which the Arab countries
can rely in the future for making profit and playing an important role internationally’.36 So when the
wave of nationalisations began in the aftermath of the 1973/74 OPEC price increases, and when in
December 1975 Iraq finalised the process by taking over the remaining holdings of British
Petroleum (BP) and Shell,37 Yugoslavia could identify with the battle against ‘oil imperialism’, as
the Yugoslav elite could relate to these events through personal histories of revolutionary struggle.
‘We are no one’s colony, where foreign capitalists can freely implement their dark scenarios’,38

asserted in 1940 an anonymous local activist with regard to the Yugoslav oil industry being in
American and British ownership and the exploration of oil fields being controlled by German capital.
In 1921 Shell founded the Anglo-Yugoslav Petroleum Joint Stock Company (renamed in 1936
Yugoslav Shell) and opened a refinery near the Croatian town of Sisak in 1927. The Sisak refinery
would become one of the major hubs on the Adria Oil Pipeline in the 1970s. In the interwar period
foreign capital was also present in the mining sector and, therefore, issues of exploitation and owner-
ship, labour rights and labour unrest were fundamental for the interwar Yugoslav communist move-
ment which was rooted in workers’ unions throughout the country. The fifteen-day strike of the Sisak
refinery workers in 1936 was one of the most significant workers’ strikes in Croatia. After the end of
the Second World War Yugoslavia nationalised all of the assets owned by Yugoslav Shell. When the
main oil producing countries in the Global South and the Non-Aligned Movement launched a similar
wave of nationalisations in the 1960s and 1970s, the Yugoslav revolutionary elite could easily identify
with the new transnational politics of economic decolonisaiton and use it to forge political and eco-
nomic bonds with the new Middle East.

It is important to note that, in general, cultural cooperation between Yugoslavia and the Middle
East lagged behind economic and technological and scientific exchange. In the context of the
1980s’ economic crisis this trend became even more prominent as economic cooperation took prece-
dence over all other forms. For instance, in 1988, at a meeting at the Federal Council for International
Scientific, Educational-Cultural and Technical Cooperation, the cultural attaché at the Iraqi Embassy
in Belgrade complained that Yugoslavia was not fulfilling its obligations from the bilateral treaties for
awarding scholarships to Iraqi citizens to study in Yugoslavia and threatened to withdraw from the
bilateral programme for educational and cultural cooperation. The Yugoslav authorities underlined
the financial difficulties their country was facing and, instead, asked for more information on the
recruitment for foreign academic staff at Mosul University. This signalled a reversal of roles that
took place over several decades, with Yugoslavia’s non-aligned Middle Eastern partners overtaking
her economically and turning her into the dependent ally. Arguably, only less developed Middle
Eastern countries such as the Arab Republic of Yemen could still look up to Yugoslavia and seek assist-
ance and cooperation: from specialists in urban planning for the cities of Sanaa and Hodeida, to
requests about technical maintenance of Yemeni planes, the Yemeni Ambassador in Rome,
Abdullah Aldhabbi, complained to the Yugoslav vice-president of the Council for International
Cooperation that Yemen’s oil-rich neighbours had decreased the aid funding for his country only
because there was a small drop in the price of oil.39 At the same time, particularly in the second
half of the 1980s, forced to deal with rising inflation and balance of payments difficulties, as will
be discussed below, Yugoslavia started to look for more lucrative arms trade deals with oil-rich part-
ners and sought to further enhance its relationships with Western Europe.

35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
37 See Francisco Parra, Oil Politics: A Modern History of Petroleum (London/New York: I.B. Tauris, 2005). In March 1974

Libya nationalised Shell’s remaining assets and in August 1975 Venezuela nationalised its entire oil industry.
38 Hrvatski Radnik [Croatian Worker], 1 Feb. 1940, as cited in INA - Rafinerija nafte Sisak 1927–1977, 77.
39 ‘Zabeleška o razgovoru Mirka Peševskog, pomoćnika direktora Saveznog zavoda za međunarodnu naučnu, prosvetno-

kulturnu i tehničku saradnju sa ambasadorom Arapske Republike Jemen Abdullah Aldhabbi-jem, dana 19 septembra
1983 godine u Saveznom zavodu’, ZAMTES, 1140/628-639, 28, State Archive of Slovenia, Ljubljana.
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The Doctrine of Self-Reliant Development and the Trans-Bloc Pipeline

An important common trend that united the main Cold War adversaries and countries across the
ideological divide was increased energy consumption. Between 1950 and 1972 total world energy con-
sumption increased 179 per cent, much faster than population growth. Oil accounted for much of this
increase, rising from 29 per cent of world energy consumption in 1950 to 46 per cent in 1972.40

Ideological differences paled when it came to commodities’ trade and technological advances fuelled
further production and growth. Even smaller non-aligned countries such as Yugoslavia invested heav-
ily in developing their own energy sector and oil industry, responding to similar pressures of increased
post-war consumption and mass car ownership like in Western Europe and the United States, with
Belgrade being labelled ‘the only Communist capital with a parking problem’.41 Domestically, the
Yugoslav oil producing and processing industry was among the largest and employed around
19,000 people in the 1970s. Despite the dire economic situation following the second oil shock,
Yugoslav experts could boast that their country ranked fourth behind the United Kingdom,
Norway and Romania in terms of domestic petroleum production.42 Yet, that could only cover around
20 to 30 per cent of overall consumption and demand. After the first oil crisis, investments were made
in further geological investigations for new oil fields – in 1974 two platform ships were purchased for
investigating the Adriatic Sea bed, with shale and sand deposits already discovered in Serbia, Croatia
and Macedonia.43 As a large importer of crude oil, Yugoslavia was gravely affected by the oil crises and
none of these measures were enough to cover growing domestic demand.

In fact, the idea for the Adria Pipeline preceded the first oil shock and was first considered in the
mid-1960s, but the global oil crisis made it all the more urgent. Experts and politicians became even
more acutely aware of and concerned about the country’s ‘energy dependence’.44 Indeed, Yugoslavia
had to rely increasingly on imports to supply its six domestic refineries. Although the Soviet Union
figured as the main foreign supplier of oil, from the 1970s onwards Yugoslavia was importing increas-
ingly from the Middle East.45 Moreover, the intepretation of the first oil shock was rooted in the above-
mentioned developmental paradigm that attributed most of the problems the world was facing to global
structural inequalities and the North–South divide inherited from the colonial era. The energy crisis was
seen as only one manifestation of the deep contradictions in which capitalism had found itself, and oil
was the most obvious example of the rule and domination of multinational corporations.46

In official NAM documents, ‘self-reliant economics’ was first mentioned in the 1964 Cairo Summit
Declaration. In the 1970s the doctrine of collective self-reliance and South–South cooperation became
the defining overall framework for collective action of the NAM for the restructuring of international
economic relations, in particular within UNCTAD.47 One of the principles endorsed in the

40 David S. Painter, ‘Oil and Geopolitics: The Oil Crises of the 1970s and the Cold War’, Historical Social Research, 39, 4
(2014), 186–208, 189.

41 Dennison L. Rusinow, The Yugoslav Experiment 1948–1974 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 139; Daniel
J. Sargent, A Superpower Transformed: The Remaking of American Foreign Relations in the 1970s (Oxford University Press,
2014), 132.

42 Dragan Nedeljković, ‘Iz našeg ugla’, in Dušan Simić, Nafta: dali će zapaliti svet (Belgrade: Politika, 1980), 60.
43 ‘The Yugoslav Oil Industry: Supplies of Oil and Its Derivatives’, Journal of Yugoslav Foreign Trade, 2 (1974), 25. INA-Oil

Industry was the largest company in the former Yugoslavia, employing a workforce of 34,000 in the mid-1980s. See
Gordana Sekulic, et al. ‘Republic of Croatia in Global Oil World’, Ekonomski pregled, 68, 2 (2017), 220–50.

44 Radmilo Protić, Aktualni problemi energetike Jugoslavije (Zagreb: Znanstveni Savjet za naftu Jugoslavenske Akademije
Znanosti i Umjetnosti, 1974), 17.

45 ‘Appraisal of the Yugoslavia Oil Pipeline, Report No. 886-YU, October 7, 1975’, 5, World Bank Online Archive, https://
documents1.worldbank.org/curated/pt/326221468325270865/text/multi-page.txt (last visited 5 July 2021).

46 Protić, ‘Aktualni problemi energetike Jugoslavije’, 18.
47 ‘Self-reliance’ began to feature more frequently at the sessions of the Trade and Development Board in the aftermath of the

first oil shock. See Michel Christian, ‘“It Is Not a Question of Rigidly Planning Trade” – UNCTAD and the Regulation of the
International Trade in the 1970s’, in Michel Christian, Sandrine Kott and Ondrej Matejka, eds., Planning in Cold War Europe:
Competition, Cooperation, Circulations (1950s–1970s) (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2018), 303; ‘Caracas Programme of Action adopted
by the High-Level Conference on Economic Cooperation Among developing Countries (Caracas, Venezuela, 13–19 May
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‘Declaration on the Establishment of a NIEO’ was mutual cooperation among developing countries:
self-reliant development implied trade, as well as economic, financial and technical cooperation,
within the developing world, based on the principles of justice and solidarity. Collective self-reliance
did not imply ‘autarchic development’ and withdrawal from the international division of labour.48 At
the 1979 NAM Havana Summit, member states agreed on policy guidelines on the reinforcement of
collective self-reliance, with the view of granting each other priority of supply for their exportable pri-
mary products and commodities and committed to ‘joint projects relating to the creation of produc-
tion and processing capacities… in the field inter alia of petro-chemicals’.49 Unlike domestic or
national self-reliance, collective self-reliance was premised on a belief in the benefits of mutual eco-
nomic cooperation and ‘the reality of interdependence of all the members of the world community’.50

However, both member states and contemporary observers were acutely aware that actual mutual
exchange was not on par with what was projected, proclaimed and desired.51 The construction of
the Yugoslav Adria Pipeline in the 1970s was not only an attempt to remedy the effects of the oil cri-
ses, but it was also an exercise in the developmental model that was ‘collective self-reliance’. A project
that cut across administrative borders in a multinational federation, and that would pool resources and
expertise from non-aligned, Eastern Bloc states and the UN, embodied interdependence and cooper-
ation on two levels – both domestic and transnational.

The construction of the 735 km Yugoslav Adria Pipeline that cut across both bloc and North–South
divides and with support from the World Bank was, thus, not only an experiment in self-reliance but
also an exercise in economic non-alignment – or, rather, strategic multi-alignment. Not only did the
pipeline and the marine oil terminal literally connect Yugoslavia to Middle Eastern oil, but it also
represented a concrete attempt to achieve some form of economic independence through South–
South relations. It became a conduit of globalisation in the 1980s and after. Crucially, the endorsement
of the project revealed an incipient geopolitical shift – it would supply Arab oil to areas which had
traditionally relied on Soviet energy. Rising energy prices in the 1970s made the Soviet Union turn
to more lucrative opportunities to sell its oil and gas to hard currency markets in the West and,
increasingly, satellite states in Eastern Europe were becoming a burden.52 This could explain why,
in a context where Moscow ‘resented the oil committed to the bloc states’,53 Hungary and
Czechoslovakia deemed it viable to commit resources to the Adria Pipeline and decrease their depend-
ence on Soviet energy. At the same time, Yugoslav officials began negotiations with Greece about the

1981)’, The Group of 77 at the United Nations, available at http://www.g77.org/doc/CPA-contents.htm (last visited 2 June
2019). In the 1980s the global economic crisis spurred debates about the viability of collective self-reliance and South–
South cooperation due to the oversized role of the state, regional differences and disparate levels of development. See also
Ljubica Spaskovska, ‘Building a Better World? – Construction, Labour Mobility and the Pursuit of Collective Self-Reliance
in the “Global South”, 1950–1990’, Labour History, 59, 3 (2018), 331–51; Justyna Pierzynska, ‘Collective Self-Reliance: A
Portrait of a Yugoslav Development Strategy’, Miscellanea geographica – Regional studies on development, 16, 2 (2012),
30–5. For ‘self-reliance’ as the cornerstone of ujamaa policy in Tanzania and continuities with colonial notions of ‘self-help’,
see Priya Lal, ‘Self-Reliance and the State: The Multiple Meanings of Development in Early Post-Colonial Tanzania’, Africa:
Journal of the International African Institute, 82, 2 (2012), 212–34.

48 Oskar Kovač, ‘Međusobna saradnja zemalja u razvoju’, in Jovan Raičević and Tomislav Popović, eds., Novi međunarodni
ekonomski poredak (Beograd: Institut za međunarodnu politiku i privredu, 1977), 218.

49 ‘Resolution No. 7 on Policy Guidelines on the Reinforcement of Collective Self-Reliance Between Developing Countries’, 6th
Summit Conference of Heads of State or Government of the Non-Aligned Movement, Havana, Cuba, 3–9 September 1979, 202,
available at http://cns.miis.edu/nam/documents/Official_Document/6th_Summit_FD_Havana_Declaration_1979_Whole.pdf
(last visited 2 June 2019).

50 ‘Declaration on the Establishment of a New International Economic Order’, 3.
51 TheEuropeanEconomicCommunitywasYugoslavia’s principal tradingpartner,withWestGermanyand Italyaccounting for 82

per cent of the overall exchange. ‘Informacija o saradnji SFRJ – EEZ u vezi posete predsednika Komisije EEZ, Jean Rey-a našoj
zemlji, 15 maja 1970, strogo poverljivo’, I-3-b/31, Kabinet Predsednika Republike, Archive of Yugoslavia, Belgrade; Ljubiša
S. Adamović, Međunarodni ekonomski odnosi – savremene tendencije (Belgrade: Savremena administracija, 1990), 177. See
also Benedetto Zaccaria, The EEC’s Yugoslav Policy in Cold War Europe, 1968–1980 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016).

52 Clark, The Political Economy of World Energy, 307–11.
53 Ibid., 305.
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construction of a southern pipeline that would run from Thessaloniki in Greece through Yugoslav
Macedonia and was supposed to complete a trans-Yugoslav refining and supply system. In practice,
though, bold visions of self-reliance and non-alignment were more difficult to implement – the project
could not go ahead until the Kuwaiti Minister of Oil pledged financial support and Libya agreed to
lend $70 million towards the construction (see Table 1).

The World Bank estimated that imports of crude oil would increase from about 7.9 million tons in
1975 to 28 million tons in 1990 and that most of this oil would be imported from the Middle East
through Adriatic ports and transported overland to the inland refineries. The World Bank, as part
of the UN System, was seen by the Yugoslav elite as a trusted and reliable partner. As Dragoslav
Avramović, a Yugoslav economist who spent most of his career at the World Bank and UNCTAD,
recalled: ‘there was no attempt at that time on the part of the [World] Bank to change the
Yugoslav system or the political structure at all, and the Bank co-existed with Yugoslavia very success-
fully’.54 Indeed, by the early 1980s the Bank had approved twenty-three loans in the transport sector
and five loans in the power sector, including for highways, railways, ports and a gas pipeline. Although
the World Bank loan for the Adria Pipeline covered only a minor portion of the estimated cost of the
overall project (13 per cent), the fact that the Bank acted as one of the funders played an important
role in attracting other lenders. Indeed, the two loans by Kuwait and Libya were contingent on the
bank’s participation in the financing of the pipeline.55 As a member state of the Non-Aligned
Movement since the formal constitution of the movement in the 1960s, pursuing a degree of neutrality
in the East–West conflict, oil-rich Kuwait was seen as a desirable economic partner. A Kuwaiti dele-
gation also took part in the 1962 Cairo ‘Conference on the Problems of Economic Development’,

Table 1. Source: World Bank Online Archive

54 ‘Transcript of Oral History Interview with Dragoslav Avramovic held on September 9, 1996’, 5, The World Bank Group
Historian’s Office – Oral History Program, https://oralhistory.worldbank.org/transcripts/transcript-oral-history-interview-
dragoslav-avramovic-held-september-9-1996 (last visited 5 July 2021).

55 ‘Project Completion Report, Yugoslavia, Naftovod Oil Pipeline Project – Loan 1173-YU, May 31, 1983’, v, World Bank
Online Archive, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/pt/782041468315537483/text/multi-page.txt (last visited 5
July 2021). The loan from Kuwait was to include 58,000 tons of pipe amounting to 33 per cent of its loan and the
rest in cash; the Czechoslovak loan was to be in pipe provision and construction services; the Libyan and Hungarian
loans were in convertible currency.
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although their participation was judged by the Yugoslavs as ‘passive’ at the time.56 When Kuwait
endorsed the project and confirmed its participation, Kuwait’s Minister of Oil, Abdel Rahman
Salem al-Atiqi, underlined that ‘Kuwait’s financing would have no political conditions’.57 Such pro-
nouncements not only targeted Western audiences in a context where newly emboldened anti-colonial
oil elites could set the terms of the debate, they also resonated powerfully with contemporary dis-
courses on sovereign economic rights and development. However, adverse global economic trends
from the late 1970s onwards, as well as debt and austerity, would soon overshadow earlier commit-
ments to solidarity and self-reliance.

Oil Geographies in an Interdependent World

Yugoslavia’s long-standing political ties with fellow non-aligned states in the Middle East and its active
support for Palestine in the Arab–Israeli conflict fed into a sense of confidence and what turned out to
be an overly optimistic reasoning in the immediate aftermath of the first oil shock. ‘It can be said with-
out reservation that the latest oil price increases will not have any kind of extensive and unfavourable
consequences for the Yugoslav economy next year’,58 a Yugoslav radio commentator asserted enthu-
siastically in December 1973, as the world was still reeling from the OPEC-imposed oil embargo and
the price increase. However, a prognosis underpinned by confidence in the strength of non-aligned
solidarity soon turned out to be premature – oil imports jumped from $259 million in 1973 to $900
million in 1974,59 causing a substantial current account deficit from which Yugoslavia would never
fully recover. Indeed, the country’s economic troubles and later acute economic crisis that preceded
the break-up of the socialist federation could be located in the winter of 1974, when it transpired
that Arab oil producers demanded the same price for their oil from Yugoslavia as they did from
other countries. This turned Yugoslavia into one of the beneficiaries of the IMF’s Special Oil
Facility – the temporary fund that was set up to help less developed countries whose balance of pay-
ments deficits had worsened as a result of quadrupled oil prices.60

Avoiding import dependency on a sole foreign partner meant that, even before the oil crisis, Yugoslavia
sought to conclude import deals both with socialist and non-socialist countries alike. Hence, in 1967 it
signed a contract to purchase crude oil fromVenezuela – the first sale of Venezuelan oil to a socialist coun-
try.61 But, proximity and political ties with the Middle East meant that non-aligned membership would
prove to be the criteria for forging new links within the changing landscape of the global oil economics.
Iraq ranked as Yugoslavia’s top economic partner in the developing world,62 and Yugoslav imports of Iraqi

56 ‘Izveštaj o kairskoj konferenciji i radu jugoslovenske delegacije, 27. jul 1962’, I-4-a/3, Kabinet Predsednika Republike,
Archive of Yugoslavia, Belgrade, 9.

57 Malcolm W. Brown, ‘Kuwait Will Back Pipeline Venture’, The New York Times, 10 Jan. 1975.
58 Slobodan Stankovic, ‘Oil Problems in Yugoslavia – New Pipeline to Serve Eastern Europe’, Radio Free Europe Research, 4

Mar. 1974, 2.
59 ‘Report and Recommendation of the President to the Executive Directors on a Proposed Loan to Yugoslav Oil Pipeline

Enterprise, October 22, 1975’, International Bank for Reconstruction and Development, Report No. P-1672a-YU, 11,
World Bank Online Archive, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/394631468140393447/text/multi0page.txt
(last visited 5 July 2021).

60 Two oil facilities were established in response to the oil price shock in the 1970s. The first was created in June 1974 and
lapsed in December 1974; the second was created in April 1975 to provide additional financing and lapsed in March 1976.
Both facilities aimed at providing supplementary financing to member countries facing balance of payments problems and
were adversely affected by higher oil prices. Loans under the oil facilities were repayable in sixteen quarterly instalments,
three to seven years after disbursement. See ‘Glossary of selected financial terms’, International Monetary Fund, https://
www.imf.org/external/np/fin/tad/Docs/Glossary.pdf (last visited 22 Apr. 2019); Margaret de Vries, ‘The H. Johannes
Witteveen Years, 1973–78’, in The IMF in a Changing World, 1945–85 (Washington DC: International Monetary
Fund, 1986), 136–48.

61 ‘Venezuela Sells Crude Oil to Yugoslavia’, The Financial Times, 27 Dec. 1967, Issue 24/423, 12.
62 ‘Prilog za informaciju o uslovima i mogućnostima saradnje SFR Jugoslavije sa 13 ZUR – proizvodjačima nafte – članicama

OPEC-a, Beograd, 22.3.1978’, 574 / R-16 (1-221), Savezni komitet za ekonomsku saradnju sa zemljama u razvoju [Federal
committee for economic cooperation for developing countries], Archive of Yugoslavia, Belgrade.
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oil increased from 1,850,000 tons in 1972 to 4,794,000 in 1976.63 After the oil crisis Yugoslavia was run-
ning a permanent trade deficit with the oil exporters, including Iraq, which the socialist federation worked
to mitigate through an impressive range of ‘investment cooperation’measures, centring on civil and mili-
tary engineering projects, mostly in Iraq and Kuwait, and ranging from housing projects, airports, ports
and factories, to dams and classified military facilities.64

An important, yet somewhat overlooked, aspect in the story of non-alignment and the geopolitics
of oil of the past century is how oil was used to open up a much broader debate regarding primary
commodities and raw materials that were seen as crucial in determining the deteriorating terms of
trade for developing countries. By virtue of being part of international and Western European inter-
governmental forums and organisations which were off limits for other state socialist or developing
countries, Yugoslav elites were in a position to initiate or sustain these debates and often act as spokes-
men for the non-aligned world.65 As Josip Broz Tito remarked in a conversation with Emile van
Lennep, the Secretary-General of the OECD: ‘once upon a time, developing countries were only a
source for raw materials the prices of which were decided elsewhere. That was the case with copper,
aluminium and others. The rapid development of developing countries is in the interest of industria-
lised nations and they should help out with loans, ensuring the stability of primary commodity
prices’.66 Empowered by the UN Sixth Special Session on raw materials and development that took
place in 1974 and that resulted in the ‘Declaration on the Establishment of a New International
Economic Order’, in 1975, Senegal hosted a Conference of Developing Countries on Raw Materials.
The Dakar conference reaffirmed ‘the collective active support of all developing countries for any
developing country engaged in the process of recovering and consolidating its sovereignty and control
over its natural resources and the exploitation, processing and marketing thereof, and full control of all
aspects of foreign trade’.67 The conference expressed an ‘unreserved political support for the
Declaration of the Ministers for Foreign Affairs, Finance and Petroleum of OPEC Member
Countries adopted at the Algiers Conference held in January 1975, stating that the negotiations
between industrialised and developing countries, proposed by the President of the French Republic,
should deal with the problems of raw materials as a whole [emphasis added] and should take account
of the interests of all the developing countries’.68

An idea for a special fund to finance buffer stocks of raw materials and primary commodities was
also officially put forward in Dakar. Indeed, in the immediate aftermath of the first oil shock, rich oil-
producing states responded by increasing their aid to fellow non-aligned developing countries. The aid
commitment of OPEC countries multiplied five times between 1973 and 1974, accounting for 3.8 per
cent of their GNP, compared to 0.81 per cent of GNP allocated to development assistance by OECD
countries.69 Kuwait, for instance, established the Fund for Arab Economic Development. There was
also an Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development and OPEC’s Special Fund for
International Development.70 A separate Solidarity Fund for Economic and Social Development in

63 ‘Analiza ekonomske saradnje sa zemljama u razvoju – članicama OPEC, Ljubljana, mart 1977’, 574 / F-64, Savezni komitet
za ekonomsku saradnju sa zemljama u razvoju, Archive of Yugoslavia, Belgrade, 64.

64 In 1973 Yugoslavia concluded a deal with Iraq for delivery of capital equipment in exchange for 500,000 tons of oil annu-
ally. ‘Economic Relations between Yugoslavia and Foreign Countries’, Journal of Yugoslav Foreign Trade, 1 (1974). See also
Spaskovska, ‘Building a Better World?’.

65 Yugoslavia became an observer in the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation in 1955, and a full member in
the Economic and Development Review Committee of its successor OECD, and a member of GATT in 1966, and was,
from 1968, the first socialist state to have diplomatic and institutional links with the EEC.

66 ‘Zabeleška o razgovoru Predsednika Republike Josipa Broza Tita sa generalnim sekretarom OECD Emilom van Lenepom,
Karadjordjevo, 14 decembra 1978’, I-3-b/55, Kabinet Predsednika Republike, Archive of Yugoslavia, Belgrade.

67 ‘Conference of Developing Countries on Raw Materials: Action Program and Resolutions on Raw Materials and Other
Primary Commodities’, International Legal Materials, 14, 2 (1975), 520–5, 523.

68 Ibid., 534.
69 International Relations in a Changing World (Geneva: Institut universitaire des hautes études internationales, 1977), 149.
70 John G. Clark, The Political Economy of World Energy: A Twentieth-Century Perspective (Chapel Hill: University of North

Carolina Press, 1990), 287.
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the Non-Aligned Countries was established with an initial contribution of $1 billion by Kuwait71 and,
on Yugoslav suggestion, because of this, it was agreed that the fund’s seat would be in Kuwait.72 An
emphasis on its identity as a developing country persisted into the 1980s and Kuwait’s Petroleum
Corporation and its subsidiaries engaged as a developing country company with developing countries’
governments.73

However, most of OPEC aid went to Muslim majority countries, and formally non-aligned Middle
Eastern states abided by their own rules of economic and political multi-alignment and development
solidarity. Saudi Arabia, for instance, the owner of the largest oil reserves and biggest oil exporter,
while contributing 14 per cent of its budget to assistance to other countries, directed 96 per cent of
that assistance exclusively to Arab and Muslim nations.74 In 1977 the Yugoslav president complained
that Saudi Arabia ‘plays a very negative role in the Middle East.… In fact, judging by its philosophy it
doesn’t belong to the non-aligned at all.’75

Thus, by the time of the Conference on International Economic Co-Operation (CIEC) in Paris which
concluded in 1977, the united front between OPEC and non-aligned developing countries had begun to
unravel: Arab states like Saudi Arabia happened ‘to be most closely attuned to United States thinking in
general’ and seemed unlikely to use their bargaining powers to achieve major concessions for the Third
World.76 ‘Oil prices have been increased again’, complained Miloš Minić, Yugoslavia’s Minister of
Foreign Affairs at the time and a participant in the Paris Conference. ‘OPEC has yet to agree to give
more money to the developing countries. As far as oil is concerned, Yugoslavia has to pay $2 billion
more this year than it paid for the same quantity of oil in 1978. You can imagine the position of coun-
tries economically weaker than Yugoslavia; such countries cannot wait much longer.’77 A sense of unease
and urgency was apparent even before the second oil shock the following year. The Dakar agenda and
the non-aligned insistence on approaching North–South discussions on primary commodities as a whole
also began to unravel as industrial powers insisted on focusing on energy and oil in particular. ‘We
engaged in complex negotiations day and night’, Minić later recalled. He continued:

The group of the developing countries presented their solutions, having worked very hard on
them in order to resolve acute and long-term problems. I believe that their contribution is still
relevant and helpful, but the developed countries would discuss nothing but the problem of
energy. They presented a proposal for establishing an international organisation to deal with
energy. For them, energy was the only problem. They would state the problems, and be content
to propose solutions on another occasion. Of course, it is not possible to accept this manner of
solving problems. The developing countries were in favour of a comprehensive solution of all the
connected problems, not just the problem of energy which is obviously of greater interest to the
developed countries than to the developing countries.78

71 International Relations in a Changing World, 150.
72 ‘Sastanak Koordinacionog Biroa nesvrstanih zemalja odrzanog za vreme GS OUN, Njujork, 5-29.IX.1974’, I-4-a/17,

Kabinet Predsednika Republike, Archive of Yugoslavia, Belgrade.
73 Mary Ann Tétreault, The Kuwait Petroleum Corporation and the Economics of the New World Order (Westport: Quorum

Books, 1995), 6.
74 Gulshan Dhanani, ‘Saudi Arabia and Non-Alignment’, International Studies, 20, 1–2 (1981), 361–9.
75 ‘Stenografske beleške sa razgovora Predsednika SFR Jugoslavije Josipa Broza Tita i Generalnog sekretara generalnog nar-

odnog kongresa Libijske aparske narodne socijalističke džamahirije pukovnika Muamera el Gadafija, održanih 22 juna
1977 godine u 17:50 časova u Beloj Vili na Brionima’, I-3-a/69-18, Kabinet Pretsednika Republike, Archive of
Yugoslavia, Belgrade.

76 ‘The Paris Conference on International Economic Co-Operation (CIEC)’, Overseas Development Institute Briefing Paper,
available at https://www.odi.org/sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/6602.pdf (last visited 14 June
2019). Developed countries: Australia, Canada, EEC*, Japan, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the United States. OPEC:
Algeria, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia and Venezuela. Other developing countries: Argentina, Brazil,
Cameroon, Egypt, India, Jamaica, Mexico, Pakistan, Peru, Yugoslavia, Zaire and Zambia.
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Yet, energy remained high on the agenda. Talking to the Director of the IMF Jacques de Larosière in
1979 at the time of the WB/IMF general assembly in Belgrade, the Yugoslav president agreed that infla-
tion was a serious, global problem that affected both developed and developing countries, but not in
equal measure: ‘inflation is also fuelled by the growing gap between developed and developing countries
because of the short-sighted politics of the former. The accelerated development of the latter which today
would require an advantageous solution to developing countries’ energy problems is also the road to
recovery for the developed world’.79 The Yugoslav federal secretary for finance reiterated the familiar
position that working towards a New International Economic Order would equally benefit both the
developed and the developing world. However, the attempts to tie the question of oil to other developing
countries’ primary commodities or use it as leverage eventually proved futile as price wars and inter-state
conflict in the 1980s destroyed OPEC’s unity. Officially, Yugoslav representatives and the movement
stuck to a holistic view of international economic relations and continued to pioneer the argument
that the economic fortunes of the world were interlinked and therefore the solutions had to be global.80

Nevertheless, by the time of the New Delhi Non-Aligned Summit in 1983 it had become clear that
OPEC solidarity with the developing countries was now a thing of the past. The suggestion to set up
a South Bank funded with OPEC money that would help decrease the debt burden of non-oil producing
countries struggling to service their debt was ignored, as the Saudi king stayed away from the summit ‘to
escape demands for cash’ and the Emir of Kuwait left the New Delhi summit after the first day.81

Arguably, the refusal of the OPEC states ‘to come to the aid of their Non-Aligned brethren by supplying
a capital subscription of $1,000 million’82 – which amounted to less than 3 per cent of the increased rev-
enue that OPEC states drew in 1979 from other developing countries by virtue of the oil price increase –
pushed poorer countries to turn for concessions towards the West and precipitated the 1980s’ debt crisis.

Kuwait, however, would remain an important economic partner and Yugoslavia’s principal
non-Western creditor and member of the Paris Club for Yugoslavia.83 The country’s rise to promin-
ence in Yugoslavia’s foreign relations encapsulates the profound change the relationship between
Yugoslavia and the Arab oil producers had undergone from its original status of cooperation as
equal partners to the fact that oil wealth dictated a specific balance, or rather, hierarchy of power.
Struggling with rising inflation and balance of payment problems throughout the 1980s and having
subscribed to import liberalisation as part of its 1988 stabilisation package and standby arrangements
with the IMF, Yugoslav authorities saw an opportunity in engaging with oil-rich non-aligned partners
on more pragmatic terms. Ideals and interest were indeed always intertwined and it is impossible to
pinpoint a moment in the 1980s when they became uncoupled; however, whereas ideals couched in
the language of economic decolonisation, a new international order and sovereign rights might
have underpinned and dominated earlier forms of non-aligned multilateralism and cooperation, by
the end of the 1980s a generational shift in international organisations and in individual countries’ elites
(including Yugoslavia), coupled with the decline of state socialism and ‘global Keynesianism’ and the

79 ‘Zabeleška o razgovoru Predsednika Republike Josipa Broza Tita sa generalnim direktorom Medjunarodnog monentarnog
fonda Žakom de Larozierom u Karadjordjevu, 6. oktobra 1979. godine’, I-3-b/59, Kabinet Predsednika Republike, Archive
of Yugoslavia, Belgrade.

80 K. Natwar Singh, ‘The Seventh Non-Aligned Summit, New Delhi, March 1983’, The Round Table: The Commonwealth
Journal of International Affairs, 72, 287 (1983), 328–30, 329.

81 Bridget Green, ‘The Non-Aligned Movement in Perspective’, Sheffield Papers in International Studies No 10, University of
Sheffield (1992), 25.

82 Ibid.
83 An informal group of creditors that requires debtor countries to agree to a structural adjustment programme with the IMF,
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the key vehicles to resolve debt crises around the world and has since arranged more than 400 restructuring agreements’.
See Udaibir S. Das, Michael G. Papaioannou and Christoph Trebesch, ‘Sovereign Debt Restructurings 1950–2010:
Literature Survey, Data, and Stylized Facts’, IMF Working Paper (Aug. 2012), 14–8, available at https://www.imf.org/exter-
nal/pubs/ft/wp/2012/wp12203.pdf (last visited 22 July 2020); Boštjan Dežman, Iračka invazija na Kuvajt – reprekusije na
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voj, oktobar 1990), 30.
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rise of a new ‘neo-liberal’ consensus, tipped the balance in favour of interest and profit. Hence, although
still not completely divorced from the ethos of sovereignty and non-alignment, more lucrative economic
trade centring on oil and weapons took precedence: in 1989 Yugoslavia joined the Soviet Union, the
United States, France and the United Kingdom in procuring the Kuwaiti military with state of the
art equipment by signing an $800 million ‘advanced military equipment’ deal consisting of 200
Yugoslav-made M-84 tanks that were eventually deployed during the Gulf War the following year.84

Following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, the Yugoslav government, which was chairing the
Non-Aligned Movement after having hosted the last NAM Cold War Summit in 1989, condemned
the aggression and annexation and called for an immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi
troops.85 As oil wealth had turned both Iraq and Kuwait into important economic partners and buyers
of Yugoslav military equipment and expertise, this presented Yugoslavia with an inconvenient
dilemma. However, the principle of national sovereignty and non-aggression prevailed: the
Yugoslav government endorsed the imposition of sanctions on Iraq, despite the fact that the country
faced grave consequences in terms of oil imports and the large investment projects Yugoslav compan-
ies were involved with in Iraq. ‘The negative effects of the implementation of Security Council reso-
lution 661 on the Yugoslav economy would amount to nearly US $3 billion’86, wrote the Yugoslav
Foreign Minister to UN Secretary-General Perez de Cuellar, not knowing that the very principles
his government stood for in the case of Kuwait, not least territorial integrity and de-escalation of ten-
sions, would come to haunt his own country the following year. Arguably, the energy interdependence
between Kuwait and the West, along with a geopolitical shift away from strategic European Cold War
regions such as Yugoslavia, enabled the mobilisation of international support for Kuwait during the
Gulf War, in contrast to Bosnia-Herzegovina ‘whose bloody dismemberment elicited little but
appeasement from the same countries that mobilized a huge military force to liberate Kuwait’.87

Although the dissolution of Yugoslavia is beyond the scope of this article, a global political econ-
omy lens can shed different light on some of the long-term causes and consequences of the Yugoslav
drama. Future studies could take seriously the importance of the dynamics of external energy crises in
an interdependent globalised economy and how they could offset unforeseen acute economic trouble
and cause irreversible damage to delicate political balance in complex multinational settings.

Conclusion

Common histories of imperial legacies, anti-imperial struggles and economic underdevelopment and
dependence played a fundamental role in the entangled Cold War histories between Yugoslavia and
the Middle East. Both regions emerged partially from the vestiges of the Ottoman Empire, and the
new nation-states inherited a complex cultural and religious heterogeneity.88 Indeed, a deeper under-
standing of and sensitivity towards the complex dynamics in multinational societies determined
Yugoslavia’s position within the United Nations Committee Special Committee on Palestine in
1947 and its support for a federal solution. A consistent political and diplomatic support for the
Palestinian cause and the inclusion of the Palestinian Liberation Organisation as a member of the
Non-Aligned Movement made Yugoslavia a trusted ally in the Arab world. Thereafter, shared visions
on economic (under) development could converge and develop upon a previously agreed political
platform which stemmed from Bandung and the NAM, as was the case with the first Yugoslav encoun-
ters with Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Egypt and his postulates of Arab socialism.

84 Abdul-Reda Assiri, Kuwait’s Foreign Policy: City-state in World Politics (New York/Abingdon: Routledge, 2018), 47, 81–2.
85 ‘Statement of the Government of Yugoslavia, Press Release, New York, 17 August 1990’, S-1022-0033-09,
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86 ‘Federal Secretary for Foreign Affairs of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia to His Excellency Mr. Javier Perez de

Cuellar, 23 August 1990’, S-1022-0033-09, UNA, New York.
87 Tétreault, The Kuwait Petroleum Corporation, 195.
88 See Cyrus Schayegh, The Middle East and the Making of the Modern World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,

2017).
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This article embedded the connection between socialist Yugoslavia and the Middle East both within
the realm of the Non-Aligned Movement and within the broader framework of international economic
relations and economic decolonisation. The case of Yugoslavia sheds further light on the shifts in the
longer-term trajectory from decolonisation, non-alignment and anti-colonial repertoires of develop-
ment, to neo-liberal globalisation. Competing senses of triumphalism and vulnerability marked the
shift from decolonisation to globalisation in the realm of the international political economy, where
interdependence was seen both as an opportunity and a threat in the relations between smaller non-oil
producing countries such as Yugoslavia and the rich Middle East. Adopting such a lens enables us to
approach and analyse the global Cold War and the Non-Aligned Movement differently, more specif-
ically through the debates on national and economic sovereignty and the role played by primary com-
modities and petroleum in particular. Beyond the purely political and diplomatic aspects, a global
political economy lens opens up new venues for studying the relations and circulations between
South Eastern Europe and the Middle East. Taking into account the importance of the geopolitics
of oil in the non-aligned world and foregrounding the complex interplay between political and eco-
nomic emancipation is essential for a more nuanced assessment of the role of the oil crises in the even-
tual unravelling of the NIEO and non-aligned solidarity.

Indeed, in the context of the turbulent global economy of the 1970s, relations gradually began to
become reduced to profit-driven economic cooperation and exchange, albeit still within the framework
and discourse of collective self-reliance, exemplified here through the project of the Adria Oil Pipeline.
This was a project that was both ‘revolutionary’ and challenging on several levels – not only did it cut
across intra-Yugoslav administrative borders, it also pooled resources and expertise from diverse part-
ners: non-aligned, Middle Eastern, Eastern Bloc states and the United Nations via the World Bank.
Above all, it redrew Cold War maps of energy dependence as it enabled the supply of Arab oil to a
region that had traditionally relied on Soviet energy. This was probably the last project of such mag-
nitude that embodied the particular developmentalist ethos of the New International Economic Order
and the Non-Aligned Movement: mutual assistance in building domestic capacities and infrastructures
and reliance on own resources and skills.89

However, a sense of triumphalism and hope for the restructuring of international economic rela-
tions was gradually replaced with a sense of lost opportunities and eroded solidarity. Yugoslavia’s non-
aligned partnerships in the Middle East, after all, were not enough to shield it or the other less devel-
oped non-oil producing states in the Global South from the disastrous economic consequences of the
1970s oil shocks and high oil prices. In 1986 the Yugoslav consortium of economic institutes pub-
lished the second research output of what was termed a ‘macro-project on the New International
Economic Order’. Reflecting on the preceding decade, the report noted that ‘the behaviour of the
OPEC member states deserves special attention. At a very delicate time in the mid-1970s, when the
price of oil could have been used to ensure certain advantages in the negotiations with the developed
states, and when OPEC nations had at their disposal significant financial surpluses, this was not used
to enhance the unity of the developing world nor was it used to increase the collective negotiating
power of the developing with the developed world’.90
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