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sources to show how the allocation of socially-owned housing created conditions in 
which poor manual workers were forced to rely on the costly private housing mar-
ket. Another essay focusing on Serbia was written by Goran Musić, who analyzes 
the role of Serbian blue-collar workers in the social mobilization that occurred in 
the late 1980s. This essay is perhaps the most complex, addressing how blue-collar 
workers brought attention to a series of controversial political issues in the late 1980s. 
Meanwhile, Jana Bacevic offers insight into the introduction of vocation-oriented 
education, showing how educational reform sought to reverse the reproduction of 
class inequalities. Finally, Ana Herzog and Polona Sitar touch upon gender perspec-
tives through delving into the social positioning of female folk singers. The authors 
explore the dual and biased nature of female celebrity music stars who, on one hand, 
were expected to adapt to the role of a morally acceptable “ideal of socialist feminin-
ity” while, on the other, to perform the role of pop star framed within westernized 
narratives of consumerism and celebrity culture.

Together, these essays unanimously aim to demonstrate that class, discon-
tent, and inequality are strongly connected with ethno-nationalism and are neces-
sary for understanding Yugoslav socialism. Along these lines, the edited volume 
indeed represents a critical engagement with the apologetic image of Yugoslavia as 
a classless and equal society. It feels unjust, however, to explore socialist inequal-
ity without considering the post-socialist neoliberal paradigm that was greatly 
embraced by post-Yugoslav countries following the transition period. The impacts 
of the neoliberal model on the welfare state, class differentiation, poverty, gender 
inequalities, housing access, unemployment, and social rights, as well as other 
issues, are profound in comparison to those of the socialist system. Under this 
consideration, interpreting the disintegration of Yugoslavia on the basis of spe-
cific and particular case studies focusing on “class” differences, especially given 
the lack of a consistent theoretical framework for defining the notion of class, 
seems slightly unconvincing. The absence of a clear and consistent understand-
ing of class and inequality is perhaps the biggest weakness of this edited volume. 
In addition, the interpretation of privileged communist party bureaucrats, gaster-
bajteri, or Kosovar peasants as exemplary of social classes remains theoretically 
under-addressed. Therefore, the primary question of what makes a social group a 
class remains unanswered.

Andreja Vezovnik
University of Ljubljana
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Although, on the surface of it, Serhii Plokhy’s The Man with the Poison Gun is a biog-
raphy of a perpetrator of high-profile murders, in effect, it is a history of Ukrainian 
emigres’ fight for the independence of their home country in the post-WWII period.

The book consists of seven parts broken down into several short chapters. The 
first two parts describe the planning and execution of the murders of two prominent 
figures in the Ukrainian émigré movement for independence in the late 1950s. On 
Nikita Khrushchev’s orders following the Ukrainian nationalist guerrillas’ assassi-
nation of Iaroslav Halan, a communist propagandist of the Soviet regime, the KGB 
began plotting the liquidation of Stepan Bandera, the leader of the most militant 
branch of the organization of Ukrainian nationalists.
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The book opens with chapters describing the circumstances of the KGB recruit-
ment of one Bohdan Stashinsky. After being caught by railroad police for an offense 
as minor as fare evasion, he was coerced into becoming an informer for the KGB. He 
later underwent training in Moscow, where he became a member of the Soviet secret 
police. This fateful turn in his life was brought about by an avalanche of historical 
events that deeply affected the young man. His emotional instability and misplaced 
sense of duty to his family were important factors for his betrayal of his country, while 
his cowardice also played a role in his unfortunate decision-making.

Stashinsky’s first target was Lev Rebet, the editor of Ukrainian Independentist, 
an émigré newspaper. Equipped with a superior Soviet iteration of the German WWII-
era poison gun, Stashinsky pursued his victim and eventually brought him down 
in cold blood. Then, after a long period of surveillance, Stashinsky began to prey 
on Stepan Bandera, the KGB’s main target in its fight with the Ukrainian indepen-
dence movement. Shortly after Bandera was taken down by way of “perfect murder” 
(no witnesses, no traces of the perpetrator), Stashinsky’s KGB career abruptly ended. 
An interesting psychological detail explains the turning point in the murderer’s con-
sciousness. Only after watching a documentary about Bandera’s funeral, which was 
attended by thousands of mourners, including his wife and his three children, did 
Stashinsky wake up from his robot-like existence. For the first time, he realized that 
he had taken another human being’s life.

Thus, as irony has it, the murder of Bandera restored Stashinsky’s humanity. 
Shortly after, he fell in love and married an East German woman. Under her influ-
ence, with his vow to no longer take part in any of the KGB’s “wet” jobs, he planned 
his escape and successfully fled to the west with his wife. After defecting to the west, 
he publicly confessed his crimes.

From this point on, the book reads like a court drama. Was Stashinsky a mur-
derer or merely an instrument in the hands of the true perpetrators, the Soviet secret 
police? Should he be put behind bars for the rest of his life or would the court go soft 
on him, seeing him as a mere tool of Red Terror against the Ukrainian struggle of 
independence? The most important outcome of the trial, however, was the fact that 
while the employment of murder as a staple of the Soviet regime’s foreign policy was 
not new, it was established in the court of law for the first time.

The last part of the book is devoted to the subsequent fate of Stashinsky, after 
he served a reduced prison term, and the impact of his defection and trial on world 
public opinion of the Soviet Union. Since Plokhy provides the reader with a thorough 
historical background of the circumstances that led to Stashinsky’s crimes, in its 
entirety the volume also acts as a more general history of KGB “wet operations,” that 
is, of the Soviet practice of political killing, post-WWII.

The book is a crash course for anyone who is unfamiliar with KGB disinformation 
or influence campaigns. Therefore, it serves as a revelation for those in the west who 
accept at face value the current Russian government’s denial of meddling in recent 
American elections. The study of Stashinsky’s case is as important as ever, consider-
ing the fact that the rulers of the current Russian Federation have roots in the same 
organization that carried out the Soviet methods of influencing international politics.

Although the book addresses historical events that occurred over six decades 
ago, it has a contemporary ring to it, complete with heart attacks of KGB turncoats and 
the continued Ukrainian struggle for sustaining independence. Today, since it has 
become clear that Vladimir Putin’s regime resurrected his the KGB’s terrorist tactics 
by annexing part of Ukrainian territory, that struggle is hardly over.

Emil Draitser
Hunter College of CUNY

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2018.32 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/slr.2018.32



