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Abstract 
 

This thesis investigates the ways in which Serbian national identity has been constructed in 

the time following the dissolution of Yugoslavia until today. The thesis is a qualitative study 

where the primary source of data is in-depth interviews. The focus is on narratives of identity 

constructed through attachment to place and the use of religion as a mode of identification. 

The use of selective interpretations of history are highlighted in the creation of a form of 

identity characterised by victimhood nationalism and the denial syndrome. Building on from 

these narratives a discussion is made on the implications of European Union integration. 

Integration is found to be inhibited by lack of trust in the political system, by the perception 

of the EU and by conditionalities running contrary to national ideals.   
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1 Introduction 
 

In 1996 I moved with my family to Belgrade, Serbia. I lived there for four years and have 

travelled back regularly since then. In 1999, during the Kosovo wars, NATO launched an 

airstrike against Serbia. My family and I were evacuated during the time of bombing but we 

returned in the summer and lived there for another year. The four years I spent there, the 

travels we took and the people I met, is something I cherish deeply and that I look back upon 

with happiness and gratitude. 

 

Returning to Serbia these last years, both in conversations with friends as well as with 

strangers, I noticed an increase in nationalistic rhetoric, xenophobia and homophobia that I 

had not previously encountered. This may certainly be due to the fact that I was much 

younger when I lived there and seldom engaged in conversations on national or international 

politics, but it seemed to me at least, to constitute a rather radical change to both the people 

and the country in which I had spent so many years and believed I knew rather well. Graffiti 

with violent and deadly comments aimed at the LGBTI population was to be seen all over 

town, “Kosovo is Serbia” was spray painted, hung on banners, tagged on street corners, 

alongside emblems and symbols from far-right nationalist groups.  

 

A few years ago, I went to Belgrade for the summer. As we were driving from the airport the 

taxi driver drove down one of the main streets, where the remains of buildings that had been 

bombed in 1999, still stood in ruin. He slowed down the car, pointed at the buildings and told 

me that this is how the world treats Serbia.  

 

“You,” he emphasised, “treat us like animals, you bomb us, you kill us, you steal our land.” 

The land he referred to was Kosovo, as he quickly noted; “Kosovo is the cradle of our 

civilization, Kosovo is and always will be ours.” He shook his head, laughed and said; “And 

yet, we welcome you with open arms, invite you to eat at our table, even though you are our 

enemy. That is just the kind of people we are”. 

 

Conversations such as these, which I have often encountered, came to be the guiding 

motivation for my master thesis.  
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1.1 The research questions 
The main aim of this thesis to investigate; How contemporary Serbian nationalism is 

constituted and by what means, and what the implications of the current political situation is 

for nationalist thought? 

 

The first part seeks to distinguish the ways in which a distinct Serbian identity has been 

constructed, following the dissolution of Yugoslavia until today. This will be done by 

examining narratives and mechanisms that have been employed and seeing this in light of the 

theoretical framework. The overarching research question is; 

 

How and by what means is contemporary Serbian nationalism constituted? 

The question is broad and I have divided it by two sub-questions; 

a) How have myths been employed in identity construction, and how do these 

complement historical and religious narratives of belonging and identity? 

b) What mechanisms have been employed to construct coherent narratives and  

interpretations of identity in contemporary Serbian society?  

 

The second chapter is a discussion on the implications and potential consequences of current 

political trends on nationalist thought. Building on from the ways in which national identity 

has been constructed I discuss the impact this may have, particularly as regards the prospect 

of European Union integration. The second research questions aims at answering; 

 

How is the process of EU integration interpreted in contemporary Serbian society, and what 

are the implications of the policies pursued on nationalist thought today? 
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1.2 Structure of the thesis  
 

Chapter one introduced the topic, research questions and aim of the thesis.  

 

Chapter two presents the case in context. The chapter provides a brief historical overview of 

the major events and themes that have come to emerge through the research. The chapter is 

intended to facilitate a background of those events that have been most crucial for the 

discussions in this thesis.  

 

Chapter three presents the methods and methodology that have been employed in this 

thesis. I discuss methods for data collection and account for various aspects of the execution 

of the fieldwork. I also discuss the implications of my position as researcher and share 

reflections on ethical considerations and interpretations of data collected.  

 

Chapter four is the theoretical framework. Nationalism, identity and religion is theorised to 

provide the framework through which the empirical data is analysed. The chapter also 

discusses elements of militarism and masculinity as relates to notions of nationalism. 

 

Chapter five is the first analysis chapter. The first part aims at exploring narratives of place 

as a means to constitute identity and religion as a mode of self-categorisation. The second 

part of the chapter look at the distinct mechanisms which have been employed to construct 

coherent narratives of identity and belonging. 

 

Chapter six is a discussion on the implications of the current political situation, with a 

particular focus on the implications of European Union integration, and the ways in which 

this may run contrary to national identity. 

 

Chapter seven is the concluding discussion where I share final reflections and summaries of 

the thesis. 
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2 Case in context 
 

During my fieldwork in Belgrade, both in conversations with informants, but also with 

friends and strangers on the street, what was most striking to me was the amount of emphasis 

put on historical events that have occurred both in the near and the far past. The constructions 

and narratives that Serbs have about themselves and subsequently the current state of affairs 

are imbued with stories of the past and there is no explanation given or conversation engaged 

in that does not reflect back upon several distinct historical events.  

 

I will introduce some of the main themes and events that have been emphasised throughout 

my research, as background necessary to facilitate understanding of contemporary Serbian 

society, however superficial they may be. There is, as I perceived it, a state of apathy and 

disappointment amongst many Serbs, disillusionment with the state and the political ruling 

elite, and in many, a sense of despair as regards the future. In many ways the country seems 

torn between democracy and authoritarianism, between the past and the future, and between 

the East and the West.  

 

2.1 The dissolution of Yugoslavia 
 

The discussion will begin primarily from the entry of Milošević during the 1980s to look at 

the roots of the distinctively Serbian nationalism that he championed. This because, although 

the majority of Serbian society has shied away from this particularly aggressive form of 

nationalism, the legacies of Milošević’s rule are very much evident in both the social and 

political landscape of the country today. The discourse of Serbian nationalism and the 

historical and mythical narratives that Milošević capitalised on are deeply embedded in the 

Serbs’ narratives of identity and belonging. Aside from some Yugo-nostalgics, the return to 

or the idea of Yugoslavia is not one championed for by many, but the role of Serbia within 

the federation is a useful place to start to attempt to discern the roots of nationalism today. 

 

In 1943, Marshal Josip Broz Tito liberated Sarajevo from the Nazi-aligned Croatian Ustaše, 

out of which struggle the Yugoslav Federation was born. Yugoslavia was a federation of six 

republics; Croatia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Slovenia, Macedonia and Serbia, with 
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two autonomous provinces; Vojvodina and Kosovo (Morus 2007b, p. 1). Serbia was the 

largest of the republics and consisted of three parts; Serbia proper, the autonomous province 

of Vojvodina and the autonomous region of Kosovo. Tito’s Soviet-style federation structure 

was an attempt to replace the pre-war state mythical idea of ‘national unity’ in which Serbs, 

Croats, Slovenes and other Southern Slavs were simply different names for parts of the same 

Yugoslav nation, with the idea of ‘brotherhood and unity.’ The idea of national unity was one 

where all Yugoslav peoples are one, whereas brotherhood and unity was predicated on that 

the peoples were many, but united. However, even given that each republic had equal status 

and veto power, Serbia was in practice clearly superior to the other federal state republics 

both politically and economically (Pappas 2005, p. 198). In an attempt to control ethno-

national rivalry, Tito emphasised that people, above all, identify as Yugoslav, and as other 

ethnic peoples only incidentally. Until Tito’s death in 1980, Yugoslavia enjoyed a time of 

relative peace, but his death left a power vacuum with no obvious successor, which was 

accompanied by political and economic instability, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the loss 

of Yugoslavia’s strategic importance to the West and thus the subsequent implosion of the 

federation (Morus 2007b). 

 

While Tito remained on the scene, centrifugal forces were kept in check, but following his 

death critical voices and loss of faith in the Yugoslav system began to be heard. Several 

factors drove the country to dissolution and to war such as the Memorandum of the Serbian 

Academy of Arts and Science and the rise of Slobodan Milošević. However, the dissolution 

of Yugoslavia was a complex process with central systemic factors such as problems 

associated with system illegitimacy, economic deterioration and the ethnically based federal 

system. Milošević played a central role in the violent path that came to be taken by the 

country (Ramet 2017 p. 4). In Yugoslavia, ethnicity was institutionalised both on a group and 

individual level; in the former by various forms of territorial administration and in the latter 

by the clear distinction between state affiliation, thus citizenship and nationality. This is a 

crucial distinction, as the need to inform of one’s ethnicity in every document, a continual 

and permanent reminder of one’s ethnic background, made ethnicity a legitimate form of 

identity. Paradoxically then, as ethnic identity was officially denied in the “name of the 

socialist ‘proletariat of the world unite’ rhetoric” (Harris 2009, p. 111).  

 

Harris draws two important lessons from the collapse of communism; that in conditions of 

historically complex ethnic relationships; “(1) institutional breakdown is likely to be followed 
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by a societal disintegration along ethnic lines because (2), when civic affiliations cease to 

function as rallying calls for unity, ethnic affiliations will replace them at the centre of the 

political stage” (2009, p. 105-106). Ethnic mobilisation can be intensified by elites in the 

early stages of democratisation when societal conditions are fraught with the breakdown of 

ideological, institutional and identificational frameworks. However, elites’ influence should 

not be overstated as it is the political and historical context of a given society that determines 

whether nationalist rhetoric supersedes that of democratisation. Democratisation requires a 

huge effort both on the part of elites and that of the population; legitimacy is needed to 

implement reforms, which are often at high financial costs, as well as solidarity and faith in 

the future, energy and popular support (Harris 2009, p. 105). Both in Croatia and in Serbia 

nationalist movements have been more appealing to the people than the pan-Yugoslav myth. 

Perica (2005, p. 133-134) attributes this to the masses trust in the nationalist promise of a 

renewal of the mythical golden age communities which would be both swift and easy. This 

was preferable to the more strenuous task of modernizing, civilizing and consolidating a 

multi-ethnic nation.  

 

Additionally, one should be careful in attributing the ideological vacuum as an explanation 

for all post-communist nationalism. Yet the lack of identification with political parties is an 

important aspect. Unlike in the West, the left-right spectrum made little sense for societies 

emerging from a perceived classlessness; as such, economic and all other interests were 

formulated through nationalist rhetoric as opposed to in individual terms.  

 
“More than any other communist state, Yugoslavia tried to implement the ‘dictatorship of proletariat’ by a 

complex system of self-management which, nevertheless, could never reconcile the problem of one-party rule 

and a democracy it purported to represent” (Harris 2009, p. 119). 
 

2.2 The rise of Milošević 
 

The emphasis on Milošević is clearly by no means enough for analysing the rise of 

nationalism in Serbia. However, the amount of emphasis put on him is necessary to 

understand, as Pappas (2005) puts it, how cultural symbols are manipulated by political 

leaders, either to gain or to sustain power. He sees Milošević’s rise to power as the combined 

outcome of a consciously pursued strategy and the mass response of the Serbian people to a 

long and multifaceted crisis. Milošević managed to forge a deep feeling of crisis among 
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Serbs, which he swiftly exploited in his rise as leader; he managed to link deeply ingrained 

cultural attitudes with individual preferences by politicising cultural themes (Pappas 2005, p. 

205).  

 

Tito’s Yugoslavia was premised on the suppression of nationalism, but also on the active 

participation of the masses in politics. By violating both of these premises Milošević 

launched himself as the Serbs charismatic leader (Pappas 2005, p. 203). Milošević became 

leader of the Serbian Communist Party in 1987 and only two years later, in December 1989 

became President of Serbia after a referendum type election where 86 percent of Serbs 

expressed confidence in his leadership. Milošević emerged as a typically charismatic leader 

by exploiting long-dormant nationalism, enabled by a backdrop of endemic economic 

hardship, institutional instability and an allegedly discriminated-against nation. By promoting 

the sensitive issue of Kosovo, he managed to create a general national crisis; “[i]n this light, 

Milošević must be seen as a political entrepreneur who recognized the importance of ‘cultural 

identity’ to the Serbian nation and used it as a political resource in his bid for power” (Pappas 

2005, p. 193). Kosovo, says Pappas, is the centrepiece of Serbia’s national myths and it was 

this particular aspect of Serbian cultural identity that Milošević politicised and was to be his 

chief political resource as he emerged as leader of the Serbian nation.  

 

The memorandum 

 

The Memorandum of 1986 was a two-part document from the Serbian Academy of Arts and 

Science. A Belgrade newspaper published excerpts of this unfinished draft in 1986, which 

was met with condemnation and denunciation both in Serbia and Yugoslavia. The first part of 

the Memorandum, “The Crisis of the Yugoslav Economy and Society,” was mainly 

concerned with analyses of the Yugoslav economic and political crisis, whereas the second 

part, “The Position of Serbia and the Serbian People,” was concerned with the moral and 

ideological crisis. Some of these, such as the Slovenian and Croatian dominion over Serbia, 

economically and politically, illustrated Serbia’s inferior position within Yugoslavia, as well 

as issues related to the provinces. However, the most well-known assertion is that of the 

Serbian genocide in Kosovo carried out by Albanian nationalists and the threat to Serbs 

survival in Croatia (Budding, 1998, p. 54-56).  
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The Memorandum was the first coherent response to abounding frustrations regarding 

national economic and political insecurity for the Serbs. The pan-Slavism that Tito had 

championed was the antagonist standing in the way of Serbs historical destiny and the 

Memorandum offered a series of trans-historical narratives that explained the Serbs suffering 

while at the same time hailing an exclusive Serbian subjectivity; by stringing together 

historical events of victimization (Morus 2007a, 145-146).  

 
“Within the Memorandum, each slight against Serbia is portrayed as part of a historical trajectory, each flowing 

from the last, as if history were a seamless narrative featuring the Serbs as tragic, martyred heroes” (Morus 

2007a, p. 146). 

 

Budding names the 1986 Memorandum the “best-known document of the contemporary 

Serbian national movement,” a document which has been described, albeit also exaggerated, 

as, “the ultimate statement of exclusionary Serbian nationalism and as a “blueprint” for the 

Milošević movement and the post-Yugoslav wars” (Budding 1998, p. 52). Similarly, Morus 

sees the narratives evoked in the Memorandum as the catalyst for the exclusive rhetoric 

employed by Serbian nationalist politicians in the public discourse of the 1980s and 1990s 

and the publication of the Memorandum as “the precipitating event that reawakened Serbian 

national consciousness, initiating the re-articulation of Serbian collective subjectivity through 

narratives of historical subjugation.” Serbian intellectuals and cultural elites used the 

language, central themes and narratives of the Memorandum in response to struggling 

material conditions in Serbia and in so doing reconstituted an exclusive nationalist Serbian 

“people” (Morus 2007a, p. 143).  

 
“Discourses of historic victimization, fear of the other, and the re-articulation of modern identities rooted in a 

mythic past form a common denominator for many if not most modern civil disputes, affording support to 

leaders who use myths of ancient claims and ancient hatred to unify a disparate people. The position of a victim 

is a powerful one” (Morus 2007a, 144).  
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2.3 Kosovo 
 

The importance of Kosovo is not to be underestimated in Serbian national consciousness. In 

the Memorandum, Kosovo is named “‘the cradle of the Serbs’ historical existence,’” the 

sacred land; a Serbian Jerusalem (Pappas, 2005, p. 201). What Milošević managed to do was 

to present himself as a messiah by capitalising on widespread, but poorly founded fears about 

the integrity of the Serbian nation, and by presenting the threat against the most foundational 

myths. Every nation’s physical existence and future viability is predicated on the right to life 

and property, and it is specifically myths that revolve around themes of national integrity, 

external threat and ultimate redemption that are more easily subject to manipulation, and as 

such resonate deeply when people find that the lives of their fellow countrymen and national 

territories are in jeopardy (Pappas 2005, p. 196-197). As Budding (1998, p. 52-53) states;  

 
“With its potent tangle of myth-laden national history and present-day grievances, Kosovo became a prism 

through which all of Yugoslavia’s Serbs could look, and see themselves as an endangered minority.” 

 

Milošević contributed to the unification of an exclusive Serbian nation by the use of 

rhetorical allusions to the Battle of Kosovo Polje in 1389. He cast contemporary economic, 

social and political issues in the light of this ancient myth of heroic struggle, betrayal, defeat, 

rebirth and triumph, in which the Orthodox Serbian Prince Lazar must choose between 

winning a battle and having an earthly kingdom or losing the battle but gaining an eternal 

kingdom in heaven. Prince Lazar chooses the latter and so begins 500 years of Serb 

oppression under the Ottoman Turks. The Kosovo myth has become a foundational myth for 

Serbian culture. Through these mythical allusions, Milosevic animated Serbian identity in the 

present through a collective past, placing the Serb people into this historical narrative as 

“politically charged characters fated to fulfill the predestined story of Serb history” while at 

the same time positioning himself in the narrative as the hero of Kosovo who had come to 

redeem the Serbian people (Morus 2007b, p. 3).  

 

The legacies of war 

 

The dissolution of Yugoslavia and the ensuing wars of succession had devastating effects in 

all manners. Slovenia had a brief time of fighting in 1991, but in Croatia and Bosnia-

Herzegovina the wars raged for four years, wars that resulted in casualties, flight and 
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displacement of refugees, ethnic homogenization of areas which had previously been multi-

ethnic, destruction of entire villages as well as enormous damage to infrastructure and the 

economies of each Yugoslav successor state (Ramet 2017, p. 3). In 1996, after years of 

nonviolent resistance led by Ibrahim Rugova, Kosovar Albanians began to organise an armed 

rebellion. Milošević “unleashed a full counterinsurgency crackdown” followed by a 

campaign of ethnic cleansing of the entire Albanian population in Kosovo in 1998-1999. This 

led to NATO’s aerial bombardment of Serbian military and infrastructure from March to June 

1999. The result was a UN-brokered deal relinquishing all of Serbia’s control over the 

province of Kosovo. The bombardment left Serbia’s economy and infrastructure decimated, 

and exposed Milošević’s use of state funds for fuelling war and corruption, leading to mass 

public protests of his regime (Subotić 2017, p. 168).  

 

 

2.4 Serbia in the post-Milošević era 
 

Milošević’s regime ended in 2000. His defeat was based less on a rejection of his 

nationalistic practices, and more in opposition to authoritarian practices and blatant 

corruption. In the subsequent years Serbia aimed at a political system not dominated by one 

party, as well as attempts at strengthening human and minority rights, stronger respect for the 

rule of law and a reduction of media control. However, the assassination of reformist Prime 

Minister Zoran Đinđić in March 2003 saw the conservative-nationalist Vojislav Koštunica 

form a government with strong alliances to groups from the Milošević era, suspicious of any 

rapid transformation whilst at the same time keeping his distance from EU and Western 

governments. Serbia was unwilling to pursue any radical reforms towards EU accession. 

Questions of borders and statehood were still very much on the agenda. Western orientation 

was widely contested, with many advocating closer ties with Russia. This opposition was in 

large part due to the NATO bombing in 1999 which left both the public and the elites 

sceptical of Euro-Atlantic Integration (Bieber 2017a, p. 42).  

 

Subotić (2017) contends that in many ways, Serbia has not gone through a democratic 

transition since the fall of Milošević but is still struggling with consolidating a liberal 

democracy and that the “pernicious legacies of his rule – virulent nationalism, clericalization 

of society, abuse of human rights, rampant corruption, and poor quality of life – remain” (p. 
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165). Although delivering on certain demands from the EU, in the hope of candidacy, such as 

cooperating with the International Crime Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia by 

apprehending wartime leaders such as Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić and signing an 

interim agreement with Kosovo committing Serbia to respect the Kosovo government’s 

control over its territory, significant problems remain; weak rule of law, lack of judicial 

independence, state capture and corruption, serious human rights violations, minority 

discrimination and continuing state control over the media. Where improvements have been 

made, they have been so under tremendous pressure from the EU and by the strict usage of 

both political and economic conditionality (p. 165-166). The issue of EU integration is one of 

great contestation in Serbia today. Where there previously existed a great deal of optimism 

concerning EU integration it is now by many portrayed as a threat to national identity and 

culture and as exemplifying the double standard that has characterised the relationship 

between the West and Serbia. As such, many advocate looking towards Russia, for a 

relationship they contend is based on mutual respect and understanding; politically, 

religiously and ideologically.  

 

One of the most significant legacies of the Milošević era are the alliances that were forged 

during the 1990s between paramilitary leaders, organised crime leaders and the political elite. 

During the wars in Croatia and Bosnia Milošević made a series of strategic political alliances, 

with amongst others; ethnic Serb leadership whose armed forces served as de facto proxies 

for Serbian military, with organised crime leader Željko Ražnatović Arkan, who commanded 

troops that committed some of the worst atrocities against civilian populations, and with 

Vojislav Šešelj, leader of the extreme-right wing Serbian Radical Party, who also 

commanded their own paramilitary wing; the White Eagles. A second important legacy of 

these years is lack of media independence and professionalization; the 90s saw the Serbian 

government control almost all of the media. These legacies go a long way in explaining the 

trouble Serbia has had in moving forward after the fall of Milošević (Subotić 2017, p. 167).  

 

In 2017, The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index, labels Serbia a “flawed 

democracy” and ranks it 66th out of 167 countries and territories. Furthermore, they state that 

progress towards democracy and commitment to law is either at a stand-still or going 

backwards. Democracy has been backsliding across the region for the past decade, but in 

Serbia there has been an informal consolidation of power at the hands of the current president 

Aleksandar Vučić and his party, The Serbian Progressive Party, the SNS. They dominate 
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legislative and executive branches as well as control the judiciary. Furthermore, there is a 

weak political opposition, poorly functioning parliament and media freedom is deteriorating. 

Vučić and the SNS have taken an “uncompromisingly hostile approach” to news 

organisations that speak out against the government, with accusations of those speaking out 

against the government, as being paid by foreigners or of being involved in organised crime. 

Media freedom has been strained under previous Serbian governments but the recent 

developments in Serbia have further deteriorated the quality of media coverage and the state 

of freedom of expression (The Economist 2017).  

 

Between the West and the East 

 

Pavlović has coined the term “stabilitocracy” to label the manner in which the West has 

approached the Balkans, initially in relation to the political situation in Montenegro, but the 

term has since gained recognition and is being increasingly used to describe the semi-

authoritarian regimes of the Western Balkans. The core of stabilitocracy is the conviction that 

protecting and promoting western interests is paramount, and regimes that protect and sustain 

western geo-political, security, military, economic or energy related interests are “generally 

spared the wrath of the great powers such as the United States, the UK, or the European 

Union,” and as such local autocrats are free to do as they please in their own domain (2017). 

 

A stabilitocracy is; “a regime that includes considerable shortcomings in terms of democratic 

governance, yet enjoys external legitimacy by offering some supposed stability.” In exchange 

for stability, or even the false promise of stability, semi-authoritarian regimes who receive 

external support, particularly from EU member states, are met with lenience on issues of 

democracy. Although this has characterised Western assistance around the world for decades, 

in the case of the Western Balkans, the offer of EU accession is particular in that it 

emphasises geopolitical considerations over liberal democracy, thus breaking with earlier 

understandings of foreign policy not driven by shared norms and values, but purely by 

geopolitical interests (Bieber 2017b). 

 

As Eror (2018) notes, that the West accepts a reformed ultranationalist, previous minister of 

information under Milošević and former high ranking member of the Serbian Radical Party in 

exchange for supposed stability in the region not only undermines the EU in general but 

erodes the values it is meant to hold. Echoing sentiments felt by many Serbs;  
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“Europe has little right to lecture the Putins, Orbans, Erdogans, and Kaczynskis of the world on their democratic 

failings if it’s prepared to embrace the likes of Vucic. The growing gulf between the EU’s words and deeds can 

then be easily weaponized by its populist detractors who, if nothing else, at least practice what they preach” 

 

Summary 

In this chapter I have provided a brief historical overview of some of the major events that 

have been emphasised in my interviews and that provide a framework of understanding for 

the discussions to follow. Serbia’s recent history has been a violent and disruptive one, and 

the legacies of war are present today in the social, political and economic landscape in 

various ways. The emergence of an aggressive nationalism, delineated by ethnic and religious 

affiliation, should not only be understood as something capitalised on by Milošević and other 

nationalist ideologues, but must also be seen in the light of the dissolution of a federation that 

had institutionalised ethnicity and religion as accepted modes of belonging.  
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3 Methods and methodology 
 

For any social science project to emerge there must exist an interest in exploring and 

acquiring knowledge of a social phenomenon. The aim of adding to existing knowledge 

should be accompanied by documentation and presentation of the process and methods 

employed while maintaining a rigorous and reflective stance as researcher. 

 

3.1 Qualitative research 
The choice of a qualitative approach for my thesis was the most natural choice. My aim was 

to develop an understanding of contemporary nationalism and national identity, and why after 

having had such historically detrimental consequences, it still seems so deeply engrained in 

Serbian society. The choice of a qualitative approach was the most natural choice.  

 
“In a broad sense, qualitative research is concerned with elucidating human environments and human 

experiences within a variety of conceptual frameworks” (Winchester & Rofe 2016, p. 5). 

 

The use of qualitative research methods usually involves in-depth examination of a relatively 

small number of cases that are examined intensely with appropriate techniques so as to 

facilitate the clarification of theoretical concepts and empirical categories (Ragin & Amoroso 

2011, p. 230). The appropriate technique that emerged for me was semi-structured in-depth 

interviews. Although I did not initially intend to have observations as part of my data 

collection, the time I spent in Belgrade, the different settings I was in while conducting 

interviews and the fact that I was there alone has impacted both the data collection and my 

analysis of it.  

 

Although one may strive for objectivity, acknowledging that all research is value-laden is an 

integral part of ensuring rigour and reflexivity in a research process. This may be done by 

acknowledging personal subjectivity, possible sources of bias and reflecting on positionality, 

such as one’s own background and the relationship to the research and intended audience;  

 
“Indeed, researchers who define their own position in relation to their research may be more objective than their 

colleagues who point to the supposed objectivity of quantitative methods and fail to reveal the many subjective 
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influences that shape both the research question and the explanations they put forward” (Winchester & Rofe 

2017, p. 19).  

 

I subscribe to the idea of knowledge as situated and partial in that all knowledge is produced 

in specific circumstances and are shaped by those circumstances (Rose 1997, Haraway 1988). 

This has been evident to me throughout the process as my close connection to Serbia has 

impacted the way I have interpreted the data and how I have related to my informants, 

especially with those who expressed, in my opinion, extreme views. 

 

3.2 Exploratory case study  
 

I have employed an exploratory design in my research. Exploratory case studies investigate 

distinct phenomenon which are often characterized by a lack of detailed preliminary research. 

This form of case study provides the researcher with a high degree of flexibility and 

independence as relates to both the research design and data collection and is well adjusted 

for research lacking clearly identified or formulated research questions and in research 

environments that are limited in terms of data access (Streb 2010). This was the most 

appropriate approach during my fieldwork. It was not due to lack of preliminary research, but 

rather that I did not have a clearly formulated hypothesis, and that I struggled to find 

informants and many of my scheduled interviews were cancelled.  

 

The flexible nature of exploratory case studies are what lends it strength but also what makes 

them subject to criticism as the high degree of options available to the researcher and the 

intuitive nature of the research process may lead to questions as to the relevance of research 

that goes beyond elementary formulation of hypotheses (Streb 2010). This has been a process 

of contemplation throughout my research, as I, in the end, had informants from a wide range 

of backgrounds, and many deliberations have been made regarding the data that has been 

collected, what to include and the analysis of it.  

 

 Though cases studies need not be qualitative in nature, they lend strength to qualitative 

social research and as Gerring (2007) notes, researchers will invariably have to decide about 

knowing more about less or less about more. However, sometimes in-depth knowledge of one 

individual example may be more helpful than knowledge about a greater number of examples 
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as better understanding of the whole may be done by focusing on one key part. Case studies 

enjoy a natural advantage in its exploratory nature. Although more suited to analyses that 

maintain a narrow scope, that does not exclude case studies from seeking causal propositions 

of broad reach. This may be mitigated by choosing cases that are especially representative of 

the phenomenon one is studying. One of the primary virtues of choosing case studies is the 

depth of analysis one can attain, that is; “the detail, richness, completeness, wholeness, or the 

degree of variance in an outcome that is accounted for by an explanation” (Gerring 2007, p. 

49).    

 

Where statistical studies run the risk of conceptual stretching, by lumping together dissimilar 

cases to achieve a larger sample, case studies allow for a high level of conceptual validity and 

conceptual refinement in the identification and measurement of indicators over a smaller 

number of cases. They also enjoy an advantage in the heuristic identification of new variables 

and hypotheses, specifically through the study of deviant or outlier cases (George & Bennett, 

2005, p. 19-20).  

 

3.3 Methodology 
 
I have not adhered to one strict philosophy of science or research strategy, but rather a hybrid 

strategy inspired by the abductive logic of grounded theory. An abductive research strategy 

aims at “constructing theories that are derived from social actor’s language, meanings and 

accounts in the context of everyday life” (Blaikie 2007, p. 89). An abductive logic begins by 

describing these activities and meanings and from these attempts to derive categories and 

concepts that constitutes the basis of an understanding or explanation of what is being 

researched. It views the social world as it is perceived and experienced by its members; from 

the ‘inside,’ and it is this insider view one aims to uncover. It is by unveiling the largely tacit, 

mutual knowledge, motives and intentions, meanings and symbolism of people in their 

everyday life, that one may uncover the orientations which direct actor’s behaviours’ and as 

such elevate it to the central place in social theory and research (Blaikie 2007).  

 

I drew inspiration from grounded theory in my fieldwork. Grounded theory is a highly 

rigorous strategy of producing data and I have not followed the systematic guidelines in my 
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data collection. However, it is this approach which my data collection, theoretical framework 

and analysis most closely resemble.  

 
“[G]rounded theory methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing 

qualitative data to construct theories ‘grounded’ in the data themselves” (Charmaz 2006, p. 2) 

 

The guidelines are not formulaic rules, rather they offer general principles and heuristic 

devices where data forms the foundation of theory and the analysis of these data subsequently 

generates the concepts that are constructed. Grounded theorists begin with data; data that is 

constructed through observations, interactions and materials that are gathered. The aim is to 

learn what occurs in the research setting, through empirical events and experiences, to study 

how informants explain events and statements in their own lives and to follow up on potential 

analytic ideas and thoughts about these (Charmaz 2006, p. 3). Grounded theory is thus first 

and foremost a mode of analysis and a deeply empirical approach to the study of social life 

(Clarke 2007, p. 424).  

 

At the early stages of data collection one begins to separate, sort and synthesize data through 

qualitative coding; which sorts and distils the data and allows for comparison between other 

segments of the data that has been collected. Alongside writing preliminary analytic notes, 

memos, the researcher begins to define ideas that best fit and interpret the data as tentative 

analytic categories. These categories and the relationships drawn between them provide a 

conceptual handle on what is being studied. By the use of this method the researcher builds 

levels of abstraction that are directly drawn out from the data. Further data collection allows 

for checking and refining the preliminary categories culminating in grounded theory; “an 

abstract understanding of the studied experience” (Charmaz 2006, p. 3-4). A grounded theory 

of a particular phenomenon is as such composed of the analytic codes and categories 

generated abductively, which is thus assessed in terms of their theoretical and analytic 

capabilities, leading over time to be explicitly integrated to form a theory of the substantive 

area that is being researched (Clarke 2007, p. 424).  

 
I coded the transcribed material by hand, both because I did not have such an extensive 

amount but also because I did not, at the time, feel that I had interpreted the data well enough. 

I made preliminary categories and codes, searched for theory that I assessed as being most 

pertinent to my data, and have continuously moved between the data and theory. In this 
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process I have modified and refined my categories, gained a deeper understanding of my 

empirical findings, which has brought to light new categories and aspects of the cases that I 

had not initially anticipated. 

 

3.4 Power and subjectivity 
 
Self-critical awareness of ethical research conduct must pervade our research and the ethical 

implications of our work needs constantly to be considered (Dowling 2016, p. 34). Research 

is a social process where personal interaction is an important part of collecting and 

interpreting social information. No matter what methods we choose to employ, we can never 

fully separate those methods from societal structures. Conducting social research necessarily 

has an influence on society and people in it, such that interviewing or participating in an 

activity alters peoples’ day-to-day lives and may potentially change social situations 

(Dowling 2016, p. 29). Ensuring rigour in the research process, both in data collection and 

analysis entails openness and documentation throughout the process, such that the reader may 

follow the process and attain an understanding of the conclusions that have been reached 

(Stratford & Bradshaw 2010).   

 

Critical reflexivity aids in addressing issues of power and positionality and the impact this 

has on the research process. This entails the “self-critical sympathetic introspection and the 

self-conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” (England 1994, p. 244, emphasis 

in original). Reflexivity is critical when conducting fieldwork as it induces self-discovery 

which may lead to new insights and hypotheses about the research questions. Additionally, 

maintaining a more flexible and reflexive approach when conducting fieldwork allows the 

researcher to be open to any challenges to theoretical positions that the fieldwork may raise. 

Accordingly, critical reflexivity will entail careful consideration of the interactions with those 

being investigated. Research is not just a product, but a process, and part of such a process 

means reflecting on and learning from past experiences as well as being able to re-evaluate 

one’s own research critically (1994, p. 244). 
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Ethical considerations 

 

Thagaard (2013, p. 26-31) outlines three basic and guiding principles for ethically justifiable 

and sound research; the principles of informed consent, confidentiality and the evaluation of 

possible consequences of participation. The starting point for any research project is the 

principle of informed consent; a principle based on the respect of each individuals’ 

sovereignty over their own lives and the participant’s control over the information regarding 

them that may be shared with others. That consent is free means that the participant has given 

their consent without any external pressure, and that consent is informed means that those 

participating in a research project are fully oriented as to what participation entails. It is 

however, challenging in qualitative research, as to the extent of information to be given about 

a project, should this interfere with participants behaviour or response.  

 

The principle of confidentiality entails anonymization of participants when the final results 

are represented so as to ensure the informants privacy. Dilemmas may arise between the 

consideration of an informant’s anonymity and consideration of presenting results in a way 

that adhere to standards of validity and verifiability. Methodically, it is important to present 

the participant in a way the way they appear to the researcher, but ethically it is important to 

disguise his or her identity. This is particularly a problem when conducting research among 

small and transparent groups.  

 

The final guiding principle regards the consequences research may have upon the participant. 

A researcher always need to deliberate and reflect upon the potential consequences that may 

arise from a participants’ involvement in a research project and seek to avoid and protect 

participants from any negative consequences given involvement. It is the researchers’ ethical 

responsibility to protect their informants’ integrity. These three ethical guidelines define both 

the rights of the informants and the researchers’ responsibility unto them. Informed consent 

allows the participant a certain degree of control over their own participation, confidentiality 

sets standards for how the researcher handles the information given to them by participants 

and the principle of inflicting no harm on the participants means that the researcher is bound 

to protecting their integrity throughout the entire research process.  

 

All of my informants, with the exception of the football supporters and the LGBTI members, 

had beforehand received a written description of my thesis and an informed consent form. I 
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made it clear to all that participation was voluntary, that they at any time could withdraw and 

that they would be anonymised. In the case of the football supporters, I do not believe that 

they understood the full extent of my research. I have however chosen to use their statements 

as their anonymity is secured. The rest of my informants are activists, researchers, academics 

and students, who all had an understanding of what participation entailed. None of my 

informants said anonymisation was necessary, but I have still chosen to anonymise most of 

my informants, apart from three who are active and known in the fields of their respective 

engagements. I have used pseudonyms, based on typical Serbian names for the rest. 

 
3.5 Executing a fieldwork 
 

England uses the term fieldwork to connote those “research methods where the researcher 

directly confronts those who are researched” (1994, p. 242).  Fieldwork should be seen as a 

dialogical process; the research situation is structured both by the researcher and by those 

being researched. This brings up two issues; the first, that the dialogical nature of research 

increases the probability that the research may be altered depending on the input of the 

researched and the second, that the researcher is a visible and integral part of the research 

setting. Furthermore, fieldwork will always be personal in that the positionality of the 

researcher; position based on class, race, gender will play a central role in the research 

process, both in the field and in the final text (England 1994, p. 248- 252). This has been an 

issue throughout my research and one that I have constantly attempted to reflect on. I 

attempted an openness with all my informants as to where I am from and what my interest 

and motivations for my research was. This has in some instances awarded me access and in 

others created a substantial amount of tension. Being a female interviewer in many male-

dominated settings has also impacted the interview setting.  

 
Selecting and recruiting informants 

 

I had submitted my research proposal to the Norwegian Centre for Research Data, NSD, and 

so complied with university guidelines for conducting fieldwork. The duration of my 

fieldwork was three weeks all of which time I spent in Belgrade. 

 

I began my recruitment of informants by researching different organisations and persons of 

interest engaged in areas I wanted to focus on. As Stratford and Bradshaw note (2016, p. 
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123), conducting in-depth interviews with a small number of the “right” people may provide 

significant insights. I sent inquiries, with a written description of my thesis, and a consent 

form to various NGO’s, other organisations and persons of interest. The initial response from 

the majority of those I contacted was positive. I began sending interview requests 

approximately two months in advance to leaving. From the response I had gotten I had 16 

interviews prepared. However, there were only a few who set an exact date and the rest asked 

me to contact them when I arrived. All those who had agreed to participate I contacted again 

within two weeks of leaving as well as when I had arrived. Unfortunately, many did not 

answer or were at that time unavailable.  

 

Initially, the main focus of my research was on right-wing extremism. As such I based my 

strategy for recruiting informants partly on strategic sampling and partly on deviant case 

sampling. Qualitative studies are based on strategic sampling in that participants are chosen 

that have qualities or qualifications that are strategic as pertains to the research question and 

the examination of theoretical perspectives whereas deviant case sampling is chosen when 

attempting to learn something from highly unusual cases of the issue at interest (Thagaard 

2013, Stratford & Bradshaw 2016). I contacted several politicians from political parties that 

have been characterised as radical or extreme right but did not receive a response from any. I 

was in contact with two extreme right-wing organisations that are active in Serbia today. One 

group initially agreed to meet me but as we were trying to decide on a time to meet, they 

stopped responding. The leader of the group sent me a friend request on Facebook, to which I 

did not respond, and subsequently closed my profile. I do not know whether this has had any 

impact, but I sent several e-mails to attempt to set up an interview, none of which have been 

answered. 

 

The other group I was in contact with did not wish to meet in person, but they agreed to 

answer my questions via e-mail. I sent them the interview guide I had intended to use as well 

as adding that they may fill in any information, themes, questions they believe I should have 

asked. We sent several e-mails back and forth, specifically regarding publication. They asked 

that I send them the final version of my thesis prior to publication. I replied that I would send 

them those parts where I had used their statements, and that I would send them the final 

thesis after it was submitted, but not prior to that. To this they did not reply, I sent several e-

mails in the hope that they would still participate but have not heard from them again.  
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In the end I conducted six individual interviews and two group interviews. My informants 

come from varied backgrounds, something that has resulted in the data being broad and made 

comparison between cases somewhat difficult. However, I believe that this variation has 

brought to light many new issues and themes that I had not thought of previously and 

interconnections that deserve further investigation. When recruiting for interviews, the aim is 

not to choose a representative sample, but rather to look for an illustrative one and one should 

purposefully seek out diversity of opinion, and as such be able to bring out controversy or 

tensions (Valentine 1997, Dunn 2016).  

 

Giving voice 

 

One of the main goals of social research is that of giving voice. This involves telling the story 

of a specific group so as to enhance its visibility in society. This kind of research is often 

associated with marginalised groups, outside the mainstream, groups who are excluded and 

do not have the means to tell their story (Ragin & Amoroso, 2011, p. 46). I attempted to 

contact groups who may be categorised as outside the mainstream, but I would not in any 

way classify them as incapable of telling their stories or of having their voices heard. On the 

contrary, those I was in contact with are highly visible and active in public spaces and are by 

no means marginal in that sense. But, as Ragin and Amoroso note, “[g]iving voice does not 

necessarily entail advocacy;” it does however require vigilant efforts in the appropriate 

representation of that group (2011, p. 48).  

 

This has been a challenge I encountered in my interviews, as well as in the presentation and 

analysis of my data. I found many of the views, opinions and discussions I engaged in 

difficult, both personally and ideologically. This was particularly the case with the football 

supporters and the founder of Zavetnici. In both cases I struggled to maintain an agreeable 

and professional tone especially as deeply homophobic, racist and anti-Semitic sentiments 

were often expressed.  
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3.6 The qualitative interview 
 

In-depth interviewing emphasises the building of relationships and the exploration of ideas to 

understand how people make sense of their work, lives and relationships ((Ragin & Amoroso, 

2011, p. 122). Interviews are a dialogue which take on a conversational, fluid form; each 

interview unique in that each will vary according to the informants’ interests, experiences and 

opinions. Interviews with an unstructured or semi-structured form allow for a conversation to 

evolve into a wide-ranging discussion which is both sensitive and people-oriented, allowing 

informants to describe and explain their lives in their own words and the researcher to 

thoroughly explore issues of interest (Valentine 1994, p. 111). 

 
“The informant’s non-academic text reminds both the researcher and reader of the lived experience that has 

been divulged” (Dunn 2016, p. 186).  

 

Interviews are an excellent way of gaining access to information about opinions and 

experiences. Some of the major strengths of interviewing is the ability to; fill a gap in 

knowledge that other methods are unable to; to investigate complex behaviours and 

motivations; to collect a diversity of meaning, opinion and experiences; and when a method 

is required that shows respect and empowers the people who provide the data (Dunn 2016, p. 

150). However, one must take care not to present opinions as demonstrative of a whole group 

or to make any kind of universal claim to public opinion.  

 

My interviews consisted mainly of semi-structured interviews; two evolved into unstructured 

interviews as I felt it became the most natural progression in both settings. Semi-structured 

interviews have some degree of predetermined order but are still highly flexible dependent on 

the way issues are addressed by the informant. Unstructured interviews are informant-

focused, centred around personal perceptions and personal stories. Questions posed by the 

researcher are almost entirely determined by the informant’s responses and an unstructured 

interview approximates a normal conversation allowing the informant some degree of 

directing the interview (Dunn 2016).  
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Interview guide 

 

For my interviews I drew on a mix of interview guides and interview schedules. As my 

informants came from different backgrounds and fields I adapted my questions for each 

interview. I did however attempt at having some of the major themes and topic areas for all 

of my interviews and modified my questions so as to facilitate some kind of comparison 

between the cases.  

 

An interview guide is a list of general issues to be covered during an interview and may be 

just simple list of key words or concepts to have as topics for discussion whereas an 

interview schedule is a list of carefully worded questions. The advantage of using a guide is 

the flexibility it lends the interviewer; it allows for the conversation to proceed as naturally as 

possible, one may redirect the conversation to topics not covered as well as construct new 

questions based on the tone or the direction of the interview. The major disadvantage is that 

questions need to be formulated at that exact moment, requiring both good communication 

skills as well as confidence; loss of confidence or concentration may lead to poorly 

formulated or ambiguously worded questions. Interview schedules on the other hand may 

provide the interviewer with greater confidence in articulating questions and at the same time 

allow for comparison between informants. A potential downfall when using questions that are 

precisely worded beforehand is that when read out loud they may sound insincere, stilted and 

out of place. A mix then, of carefully worded questions and general topic areas, capitalises on 

the strengths of both these approaches, allowing both for fluidity in the conversation as well 

as the security of having prepared question should the conversation falter or come to a 

standstill (Dunn 2016, p. 152-153).  

 

For my interviews I had arranged the questions in a funnel structure; beginning with broad 

and descriptive questions and moving on to more narrow or sensitive issues as the interview 

progressed. My lack of experience with interviewing, and the often times enthusiastic 

informants I have had, has led some of the interviews to go off topic as I have not managed to 

be clear enough or steer the conversation. Additionally, in several of my interviews, I had 

quite short notice as many were planned a day or two in advance. I was not always aware of 

the exact fields of engagement my informants were in and I tried to adapt each interview with 

this in mind. However, many of the times we entered into new topic areas that were more 

relevant and have brought new aspects of the cases to light. With the member from Zavetnici 
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and the football supporters I did not feel comfortable addressing many of the questions I had 

prepared and so decided to avoid those topic areas that triggered most unease, though I would 

have liked to engage further in many of these conversations and believe they need further 

investigation.  

 
 

Establishing rapport 
 

Establishing and maintaining rapport between an interviewer and an interviewee is a critical 

part of the interview. Rapport is in its simplest form basically a matter of understanding 

another person’s model of the world and communicating this symmetrically. Interviews 

where good rapport is established and where both parts feel more at ease have a tendency to 

generate more insightful and valid data (Dunn 2016, p. 160). Valentine notes that sharing 

similar background or identity with an informant may have a positive effect in that it may 

facilitate rapport which in turn may produce a rich and detailed conversation, based on 

empathy, mutual respect and understanding (1997, p. 113).  

 

This is also dependent on how one is received in a given setting, specifically that of insider or 

outsider. The relative merits of these positions are debated; some contend that as an insider, 

the information you collect and your interpretations are more valid than an outsider, as people 

are more likely to speak freely and sincerely to you and an insider understands their language 

and perceptions of the world. An outsider may have difficulty establishing rapport, and as 

such interpretations may be less reliable. On the other hand, being an outsider may mean that 

informants make more of an effort to clearly articulate feelings, events and circumstances 

(Dowling 2016, p. 40). Additionally, interviewing in different cultural contexts requires 

heightened sensitivity to complex power relations that exist between researchers and 

interviewees (Valentine 1997) 

 

I believe that in many ways I was perceived both as an insider and an outsider. Given that I 

speak the language and have lived several years in Serbia, particularly also that I lived there 

during the NATO bombing, has awarded me an “in” in many settings. Many of those I 

interviewed seem to feel more at ease; they often say that since I have lived there, I 

understand them, I understand what it means to be Serbian and I have an understanding of 

their culture and history and am as such not blinded by Western propaganda and portrayals of 

Serbs. However, as noted by almost all my informants, I am still a rich westerner, I can never 
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truly understand the suffering, the history, and the lives of Serbs. I am allowed one foot in, 

respected in that I know the language and that my field of interest is Serbia; yet 

simultaneously kept at arms lengths as I am not Serbian and as such I will never truly be able 

to understand or appreciate what being Serbian means.   

 

Gatekeeper 
 
To gain access to the football supporters I had an acquaintance arrange the meeting, so 

functioning as my gatekeeper. Gatekeepers are “those who provide – directly or indirectly – 

access to key resources needed to do research, be those resources logistical, human, 

institutional or informational” (Campbell et al. 2006, p. 98). One should be attentive of 

several things when using gatekeepers to gain access; it is important to be clear about what 

sort of information you are looking for and who you want to talk to, to be aware of whether a 

gatekeeper is directing you towards some people and discouraging you from talking to others 

as this will affect what information and perspectives you get (Valentine 1997, p. 116).  

 

I did not consider this to be an issue with my gatekeeper. Rather, there were issues of safety 

that I did not properly consider until after the interview. Football supporters in Serbia are 

well known for being involved in organised crime and violence. They were amongst the most 

active groups during the violent demonstrations against the Pride Parades, violence is 

common at football games and they are often used as security or as enforcers for politicians 

and government officials. I would have never gained access to them as a group, had it not 

been for my gatekeeper, something that was reiterated to me several times. My gatekeeper 

had beforehand told me not to broach any kinds of issues that had to do with politics, drugs or 

weapons. I also noticed that some of the men carried guns. I knew that my safety was 

guaranteed by my gatekeeper, and as such it was not my safety in that I feared they would do 

anything to me, but the possibility of harm from other groups. This was made evident as my 

main informant was shot and killed two months after our interview, and another of the men 

who had been present was shot and killed some months following this.  

 

Power relations are often assumed to be asymmetrical in favour of the researcher. However, 

this is not always the case, and oftentimes informants are the ones who control access to 

knowledge, information and other informants. At times, they may even attempt to influence 

the research process (Valentine 1997, p. 114). In my interview with the football supporters 
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this was very much the case. I was the only female there, at a table of around ten men at their 

local cafe; people kept coming to and from the table. During the time I was there I would say 

I had more or less no control, of who was speaking or what was spoken about. My gatekeeper 

had introduced me as “the Norwegian writing about navijaćis (football supporters)”. I tried to 

explain that that was not the sole focus of my thesis, but no one was really listening. There 

were three men and one in particular who dominated the conversation, although everyone at 

the table would shout comments, acknowledgements and lift their glasses to cheers regularly. 

When I asked the waiter for a bottle of water, they looked at me strangely and my gatekeeper 

told me to order a real drink. I ordered rakija, the national Serbian liquor, to which they all 

applauded and shouted; “she’s one of us.”  

 

I had prepared several questions and I attempted to ask them and even though they at times 

stopped to ask; “exactly, what are you interested in, tell us how we can help you,” and I 

responded, they generally continued to talk about what they wanted. It was difficult also as 

they were very enthusiastic, interrupting each other, speaking at the same time; all trying to 

make their points known. The conversation was in Serbian and although I speak the language 

adequately, the speed at which they spoke, the music in the bar and the slang they use meant 

a lot passed me by. In the end I decided to just throw in questions whenever I could and hope 

that they might be answered. At some points I approached topics and themes that I noticed 

both angered and agitated some of them. I would have wanted to continue on some of these 

conversations but I did not feel comfortable doing so.  

 

After I left the bar with my gatekeeper, he took me to a new place to meet two other men who 

were also supporters. Where I had felt quite comfortable with the first group of men, I did not 

do so with the second. My gatekeeper left at this point, something I had not anticipated. As I 

understood it, these two men had been soldiers during the wars in the 90s. Although they 

were polite, one had a rather aggressive tone, constantly showing me photos of war crimes 

committed against the Serbs and showing me his own gunshot and knife wounds. I left after a 

short time.  

 

In my meeting with Katarina, the founder of Zavetnici, there was also an occurrence that I do 

not know whether was meant to be some show of force, for security or a coincidence, but I 

believe it’s worth noting. After we had met and introduced ourselves, she tells me that there 

are two men from the “movement” who are also there that will join us. I asked whether they 
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were to be part of the interview, to which she replied no, but that they were just going to be 

there. We shook hands and as we sat down, they sat at the table right behind us, saying 

nothing, but stayed there for the remainder of the interview. I am unsure as to what their role 

in being there was, but I perceived it as some kind of show of force, not necessarily 

intimidation, but it did impact how far I pushed some of the topics we discussed.  

 

Quality of the data 

 

All my interviews were audio recorded. I asked my informants whether they agreed to have 

the conversations taped and there were none that expressed concern over this. I used my 

personal telephone and explained that as soon as the interview was over I would transfer the 

file onto my computer and delete it from my phone. An audio recorder may inhibit 

informant’s responses (Dunn 2016), but I did not assess this to be a problem, perhaps because 

it is so common place today to have one’s telephone on the table that there is nothing 

particularly distinguishable about that. Audio-recording may be preferable to note-taking as 

note-taking may detract attention and undermine rapport; the use of an audio-recorder better 

facilitates a natural conversational style interview. However, non-verbal data; such as non-

audible occurrences, gestures and body language may be lost when relying solely on audio-

recording (Dunn 2016, p. 169).  

 

This became evident as I was transcribing the interviews. Although I took notes alongside the 

interviews, in several instances it is clear that my informant has made some kind of gesture or 

facial expression that I have not noted, such that what they say becomes ambiguous. 

Additionally, all my informants chose the locations of our interviews, most of which were in 

cafes or bars. This has led to, in a greater or lesser extent, parts of the interviews too 

incomprehensible to transcribe. I chose to transcribe my interviews word for word, because 

as Dunn (2016, p. 174) contends, this will include nuances of accent and vernacular, and 

exact textual replications contain the ethnographic moment of the interview itself. Some 

researchers express concern over potential embarrassment informants may feel when 

reviewing transcripts with grammatical errors, repetitions, or when the spoken language is 

not their first language. Apart from one interview in Serbian and one in Norwegian, all the 

rest are in English and the level of English spoken is high. I proposed to send transcripts of 

the interviews for quote checking to my informants; none of my informants said this was 

necessary, but many asked instead that I send them the finished thesis.  
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3.7 Evaluating the data 
 

Validity refers to the researcher’s interpretation of data, and the extent to which these are 

accurate and credible and as reflecting the reality that has been observed. Validity is ensured 

through critical reflection throughout the process of analysis and rigorous scrutiny of 

methodological choices (Thagaard 2009). I have attempted to continually be aware of my 

positionality vis a vis my informants, my own deliberations concerning the views and 

expressions I have met that I have found difficult and my own relation to Serbia as a whole.   

 

In qualitative studies the aim is to develop an understanding of the phenomenon being 

researched and these interpretations are the basis for potential transferability. This is related 

to whether interpretations within the frame of one project has relevance in another context 

(Thagaard 2009, p. 207). I believe that my knowledge of the research area and the way I have 

been perceived and accepted in most of my interviews has provided views and interpretations 

from my informants that are quite unique. That I have been welcomed by most and 

established trust and rapport on the basis of common understanding has, in my interpretation, 

given me both an insight and truthfulness that might be difficult for others to achieve. The 

topic area of my thesis is one I think holds relevance that far extends this paper. I hope the 

following discussions will demonstrate this. 

 

Summary 
In this chapter I have accounted for the methodological choices that have been made. I have 

also provided an account of the fieldwork I executed, the difficulties and deliberations that I 

encountered. I have also discussed the background regarding my position as researcher and 

the ways this has impacted both data collection and data analysis.   
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4 Theoretical assumptions 
 

In this chapter I will first introduce theoretical perspectives on nationalism and on the use of 

mythical imaginaries in the Balkans to see how these can complement each other through the 

merging of ethnic and geographical boundaries. The second part of the chapter will introduce 

the ways in which religion and nationalism have been incorporated into an understanding of 

national identity. The last part of the chapter will discuss the ways in which the image of 

Serbia as the “Other” of Europe, alongside themes of masculinity, militarism and 

homophobia are used to enhance an exclusive Serbian national identity.     

 
4.1 Theories on nationalism 
 
Primordialist and perennialist conceptions 
 
Three main schools of thought can be found in the study of nationalism. Although the 

definitions and delineations vary somewhat among scholars they are generally acknowledged 

as the primordialist/perennialist, modernist and ethno-symbolic approaches. Primordialism is 

generally associated with earlier explanations of nationalism that were influenced by organic 

varieties of nationalism; nations were seen as natural and primordial divisions of humanity. 

Nationalism was thought to be ubiquitous and universal. For primordialists, “the key to the 

nature, power and incidence of nations and nationalism lies in the rootedness of the nation in 

kinship, ethnicity, and the genetic bases of human existence” (Smith 1999, p. 4).  

 

According to Penrose, primordialists and virtually all nationalists hold the homeland as the 

geographical dimension of the nation, in both mind and space. Although the view of nations 

as natural divisions of humanity is held by few contemporary scholars it is a perspective that 

still remains relevant. One of the reasons being that the notion of nations as essential has 

become deeply rooted in common sense understandings of the world, particularly so in places 

where people look to nationalist ideology to ameliorate positions of marginality and where 

the nation-state has effectively maintained geopolitical organisation over time. Second, it is 

against this view that other debates have developed and so an understanding of the 

primordialist conception is a prerequisite for thorough considerations and discussions (2002, 

p. 286-287). Perennialists also contend that nations have existed throughout recorded history 

but do not hold that they are part of the natural order; some perennialists claim that nations 



	 31	

have existed for centuries, if not millennia while others claim that nations come and go, only 

to reappear continually in different periods and continents (Smith 1999, p. 5).  

 

The modernist approach 

 

The modernist approach is perhaps best represented by Ernest Gellner, who states that 

“[n]ationalism is primarily a political principle, which holds that the political and the national 

unit should be congruent” (2001[1983], p. 1). Nationalism as a sentiment or movement is best 

defined in terms of this principle; nationalist sentiment is the feeling of anger brought forth 

by the violation of this principle, or the feeling of satisfaction when it is fulfilled. A 

nationalist movement is thus one initiated by a sentiment of this kind. Gellner holds that 

nationalism is a theory of political legitimacy, one that demands that ethnic boundaries 

should not cut across political ones, and that ethnic boundaries within the state should not 

separate those in power from the rest of the population.  

 

Nationalism as a modern phenomenon, as a principle of political legitimacy, is strongly 

connected to the erosion of traditional social structures as well as to the rise of 

industrialisation and political modernisation, where large-scale economies and increased 

bureaucracy required literate citizenry, which in turn was contingent upon state-funded mass 

education (Harris 2009, p. 53). With the rise of modernity came standardization of language; 

state education that produced standardized forms of language, history and culture. This 

developed the idea that all inhabitants of a particular territory were part of one single 

community which was important for particularly two things. For one, it created loyal 

members of society, who would function as such without other attachments to sub-groups 

within or outside of the state boundaries, and secondly; it created culturally standardized, 

interchangeable populations who had the ability to achieve high rates of productivity in 

industrialised societies (Penrose & Mole 2008, p. 3).  

 

The ethno-symbolic approach 

 

The final approach is the ethno-symbolist approach. Historical ethno-symbolism emerges 

from a theoretical critique of modernist approaches and its limitations, such as failure to 

distinguish genuine constructs from long-term processes and structures; a concentration on 

élite actions at the expense of popular beliefs and actions and a disregard of the powerful 
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affective dimensions of nations and nationalism. What gives nationalism its power, according 

to ethno-symbolists, are the myths, memories, traditions and symbols of ethnic heritage, the 

ways in which a living past has been and can be rediscovered and reinterpreted. Modern 

national identities are reconstituted in each generation from elements of myth, memory, 

symbol and tradition (1999, p. 9). Key to a large proportion of modern national and 

international politics is the relationship between premodern ethnic ties and modern 

nationalism and as such it is crucial to recognise the importance of a long history of ethnicity 

for the formation of nations and to give due weight to this relationship. To understand this 

relationship Smith proposes the following clarifying concepts; 

 
“an ethnic community (or ‘ethnie’) as a named human population of alleged common ancestry, shared memories 

and elements of common culture with a link to a specific territory and a measure of solidarity; a ‘nation’ as a 

named human population sharing a historic territory, common myths and historical memories, a mass, public 

culture, a common economy and common legal rights and duties; and ‘nationalism’ as an ideological movement 

for the attainment and maintenance of autonomy, unity and identity on behalf of a population some of whose 

members deem themselves to constitute an actual or potential ‘nation’” (1996, p. 447).  

 

Particularly important among cultural components of ethnicity are myths of ethnic origin and 

elections, and symbols of territory and community. These may take on a variety of forms but 

particular interest and significance are attached to the symbolism of ancestral or sacred 

territory and the development of ethnoscapes; landscapes that are endowed with poetic 

meaning that have often come to be associated with crucial events and historical persons 

(Smith 1999, p. 16). Ethnoscapes emerge, in its simplest form, in that a given terrain is felt to 

provide the unique and indispensable setting for events that have shaped a community or 

group. Significant events have occurred in a particular landscape and its features become part 

of a community’s experiences and collective memories. Such landscapes are often attributed 

an active role, it is not merely a natural setting but is rather felt to both influence the events of 

the community as well as contribute to the experiences and memories that moulded them.  

 

Additionally, by instilling a sense of continuity and genealogy, such landscapes may be 

revered as the ‘ancestral homeland;’ and become an intrinsic part of the character, history and 

destiny of the cultural community. As such, it must not only be commemorated regularly but 

also defended at all costs, “lest the ‘personality of the ethnic or regional community be 

impugned” (Smith 1999, p. 151). Every society has stories about its past and origins, stories 

that reflect the uniqueness of a society. The reinforcement of connection with a given place is 
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crucial to maintaining the significance of boundaries to those sustained by a given territory 

and as such, to inspire commitment to the future of that territory. The use of historical and 

religious allusions usually associated with specific sites or landscapes are an effective way of 

binding people together and particularly to specific territories. By means of symbolic 

transference, specific places become synonymous with society’s rootedness there, creating a 

deep-seated connection often understood or portrayed as ‘natural’ (Penrose 2002, p. 282). 

 
“[C]ertain areas of land come to possess a special symbolic and mythic meaning and some ethnoscapes are 

endowed with a sacred and extraordinary quality, generating powerful feelings of reverence and belonging” 

(Smith 1999, p. 152). 

 

 

Territory in nationalist thought 

 

To understand the significance of territory or any of its manifestations, whether nations, 

states, homelands or landscapes, it is useful, says Penrose (2002, p. 278), to examine the 

space that supports such constructs. Space, as structures of the real world, which are 

identified and interpreted through experience, which exist outside of discursive constructions 

but are not trapped in universalised interpretations or immutable essentialisations. From this 

conception, space holds two sources of latent power for human beings; as latent material 

power, in that space has the power to sustain human life and as a source of latent emotional 

power in having the power to invoke or release emotional responses. Human beings may 

respond to both the material dimensions of space and the emotional qualities of space 

whenever they encounter them but it is not before spaces become places and territories that 

human beings begin to harness these sources of power. Place and territory refers to space that 

has been defined in some way, territories are thus the bounding of space; the product of 

human agency referred to as territoriality. 

 

Territoriality has generally been conceptualized by biologic and genetic approaches and 

socio-political approaches. Biologic and genetic approaches argue that territoriality is an 

innate feature of all species and as such sees forms of territorial behaviour, in animals as well 

as humans, as natural. Two key positions emerge from this strand of thinking; a deterministic 

view that sees acquisition of territory as a natural phenomenon and one that sees territorial 

behaviour in a behaviourist but non-deterministic sense (Storey 2001, p. 9). The widespread 
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rejection of this view is based on its vastly deterministic foundations and related assertions on 

intolerance as a response to human differences and inevitability of conflict (Penrose 2002, p. 

279). The second approach views human territoriality as a geographic strategy and as the 

means by which space and society are interrelated. Territoriality is “the attempt by an 

individual or group to affect, influence, or control people, phenomena, and relationships by 

delimiting and asserting control over a geographic area” (Sack 1986, p. 19). This area is what 

Sack terms territory. A place may be used as a territory at a given time; creating a territory 

also means creating a place. However, in contrast to places, territories are established and 

maintained, and are the results of varying strategies of exertion of force. Circumscribing 

things in space does not create a territory; when demarcating boundaries is used to affect 

behaviour, the given space becomes a territory. Territory may be used to contain, restrain and 

exclude; territoriality is as such a strategy to establish control over access to people, things 

and relationships. However, the boundaries of territory are not unalterable, static or fixed. 

Considering territoriality then, as a strategy for differentiating access places it completely 

within the realm of human motivations and goals, thus circumscribing biologically rooted 

arguments.  

 
“Territoriality, as a component of power, is not only a means of creating and maintaining order, but is a device 

to create and maintain much of the geographic context through which we experience the world and give it 

meaning” (Sack 1986, p. 219). 

 

The creation of boundaries has four main dimensions that are relevant to the study of 

nationalism. First; territories are often conceptualised as ‘natural’ divisions of the earth’s 

surface; sometimes through distinct physical characteristics and other times through 

demonstrating a named territories’ origins and longevity. Secondly, relationships between 

specific groups of people and territories are conceptualised as ‘natural,’ biological and 

symbiotic; a specific society is nurtured by a specific territory which in turn requires 

society’s care if that is to be maintained. The third aspect relates to the emotional power of 

territory. Most people have direct and personal experiences of attachment to specific places 

which will necessarily vary between people, but the sense of a bond to a specific place 

generally involves deep feelings of belonging, such as feelings of peace, of feeling secure or 

of being ‘at home’. The final aspect relates to the use of histories, memories and myths in 

binding people together as well as binding them to specific territories (Penrose 2002)  
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4.2 Myths as boundary-defining mechanisms 
 

The evolution of the Balkan nation-states has been intrinsically linked to mythical 

imaginaries and references to the spiritual and political glory of the Byzantine Empire. In so 

doing, religious and political leaders have affirmed that the nation-building process was 

supported by divine intervention. These mythical imaginaries lie at the intersection between 

political and religious realms; the sacralisation of time and resurrection of memorial 

historical periods in the present are the main characteristics of Balkans myths transcending 

religion and politics (Leustean 2008, p. 422). To understand how such myths function is to 

inquire into the use and misuse of them. The political application of myths or the ways in 

which political aspirations are fuelled by myths can show how they can be produced and 

propagated in order to propagate specific group claims. Different types of historical myths 

have been employed in the Balkans and so functioned as boundary-defining mechanisms; the 

two emphasised here will be myths of antemurale and myths of martyrium (Kolstø 2005).   

 

In the first half of the thirteenth century, Serbia was the most important political and military 

force in the Balkans; what is today viewed as its golden age. The Battle of Kosovo Polje 

marks Serbia’s decline of political supremacy and Prince Lazar’s sacrifice is interpreted as 

uniting the spiritual and material worlds. According to Orthodoxy’s interpretation, Prince 

Lazar sacrificing his soul for his faith is an example that should be followed by modern 

political leaders (Leustean 2008, p. 426). The nation as a divine manifestation is developed 

particularly through the antemurale myth;  

 
“The existence of the Serbian nation in history was a direct act of creation by God who chose them from other 

people in the same way that previously he had chosen the Jews as his elected people” (Leustean 2008, p. 427). 

 

The antemurale myth has had a long tradition in various schools of Serbian historiography; 

academic and political discourse has depicted the Serbs as defenders of the Christian 

European civilization against the destructive influence of Islam as well as the Ottoman 

Empires domination since the medieval era. Intellectuals and politicians specifically invoked 

the 1389 Battle of Kosovo Polje asserting that the Serbs sacrificed themselves; in saving the 

Christian European value system and the foundations of modern civilization, the Serbs gave 

up not only their statehood, but also their freedom (Antić 2005, p. 192). 
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In these myth productions, the group is included in a larger and allegedly superior cultural 

entity, thus enhancing its status vis-á-vis groups who do not belong. This functions as a 

boundary-defining mechanism in that it stresses that the group is an integral part of the true 

civilization. The murus, or wall, is the last line of defence of order, and the group is its very 

outpost. Continuous attacks on the wall, has left the chosen group to sacrifice itself so as to 

save the larger civilization of which it is a part (Kolstø 2005, p. 20).  
  
Martyrium are myths that focus on defeat and on the victimization of a group. The nation is 

portrayed as a perennial target of discrimination and persecution; whenever the aggressor is a 

neighbouring group, as is often the case, this serves as a boundary-defining myth. A strength 

of martyrium myths are that they invest identity boundary with a moral significance; those 

who are oppressed are morally superior to those who oppress them and stories about the woes 

that have been inflicted upon them are simplified and ritualized, thus eliminating moral 

ambiguity. Tales of oppression and of victimization can be used as an instrument of identity 

formation (Kolstø 2005, p. 21). During the Second World War the Serbian Orthodox Church 

and the Četnik movement began the construction of the Jasenovac myth; that of a Croatian 

genocide against the Serbs at Jasenovac concentration camp. The Serbian Eastern Orthodox 

Diocese published in 1943, Martyrdom of the Serbs, a collection of documents that stated the 

Serbian Orthodox Church and ethnic Serbs were victims of a genocide, holding not only the 

Croatian nationalist Ustaše regime accountable, but also the Catholic Church and clergy. 

Parallels have been drawn between Jasenovac and Jersualem and the alleged genocide as 

analogous to the Holocaust by church figures and it has, like Kosovo, become another site of 

memory, martyrdom and pilgrimage (Perica 2005, p. 150). The myth of martyrdom became 

the Serbian fundamental myth. It heavily emphasised genocidal crimes against the Serbian 

people in order to keep the memory of suffering alive.  

 

Political myths that have emerged from Eastern Orthodox Christianity are the most powerful 

in Balkan mythical imagery and in Balkan national identities. They have been intrinsically 

linked to the political evolution of Balkan nation-states. Their influence extends from the 

religious to political realms and have a direct impact on contemporary politics through three 

structures; the sacralisation of politics, the perception of the nation as a divine manifestation 

and the construction of a divine realm on earth (Leustean 2008).  
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4.3 National identity  
 

According to Brubaker and Cooper (2000, p. 4) identity is both a category of practice and a 

category of analysis; as a category of practice, identity is used in everyday settings to make 

sense of oneself, ones’ everyday activities, what one shares with others and how one differs 

from others. Political entrepreneurs use this category to persuade individuals to understand 

themselves, interests and predicaments, in a certain way and to persuade them of their 

sameness and at the same time their difference from others, to organise and justify collective 

action along certain lines. Identity can be understood as a specifically collective 

phenomenon; “”identity” denotes a fundamental and consequential sameness among 

members of a group or category” and as a core concept of “selfhood”, individual or 

collective, “as a fundamental condition of social being, “identity” is invoked to point to 

something allegedly deep, basic, abiding or foundational” (p.7).  

 

Knowing who we are inevitably also entails knowing who we are not; both individual and 

collective identities are thus defined by a distinction between a ‘me’ and ‘you’, an ‘Us’ and 

‘Them’, by reference to Self and Other. Identity categories, whether race, gender, class, 

religion, can assume a relative fixity, as human beings seek specific identities for themselves; 

largely a fundamental mechanism to generate a sense of belonging and to maximize self-

esteem. This process entails identifying with an in-group and its dominant norms and 

subsequently differentiation from the out-group while at the same time internalising ones 

own group categorisation. The individual thus becomes part of the group and the group 

becomes part of the individual, which is why this kind of internalisation of identity allows the 

categories that support them to become so important, and consequently so powerful;  

 
“Those categories that inspire the greatest internalisation, that become personal and perceived as key to the 

survival of the self, are those that assume the greatest significance in structuring divisions of people and space 

as well as the power relations and the structures of power that mediate them” (Penrose & Mole 2008, p. 10). 

 

National identity is one such, incredibly powerful, category. National identity may be 

understood in two complementary ways; as reflecting the constitutive elements of 

nationhood, allowing it to be the identity of the nation; it is what the nation is, and national 

identity is personal, saying something about who individuals think that they are. The 

successful construction of a nation fuses both these elements by inspiring personal 
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identification with a nations’ constitutive elements, such as language or collective memory, 

in a way that makes the members believe that they are the nation. If this belief becomes 

ingrained it is probable that its members will defend the nation at all costs, as they are in fact 

defending themselves (Penrose & Mole 2008, p. 10). National identity is also in part shaped 

by a nation’s sense of its own role in the world. National identity may be seen as a more 

overtly politicised version of ethnic identity; the want and claim to political control over a 

given territory is an essential component of national, but not of ethnic identity (Storey 2001, 

p. 65).  

 

Identities play a major role in politics as identities inform self-other representations, they 

embed subjects in meaning and in collective agency as well as serve to mobilise action for 

certain politics and purpose (Bloom in Peterson 1999, p. 37). According to Kolstø (2005), the 

main diacriticon for self-differentiation among the different South Slav countries is language. 

The Croatian-Serbian-Bosnian nexus, on the other hand, provides an important exception; 

religion is the determinant of paramount identity shaper. In the Balkans, religious belonging 

and affiliation have been part of a process of socialisation, one made in the pursuit of a 

collective identity, and as such, belonging to a religion is the equivalent of belonging to a 

social group (Doja 2008). This has been further reinforced following the disintegration of 

Yugoslavia. The void created by the delegitimation of the communist project, saw religion 

fill its place. Religion provides an integrative framework for the post-communist societies 

who struggle to define their new identities; religious beliefs become associated with new 

ethno-national projects and manage to bring a sense of historical continuity with the pre-

communist past (Ivekovic 2002, p. 534). 

 

4.4 Religious nationalism 
 

“In reshaping the shattered bonds of solidarity and in redefining their group identity, people use the spiritual and 

cultural material available to them” (Iveković 2002, p. 523). 

 

Nationalism and religion are often deeply intertwined; nationalist politics can accommodate 

religious claims and religion can accommodate claims of the nation-state; nationalist rhetoric 

often utilises religious imagery and religious movements may deploy nationalist language.  

Brubaker delineates ways in which to study the connection between religion and nationalism. 

One of these ways is treating religion and nationalism, along with ethnicity and race, as 
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analogous phenomena. When treating religion and nationalism as analogous phenomena, 

rather than drawing on religious terms such as faith, liturgy, salvation, one could attempt to 

connect religion and nationalism to broader general social structures and processes. Three 

ways of considering this is studying them as a mode of social identification, as a mode of 

social organisation and as a way of framing political claims. As a mode of identification, 

ethnicity and nationalism can serve as forms of social and cultural identification, manners in 

which to understand sameness and difference and ways of situating oneself relative to others. 

Religion can be thought of in this same way; as a way to, systematise, see and make meaning 

of the world. Understanding religion as a mode of social organisation, a framework and 

organisation of social relations is seeing the ways in which religion, ethnicity and nationality 

can serve as "more or less pervasive axes of social segmentation in heterogenous societies, 

even without territorial concentration along religious, ethnic or nationalist lines" (2012, p. 4). 

Social segmentation occurs along these lines; members of the same community participate in 

different "institutional worlds," they are channeled in informal social relations that uphold 

and perpetuate social segmentation. The third perspective, that of framing political claims, is 

that claims made in the name of religion can be considered in accordance with claims made 

in the name of ethnicity, race or nationality. These have striking similarities to claims made 

for economic resources, political representation, symbolic recognition or cultural 

reproduction.   

 
 "These claims are part of the general phenomenon of politicised ethnicity, broadly understood as  

 encompassing claims made on the basis of ethno-religious, ethno-national, ethno-racial, ethno-regional, 

 or otherwise ethno-cultural identifications, which have proliferated in both the developed world and the 

 developing world in the last half century (Brubaker 2012, p. 5).  

 

This resonates with Juergensmeyer’s definition of ethnic religious nationalism. Ethnic 

religious nationalism is connected to people and land, to communities that are bound by race, 

culture or history, who feel oppressed or limited within an old social order. Communities 

seek to establish political identity, often in a separate geographical area and religion becomes 

fused with a culture of domination or liberation; this approach “politicizes religion by 

employing religious identities for political ends” (1996, p. 5). Although Juergensmeyer 

mentions the Balkans as typical ethnic religious nationalists, as opposed to ideological 

religious nationalists, he does note that movements that may appear to be primarily ethnic 

may also have ideological components. As an example, he draws on the way that Serb leaders 
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utilised imaginative religious myths during the war in Bosnia. By the use of these allusions 

they presented themselves as Christ leaders, allowing for a dehumanised mythologization of 

the Muslims as Judases, which ultimately provided justification for the ensuing genocide.  

 

Religious nationalism may also be understood as a social movement; one that seeks to defend 

identity. It can also be viewed as a substitute for redistributive material politics of class or as 

a cultural corrective of underlying social grievances. As such one must focus on the duality 

between the social and the cultural as they permeate understandings of the rise of politicised 

religion (Friedland 2001, p. 130). Religious nationalism is cultural in that it promotes certain 

values and a way of life; social in that its proponents seek control over executive, legislative 

and judicial institutions, over education and reproductive bodies. Religious nationalism, then,  

is about the interplay between values and things, about recognition of a new collective 

subjectivity and of the redistribution of resources (Friedland 2001, p. 134).   

 

According to Sremac and Ganzevoort the key features of religious nationalism are;   

 
 "sacralization of politics, exclusivity and the promotion of group homogeneity and aggressive  

 separation from racial or sexual "others", the employment of religious and symbolic resources,  

 disciplining the body and sexuality, totalitarianism and extremism. Religious nationalisms also give 

 people an ideological justification and a set of discursive practices for the radical transformation of 

 society, culture, politics and institutions based on its ultimate religious values and purpose" (2015, p.5). 

 

In combination these have been instrumental in the creation of national identity and a sense 

of nationhood; delving into a particular ontology of power and control. This particular 

ontology predisposes this kind of nationalism into becoming militant and violent (Sremac & 

Ganzevoort 2015, p. 6). The sense of uniqueness and superiority that nationalism encourages, 

can easily be conflated with religious ideals. Religious nationalism that combines the use of 

older religious ideals of chosenness with newer doctrines of ethnic nationalism have led to a 

surge in communal strife and violence. Those conflicts that reach deepest into their 

populations and that become the most bitter and protracted, are those that manage to combine 

cultural purification with the sanctification and election of an ethnically defined nation 

(Smith 1996, p. 453). Religious nationalism privileges a basis of identity and criterions for 

judgement. Religious criterions of judgement go beyond the reach of popular voice or the 

interests of the state; religion provides the foundation for a nation’s collective identity and 

serves as the source of values and purpose of existence. It is a form of politicised religion, it 
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is the basis of political judgement and identity, in such a way that politics take on the quality 

of a religious obligation (Friedland 2001, p. 138-139).  

 

This particular form of nationalism, that is based not only on the exclusion of sexual and 

racial others, but also adheres to more totalitarian state structures, predisposes it towards 

militancy and violence. Nagel (1998) sees the national state as a masculine institution in 

which notions of masculinity and manliness are structurally embedded. Masculine cultural 

themes emphasise and resonate within the culture of nationalism with terms such as honour, 

patriotism, cowardice, bravery and duty. Within the masculine nation and with it it’s partition 

of particular roles and spaces for the man and the woman, nationalism is constructed to 

resonate with masculine cultural themes and as such ties the nation closely to the notion of 

manliness. This “microculture” of everyday masculinity articulates particularly well with the 

militaristic side of nationalism, and the ideological and symbolic coding of public sphere 

activities as masculine allows all men to identify with state power and authority (Nagel 1998, 

Peterson 1999). 

 

4.5 Militarism and masculinity 
“It is the increasing role of traditionalist and nationalist discourses that makes it possible for religion 

subsequently to get converted into nationalist consciousness, for this consciousness to become organised and for 

organised nationalism to become militarist, masculinist, misogynist, racist and violent. Nationalist projects may 

indeed mobilise a traditionalist discourse towards social construction of gender and religion, the result of which 

is to en-gender the war, on the basis of an assumed and reified moral order and gendered ethno-religious 

ideology” (Doja 2008, p. 57). 

 

Bracewell (2000) shows how discourses on sexual violence and accusations of Albanian rape 

of Serbs in Kosovo in the 1980’s formed the basis for an aggressive new nationalist 

programme. Public discourses linked assumptions and anxieties that had to with gender, and 

especially masculinity, to an image of Serbian nationhood under threat. The rape narrative 

was capitalised on by nationalist ideologues in that it made graphically manifest the 

victimisation of Serbs in Kosovo, construed the Albanians as barbarians and made culpable 

the regime which allowed this state of affairs. The narrative of threatened masculinity and 

gender crisis thus offered militarism as a way of regaining both individual manliness and 

national dignity; “an aggressive political programme that could redeem both national dignity 

and masculine honour” (p. 569). This version of Serbian nationalism necessitated and 
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reinforced distinct masculine and feminine ideals; a tough, dominant, heterosexual male and 

a complementary, passive, maternal and vulnerable female. In a rapidly deteriorating social 

and economic environment the synthesis of national assertion and manliness had broad 

emotional appeal, both to men and women. A central tenet of the neo-traditionalist 

programme of restoring the natural and authentic social order that had allegedly been 

subverted by socialism, was the call for reasserting a dominant masculinity, which 

furthermore mobilised support for a politics of confrontation and conflict (Bracewell 2000, p. 

570-577). Greenberg argues that normative gender categories can be a resource that people 

mobilise in times of drastic social, economic and political change, and that nationalist 

masculinity is a resource that Serbia, and other post-socialist contexts have drawn on to 

“architect a sense of continuity, agency and belonging” (2006, 322-323). 

 

Peterson emphasises nationalism as a particularly potent manifestation of political 

identification in which political identity can be seen as a concept and as a way of referring to 

identification with a particular group. This may be a group based on race, ethnicity, kinship, 

culture, territory or shared purpose. Nationalism within a nation is problematic for those who 

share the least in political representation, but particularly for those with an identity “at odds 

with the projected image of homogenous national identity” (1999, p. 35). The androcentric 

nature of models of human nature, of citizenship and political agency serve to marginalize 

women and in its extension denigrate by association everything with femininity, which 

includes nature, “effeminate men” and subordinated “others”. Heterosexist subject formation 

produces identities as well as upholds embodied heterosexist symbols. Heterosexism is the 

institutionalization and normalization of heterosexuality and heterosexual practice. 

Fundamental to nationalist practice, process and politics is group reproduction, biological as 

well as social; which is in its essence heterosexist. Such group reproductions constitute 

heterosexuality as the only “normal” mode of sexual identity, sexual practice and model of 

social relations. This presupposes a state model built on a binary coding of polarized and 

hierarchical male-masculine and female-feminine identities, institutionalized through legal 

and ideological codifications (Peterson 1999, p. 39).   
 

“…the belief in the nation as an extended kin group, united by shared biology, culture and history, can be 

maintained only by naturalizing the patriarchal family and associated public and private roles of men and 

women to ensure ethnic continuity as well as internal homogeneity and a clear demarcation from the Other” 

(Yuval-Davis in Mole 2016, p. 104). 
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Individuals who perform non-normative sexualities are thought to threaten the national 

narrative. This, because they, undermine the patriarchal family, they fail to adhere to national 

stereotypes of masculinity and femininity, they confuse the public/private roles of men and 

women, they undermine the nation’s internal homogeneity and deviate from its shared norms, 

specifically those derived from religious teachings. It is thus the alienness and association 

with Western values that makes discourses on homosexuality particularly useful to 

nationalists (Mole 2016, p. 110-111). Homosexuality may not only threaten to discredit the 

nation but also threaten the moral and cultural future of the nation. In what Sremac and 

Ganzevoort (2015) term "cultural discourse negotiations," religion is called upon to protect 

morality and social norms through the construction of moral and cultural identities. In these 

discourses interpretations of homosexuality are represented in different ways. One 

representation sees homosexuality as a massive Western conspiracy that threatens traditional 

values of national and religious identity. It simultaneously portrays homosexuality as an 

assault against patriarchal norms of sexual expressions, thus also endangering the integrity of 

family, tradition and the nation-state (Sremac & Gansevoort 2015, p. 2).  This way, of 

politicising sexuality serves to divide society into the "healthy" and the "sick"; the former, 

loyal to tradition and nation, and the latter, those who have betrayed it (2015, p. 8). 

 

Peterson sees this is in light of heterosexist structures and what she terms the “hierarchical 

privileging of the masculine,” in which particular pressure is placed on males to prove their 

manhood, both in the symbolic and the political ordering of society, which entails the 

denigration of the feminine both within and beyond these orderings. Heterosexist beliefs 

cannot be untangled from social hierarchical structures; the subordination of the other is 

fueled and legitimated by the chastising and reprimanding of them as inappropriately 

masculine or feminine. The traditional nuclear or core family is the only basis for group 

reproduction. Non-reproductive sex is demonized and criminalized in that it threatens pro-

natalist policies (Peterson 1999, p. 45-47). In its furthest extension it may even be seen as 

treason to the nation as one does not fulfill ones obligation to the nation and the state in 

reproducing it.   

 

This is evident in Trošt and Slootmaeckers (2015, p. 166) analysis of the ways in which the 

Serbian nation is linked to homosexuality. First, the Church makes the connection between 

homosexuality as something European and Western, intimately linked to the decadent West 
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and gay lobbies; making it inherently opposed to traditional Serbian values. Furthermore, 

Pride Parades have been construed as imposed upon them by various actors, such as the US, 

the EU, international gay lobbies or NGO’s. Finally, homosexuality threatens not only the 

healthy, traditional family, but this calls into question the survival of the entire Serbian 

nation. Statements from the Church to oppose the parades appeal to patriotism, thus casting 

those who participate as unpatriotic and treacherous to the nation. Greenberg (2006, p. 335) 

notes that the perception of NGOs as feminised and anti-Serbian was something that emerged 

in the 90s, which implicitly set up a dichotomy between Western, feminised NGOs and the 

masculine, Serbian people; juxtaposing the ordinary Serb who was once a citizen of a 

national collective to the NGOs as in the service of particular interests or interests of the few; 

women, homosexuals and non-Serbs.  

 

The other 

 

In the literature on nationalism there is often a distinction made between that of civic and 

ethnic nationalism. The former is characterised as political or territorial and the latter as 

cultural, while also entailing a geographical conceptual distinction in that civic components 

of nationhood are dominant in the United States and Western Europe, while ethnic 

components are dominant in Central and Eastern Europe. Building on Kohn (1944) it was 

argued that in the West, nationalism was primarily political; ideas of nation and nationalism 

developed within pre-existing state structures with a relatively high degree of cultural 

homogeneity, inspired by Enlightenment ideas of liberty and equality. Citizenship was 

equated with membership in the nation where members were unified by equal political status 

and their will as individuals to be part of the nation. In the West then, the state temporally 

precedes or coincides with the development of the nation. In the Eastern model, however, 

nationalism arose in polities that coincided poorly with cultural or ethnic boundaries, such 

that in the east, the nation precedes and seeks to create the state.  

  
“Nations in the East consolidated around the common heritage of a people and the irrational idea of the volk 

(people), instead of around the notion of citizenship” (Shulman 2002, p. 555). 

 

This is what Brubaker also terms the ‘orientalist’ view of East European nationalism;  
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“…it often involves, at least implicitly, an overdrawn, if not downright caricatural, contrast between western 

and eastern Europe, built on a series of opposition such as that between reason and passion, universalism and 

particularism, transnational integration and nationalist disintegration, civility and violence, modern tolerance 

and ancient hatreds, civic nationhood and ethnic nationalism” (1998, p. 281).  

 

There is little doubt, says Bakić-Hayden and Hayden (1992), that the Balkans, whether 

Byzantine or Ottoman, represented both a cultural and religious “Other” to the rest of Europe 

“proper”. This symbolic geography was reinforced during the post-war, Cold War era by 

constructing an ideological and political geography of the West; democratic and capitalist, 

and one of the East; totalitarian and communist. An ideological “other”, that of communism, 

has replaced the geographical and cultural “other” of the Orient. However, the symbolic 

geography of eastern inferiority remains. A similar use of symbolic geography may be seen 

in that of modern economic geography, in which an underdeveloped, poor south is contrasted 

to the developed, rich north. These axes, of European symbolic geography, form a hierarchy. 

A hierarchy that is made evident by the relative value of religions; in terms of symbolic 

geography it may be seen as declining from the highest value in the north-west to the lowest 

value in the south-east. “Nesting orientalisms”, as the authors term it, is the “tendency for 

each region to view cultures and religions to the south and east of as more conservative or 

primitive”, in terms of cultural representations and distinguishing disvalued Others (p. 4).  

 

That the Balkans have been described as the “Other” of Europe hardly needs questioning, 

says Todorova (2009). What is particular is the intensity and the degree to which the Balkans 

have been stereotyped; a stereotype based on a reductionist generalisation that asserts the 

people of Balkan “do not care to conform to the standards of behavior devised as normative 

by and for the civilized world” (p. 3). Notions of the Balkans as backwards, as violent, as 

animalistic have been used throughout the centuries as a repository of negative characteristics 

against which the “civilized” European was constructed, and these notions still bear impact 

on the way the Balkans are perceived and in how its inhabitants perceive themselves.  

 

Summary  

 

In this chapter I have accounted for classical interpretations of nationalism and presented 

myths that have been employed in Serbia, so functioning as boundary-defining mechanisms. I 

have discussed the different ways in which national identity may be understood, how it is 
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constituted and by what means. By presenting religious nationalism as a distinct form of 

nationalism I aim at showing how the emergence of a distinct type of Serbian identity and 

nationalism has emerged through the intersection of identity and belonging.  I have also 

looked at the ways in which masculinity and nationalism can complement each other and 

how this can be channelled into exclusionary practices. Finally, I have briefly presented the 

ways in which the Balkans have been construed as the Other of Europe.  
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5 Myths, memory and denial  
 
In this chapter I seek to discuss the ways in which specific myths merge with historical 

narratives in the construction of an exclusive Serbian nationalism and national identity. I will 

do so by looking at the ways in which a distinct identity is made by casting the Serbs as 

victims and defenders in a historical narrative from past to present. Secondly, I will look at 

the mechanisms by which this is done; through historical revisionism, denial and conspiracy 

theories. The discussion will aim at showing the potency of such narratives. 

 

The overarching research question is: 

How and by what means is contemporary Serbian nationalism constituted? 

 

I have divided the chapter by two questions to differentiate between narratives and 

mechanisms in identity construction. The first question relates to the ways in which 

interpretations of identity are made through place and religion; 

 

c) How have myths been employed in identity construction, and how do these 

complement historical and religious narratives of belonging and identity? 

 

I use the term myth even though it is not expressly indicated in any of the interviews, but I do 

so, building on from the previous discussion where I highlighted the role of Kosovo and 

Jasenovac in Serb mythical imaginaries. The second questions relates to the distinct 

mechanisms that have been employed to provide, not only a historical narrative and 

understanding, but also a specific kind of nationalism. 

 

d) What mechanisms have been employed to construct coherent narratives and  

interpretations of identity in contemporary Serbian society?  

 

By contemporary I am referring to the time just prior to and following the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia and until today. Much of what will be discussed can undoubtedly be traced much 

further back in time, but this is the time frame that most of my informants have emphasised, 

it is the time frame where it seems these mechanisms have been most consciously employed 

and it is the time frame I have placed for the theoretical background and my literature review.  
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I will throughout the chapter refer to Serbs and Serbian identity, and this is in no way meant 

to generalise the Serbian people. For the purpose of this thesis though, I refer to Serbs and 

Serbian identity as relates to the specific narratives and mechanisms discussed here. This is to 

show that there is an interpretation of Self among certain parts of the population that is 

premised on a group identity founded on collective myths of origin and personal 

identification with the nation. I, in no way, contend that all Serbs are nationalists, but I 

believe this discussion will show that there are some interpretations of identity, that 

whichever point one would place oneself on a nationalist or political scale, are commonly 

understood and accepted as elements of a distinct Serbian identity. The first section seeks 

then, to discuss; 

 

a) How have myths been employed in identity construction, and how do these 

complement historical and religious narratives of belonging and identity? 

 

5.1 Place as identity- identity as place  
 

Every nation has some mythology, but when you overdo it, then it’s dangerous (Sonja 

Biserko 19.07.17) 

 

Kosovo has been a major ideological and political instrument in Serbian history. The Battle 

of Kosovo Polje is the epic that has moulded Serbian national and ethnic identity more than 

any other event and makes it both an event, but also a place, of paramount importance. The 

events that took place there provide a coherent narrative from past to present; the problems 

Serbs are facing today can be explained by and seen in the light of the disastrous defeat they 

experienced then (White 1996, p. 46). There is great instrumental value in the use of allusions 

to this epic battle and the narrative of battle is one that can serve to explain the misfortunes 

and the suffering of Serbs today.  

 

Two things emerge specifically from my interviews; the first, that there is an essentialist 

understanding of Kosovo as constituting identity, and that Kosovo, or the loss of Kosovo, is 

used as a manifestation of the trials and tribulations they are experiencing today.  
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We are for national identities, because it is what’s basic inside of us. It’s not just some 

nationalism or something; it’s just the way we live, the way we relate to each other. (…) Of 

course, I mean Kosovo and Metohija are inseparable part of Serbia. First of all. (Katarina 

09.11.17).  

  

Zavetnici is a newly established movement which has participated in local, regional and 

parliamentary elections. Katarina, one of the founders, states they are a euro-sceptic party, do 

not support European Union integration and advocate closer ties to Russia. One of the main 

platforms of Zavetnici is the reintegration of Kosovo into Serbia, they do not acknowledge 

Kosovo’s independence and as such this statement may seem rather obvious. However, what 

this quote shows, is the emphasis that is placed on the inseparability of Kosovo to Serbia; it is 

a natural and essential part of the history, the geography and the people. Similarly, the 

football supporters, all emphasised to me that they were nationalists and they loved their 

country, but who they were, where their history began, everything had to do with Kosovo.  

 

Kosovo is not only the heart of Serbia, it is where all Serbian history begins (Marko, 

09.07.17). 

It’s not just our territory, it’s our existence, our essence. (Bojan, 09.07.17). 

 

As noted by Penrose (2002), almost all nationalists hold the homeland as the geographical 

dimension of the nation and view their nation as a natural and primordial division of 

humanity. Furthermore, a common sense understanding of their nation is rooted in an 

essentialist categorical understanding of Self, rooted in an interpretation of the homeland, in 

this case both Serbia and Kosovo, as the natural geographic dimension of being. Evidently 

then, the meaning and significance attached to Kosovo as territory and history falls well 

under the rubric of ethnoscapes as defined by Smith (1999). Kosovo has become an intrinsic 

part of the character, history and destiny of the Serbs, and as will be shown, becomes a place 

that provides both an explanation for the suffering they feel they have encountered and are 

encountering still.  

 

In Antonsich’s study of the ways in which place intervene in the construction of Self two 

major categories of referents are revealed; personal and social. Personal referents refer to an 

individual’s personal relations, memories of past life and experiences and present practices. 

Social referents refer to material and/or symbolic characteristics; these exist independently 
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from the subject who experiences them. Social referents shape the “specific ‘identity’ of a 

given geographic space: history, traditions, culture, language, institutions, (character of) 

people, landscape features, economic activities” (2010, p. 124). By use of such referents, a 

clear identity of place with identifying features may emerge. Place then may be transformed 

into an identity marker in and of itself which further triggers discourses of self-identification 

and social categorisation; the claim of belonging to a social group and the way one is 

perceived as member of a specific group.  

 

Kosovo is where our country was born; people and everything. You know that we say that it 

is the cradle of our everything. It has not only spiritual value but also economic. (…) When 

we founded Zavetnici, we  was on the barricades in Kosovo and Metohija when they imposed 

this false border. (Zavetnici 09.11.17). 

 

Metohija is the name of one of the regions in Kosovo; the name derives from the word 

“metoh”, which means Orthodox ground, most notably from the presence of Orthodox 

churches, and is consistently used by nationalists to emphasise Serb Orthodox origins in 

Kosovo. As this quote illustrates, the use of the term false border further serves to 

delegitimise Kosovo as an independent country. The complete refusal of acknowledging the 

secession of Kosovo from Serbian territory is justified by asserting its illegitimacy and 

implicitly, by reference to the Serb historical legacy. 

 

As part of the identity construction that was pursued in the 90s, that was premised on Kosovo 

and Serbia’s unjust position in the Yugoslav Federation, Biserko notes, following the 

different republics’ independence; 

 

We did not acknowledge reality of region, we don’t apparently accept this new reality, these 

borders. (19.07.17) 

 

There is clearly a strong sense of place attachment for Serbs to Kosovo; an emotional 

affective bond that is created between people and place (Antonsich 2010). It also seems 

evident that this sense of attachment or belonging is portrayed as natural, which makes the 

loss of this territory in some sense, a loss of identity. When relationships between people and 

territories are conceptualised as natural, biological or symbiotic, the territory is also seen as 

nurturing that specific group (Penrose 2002). With the loss of Kosovo, the ‘natural’ 
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boundaries of belonging and territory is thus destroyed. Boundaries, as Newman and Paasi 

(1998, p. 187) show, are equally social, political and discursive constructs, with meanings 

that are historically contingent and part of the production and institutionalisation of territory 

and territoriality. Even though boundaries may be more or less arbitrary lines of division, 

they also have “deep, symbolic, cultural, historical and religious, often contested, meanings 

for social communities”.   

 

Our people are barely living in existence there. You know. They are in enclaves, hardly 

existing. They don’t like Serbs over there. Less and less there are Serbs there. The Muslims 

are driving us out. Our people are suffering over there. But it’s our land. That’s ours, it’s 

Serbian, it will never be theirs.  (Bojan, 09.07.17).  

 

Having been robbed of their land has left the remaining people who live there to be 

subordinated and, as this quote emphasises, barely existing. The narrative of suffering that is 

noted here, is one that, as will be discussed later, has greatly shaped contemporary identity. 

By means of transference, everything that occurs to Serbs in Kosovo occurs to all Serbs.  

 

You know, when they take your churches and your monasteries and your whole history, then 

you have nothing. When they kill your language, over there, your culture and everything. 

[Then] you practically don’t exist. And that’s what they want actually. Kosovo Albanians just 

want to falsify that history. (Katarina, 09.11.17). 

 

Kosovo has, as a specific place not only inherent features, but provides a means of 

establishing belonging and identity. It fulfils the social referents in such that a specific 

identity of place emerges which is in turn internalised and becomes an identity marker, that 

establishes self-identification; an understanding of Self, and self-categorisation, that 

delineates one group from the other. In this case, a clear demarcation between the Muslim 

Albanians and the Orthodox Serbs. Following from the battle of Kosovo Polje, which was a 

battle between the Muslim Turks and the Orthodox Serbs, the narrative is continued and 

manages to construct a story of suffering that can be traced back to the initial battle, which is 

emphasised from then till today, as a battle between religious groups. The defeat they 

suffered then, at the hands of the Muslims, reinforces the suffering they are experiencing 

today, again at the hands of the Muslims.  
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5.2 Orthodoxy as identity 
 

Religion became, after the fall of communism, a primary mode of identification and of self-

differentiation between the different ethnic groups in the Balkans (Kolstø 2005, Iveković 

2002, Doja 2008).   

 

After the break-up of Yugoslavia, Serbia was left without an identity. We were in this position 

where, now, because Yugoslavia failed, people don’t like communism; people aren’t 

communists anymore. But they also hate capitalism as something from the West. They can’t 

decide between those two (…) they don’t know where to go with their identity, so they 

grasped on to Orthodoxy as their identity. (Peščanik 17.07.17) 

 

Vladimir (10.11.17) tells me that the state and the Serbian Orthodox Church, particularly in 

the period from 1989-1997, supported each other to regain strength and position themselves 

in society. The Church is today highly influential in politics, although they contend they are 

separated. This, he concludes, has left Serbian society with, on the one hand, a state without 

any history of democratic traditions and on the other hand, the Church, also without any 

practice of democratic traditions. Both Vladimir and Peščanik contend that the relationships 

between religion and Serbs is not coherent. The churches are empty and people have an 

extremely low opinion of priests. Still, something as close to 90% of the population identify 

as Orthodox. Not uncommon is that people say they do not believe in God yet identify as 

Orthodox. 

 

And that’s where the Church draws its moral authority from. Not from faith in God, but from 

faith in the identity of Orthodoxy (Peščanik 17.07.17) 

 

As a signifier of identity, religion is clearly, a strong one, and as argued by Leustean (2008) 

one that has been intimately tied up with the evolution of the Balkan nation-states. The strong 

relationship between the state and the Church has allowed politics to take on a religious or 

sacral dimension, which is, when used to legitimise actions or politics, grounded in a 

religious form of obligation. Bakić-Hayden notes, when specific features of a group or 

society’s thought and practice are isolated, this essentialisation functions so as to make those 

features seem unchanging and become an archetype of self-categorisation and self-
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differentiation from other groups. Implicit assumptions about primordial qualities of different 

people and groups, that stem from “essences” attributed to them, have particularly 

unfortunate implications when interwoven with nationalist ideologies (1995, p. 919).  

 

I quote you the former patriarch; “If you are not good Orthodox, you are not good Serb.” 

(…) That’s huge problem, because that’s link between, in all areas of Balkans, you find 

identification of national and religious level. If I’m Serb, I’m Orthodox, if you are Croat, you 

are Catholic, if you are Bosnjak you are Muslim. You don’t have the right to be, for example, 

Serbian Protestant, Serbian Muslim is not acceptable. Serbian atheist is very problematic for 

example, or religious without identity. (Srdjan 10.11.17) 

 

Identity constructions occur at the individual level but also the collective level (Penrose & 

Mole 2008, Storey 2001). Religion as identity marker is prevalent in all the Balkans as 

illustrated by the previous quote and is understandable as these countries have sought to 

create new identities after communism and used it as a mode of differentiation following war 

and conflict. Religion has, much in the same way as nationalism, been instrumentalised and 

politicised, and become a key determinant of ethno-cultural identifications. The strong 

relationship between the church and the state further enforce and legitimise religion as the 

correct mode of belonging. As illustrated by Vladimir; 

 

In Serbia now, if you say that you are secularist, you are against the Church. That’s picture 

of right-wing policy; that you are absolutely against Church, and against nation, in that case. 

Because Church and state are almost the same. (10.11.17) 

 

This has further implications in that, following the ousting of Milošević, concessions were 

made between the nationalists and the more moderate left-wing, says Peščanik (17.07.17). 

The left-wing was to deal with the economy; introduce capitalism and foreign investment to 

the country to attempt to get the economy back on its feet. The nationalists were given 

control over education and culture, which has to this day, led them to have more or less 

compete control over the education system. The re-introduction of religion into the 

curriculum, along with, as will be discussed later, revisionism of history in the education 

system, has led to a renaissance of nationalism and the current generations becoming “far 

more nationalist, far more chauvinistic and homophobic than the generations who grew up 

during Milošević’s reign,”. The current youth, says Peščanik (17.07.17), are like; 
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“The Flowers of Evil,” after Baudelaire’s book of poems. You’ve got the evil soil from which 

the flowers grow, and the flowers are the youth, the current youth of Serbia. 

 

5.3 Defensive nationalism 
 

The preceding discussion focused on the ways in which place and religion have functioned as 

identity markers and modes of identification. I now turn to the second part of the question; 

 

b) What mechanisms have been employed to construct coherent narratives and  

interpretations of identity in contemporary Serbian society?    

 

Steflja states that the destabilisation of the Serb self-image in the past decades has triggered 

new and furthered old forms of defensive nationalism. This is a result of humiliation, blame 

at the inter-group level and collective feelings of guilt and shame. It is a desire, in a “post-

conflict group redefinition to soothe the bruised collective ego” (2010, p. 235). Defensive 

nationalism is characterised by the denial syndrome, victimhood nationalism and the 

glorification of war criminals. This, says Steflja, is the most prominent pattern of Serb self-

image and the most extreme and dangerous narrative to emerge.  

 

The denial syndrome is a combination of selective perception, selective recollection and 

selective interpretation. This serves a twofold function; as a means to cope with guilt, which 

may be understood at the unconscious level, and as a means of asserting superiority over 

one’s accusers. When large proportions of society come to see themselves collectively as 

victims, those who accuse them of crimes become false accusers and the real villains, which 

in turn, “feeds into feelings of collective national solidarity, which is to say a fierce 

nationalism which those imbued with it believe to be a defensive form of nationalism” 

(Ramet 2007, p. 42).  

 

Selective recollection and selective interpretation can most notably be found in the ways 

nationalist politicians, academics and historians have utilised historical revisionism. This has 

in some instances completely subverted historical events, releasing Serbs from blame while at 

the same time criminalising others, most notably Albanians, Croats and Bosnians but also the 
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more diffuse, but all-encompassing West. Biserko notes (19.07.17) that the historical 

revisionism that took place, in the 90s particularly, weighted Serbia’s place in the Federation 

as one inherently against the Serbs. Furthermore, propaganda heavily emphasised genocidal 

narrative against the Serbs; 

 

[Propaganda] evoked the memories of World War 2, when Serbs suffered at the hands of 

Croats. To raise the emotions and condition them to go [to war] by arguing that they had to 

protect themselves from genocide (…) And of course, when we talk about the war in Bosnia. 

The war in Bosnia is qualified as liberation of Serbs, from genocide. You have all this 

terminology, that fits with both sides. Bosnia, Serbia, Srebrenica, genocide. (Sonja Biserko 

19.07.17) 

 

This, then, shows how accusations are reinterpreted to portray a crime as a way to defend 

oneself, casting the Bosnians as the true villains and the Serbs as the actual victims. The 

contemporary ideological and political revisionism in Serbia is, according to Škorić and 

Bešlin (2017, p. 637), a joint effort between academic revisionism and revisionism of the past 

on the part of state politics, characterised by “systematic deletion from collective memory 

and persistent negation and distortion of historical sources.” The past three decades the most 

notable has been the rehabilitation of the Četnik movement and the corollary relativization of 

the anti-fascist movement, thus presenting them as an unambiguously patriotic movement. 

The collaboration between the Četniks and fascist movements is downplayed as is the 

murders and atrocities committed most notably against Croats and Bosnians, but also against 

Serbian civilians. 

 

The emphasis on identity construction in the first part of this chapter is intended to show how 

a distinct Serbian identity has been created by essentialising qualities of being, both in terms 

of attachment to place and religious affiliation, and subsequently to show how this, in 

combination with historical revisionism, denial and conspiracy theories, is used to create a 

coherent narrative from past to present which is further used as a means of alleviating guilt 

and culpability. The relativisation of the anti-fascist movements, the relativisation of extreme 

nationalism and the strong disassociation from communism means that the only viable and 

accepted form of identity is one premised on normative nationalist modes of belonging.  
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Now, if you said Yugoslavia. Almost all are recognizing socialism in Yugoslavia, but problem 

with revisionism is that Yugoslavia is much older than socialism in that area. If you said now 

that you are yugonostalgičar, you are absolutely communist or socialist. But first, Yugoslavia 

was Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, before first socialist or communist party in this 

area. That’s huge problem- demonization of all identities before 1989. (Srdjan 10.11.17) 

 

In reinterpreting identity, there is then, only one accepted form; a strong defensive Serbian 

national identity. The acceptance of any other identities, such as the Yugoslav, would mean 

delegitimising the role of Serbs as the true victims and undermining new modes of 

identification.  

 

Srebrenica 

 

In July 1995, the Army of the Republika Srpska, led by Ratko Mladić, entered the town of 

Srebrenica, which had been labelled a safe haven by the United Nations. More than 8000 

Bosnian men and boys were murdered by Serbian troops (Ramet 2017). In 2017, more than 

twenty years after the massacre, Mladić, nicknamed the ‘Butcher of Bosnia’ was sentenced to 

life imprisonment, after being convicted of war crimes, genocide and crimes against 

humanity (The Guardian 2017). The Srebrenica massacre is the one of the worst instances of 

ethnic cleansing, mass murder and genocide to have occurred following World War II. It is 

not surprising that this is a topic that is difficult for many Serbs to address. Cases of extreme 

brutality, like the massacre in Srebrenica must be hard to accept, and the proximity in time, 

may mean that individuals find it difficult to distance themselves from it; especially since it is 

so intimately tied to this history of extreme Serbian nationalism.   

 

Socio-psychological analysis suggests that when people feel humiliation, blame, shame and 

international bias the likelihood that they dismiss prosecutions against national leaders, 

ignore verdicts and support contradictory and conspiracy-based accounts rises (Steflja 2010, 

p. 247). Although it is clearly far beyond the aims of this thesis and my own knowledge of 

psychological analysis to make any such assumptions, a crucial point is posited here in 

understanding the development of contradictory and alternative historical interpretations and 

the emergence of what is termed defensive nationalism. The following passages seek to 

depict the different stories that are used to illustrate this.  
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The following excerpt is a powerful statement to the ways in which the denial syndrome has 

manifested itself, to how accusations are negated, and culpability alleviated.   

 

You know they wanted to proclaim Srebrenica as a genocide and they accused Serbia of 

committing genocide over there. Which was completely, I mean, that’s all just a pretext. 

Because of course Serbia did not commit a genocide (…)  Srebrenica was a politically 

orchestrated process.  

Interviewer: You mean it didn’t happen at all?  

No, it didn’t happen. It was a time of war, of course. But genocide, no. Because what 

happened in Srebrenica. Maybe you have heard of Naser Orić? It is a war criminal from 

Bosnia, who was released maybe even a few years ago. (…) Srebrenica happened in 1995, 

but from 1992 until 1995, basically they were committing, I mean Bosnian Muslims and their 

leader Naser Orić, they committed, I think statistics says its more than 3000 murders of 

women and children and Serbian civilians in all the villages. So, what happened later 

[Srebrenica], it was not a genocide, there was a crime. But you know it was just some sort of 

vengeance, but never have our, Ratko Mladić and the leaders of Serbs. They have even saved, 

you know. Because we were never killing civilians. (…) Genocide never happened, but it 

served as a pretext for them to accuse Serbs of committing some inexistent genocide.  

Interviewer: So, this is politically orchestrated  to? 

From West centres of power. From Western bureaucracy.  

Interviewer: What would their interest be to do that? 

As I say, it is the process that lasts for decades. First, they installed, after the war, after the 

90s, from 2000 until so far, they have installed their people. Their governments. Completely, 

they changed the whole system. Practically, we have lost all (…) We are a reduced nation. 

We had a huge country, now, I mean, we have what we have. (Katarina 09.11.17).  

 

There are many things to be drawn from this, and I have engaged in similar conversations 

with others, so this is not something that is unique to those who see or describe themselves as 

nationalists. There is vehement denial that Srebrenica occurred, and as in the case above, 

when it is acknowledged, it is acknowledged as a crime, but never as a genocide. Another 

feature of the denial syndrome is that guilt is transposed onto the other, in this case, the 

Bosnians. So, the story is subverted, so that is in fact the Serbs who were the victims, and 

finally, it is shrouded in a conspiratorial veil. Ramet notes; “the addition of xenophobic 
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nationalism to the denial syndrome creates a powerful concoction in which a people (in this 

case, the Serbs), are portrayed as simultaneously heroic and victimized” (2007, p. 42). 

 

This image of victim and defender is often perpetrated through the use of Kosovo, alluding 

both to the battles many centuries ago but also to the path that many migrants and refugees 

have taken through the Balkans these past years;  

 

It’s not fair toward us because today, we who stopped practically, the radical Islamists to 

come, to pass to Europe. Actually, we are today one of the targets. (…) We are even today 

suffering and holding you know, we are like some sort of gate between the east and the west. 

We have that strategic position and that is why we have suffered what we suffered. (…) But 

we were the first to stop the radical Islamists. Even from the 14th century. You know the 

Battle of Kosovo, practically it was the battle between eastern values and western values. We 

are one of the oldest European civilisations and nations. We have always defended European 

values and European rights.  (Katarina 09.11.17).  

 

 Enemies of the nation  

 

Being a victim necessarily also entails having an enemy. As the previous discussion has 

shown, Croats, Bosnians and Albanians have played the role as enemies and villains, feeding 

into oftentimes conspiracy-based interpretations of contemporary history. The major 

perpetrator though, as noted by Katarina, is the West, which, depending on the discussion is 

generally England, France, Germany, but most often, the United States. Two events that 

testify to this and that enhances contemporary victimhood narratives is the NATO bombing 

of 1999 and the International Crime Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia.  Each year there is a 

commemoration of the bombing; in March this year, the main slogan read “We will forgive, 

we will not forget while alive” (RT News 2018). These commemorations have in recent years 

taken on a magnitude that previously was not present.  

 

With NATO bombing, when it was finished, nobody, most people blamed Milošević, and 

nobody made, like national tragedy. We were counting more economic losses. OK, some 

people were killed. It was a tragedy but not a catastrophe. If you have 72 days during which 

in total 3000 and something people were killed, out of which 2500 are in Kosovo and a lot of 

them are Kosovo Albanians, then we cannot present it as a Holocaust. Really. It’s an 
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overstatement. But then they started organising; it’s been so and so long since the start of the 

NATO aggression, which did this and that to Serbia, from which we can never recover, never 

forget, never forgive. (Rade, 07.11.17).  

 

For many years, the buildings that were bombed in the centre of Belgrade were left 

completely untouched. In this way, perhaps one could say they became symbols and sites of 

memory, and became, alongside the annual commemorations, instruments of mobilisation, to 

echo Perica (2005), keep the memory of suffering alive. Leaving the bombed buildings 

became a physical reminder of the pain and aggression inflicted upon them by the 

international community and retaining them a way to constitute and re-constitute identity as 

an integral part of their history and being.   

 

Because the war, the actual, physical war never came to Serbia, it was occurring in all other 

countries. The only thing that happened here was the bombing, the NATO bombing of 

Belgrade. So, most people in Serbia remember that as the biggest horror of the war. Because 

that is the biggest horror that happened to us. (Peščanik 17.07.17)  

 

As Said notes the study of history is in no way a neutral exercise; “[m]emory and its 

representations touch very significantly upon questions of identity, of nationalism, of power 

and authority” (2000, p. 176) The underpinning of memory is, to a certain degree, a 

nationalist effort which is premised on the necessity of constructing loyalty and an 

understanding of one’s country, tradition and faith.   

 

The International Crime Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was a United Nations 

court of law that from 1993 till 2017 dealt with war crimes committed in the Balkans. ICTY 

(n.d.) states; “[c]rimes across the region can no longer be denied […] it has been proven 

beyond reasonable doubt that the mass murder at Srebrenica was a genocide”. Furthermore; 

“guilt should be individualised, protecting entire communities from being labelled as 

“collectively responsible”. This, as the following discussion aims at showing, seems to have 

had the adverse effect.  

	

The Hague Tribunal. Of course, Serbia does not accept it. Serbian nationalism today, they 

use it especially (….) The Tribunal is unfair, because there is no balance between who they 

indicted. (…) Everything is based on the Serb as victim. (Sonja Biserko 19.07.17) 
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The Hague Tribunal has, according to Steflja (2010), in an unfortunate and unintentional 

manner facilitated a renaissance of defensive nationalism in Serbia. When ordinary 

individuals experience a ‘global criminalization’ of their community, they may find it 

difficult to distance themselves from this notion. A large section of the Serbian population 

believe that the true purpose of the Tribunal was to demonstrate the collective guilt of the 

Serbs. The Tribunal, has in a sense, replaced the Yugoslav Federation as a coercive 

supranational structure and the international weight and recognition it holds, its actions and 

accusations against the Serbs, has thus triggered, in new and powerful ways, a dynamic of 

Serb defensiveness.  

 

Do you know that when you count everything there is more than 1000 years that Serbian 

generals got, while on the other hand, most of the Croats have been released? (…) Some of 

them are also in the government. What would happen, imagine, only imagine that if in Serbia 

it happened. It would be the news number one in all the Western media. Ahh, you chose war 

criminals to be, I don’t know... something. But you know, that’s just the situation. (Katarina 

09.11.17).  

 

This statement builds on the already established notion of the ways in which Serbs are treated 

unjustly and unfairly. What she fails to mention is that Vojislav Šešelj, who was on trial in 

the Hague, indicted for war crimes, was released and has since returned to politics (Al 

Jazeera 2018). However, his acquittal has made him the “moral winner” and is an instance 

used to its greatest extent by nationalists today (Biserko 19.07.17). With the glorification of 

war criminals as national heroes one can only assume that Šešelj’s release may come to stand 

as justice served for the Serbs and a further legitimation of the persecution and the injustice 

that continues to characterise the treatment of Serbs on a global scale.  

 

The injustice of the lack of judgements of the Croats, in particular, has been emphasised to 

me and is often made by reference to the Croats’ alignment with the Nazis during the Second 

World War. 

We were always on the side, we had anti-fascist movements, we never had any fascist 

movements. Which is not the case with Croatia. Croatians, of course Albanians, Muslims and 

everybody, everybody was side by side with Hitler and the Nazis. That’s not the case with us, 

we were always side by side with the allies. (Katarina 09.11.17). 
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Katarina, Bojan and Marko all tell me of the way they were betrayed by the Croats; they had 

stood side by side, but as soon as Hitler came with his forces, they abandoned them, and left 

the Serbs to fight for themselves. How, then, they ask me, is it possible that the world treats 

them so badly, after everything they have done? 

 

We will never forget what they did to us. How can we be with some Germans, French people 

after what they did to us? (Bojan 1, 09.07.17) 

 

We will never forgive 

 

Invoking the image of victim is made clearly manifest by events both in the near and the far 

past. The notion of being persecuted is in another way made by allusions to the trials they 

have faced as analogous to those faced by the Jews. This is marked by the use of genocidal 

narratives, as being bereft of their holy land and that Kosovo occupies the same place for 

Serbs as Jerusalem does for Jews. Milošević, at the end of his presidency, stated official 

victimology in its boldest terms; by asking how Jews would have felt it had their persecution 

been justified by accusing them of perpetrating genocide against the German people; 

suggesting that Serbs, the “Jews” of the current generation felt this way when being accused 

of genocide against Albanians (Bieber 2007). However, this analogy was not a symmetrical 

one as it was not Kosovo Albanians who were compared with the Nazis, but NATO, and Bill 

Clinton as analogous to Hitler.  

 

In my interview with Katarina, she asked me if I was aware of the pogroms that had occurred 

in 2006 and 2008. To this she was referring to the independence of Montenegro and Kosovo. 

Cambridge Dictionary (n. d.) defines pogroms as “an act of organized cruel behaviour or 

killing that is done to a large group of people because of their race or religion” and is most 

commonly applied to the systematic attacks on Jews in the Russian Empire in the 19th and 

20th centuries. I believe this testifies to the true belief that they have been persecuted and 

have been victims of global injustice. Katarina is young, educated, has travelled extensively 

and lived abroad. It is difficult to understand then that something which is generally revered 

as progress; countries seeking and attaining independence from historically unjust 

constellations, is understood as, in whichever way one chooses, religious, political or 

ideological persecution. In a final, and most telling way, Katarina argues;  
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Serbs were never guilty, that is something they are pointing to us. (…) Nobody wanted Great 

Serbia. I mean, look at the facts. Today. You don’t have Serbs anywhere except for here in 

central Serbia.  (09.11.17) 

 

That the wars that were waged and the crimes that were committed by the Serbs were done so 

under the auspice of creating Great Serbia has been the main accusation against them. It is 

hard to argue then that these accusations were just when the evidence so clearly indicates 

otherwise.   

 

Us against the world  

 

Mobilising on memory and defeat seems to be a way of reasserting oneself in opposition to 

the rest of the world. The Serbs, it may seem, hardly need any more examples of the injustice 

that has occurred them. This further promotes an exclusive separation of themselves from 

others. Much of their history is incredibly painful, it is as such not surprising that the need to 

find alternative explanations and narratives have emerged, both to justify their own actions 

but also to reconcile themselves with the past that has been here.  

 

There was no decontamination, this decontaminated space of nationalism (Biserko 19.07.17) 

 

The Serbs have not addressed their past; following from the above quote, the space that was 

left, the violent and brutal space that was left after the Balkan wars has not been adequately 

addressed. This notion of contaminated space seems to fit so well into what has occurred in 

Serbia. First of all, their history is a violent and brutal one. How does one, as an individual, 

but also as a society, address such a violent past. The dissolution of Yugoslavia clearly made 

the need to construct a new identity paramount and in the vacuum that was left, parallel to the 

wars that were occurring, it clearly served as a ground for mobilisation, of in this case, 

nationalist ideologues and a violent and exclusionary nationalism. Perhaps one can say, there 

was no way to “rehabilitate” communism. Not only had communism failed in the region, it 

had failed on a global scale. The Cold War was over and, to put it in simplified terms, the 

West, liberalism and democracy had won. The need to construct a new identity was pressing 

as well as the need to search for internal and coherent homogeneity to rehabilitate oneself 

following the wars.  
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The events discussed here, such as the NATO bombing and the Crime Tribunal have had the 

adverse effect of reinforcing a defensive nationalism;  

 

We were a communist nation during the Cold War. You’d think that would be the height of 

anti-western hysteria, but no. It’s actually now that we are, ostensibly capitalist nation, that 

we’ve started hating the West with a passion. Because so much of the pain and suffering of 

the war got wrapped up in the bombing, instead of the actual war. (…) this allowed the right 

to create the narrative that the West sided with our enemies and it caused this hysteria 

against the West, which really wasn’t prevalent before. (Peščanik 17.07.17) 

 

In a combination then, of not addressing the past and accepting responsibility, the bombing 

has become a suppository for all the pain and suffering that occurred in the war. The bombing 

and the Tribunal have to come stand as manifestations of injustice. They have been 

instrumentalised in exemplifying the Serb position as victim alongside the narratives that 

were constructed to alleviate guilt and so transpose it onto others, the West has become one 

of the major enemies of the Serbian people. This is further enforced by the ways in which 

Orthodoxy has come to equate identity.  

 

Finally, I would like to end with this quote from Vladimir, who in what seems to me a 

combination of disappointment, apathy and sadness states; 

 

I make joke about that because it’s some kind of defence of our minds in this situation. How 

to explain that? Probably, that’s question of authoritarian system on that psychological level. 

Same thing with king, with Tito, with Slobodan Milošević, with any other political head in 

this country. (…) They change picture of our self. How and in which way I don’t understand. 

(Vladimir 10.11.17)  

 

 

 

Summary  

 

This chapter has aimed at showing how a distinct Serbian identity has been constructed 

through the use of place and religion. Kosovo as an essential part of Serbian identity, being 
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and belonging, is used to create a lineage of suffering and injustice from past to present. The 

defeat at Kosovo Polje has come to symbolise the injustice they have experienced under the 

Muslims which is reinforced through the loss of Kosovo as territory, in which the Serbs are 

again suffering under Muslim rule. The religious dimensions of identification further enforce 

the image of the Serbs as victims while taking on a dimension of superiority. The promotion 

of a defensive nationalism characterised by contradictory historical interpretations, denial and 

victimhood has been made manifest through the NATO bombing and The Crime Tribunal.  
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6 Politics of authoritarianism 
 

Here, politics of parties don’t matter, it’s more like who is your leader. (…) Who is the 

biggest Serb? (Rade 07.11.17) 

 

I use this quote to illustrate what I believe to be an underlying theme throughout the 

following analysis. The aim of this chapter is to look at the implications of EU integration, by 

focusing on how the policies pursued by the government are interpreted by citizens and what 

this means for trust and legitimacy in the political system. I will discuss how opposition to, in 

this case sexual minorities, can be an instrument for mobilising nationalist sentiment. I will 

also comment on the role of Russia in Serbia. This will provide the background for 

reflections on the move towards potentially more authoritarian practises and exclusionary and 

conservative politics. This chapter aims at answering; 

 

How is the process of EU integration interpreted in contemporary Serbian society, and what 

are the implications of the policies pursued on nationalist thought today? 

 

6.1 A public secret  
 

There is little difference between mafia and politics and hooligans and supporters, in the 

Balkans (Senior adviser 29.06.17) 

 

My meeting with the senior adviser was prior to my leaving to Belgrade and I did not at the 

time understand the significance of this statement. I was, to some extent, aware of the 

muddied lines between political elites and organised crime but I had not, as was to become 

evident later, anticipated that such a large part of my fieldwork, and subsequently my thesis 

would come to revolve around this. My initial aim of investigating right-wing movements 

and activity was quite clearly expressed to me as futile, as what quickly became evident was 

that the activities of these groups are to a large extent controlled by the government and that 

the lack of activity or visibility of these groups at present, are not necessarily a sign that they 

have diminished, but rather that the policies the government and the president are pursuing 

has put them temporarily on hold.  



	66	

In 2010 there were like thousands of football fans, right-wing group representatives, general 

population as well, trying to attack the Pride Parade participants. (…) There were thousands 

of them, being very violent and now there’s none. (…) The Serbian Progressive Party is in 

close touch with those groups from many years now, from 90s. Because those groups were 

always instrumental in the political struggles of the Serbian Progressive Party and before 

that the Serbian Radical Party. Those are the same people, same ideology, more or less. 

(Dragana 13, 07.17).  

 

The extreme-right wing Serbian Radical Party is led by Vojislav Šešelj, previous paramilitary 

leader who has been on trial in the Hague since 2003. Since his release in 2014 he has 

returned to politics and currently has a seat in parliament. Aleksandar Vučić was originally 

part of the Serbian Radical Party, but alongside Tomislav Nikolić split from the party and 

created the more pro-EU party, Srpska Napredna Stranka, the Serbian Progressive Party, in 

2008. According to Rade (07.11.17), although the Serbian Radical Party has minimal votes, 

Šešelj has support due to nationalists’ disappointment with Vučić. He is portrayed as a traitor, 

as an enemy of Serbian identity and as betraying national value systems, specifically so in 

relation to issues of Kosovo, fiscal and political conditions implemented as part of the 

process of EU integration. 

 

Dragana states that it is no coincidence that the violent attacks and demonstrations that have 

characterised the Pride Parades this past decade, abruptly came to an end with Vučić’s 

accession to power and his move to pursue EU integration. Similarly, Vladimir comments; 

  

I think that this elite, Srpska Napredna Stranka, very successfully control right-wing 

organisations in Serbia. You may find the same thing for LGBT Pride. In 2010 there [was] 

almost war on our streets, on these streets here. You may find glorification from Serbian 

Orthodox Church, glorification of the responsibility of Serbian citizens to recognize bad 

values [from] West popular elements; absolutely against any pro-Europe, pro-LGBT 

anything. But with coming of SNS, strong silence about that question. (10.11.17). 

 

What these quotes illustrate is that there is little doubt among citizens as to the extent of 

control the government has and that the sudden shift, in the case of the Pride Parades, are not 

a sign of change, but are strategically pursued intitations. Lending the phrase from Rade; a 

“public secret”, who notes that through processes of historical revisionism and the 
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rehabilitation of the Milošević cadre the same people slowly returned to positions of power, 

such that “the system has not changed”. My intent in showing these links is look at the many 

mechanisms by which the building of trust is inhibited in society.  

 

6.2 The double system  
 

According to the Balkans in Europe Policy Advisory Group (BiEPAG 2017) democracy has 

been backsliding in the Western Balkans for a decade; autocrats “rule through informal 

power structures, state capture by ruling parties, patronage and control of the media” (p. 3). 

This decline has been ignored and downplayed by the European Union and has allowed 

autocrats to combine EU accession with stronger domestic control. Key among the 

weaknesses that leaders in the Western Balkans have taken advantage of is that institutions 

have not been able to develop independently from the political leadership and parliamentary 

democracy has barely taken root, thus allowing them to alternate posts in executive, 

legislative and other functions.  

 

In Serbia, as briefly noted in the second chapter; an informal consolidation of power has led 

Vučić and the SNS to dominate legislative, executive and judicial branches. Media freedom 

is rapidly deteriorating, and the government has taken an aggressive approach to news 

organisations that protest the government (The Economist 2017). Subotić (2017) states that 

one of the one of the major impediments to democratic change in Serbia is lack of media 

independence and professionalisation as the state control of media from the 90s remains.  

This is noted by Sonja Biserko (19.07.17) of the Helsinki Committee of Human Rights; 

 

This is the worst government- media space is totally free of us. 

 

Similarly, Peščanik is one of the last, free remaining media outlets. They were originally part 

of B92 radio station, which, according to my informant, had stood as a symbol of 

independent journalism. B92 increasingly began showing tolerance, if not support, for 

nationalism, chauvinism and war crimes. When they confronted them on this they said it was 

more commercially viable and was what the general population wanted to hear. Peščanik 

separated from B92 and are now an independent media outlet. However, their work is made 

increasingly difficult by the current government. They are demonised in the media and sued 
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on charges of treason and of working with foreign governments to undermine the Serbian 

state. This, they attribute to the fact that they support and align themselves with the LGBT 

community, acknowledge Kosovo as an independent state and refer to Srebrenica as a 

genocide.  

 

Furthermore, they state that there is a double system in Serbia; between the official state 

television, RTS and Pink; the largest and most popular media outlet, that receives vast 

amounts of funding and is the actual mouthpiece of the government, which she terms, the 

equivalent of Fox News in the USA. The official state television may be regarded as slightly 

centrist on most issues and displays a more moderate line. As, in the case with the Pride 

Parades, on RTS they condone or even support the parades, and later, the same government 

official will appear on Pink and condemn them or imply that they are forced to by some 

foreign entity. As foreign observers, like the EU, do not pay much attention to this, a double 

system manages to persist in Serbia.  

 

The official policy of our government is that we are trying to join the European Union. But 

that same government also keeps saying that these [England, France, Germany] are our 

enemies; they´re working against us in the shadows, trying to undermine our nation. 

(Peščanik 17.07.17).  

 

The image of the enemy is instrumental in mobilising support and an important element in 

building the narratives of victimhood and consolidating a coherent national identity. The 

notion of foreign enemies is used both as a mechanism to distract from criticisms of the 

governments’ policies and as a tool to reinforce internal cohesion.  

 

6.3 Prospects of democracy 
 

BiEPAG poses several risks if the status quo is allowed to persist. From what has emerged in 

my interviews and in my understanding of the situation I would like to follow on from these 

arguments in the following discussion.  

1)  “The more entrenched autocratic governments become, the less institutional 

mechanisms are likely to be sufficient. […] the cost and risks of loosing office for 



	 69	

autocrats are much greater […] a change of government becomes harder, more risky 

and potentially destabilising”  

4)  “Losing support for the EU is a likely risk if the symbiosis of stabilitocracy and the 

EU and its members continue. […] The EU integration process might lose its core 

constituency, undermining the image of the EU in the region, and especially among 

its natural allies” (2017, p. 8-9).  

To return briefly to the concept of stabilitocracy; “a regime that includes considerable 

shortcoming in terms of democratic governance, yet enjoys external legitimacy by offering 

some supposed stability” (Bieber 2017b), what the preceding discussion has aimed at 

showing is that there is, first and foremost a clear link between the government and right-

wing groups, and that those who hold positions of power are the same who did so during the 

90s, who were part of Milošević’s regime, such that the political system has not changed 

these past decades. The “rehabilitation” of former ultra-nationalists and people who were 

actively engaged in the wars in the 90s, who now promote a more moderate line, must have 

some effect on the credibility of their positions. People have hardly forgotten the role they 

have played in such recent history. Alongside the persistence of the double system that allows 

the government two lines of reasoning; one aimed at the international and one at the national, 

this has serious implications for the development of a democratic society.  

 

Rade comments on the current political situation; Unfortunately, the style of government 

really starts to resemble Russia, or Turkey, Hungary. You have one strong party with almost 

unlimited powers and you have some far-right party which is second biggest. (07.11.17),  

  

Whereas Tijana contends that; Our president is dictator in all but name.  (20.07.17)  

 

I do not attempt a discussion on the concept of democracy or the relative merits of 

democratic process. Democracy is a contested topic and I do not promote the concept as 

unambiguously a means of measuring positive progress and development in society. For the 

purpose of this thesis, I use it in the way that my informants have emphasised it; as a process 

aimed at improving the social, political and economic aspects of society, with an emphasis on 

trust in institutions and society and securing stability.  
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Because we lose…in that fight for European values. Killing of our prime minister. I don’t 

know exact source of problem. Because that is cultural element, I don’t know, maybe 

religious, maybe level of political citizen responsibility, experience in democratic system. I 

don’t know, but too many people in Serbia cannot, have not the possibility to recognize 

politicisation of many issues, education, religion, and we accept some type of behaviour as 

normal without any critical approach. (17.10.17) 

 

To this Vladimir is also referring to the low level of education and high rates of illiteracy in 

Serbia. To go back to Rade’s initial statement; Who is the biggest Serb? I believe this testifies 

to some kind of acceptance, as can also be seen in accordance with the glorification of war 

criminals; of accepting as he says, different kinds of behaviour as normal. This is of course 

due to many things but building on images of strength and masculinity and as in the case of 

Djindjić, who was the one to extradite Milošević to the Hague, who was presented as weak 

and as a traitor to the nation. So too has Vučić been portrayed, as traitor to the nation and as 

betraying national ideals. 

 

She’s been praised as an expert, but in Serbia, there is no such thing. You cannot have any 

position of such power without being very closely affiliated with the political parties. 

(Dragana, 13.07.17). 

 

This statement refers to the appointment of Ana Brnabić as prime minister. This has sparked 

major controversy, most of all because, following her appointment, Vučić announced that she 

was a lesbian. It is not surprising in a country that has high, and even increasing levels of 

homophobia, as Dragana states, that the appointment of a lesbian prime minister has been 

majorly opposed. What again is made clear to me is the use of this double system; to the 

general public the government uses the narrative of being forced by external actors and had it 

not been part of the package of EU conditionalities they would not make any of the changes 

that have been made recently, such as anti-discrimination law that included sexual orientation 

and gender identity, and I can only suspect, the appointment of a gay prime minister.   

 

The current situation is such that it is impossible to succeed in politics, to be a nationally 

recognised politician without being corrupt in some way. (…) Serbia in its history has 

practically never had democratic traditions. She always had one leader. People here don’t 

understand, because they never had democratic experience. Never. (Peščanik 17.07.17). 
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Democratisation processes require a huge effort on the part of a population and its elites; 

legitimacy to push reforms, often at high financial costs, solidarity and popular support 

(Harris 2009). Institutional trust is a key determinant of political trust; the success of building 

new democracies is dependent on the development of a viable political culture that unites 

citizens regardless of their position within society (Dyrstad & Listhaug 2017, p. 87).  

 

People don’t go out to vote because they think it doesn’t make a difference. Something needs 

to happen and I think people in Serbia, the general population has been worn out through the 

protests in the 90s. There was so much expectation when Milošević was gone and the results 

of the protests and the change of power and everything. And then nothing. I think they’re 

deeply disappointed with the political system, with democracy as such. I think this goes very 

deeply, you know. (Dragana, 13.07.17). 

 

This view was corroborated by Peščanik; 

 

Democracy here is seen as the main cause of corruption. The idea is that if you have an 

authoritarian powerful leader he can’t be corrupt. But democracy its easily corrupted. Even 

if the one leader we have is corrupt, it’s better to have one corrupt leader leading the country 

in one corrupt direction than to have a million different people corrupt in different ways, 

each trying to get their own piece, and destroying the country from within that way. 

(Peščanik 17.07.17) 

 

 

6.4 European Union integration  
 

Our president is a marionette, what the Americans say, or the EU says, he does. If they asked 

the people, they would never, never, say that we enter the EU. (Bojan, 09.07.17) 

 

Though Bojan contends that there are some things that would be easier, such as travelling, 

there are too many conditionalities, and should they enter the union they would no longer be 

allowed to produce their own meat, but above all, as echoed by all the supporters, they would 

not be allowed to produce rakija; the Serbian national liquor.   
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European Union imposed us, they always give us ultimatums to renounce. (…) You know, 

they just came and told us; OK, if you want to be part of EU then you need to let Kosovo go. 

(Katarina 09.11.17) 

 

According to Freyburg and Richter, in Central and Eastern Europe, if an external actor, in 

this case, the EU, seeks to shape governmental policies in a desired way, they have to pass an 

implicit ‘identity test’; if the conditionality criteria for a certain area are perceived as 

problematic for national identity, a different line of reasoning will emerge than if the criteria 

are considered unproblematic. “[I]f conditionality demands do not correspond to the nation’s 

self-definition, the material incentives for compliance will not affect the government’s re-

action to the EU’s criteria” (2010, p. 267). If the government determines conditionality as 

contradictory to national identity they will not concede, regardless of cost-benefit 

calculations, or will do so inconsistently. Political conditionality then, is ineffective, where it 

clashes with national identity.  

 

The normalisation of relations with Kosovo has also been one of the major issues that the EU 

has set as a conditionality for the question of integration. Having demonstrated the 

significance of Kosovo to Serbs, and following from Freyburg and Richter’s argument, it is 

unsurprising then, that a conditionality such as this will not be accepted by the Serbian 

population. And from what I have been told, the double system, between the official line of 

the government and the unofficial line of the government, often imply that concessions that 

are made are done so purely because they are forced to do so.  

 

The other side of the question of integration is that those citizens who previously supported 

the EU integration, do not any longer, as they state that the support that the current president 

is receiving from the EU, the acknowledgements they award him, both contradict the value 

system that EU supposedly purports and does not acknowledge the reality of corruption and 

level of authoritarianism that the president is displaying. As noted, losing support for the EU 

is a likely risk is the current system is allowed to prevail, especially among its natural allies. 

The two following statements are a testament, in my mind, to this. Vladimir explicitly states 

he was previously a supporter of EU integration, I do not know what the senior adviser’s 

stance on this is; but these are people who one might assume are, to use BiEPAG’s term, 

natural allies.  
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We tolerate your totalitarianism, your populism, your everything, but you must finish that 

[problem; Kosovo]. (…) These guys around him are the main right-wing Rottweilers from the 

90s. 1 for 100. Words of our president today. Tomislav Nikolić, former president and founder 

of SNS is a Četnički Vojvod. He deserved this title, that status around Sarajevo during the 

occupation. And EU today tolerate that. (…) These are bloody hands. Today you find them in 

parliamentary organisation. “Heroes” [war criminals] are today teachers of military 

academy. (…) Here’s that war criminal and he is leader of EU organisation of Serbia. That’s 

very shame for EU. I belong to group of Serbian citizens who are a few years ago supporting 

EU, but I am now absolutely euro-sceptic, because EU tolerates something that is absolutely 

against EU values. That is not acceptable. (Vladimir 10.11.17) 

 

This statement refers to the participation of both Nikolić and Vučić in the Bosnia wars and 

the siege of Sarajevo. 1 for 100 is what Vučić said; for every one Serb that is killed we will 

kill one hundred Muslims. The senior advisor also commented on Vučić’s 1 for 100 and says 

that it is no longer viable to be an explicit nationalist, so they have merely changed their 

language and speak now of “the great dialogue” between Serbs and Bosnians. Furthermore, 

he states; 

 

It’s the fake Janus face of the international community that they accept, for instance, in a 

football game between Serbia and Bosnia, that the Serbian team comes with that banner from 

Srebrenica. If a German supporter team had done the same against an English team in 

Germany, then FIFA would react. But because it’s the Balkans, it’s Serbia, it’s Bosnia, why 

should they react? (Senior adviser 29.06.17) 

 

The banner to which he is referring is one that Serbian football supporters have brought to 

games that say “Knife-iron-rope-Srebrenica” which alludes to the crimes that were 

committed against them. Similarly, Bosnian supporters have brought banners with a picture 

of the “Yellow House” where allegedly Serbs were murdered and women were sold, during 

the wars. This is to note, that many of the tendencies that are discussed, do not only pertain to 

Serbia, but to the region as a whole. The core concept of stabilitocracy is the manner in which 

the entire region is approached.  
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From what I gather, the prospects of democracy, if we accept for the purpose of this 

discussion, that democratic progress is associated with EU membership, is made excessively 

difficult by two things. The first, that the impact of national identity and the conditionalities 

set by the EU clash, and as has been shown, will not be supported by the general public. This 

is also impeded by the different lines of reasoning from the government, that implement 

conditionalities, but do so inconsistently, as they contend to society that it is only done due to 

external pressure. This has the twofold effect of lessening trust in the political system and in 

the legitimacy of the EU. The second is that the hypocrisy of the EU, in accepting reformed 

ultra-nationalists and supporting authoritarian and corrupt practices further lessens trust and 

legitimacy in the prospect of EU integration.  

 

6.5 Defenders of the nation  
 

Following Vućić’s presidential win in 2017, anti-government rallies were held all over the 

country, with mainly young people protesting against what they referred to as the dictatorship 

of the president elect, against state media control and accusations of irregularities and theft of 

votes (Balkan Insight 2017). Senior adviser was present at the protests and comments;    

 

Those who are protesting him, it’s interesting, they are young, resourceful youth. And what’s 

funny is these resourceful Serbian youth, who are for democracy and against Vučić, they 

demonstrate “Vučić, you peder, which means, Vučić, you faggot” (29.06.17) 

 

As a friend of mine said, who had also been present at the protests, “Vučić, you faggot” 

became the main slogan during the protests that gathered thousands of people, and he 

questioned how; in an ostensibly left-wing protest the slogan could be so rooted in 

homophobic and regressive attitudes. A clear point is made by Dragana;  

 

Language shows how culturally embedded homophobia is. (13.07.17).  

 

In my understanding, one of the worst offenses one can make in Serbia, aside from saying 

something derogatory about someone’s mother, is to call someone gay. Traditional gender 

roles and strong, masculine ideals are valued. I have many times been told that in Norway, 
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more or less, all men are gay; they walk around with their strollers and their expensive 

coffee, while the women work. That is something a real Serbian man would never do. 

 

This is completely patriarchal society; former Yugoslavia was emancipated to some level 

through education and healthcare and so on (…) now it has regressed and we are back into 

this patriarchal models. (Biserko 19.07.17) 

 

 The need to create a strong identity following the collapse of Yugoslavia necessitated a 

strong dissociation from their communist past. Perhaps it is possible to assume that the 

disassociation with their communist past and the elements through which a new identity 

construction was pursued not only reversed the progress made in gender equality but also laid 

the foundations for the emergence of a more misogynistic, patriarchal and chauvinistic 

interpretation and acceptance of identity, as it was premised on masculinised and militarised 

ideals. 

 

 In Bracewell’s (2000) discussion on the emergence of a militant masculinism, she states;  

 
“Linking the ideology of the nation to ideas of motherhood and female submissiveness, of male dominance and 

power, and of uncompromising heterosexuality reversed the official socialist ideology of gender equality, 

reinforcing male privilege, eroding what gains women had made under socialism, and marginalising men and 

women who did not conform to the imperatives of nation and gender” (Bracewell 2000, p. 584). 

 

This conformity related in large part to anti-war activists and members of the opposition who 

were labelled traitors, not only to their nation, but also to their gender; “cowardly, weak, 

effeminate and probably homosexual” (p. 580). Patriots then, were real men and true Serbs, 

who due to growing insecurity of employment, experienced a crisis of masculinity; one 

which the reassertion of masculine nationalism could resolve. As noted by Greenberg (2006) 

nationalist masculinity can be seen as a resource, mobilised on in times of social and political 

crisis; and nationalism, not necessarily a regressive backlash, but rather a response to 

disruptive changing societal conditions. Many times during my interview with the supporters 

they noted the difficulties that exist in securing jobs, in living a decent life in Serbia, mainly 

due to corruption and crime. 
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We don’t have time to think about that. All we think about is how to feed our children.. 

(Dragan) 

The system is fucked. (Marko)  

And now our prime minister is gay. (Bojan) 

We, like humans, don’t have so much against, I mean, we’re not animals. But that they 

propagate on the streets…our people don’t propagate that we’re a healthy people. So why 

should they do that? If you want to be gay, be gay for yourself. (Marko) 

Don’t push it on us. (Bojan) 

Exactly. Our Church says that’s a disease. A disease. (Marko) 

Be what you want to be in your own house, but don’t go walking around, so our kids have to 

see it. (Bojan)  

 

I do not claim that these men find themselves in a form of crisis, but they expressly stated 

what I believe I have encountered in general through most of my interviews; apathy, 

disillusionment, disappointment and insecurity as to what lies ahead. One argument they 

made was that they did not understand why it is that gay people, by reference to the Pride 

events and LGBTI organisations, should get so much financial support when “regular” people 

get none. Dragana (13.07.17) tells me that this is a common belief and states that the Pride 

Parades are such that they antagonise the general population. Peščanik contend that; 

 

That’s only partial explanation, there’s a much deeper problem at hand. This is an extremely 

patriarchal, macho society. A third of the population is either illiterate or functional 

illiterate. The Serbian Orthodox Church has been more and more involved in Serbian politics 

over the last couple of decades and they go above and beyond what is expected of a Christian 

Church in the West, even a conservative one. In terms of actively promoting hate speech 

against the LGBT community (17.07.17) 

 

To return to some of the main points from the discussion on religion and nationalism; 

religious nationalism may be viewed as a way to defend identity, it is the promotion of group 

homogeneity and aggressive separation from racial and sexual “others” and when religion is 

subverted into nationalist consciousness, traditionalist discourses may be mobilised on the 

basis of a reified moral order and gendered ethno-religious ideology (Friedland 2001, Sremac 

& Ganzevoort 2015, Doja 2008). If we accept also that the current political and social 

situation is one that may be, not necessarily a crisis, but a situation characterised by a great 
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deal of uncertainty, distrust and insecurity, accepting homosexuality runs contrary to the 

established ideals of the nation. The acceptance of a wider range of sexualities thus 

undermines the heteronormative and masculine ideals upon which identity and the nation 

have been constructed.  

 

In a statement issued by the head of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro, prior to the 

Pride Parade in 2009 he states; 
 

“Pride Parade, actually a shame parade, a parade of Sodom and Gomorrah, only justifies the saying “He who 

has no shame before the world, has not fear before God” […] And a fruitless tree is cut to pieces and thrown 

into flames […]   It can neither accept nor approve the shame parade as the pride parade, more so since it is 

being imposed on us” (Metropolitan Amfilohije in Barišić 2014, p. 35) 

 

As Mole (2016) states, when the nation is understood as a natural phenomenon, grown out of 

extended kin groups, united by a common history, culture, values, the continuation of the 

nation is premised on endogenous biological reproduction, which can only be maintained by 

naturalising the patriarchal family and associated heteronormative gender roles. When non-

normative sexualities are portrayed in such a way that they threaten the nation, they also 

confuse the associated roles of men and women and undermine collective ideals and shared 

norms. Furthermore, when they are associated with Western values, and as imposed upon 

them, it is not surprising that they must be opposed, and that this opposition is premised on 

patriotism and the defence of the nation.  

 

A banner, held by two men during a protest of the implementation of new gender equality 

law, paints a telling picture; 

 

This is the banner, you can see the Serbian guy pushing the gay guy into the hell of the 

European Union. With a cross. And the caption says; No to the sodomite revolution, and on 

the bottom it says; the Serbian home shall never be sodomised. (Milica 20.07.17).  
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6.6 Serbia’s heart is in Russia, but it’s left hand in the 

pocket of the EU  
 

I borrow the title from my conversation with the senior adviser at the Helsinki Committee in 

Oslo. He, like many of my informants, comments on the incoherence in the relationship 

between Russia and Serbia. In a similar vein as the relationship with the Church it may be 

viewed more as a mode of identification, that does not translate into a genuine belief. As he 

contends, there is no one who would move to Russia, everyone who leaves Serbia is seeking 

countries in Western Europe. A report by Demostat (2017), succinctly named “Which empire 

to lean on” illustrates this, as respondents were asked how they feel about other countries. If 

they were to move, most would move to Western countries, hardly any would move to 

Russia, but when asked who their closest friend was; Russia was the clear winner, while the 

same countries they claimed they wanted to move to were not seen as friendly countries.  

 

Our love for Russia is an illusion. It’s not actually love for Russia. People love Russia 

because it’s not the West, because it’s against the West and we hate the West. People are 

anti-western oriented, anti-individualistic oriented. They hate capitalism because they have 

lost their jobs. It’s not love for Russia, but hate for the West (Peščanik 17.07.17) 

 

In much the same way as religion has come to stand for identity, as Serbia’s neighbours and 

the West have come to stand as villains and enemies, Russia has come to stand as an 

imagined counterpart, an ally that shares historical, religious and ideological ideals. It also 

stands in contrast to the multiculturalism that characterises so many countries of the world 

today. As Biserko notes, this is reinforced by asserting superiority on the basis of religious 

identification; 

 

 Russia and Orthodoxy, we are superior. Western, liberal values are destroying the West. We 

are superior. (19.07.17)  

 

I believe the following statements captures this, in a sense, mythological unity, but also 

acknowledges the irony inherent in this relationship. 
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Now when it’s going to be the world championship. Brothers Russia, Brothers Serbia, will 

attack all the Croats, the Turks, Albanians- all those who aren’t pravoslavci [Orthodox 

believers], those who are against us, Serbs and Russians. So that. (Dejan 09.07.17) 

 

And we love Russia! For what, we don’t know. Russia has never done anything for us, but 

still we love them. (Dragan 09.07.17) 

 

BiEPAG (2017, p. 7) states that; “Russia […] provides a model, a self-confident proto-type 

of authoritarian rule within seemingly democratic structures, attractive for aspiring autocrats 

in the Western Balkans”. Peščanik comments on the incoherence of support for Russia and 

underscores this picture of greatness that Russia, in the image of Putin, has come to stand for.   

 

They don’t support Putin as a person, they support Putin for the way, for his foreign policy 

towards the West. The way he’s a strong man. The way he represents himself as this force of 

nature that no one can touch. That’s sort of what people here fantasise about Serbia being. 

We fantasise about Serbia being this country that the West can’t touch because we´re just so 

sure in ourselves, and so unwilling to change anything. (Peščanik 17.07.17) 

 

In my meeting with Katarina, she stated that the best moves the current government has made 

has been the increased cooperation with the Russian government. Russia, she tells me, was 

very weak with Yelstin, but Putin has, in his capacity as a strong and good leader, also made 

Russia strong again, and he nurtures good relationships with China and Turkey. I ask her 

what she thinks of categorisations of these countries as having more authoritarian structures, 

as having issues regarding freedom of speech and of breaching human rights. To this, she 

responds;  

 

But how would you… I always like to, let’s say it’s an example. Imagine you have a huge 

army of people and that every soldier can do whatever he wants to do. Of course, when you 

rule, of course, you have to be a but authoritarian (…) It’s also as I say, America is all about 

democracy and human rights, yeah, we felt that on our skin. (09.11.17). 

 

To which she is referring to the NATO bombing. It is an effective way of deflecting 

criticisms, while asserting that in comparison to the West, the supposed authoritarian 

structures have never breached human rights in the way that the West has. It is perhaps telling 
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then, that the three most trusted institutions in Serbia are the armed forces, the Church and 

the police (CeSID & USAID 2017). Notions of masculinity and strength are valued and 

respected, and the decadence and the imposition of the West, necessitates a marked 

opposition, which seems to be taking the form of more authoritarian structures. 

 

Echoing in many ways the risks posed by BiEPAG, when I ask Peščanik what the future 

prospects are with Vučić at the head of the country she states;  

 

Basically, there is two branching scenarios. If he keeps getting the level of support that he is 

currently getting, both locally and internationally. If the European Union keeps tolerating all 

the problems with him and keeps supporting him financially and keeps showing public 

support for him, this could go on indefinitely. He could just stay in power and we could end, 

the country could just slowly basically rot from within. And it could go on for decades. Or, 

the other, is that there could be basically a revolution. And she thinks that that is what Vučić 

is hoping for sort of. Because then he can bring out his paramilitary organisations and crush, 

show that strength that people want and crush all resistance. (Peščanik 17.07.17) 

 

Notions of masculinity and strength resonate with calls to patriotism and the defence of the 

nation. The case of the Pride Parades have become, it seems, a manifest symbol of a threat to 

national integrity. The notions of NGOs as being in the service of foreign interests and as 

receiving preferential treatment does little to lessen the degree of homophobia or the 

perception of homosexuality as a threat to the nation and its values. Although there has been 

massive opposition to Vučić, he still has a great deal of support and I would propose that 

stability is not to be underestimated. In exchange for stability, accepting authoritarian rule 

may not seem like such an impingement. As noted by several, Serbia has had no tradition of 

democratic rule and the evidence so far, does little to make it seem like a better option. 

 

Summary  

This chapter has discussed the implications of the current political situation by focusing on 

the many mechanisms by which the building of trust in society is inhibited and how this is 

reinforced by policies pursued by the current government. In many ways, the prospect of EU 

integration runs contrary to national identity and leads to opposition amongst many. This is 

further complicated in that the government has two lines of reasoning, that allows them to 

portray many of the conditionalities and changes they have made as imposed upon them, 
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further undermining the process. That the EU does not challenge the corrupt and increasingly 

authoritarian structures in the political system leads to, not only lack of support and trust in 

the EU, but further worsens the image of democracy and the West for the general population.  
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7 Concluding discussion 
 
Before sharing some final reflections, I would like to address two aspects of this paper. The 

first regards the concept of identity. Brubaker and Cooper state that the tendency to objectify 

identity, of treating identity as a thing, as something that individuals and groups “have”, 

deprives it of analytical leverage. The tendency to think in bounded groupness makes this 

seem as though it is something that is already there in some form, rather than being able to 

emphasise emergent properties of particular structural or conjuctural settings. This is a crucial 

point that requires particular emphasis, as;  

 
“the unreflectively groupist language that prevails [...] the habit of speaking without qualification of 

“Albanians” and “Serbs”, for example, as if they were sharply bounded, internally homogenous “groups” – not 

only weakens social analysis but constricts political possibilities” (2000, p. 28) 

 

I hope that the preceding discussion has shown that identity is not something that the 

individuals and the groups to which I refer have, but that identity is a social practice, a mode 

of self-categorisation and self-differentiation, that is constructed and maintained by feelings, 

actions and events. I agree that speaking of Serbs as a group, as if they were one bounded, 

homogenous entity, deprives analysis of the many contested meanings and responses to 

identity and implies that this group has no will of their own but are mere recipients of the 

various ideologies nationalist leaders pursue. However, the need to make sense of oneself, to 

construe sameness and difference within and between groups, and to justify individual and 

collective action is a fundamental human mechanism. Categories of ethnicity, gender, 

religion, provide a sense of belonging and security. In post-conflict societies, in societies 

where economic, political and social aspects are uncertain and disruptive, I believe the need 

may be even greater. Moving beyond categorical group identities is a privilege many do not 

have.   

 

The second point I would like to address is what Storey points out; that most view 

nationalism as an intrinsically bad thing, reflecting perhaps a quest for academic objectivity 

and detachment, “to reflect a commendable vision of an egalitarian world shorn of national 

chauvinism” and it might even be argued that this view reflects a disdain on the part of 

academics of what is seen as “vulgar, sentimental and, perhaps, irrational behaviour”, which 
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downplays “the understandable appeal of nationalist rhetoric to people whose rights and 

freedoms have been trampled on” (2001, p. 69). My intention is neither to portray 

nationalism as an intrinsically bad thing nor to legitimise it as an understandable response 

and by implication alleviating responsibility for actions committed in the name of the nation. 

I have found it difficult to separate my own views on nationalism and the inherent aspects of 

chauvinism and exclusionary practices that I believe many aspects of nationalism, not 

necessarily promote, but at least lay the ground for. I hope I have not fallen into the trap of 

essentialising Serbs as uncritically accepting myths and conspiracy theories, as not being able 

to accept responsibility for their actions and in this way following in the footsteps of so many 

who have characterised the Balkans as warlike, tribal minded and conflict prone. I do not 

attempt to condone nor condemn, neither of which I am in a position to do; but hope that the 

discussion has contributed to an understanding of the need to find strong identities, to 

validate and legitimise both own and group actions, which is something nationalism is well 

suited to do.  

 

Summaries and reflections 

 

The main aim of this thesis has been to investigate how contemporary Serbian nationalism is 

constituted and by what means, and what the implications of the current political situation is 

for nationalist thought. The emergence of a distinct type of national identity that is defined 

both in terms of belonging to place and to religion is not one defined solely by the events that 

occurred following the dissolution of Yugoslavia. Yugoslavia was a federation that had 

institutionalised ethno-national identities both on an individual and collective level. Ethnicity 

was already a legitimate form of identity. Milošević effectively capitalised on this and in the 

midst of disintegration and crisis across the region, nationalism became an effective means of 

mobilisation. Milošević was an opportunist, “a nationalist of convenience, rather than 

conviction” (Brubaker 1998, p. 289). It is important not to overstate elite manipulation or 

attribute everything to an ideological vacuum following communism. However, lack of 

identification with political parties, disintegration of ideological and institutional frameworks 

and economic and political instability go a long way in explaining how and why the general 

population was responsive to claims made on the basis of ethnic and national identity. This is 

important, so as not to view nationalism as rooted solely in primordial identities and ethnic 

conflicts, allegedly suppressed by the Yugoslav Federation, but to be attentive to the different 

societal and political strategies and interests that were pursued.  
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The ideology is not defeated. The state of mind here is the problem. (Sonja Biserko 19.07.17) 

 

Identity constructions in Serbia, as discussed in this thesis, have drawn on the emotional 

power of place, in this case Kosovo, by emphasising primordial qualities of being in 

attachment to a specific territory, in which Kosovo becomes an essential part of Serbian 

identity. The use of religion as an identity marker has further functioned to enforce a 

collective group identity and a means of differentiation from others, most notably from their 

neighbouring countries. Politicisation of religion and conflation of religious and nationalist 

ideals have drawn on mythical narratives of belonging and identity. In combination these 

have triggered a form of defensive nationalism characterised, in particular, by victimhood 

nationalism and a selective recollection and interpretation of their history.  

 

One of the key factors, it may seem, inhibiting the move away from the identity construction 

which construes this image of the Serbs as victims and as continually enforcing narratives of 

injustice, is the lack of addressing the past. So many of the narratives that are employed are 

based on a selective interpretation of history. The foundations are often correct, but 

interpretations built on selectively chosen parts of history creates an incoherent and 

simplified view of the world. It is a black and white perspective that leaves little room for 

alternative interpretations or the re-evaluation of already cemented ones. Transgressions are 

transposed onto others, to a foreign enemy, providing an outlet for frustration, humiliation 

and pain in the easiest way. In much the same way as democratisation requires a huge effort 

both on the parts of elite and of the general population, so too does reconciliation and 

acknowledging past wrong doings. It may be easier, both of want, or of lack of possibilities, 

to remain as victim. The position of a victim is a powerful one.  

 

As in the case of Kosovo, which is of course a real territory, but more so it is a mythological 

territory. It serves to explain both past and present woes; a symbol around which people can 

gather and hold on to. The loss of Kosovo, and by extension, the loss of an integral part of 

their being, is a picture of the injustice that the West has inflicted upon them. The need to 

oppose the West and its associated values becomes an imperative and Russia, the natural ally. 

As Patriarch Irinej, the Serbian Patriarch states;   
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“Let us return to spiritual values that have been guiding our spirituality and history. That faith has oriented 

Serbs towards the East. We should tie our small boat to the big boat of our great Slavic brotherly people to 

whom we are related by blood and faith” (Barišić 2016) 

 

It seems evident that the current political situation in Serbia is fraught with insecurity, lack of 

trust and disillusionment. Poor economic and social conditions lead to frustration and future 

prospects for much of the general population is perceived as bleak. The implications of the 

process of EU integration does little to make this seem like an option for the betterment of the 

people, more so in that they run contrary both to purported ideals of democracy and the EU. 

In many ways the country does seem torn between the East and the West. This is perhaps best 

exemplified by the idealised image they have of Russia which does not necessarily translate 

into real life. Accepting that their wish to move to the West, would also imply that the West 

is not the enemy, would negate the many narratives on which they have built their identity. It 

might be better then, to hold on to mythical narratives of greatness. 

 

 

Final remarks  

 

Finally, I would like to reiterate once again that this thesis is not meant to be indicative of the 

Serbian people or the Serbian nation. My aim has been to look at the more extreme elements 

of identity construction in contemporary nationalist thought. I do, however, believe that many 

of the narratives and mechanisms that have been discussed do not necessarily reflect only 

those of a more nationalist inclination. My own relation to Serbia and political views have 

made writing this thesis, in part, a challenging process, but there are many themes that I 

believe deserve further investigations and that I hope I might be able to pursue in the future. I 

hope this thesis may bear relevance for other fields of inquiry, as much of what has been 

discussed in this thesis can be related to contemporary trends of nationalism worldwide.    
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Afterword  

 

My own understanding of the problem in Balkan is that when individuals in Balkan talk 

amongst themselves; when a Muhammed and a Petar talk together… but when they start 

talking like a Bosnian Muslim and a Serb, when they become part of a group called Serbs or 

Bosnians, then we have problems. Regular people can live together, but as soon as they 

become groups, they want to protect their interests, then, we have conflict. (Senior adviser, 

29.06.17).  
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Interviews and informants  
 
Senior Adviser - Norwegian Helsinki Committee, Oslo  
Has worked extensively with the Balkans. Interview conducted 29.06.2017 at his office.  
 
Bojan 
Supporter football club Rad. Interview conducted 09.07.2017 at their club.  
 
Marko 
Supporter football club Partizan. Interview conducted 09.07.2017 at their club.  
 
Dragan 
Supporter football club Red Star. Interview conducted 09.07.2017 at their club.  
 
Dragana Todorović 
Executive Director ERA: LGBTI Equal Rights Association for the Western Balkans and 
Turkey. Interview conducted 13.07.2017 in their offices.  
 
  
Peščanik.  
Journalist. Interview conducted 17.07.2017 in their offices.  
 
Sonja Biserko 
President at the Norwegian Helsinki Committee, Belgrade. Interview conducted 19.07.2017 
in their offices.  
 
Milica 
LGBTI member. Interview conducted 20.07.2017 at a café.  
 
 
Tijana 
LGBTI member. Interview conducted 20.07.2017 at a café.  
 
Rade 
Previously engaged with research on right-wing extremism. Interview conducted 07.11.2017 
at a café.  
 
Katarina Komazec 
Founder of Zavetnici. Interview conducted 09.11.2017 at a café.  
 
Vladimir 
Professor in sociology. Interview conducted 10.11.2017 at a café.  
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Appendix 
 
Letter of introduction 
I am a student at the master programme in Human Geography at the University of Oslo, 
Norway. I am currently writing my master thesis on nationalism in Serbia. The main focus of 
my research is on nationalistic movements and national identity. I am also looking at the 
relationship between nationalism and religion and what position the Serbian Orthodox 
Church holds in Serbian society. The main objective of my study is to look at the different 
factors that are the most important in nationalistic mobilisation in Serbia today.  
In order to do so, I would like to conduct in-depth interviews that will be loosely based on 
some general topics and areas followed by questions and discussion. Interviews will range 
from half an hour to one hour. If accepted by the interviewee the interviews will be recorded. 
If not, only notes will be taken. This information is strictly confidential and I will be the only 
one who has access to it. The interviewees will be anonymised and it will not be possible to 
recognise individuals based on these interviews. Interviewees can at any time and for any 
reason withdraw from the study and all information gathered from them will be deleted.  
Participation in the study is completely voluntary and would be greatly appreciated. I hope 
that you have the time and opportunity to share your views and knowledge on this topic. If 
you have any questions regarding the study or otherwise, please contact me at: 
tiril_thue@hotmail.com.  
 
If you have any other questions you may also contact my supervisor; Professor David 
Jordhus-Lier at the Department for Sociology and Human Geography in Oslo at: 
david.jordhus-lier@sosgeo.uio.no. 
 
Yours sincerely,  
 
Tiril Ellingsen Thue 
 
 
 
Written consent by participant 
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