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PROLEGOMENA

Serbia is at a historical crossroads. Due to the confluence of his-
torical circumstances and the tragedy of what is happaning in
Ukraine, the Balkans are once again themselves in the focus of
the international Western community, primarily as a security is-
sue. Hence the very intense diplomatic offensive aimed at round-
ing off the Balkans as part of the European sphere of interest. In
this context, the Serbian-Albanian issue is also being resolved. On
offer is the European agreement on the normalization of mutual
relations, which, if accepted and signed, will once again turn the
Western Balkans towards the European Union.

What does this mean?

It is not enough just to put pen to paper and have a roadmap
that will be formulated and implemented during the next few
months, but everything also depends on the state of society and its
readiness to accept the necessary reform demands.

This implies the necessity of having insight into several areas
that, as a rule, are bypassed or marginalized.

This certainly refers to culture, religion, the media, the stance
towards the war legacy and processing it. All of this together deter-
mines a society’s attitude towards the choice it faces.

Only a long-term strategy that would take into account the
state of spirit and values on which society rests could provide
more lasting results.

This report offers readers some insights, in the hope that they
can be a platform for a broader and responsible social debate, nec-
essary at this critical moment.



INTRODUCTION



CAPTURED SOCIETY

The region has begun once again to plunge into instability, threat-
ening to deepen the crisis both in individual countries and in
their mutual relations. Most of the successor states of former Yu-
goslavia are faced with some type of regression, showing the lack
of a strategic potential and capacity for the real transformation
of society and economic recovery, which is a serious pretext for
destabilization.

Almost every Western Balkan country has an internal “crisis”
potential arising primarily from the absence of a democratic tradi-
tion and the unfinished transition process. In addition, the region-
al context is characterized by the unsurpassed legacy of war and
unquenched territorial and ethnic aspirations. Moving away from
the European perspective intensifies internal and mutual frustra-
tions. Finally, in the period of global upheaval, the Balkans has be-
come the point where the geostrategic competition of the power-
ful members of the international community takes place.

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has changed the geopoliti-
cal map of Europe and, due to new security challenges, the Euro-
pean Union (EU) has confirmed its determination to expand to the
Western Balkans. To this end, the EU has finally opened accession
negotiations with Albania and North Macedonia, while in Decem-
ber 2022 Bosnia and Herzegovina was granted EU candidate sta-
tus. Progress has also been made with respect to the liberalization
of the visa regime for Kosovo. However, Serbia has remained the
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lonely island whose commitment to EU membership is still ques-
tionable due to the increasing and ever deeper Russification of
state institutions, the public and media sphere, as well as the cul-
tural space.

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has once again fuelled Ser-
bia’s aspirations towards the neighbouring territories (which it
has never given up in anticipation of new international circum-
stances), which it labels the “Serbian world". Serbia has decided
to side with Russia, although it has voted for the UN resolutions
condemning Russian aggression and supporting the integrity of
Ukraine. Avoiding to impose sanctions against Russia, namely to
align its foreign policy with the EU and referring to its neutral sta-
tus (or neutrality on the Russian side, as emphasized by journalist
Bosko Jaksi¢) Serbia has moved even closer to the Russian posi-
tion. However, Russia’s failure to achieve its war goals, that is, con-
quer Ukraine in a few days, is putting Serbia in an increasingly iso-
lated position but also is exposing it to Russia’s increasingly strong-
er pressure which is achieving its goals in the Balkans through Ser-
bia — undermining the efforts of the European Union and the Unit-
ed States to integrate the Western Balkans into the Western sphere.

After Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, the priority of the
European Union and the United States in the Balkans is to push
Russia out of this region and finally resolve the frozen conflicts in
Kosovo and Bosnia. In that context, Serbia is asked to reach agree-
ment with Pristina (the acceptance of the German-French, that is,
European plan), whereby Kosovo is de facto recognized, as well as
to “discipline” the Republic of Srpska and move away from Russia.

Due to its incoherent foreign policy in the current internation-
al circumstances, Serbia has found itself facing a historic choice
that will determine its future. On the one hand, the Russian Am-
bassador to Serbia, Alexander Botsan—Kharchenko, has urged of-
ficial Belgrade to reject the European plan for the normalization
of relations with Pristina in the belief that the final status of Kos-
ovo will be defined by the end of the war in Ukraine, when Russia
scores victory. It was not the first time that Moscow officials have
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linked the resolution of the Kosovo issue with the war in Ukraine.!
On the other hand, the United States and the European Union —
referring to Serbia’s official commitment to European integration
— expect it not only to make a strategic decision, but also to impose
sanctions against Russia as soon as possible.

The basic problem of Serbia is that it has opted for an ethnic
state instead of a civic one, which means that the ideology of eth-
nic nationalism is dominant. The ideology with which the aggres-
sion against Yugoslavia started — “the liberation and unification of
Serbs” — is still at work. Such a state concept excludes minorities
that live on the margins of society, regardless of the existing legal
framework.

Serbia’s attitude towards the wars of the nineties and the way
in which it presents itself — solely as their victim — prevents it from
turning to the modernization of the state, because it identifies it-
self with war criminals as national heroes.

The climate in which the historic decision for Serbia is being
made is anti-Western and results from a decades-long media prop-
aganda and reliance on Russian support in realizing the “Serbian
world” aspirations.

The current involvement of the West in the Balkans provides
a unique opportunity for the country to finally avoid that the rela-
tions with Russia determine its strategic future, which would es-
sentially represent a historical turning point for Serbia. Politically
and diplomatically, Belgrade would turn to the Western European
capitals and not to Moscow for the first time.

1 https://nlinfo.rs/vesti/intervju-bocan-harcenka-pokusaj-rusije—~da-minira-
sporazum
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TEN LOST YEARS

Serbia has exhausted all national potentials by implementing
the strategy aimed at recomposing the Balkans. Opting for such a
strategy and policy 30 years ago, it lost the race against time and
history, as well as the ability to rationally consider its real interests
and thus seek solutions in accordance with the demands of the
times.

It is clear that the changes in 2000 did not substantially affect
the legacy of the regime of Slobodan Milosevi¢. Every attempt in
that direction was brutally thwarted (the assassination of Zoran
bindi¢). The largest part of the political elite did not want or was
not ready to take an in-depth look at the situation in Serbia. The
Serbian elite did not give up nationalism as an ideology that im-
plies pretensions towards the region. Good intentions and expec-
tations that Serbia will change along the way turned out to be a
misjudgement. A society that has not taken stock of developments
and has not distanced itself from MiloSevi¢’s policy has no chance
to move forward.

Since the arrival of the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) to pow-
er (2012), Serbia has recording a gradual decline of all democratic
standards and values. Although the SNS has started its mandate
with an anti-corruption campaign (it has won the elections on
that basis), corruption is one of the main problems in society af-
ter ten years. No progress has been made in addressing it, so that
it has assumed malignant proportions. In the meantime, all stand-
ards and freedoms achieved in the previous period collapsed, the
entire political elite became criminalized, the parliament, politi-
cal parties and political life were rendered meaningless and all ad-
vances in dealing with the past were devalued. The relations with
all neighbours were disturbed, the narrative distancing Serbia
from any responsibility for the wars of the nineties was promoted,
the state and society became autistic to such an extent that any
feeling for a normal communication with the neighbourhood and
the world was lost. As a result, there is an unprecedented outflow
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of the population towards Western countries. During the last ten
years, Serbia was moving toward authoritarianism, thus systemati-
cally destroying the public field and political public sphere. Presi-
dent Aleksandar Vuci¢ established an autocratic system according
to his own needs. Thus, state institutions are destroyed from with-
in, the media are oppressed, the judiciary is blocked and the op-
position is discredited.? This invalidated any idea of the concept
of citizenship. Repression mechanisms were perfected as was the
rule of one man who imposed himself as the key arbiter in all situ-
ations. He gained such a position using bribery, adulation, corrup-
tion and payment, all of which can be labelled as “voluntary slav-
ery”, as Milan Podunavac points out.?

Since his coming to power, Aleksandar Vuci¢ has been run-
ning a continuous election campaign, creating the impression of
constant change, his enormous energy and commitment to work.
Periodical government reshuffles, announcements of big invest-
ments and infrastructure projects, the opening of new production
facilities, the seemingly tireless fight against corruption and organ-
ized crime, as well as frequent (early) elections also contribute to
the creation of this image. Apart from having a decisive influence
on the media and possessing the instruments of power, Vuc¢i¢’s in-
creasingly pronounced authoritarian tendencies were facilitated
by a weak and fragmented opposition, which could not efficient-
ly oppose harmful policies or offer a coherent and attractive al-
ternative. At the international level, President Vuci¢ has long had
the image of a statesman, respected by world leaders (especially in
Russia and China) and simultaneously supported by the EU and
the West — which has contributed to the strength of his position.

The current regime has normalized crimes and criminals, fal-
sified the past and keeps the whole region under constant tension.

2 The 2006 Constitution gives the government political and effective power, that is,
the role of the executive power holder, and weakens the role of the president, who
is treated as the body that expresses the unity of the Republic of Serbia.

3 https://www.mojnovisad.com/vesti/promocija—knjige—rezimi—-straha-dobrovoljno—
ropstvo-bitno-obelezje—nove—deshttps://www.vijesti.me/kolumne/583857/fijasko-
jugoistocne—evrope potije—u-srbiji-id50879.html
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The repressive apparatus focuses mainly on independent journal-
ists and investigative organizations that criticize corruption and
organized crime. The part of the civil sector dealing with confron-
tation is completely marginalized both in media and socially.

The “normalization” of Serbian nationalism, from that of Vo-
jislav Kostunica to that of Tomislav Nikoli¢ and Aleksandar Vucic,
has made it impossible to gain insight into the essence of the lat-
est radicalization. Nationalism, which was induced and directed
by the elite in the 1980s, is now generated from the “base” as social
radicalism, in particular.

The defeat and the absence of taking stock of all events that
happened during the 1990s, not giving up the greater state project,
identity crisis and frustration, have led to the revitalization of tra-
ditional conservatism. The changed international context (espe-
cially Russia’s aggression against Ukraine) has revived the expecta-
tions that it is possible to realize the Serbian aspirations, which are
now offered in a new package as the “Serbian world".

Backsliding in Serbia has been reported by many nongovern-
mental organizations such as Freedom House which, in its report
titled “Nations in Transit — From Democratic Decline to Authori-
tarian Aggression” claims that “Serbia is the Balkan country that
regressed most in implementing democratic reforms”.# According
to this report, Serbia has not been considered a democratic coun-
try for three years already. Instead, it has been classified among
hybrid regimes in which authoritarianism is a consequence of in-
complete democratic change.’

Freedom House also points out that Serbia is a “parliamenta-
ry democracy with competitive multiparty elections, but in recent
years the ruling Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) has steadily eroded
political rights and civil liberties putting pressure on independent
media, the political opposition, and civil society organizations”.6
The report also states that power has been transferred from the

4 https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/freedom—house-balkan-izvestaj/31812312.html

5 Ibid.
6 https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/freedom-world/2022
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government to the presidency. Thus, Vuci¢’s move to the presi-
dency in 2017 raised new concerns about the personalization of
governance and politicization of state institutions. Vuci¢ has re-
mained the dominant figure in government despite the presiden-
cy’s limited executive powers under the Constitution, creating a de
facto presidential system.”

THE DISTURBED FRAMEWORK FOR
THE RESPECT FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Human rights in the Balkans cannot be perceived without the
political and social context, as well as the effects of the wars of the
nineties which still block the consolidation of the newly created
states. The broader international context, namely the collapse of
the liberal order has brought about the collapse of universal values
and, as UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres points out, “hu-
man rights are under siege around the world”. On the occasion of
the Human Rights Day Guterres stated that “the Universal Decla-
ration of Human Rights has been a global beacon — shining a light
for dignity, equality and well-being — and bringing hope to dark
places.”

The past two decades have been marked by the return of au-
thoritarianism, wars and, naturally, violation of human rights as
their companions. This applies not only to authoritarian regimes
in Russia and China, but also to autocracies like in Hungary, whose
Prime Minister is even the promoter of “illiberal democracy”.
Among them are also some democracies, including the world’s
most populous country — India. With the election of Donald
Trump, America has also shown the potential for making mean-
ingless the democratic legacy of the country leading the liberal in-
ternational order in the postwar period.

Although after the “Fifth of October” the state made signifi-
cant steps to promote human rights, improve standards and their

7 Ibid.
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application in practice, various forms of discrimination and intol-
erance towards different minority groups are seen on a daily basis.
Human rights have been rendered senseless because, among other
things, the mechanisms (judiciary and regulatory bodies, in par-
ticular) which protect individual and collective freedoms in pub-
lic space do not function any more. Negligible progress has been
made in bringing the suspected perpetrators of crimes in the past
to justice. The police enjoy impunity in abuse cases. Journalists,
especially investigative ones, and nongovernmental organizations
are attacked by government and pro-government media. Discrimi-
nation against women, Roma and other ethnic groups, LGBT per-
sons and socially disadvantaged people is still widely spread.

The current government primarily understands the concept
of human rights as the collective rights of Serbs and their right to
unification. This is also indicated by the “Serbian World” project
which finds its justification in the discriminatory position of Serbs
in the whole region. However, in essence, ethnocentrism also de-
nies human rights to citizens of Serbian nationality. Political, cul-
tural and intellectual elites give priority to solving the national
question, that is, the “Serbian world”, while at the same time leav-
ing the democratization of society for the post-unification period.

In principle, human rights in Serbia are guaranteed by the
Constitution, but are also regulated by laws, by-laws and the like.
Serbia has adopted all necessary instruments that ensure the re-
spect for human rights. However, their implementation is not only
inadequate, but there is also no political will for it. The social at-
mosphere is not favourable for the integration of minorities, espe-
cially those which are territorially “compact” such as the Albanians
in the Presevo Valley and the Bosniaks in Sandzak.® In addition,
the concept of the state is ethnic, which makes the position of mi-
norities even more unfavourable, regardless of the existing frame-
work that guarantees their rights.

8 See the HOS reports on SandZak and the Presevo Valley at:
https://www.helsinki.org.rs/serbian/doc/izvestaj%20sandzak.pdf
https://www.helsinki.org.rs/serbian/doc/izvestaj%20presevo%20srb.pdf
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In addition, the state apparatus, namely the institutions have
been devastated and are very weak. On one side, they are linked to
organized crime and, on the other side, under the given circum-
stances, their offer is insufficient, especially when it comes to the
social and economic security of citizens.

Balkan societies are collectivist and egalitarian and it can be
said that socialism has not been an aberration, but a natural ex-
pression of their potentials. A one-party system is associated with
authoritarian societies. Although there are numerous political
parties, the political culture gives birth to the figures who perfectly
reflect the character of those societies. It is also important to bear
in mind that freedom for which everyone supposedly strives does
not imply individual responsibility. This is also why responsibility
is delegated to the leader.

The Progressivist government has not abandoned Milosevi¢’s
project and has fully revealed its intentions by daily interference
in the political life of the neighbouring countries, primarily due to
the alleged endangerment of the Serbs living in them. In this way,
it has not only called its European future into question, but has
also forced the EU to return to the nineties and reconsider its pa-
tronizing attitude toward Serbia and meeting its demands at the
expense of others in the region. This is actually the only “output”
of the Progressivist government, which has additionally collectiv-
ized Serbia’s responsibility, made the work of the Hague Tribunal
meaningless and exposed the efforts to have Serbia accept the re-
gional reality to mockery.

The government has also humiliated Serbian citizens, made
every engagement pointless and arrogantly risen itself above eve-
ryone, turning Serbia into a neglected and incompetent state and
society. Miodrag Zec, a prominent economics professor, believes
that in Serbia there exists a “metastatizing political model where
President Vuci¢ has become the most important and untoucha-
ble social institution that dictates capital movement and value
distribution”.?

9 https://www.vijesti.me/kolumne/583857/fijasko-jugoistocne—evrope
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A FALSE IMAGE OF
ECONOMIC RECOVERY

During the period 2013—2022, which also includes the COVID
crisis, Serbia recorded an average growth rate of only 2.5 percent,
while between 2001 and 2013 it was 3.8 percent, although this pe-
riod also included the 2008 global financial crisis.

The Fiscal Council of Serbia most often mentions the low lev-
el of investment as the cause of insufficient economic growth,
which is less than desirable — about 25 percent of GDP. Namely,
total (private and state) investments in Serbia in the period 2012—
2014, when fiscal consolidation started, were the lowest (18.7 per-
cent of GDP) in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) as a whole. To-
tal investments in Serbia were about three percent of GDP lower
than the CEE average which, in terms of share, were more than two
percent of GDP lower than in CEE. Private investments were also
lower than the CEE average, but the difference was smaller, “only”
one percent of GDP.

In the middle of the last decade, Serbia’s annual investments
amounted to about 750 billion dinars, instead of about 1,000 billion
dinars. In fact, annual investments amounting to about two billion
euros were missing.

The current government’s claims that citizens salaries in-
creased significantly during its rule (it was announced that they
should reach 700 euros at the end of 2022, which was almost
achieved in January 2023). However, one should not lose sight of
the fact that in the decade after 5 October 2000 the average salary
increased as much as eight times — from about 45 euros in 2000 to
365 euros in 2012.

During 2022, Serbia was forced to start a new borrowing cy-
cle both at home and abroad. In 2020, its public debt increased by
about three billion euros, which relativizes a slight decline in its
share of the expected GDP of about 60.3 billion euros (the final
GDP will only be calculated in the middle of 2023).
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Serbia has asked the IMF Mission to change the mutual ar-
rangement. The very turn in the treatment of the IMF’s role in Ser-
bia simply means that the country is once again in a very worri-
some financial situation.

SERBIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH

During the last ten years (since the political dominance of
the SNS), the relationship between the current political elite, led
by President Aleksandar Vuci¢, and the majority church in Serbia
progressed from mutual criticism and elemental ignoring to mul-
tidimensional cooperation and symphonic synchronization. Over
time, not only have their disagreements been overcome, but a reg-
ular and intensive communication has been established, including
various forms of financial, institutional, ideological and diplomat-
ic support, understanding and reconciliation between secular and
spiritual authorities.

Under conditions of disorientation and social value disinte-
gration (like in all other post-socialist countries), religion has as-
sumed the key role in shaping new values. The theological model-
ling of public space in Serbia started after 2000 when Orthodoxy
with political pretensions began to shape public, that is, social
space, thus endangering the rights of others to their own identi-
ty. The secular values of civic society — democracy, civil society,
pluralist discourse, secular and religious tolerance and individual
human rights — are rejected. Accordingly, younger generations are
conservative and markedly nationalistic. They are also confused
and ideologically represent a combination of leftists and rightists.

The anti-Westernism of the Serbian Orthodox Church (SPC)
anticipates a certain concept of state and society which also pre-
supposes their organic whole. This is also the basic link with the
Russian Orthodox Church — resistance to liberal values, includ-
ing human rights ideology. The main critic of human rights ide-
ology is the Russian Orthodox Church. In the Balkans, this is the
Serbian Orthodox Church. Orthodox theologians do not have an
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affirmative attitude towards the contemporary concept of human
rights. It is experienced as an expression of the West’s liberal val-
ues and individualism. It is considered to be too individualized
and absolutized and imposes itself as universal on completely dif-
ferent cultural, social and political milieus.

THE SERBIAN WORLD AND THE
RELATIONSHIP WITH THE NEIGHBOURS

The relationship with the neighbours during the past decade
is characterized by a high degree of tension and implosion at all
levels. The reason should certainly be sought in the decision of
the current government and President Vuci¢ to revive the project
of the unification of Serbian lands, now under the name “Serbian
World". Russia’s support, whose infiltration into the Balkans, pri-
marily into Serbia and the Republic of Srpska (RS), has been undis-
turbed for more than ten years, has contributed to such an orienta-
tion. The government enjoys the full support of the academic com-
munity, Serbian Orthodox Church, large part of the opposition,
one part of the civil sector and media, as well as security services.

As a reminder, at the end of the 20th century, the Memoran-
dum of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts (SANU) laid the
quasi-scientific ideological foundation for the concept of the Ser-
bian world as the unification of all Serbs in one state. The real goal
of Serbia (and now apparently Russia as well) is to regain its for-
mer size by revising the borders drawn at its expense in the past.

This resulted in increased intolerance and xenophobia. Living
according to the ethnic and centralist principle also endangers the
survival of such Serbia as desired by nationalists. Denying Serbia
as a complex state provokes its further fragmentation.

The term “Serbian world” appeared for the first time in 2013,
but became popular in 2019, primarily thanks to the writings and
speeches of historian Aleksandar Rakovi¢. At first, the “Serbian
world” laid emphasis on the cultural and linguistic unity of Serbs.
However, it quickly turned out that this was the programme raised
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to a political level by the former Minister of the Interior, Alek-
sandar Vulin, as the promoter of this idea: “The only way for the
Balkans to remain stable is that all Serbs live in one state. All con-
flicts in the Balkans arise from the discrimination of Serbs. Where
the rights of Serbs are respected there is no problem with the ‘Ser-
bian world”!? Accordingly, President Aleksandar Vuci¢ has started
to promote himself as “the president of all Serbs”.

Although Serbia adopted pro-European orientation after the
overthrow of Slobodan Milosevi¢, while at the same time persever-
ing with the strategy of Serb unification, it has so far successfully
achieved its goals, namely the systematic integration of Serbs in
the region into the cultural, spiritual, economic and information
space.

Belgrade has also defined its policy towards the “Serbian lands”
in official documents. The first of them, adopted by the Assembly
of the Republic of Serbia, has been the Strategy of Preserving and
Strengthening the Relations Between Parent Country and Diaspo-
ra and Parent Country and Serbs in the Region (2011).!

The Strategy puts Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro in
the centre of Serbia’s regional policy. In fact, it represents the re-
alization of the part of the Memorandum dealing with the pre-
vention of the vulnerability of the Serbs living outside Serbia. It
is about an action plan related to greater Serbian nationalism in
new circumstances and the instructions on how to “peacefully and
democratically” realize Serb unification, against the unity and in-
tegrity of the countries in which they live.

The main role in the implementation of the Strategy is played
by the Serbian Orthodox Church as the only legitimate cross-bor-
der institution in the region, because it is actually the only integra-
tive institution and the bridge between the parent country and the
diaspora. The Strategy envisages logistical and other support to the

10 https://www.standard.co.me/svijet/vulin-za-stabilnost—balkana-potrebno-je-da-
srbi-zive—-u-jednoj-drzavi

11 See the document of the Ministry of Religion and Diaspora at: http://dijaspora.
gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/2012/12/strategija_mvd2011.pdf
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Serbian Orthodox Church. In practice, the action plan is confined
to the relativization and denial of the war crimes and genocide
committed by the armed forces and police of the Republic of Srp-
ska and Serbia, destabilization of the governments and authorities
in the neighbouring countries by strengthening the awareness of
their inefficiency; insistence on the constitutionality of the Serbs
in Montenegro and Kosovo; provision of support to the separatist
policy of the Republic of Srpska and the like.

In the meantime, the National Security Strategy of the Repub-
lic of Serbia was adopted (2020).12 It emphasizes that Serbia’s most
important foreign policy priority is to preserve the Republic of Srp-
ska. The Charter on the Serbian Cultural Space was also adopted
(2019).!3 It was signed by the Ministers of Education of the Repub-
lic of Serbia and the Republic of Srpska.

The key impetus behind this project has certainly been Rus-
sia’s infiltration into the Western Balkans, namely Serbia, the Re-
public of Srpska and Montenegro, in particular. Its goal is to ob-
struct both the European Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization in the Western Balkans for as long as possible. It does
not want the frozen conflicts in the Balkans to be resolved. In the
current circumstances the question is how far the Russia will go in
its destabilization of the Balkans.

For years now, the European Union has tolerated Serbia’s be-
haviour in the region, allowing its aspirations to become a reality.
It was only after Russia’s aggression against Ukraine that it became
aware of the dangers and numerous omissions when the Balkans
is in question. Russia’s aggression against Ukraine also raised the
questions about the future of the Euro-Atlantic integration of the
Western Balkans.

12 SL. gl. RS 94/19. See at: https://www.pravno-informacioni-sistem.rs/
SlGlasnikPortal/eli/rep/sgrs/skupstina/strategija/2019/94/2

13 See: https://www.kultura.gov.rs/vest/788/-povelja—o-srpskom-kulturnom-
prostoru.php
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KOSOVO: A PREREQUISITE
FOR A MODERN STATE

The legally binding agreement on the normalization of rela-
tions between Belgrade and Pristina is the only guarantee for the
improvement of the security, economic and social position of the
Serbian community in Kosovo. It also gives a chance to Kosovo to
finally consolidate the state and develop democracy in full compli-
ance with the European values, including the respect for human
rights and freedoms. For both Kosovo and Serbia this agreement
opens the perspective of EU membership.

The adoption of the agreement requires a change in Belgrade’s
attitude towards the Serbs in Kosovo. In other words, it envisages
the support for the survival of Serbs not only in the north (where
less than 30,000 Serbs live), but also in the enclaves south of the
Ibar where Serbs form a majority, but are marginalized, isolated,
left to themselves and instrumentalized for Belgrade’s daily politi-
cal needs.

The political monopoly in northern Kosovo belongs to the Ser-
bian List, actually a branch of the Serbian Progressive Party. Accord-
ing to the leading figures in the Serb community, informal power
is in the hands of controversial businessmen Milan Radoici¢ and
Zvonko Veselinovi¢ (who are on the US sanctions list). The agree-
ment should provide room for authentic Kosovo Serb leaders.

CULTURE IN THE SERVICE OF
THE “SERBIAN WORLD"

The breakup of Yugoslavia has also been reflected in the cul-
tural policies of the newly created countries. For Serbian cultural
policy, as Professor Milo Lompar points out, Yugoslavism — with
which the Serbs have been identified — has always been the goal to
which all self-realization elements have been subordinated. When
Yugoslavia vanished, the Serbs were caught off guard and, as Lom-
par says, it was necessary to create an integralist cultural policy,
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based on the myth of Serbian unity. The current Serbian Cultural
Strategy for National and Spiritual Transformation is also based on
such an understanding of cultural policy.!

What characterizes the cultural strategy is victimhood nation-
alism. It burdens the approach to the past and, in particular, the
overcoming of its dark pages. Because the perpetrators have now
become part of collective victimhood, hiding themselves behind
the national memory of victims.

This is exactly what has happened in Serbia where the official
culture of memory or the dominant culture of memory has essen-
tially prevented a significant shift in understanding one’s own role
in the wars of the nineties. Such a concept of the culture of memo-
ry has an important role in the creation of a new national and state
identity. The question of the devastating war policy effects has not
yet been opened, although it is at the root of all current problems
in Serbia itself. The wars of the nineties and, in particular, Srebren-
ica are relativized. A “fair distribution of guilt is sought”. Historical
revisionism is at work. It includes not only the last war, but also the
Second World War. With a special focus on the Jasenovac concen-
tration camp.

A dangerous thesis about Serbian innocence for the wars of
the nineties is promoted, because it maintains and fuels the aspi-
rations based on the expectations that the international circum-
stances will change one day in favour of Serbs. The second the-
sis, a thesis about “surrounding”, suggests that Serbia is constantly
threatened by an external enemy. The war of the nineties began
with that thesis, because “the war was the necessity as a defence”.
That thesis also implies that everyone is against the Serbian people
and not that Serbia is the state that provokes war.

There is still talk about the “culprits of the war”, which pre-
vents addressing the causes that led to it, namely the Serbian pre-
war and war policy. So far, there has been no distancing from the

14 Milo Lompar: Srbija kao kolonija krivice, Bane Dordevi¢ , Vedernje novosti, 13
January 2013.
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war policies of Slobodan Milosevi¢, Dobrica Cosi¢ and all other
bearers of the war programme.

Without a self-reflexive attitude towards the past, as Profes-
sor Todor Kulji¢ points out, there is no way out of the spiral of vi-
olence and evil. “If we don’t stand in front of the mirror and hon-
estly admit what we have done, if we don't find the strength to ad-
mit our guilt’, Kulji¢ holds that “we will always remain trapped in
the limbo od denial, hatred and moral decay. Because the society
based on crime simply cannot survive. You don’t build a house on
a mass grave”1>

EXTREMIST ORGANIZATIONS

Serbian extremist organizations with a strong foothold in Rus-
sia are an instrument for spreading Russia’s malign influence on
the Balkans. Due to their ties to Russia as well as the indications
that they possess weapons, these organizations pose a serious
threat to the peace and security of the country and the region. At
the same time, during the ten-year rule of the Serbian Progressive
Party, the extremists, as the government allies, became an impor-
tant political factor and the tool of pressure on political opponents
and civil society organizations. During 2022, the extreme right ex-
panded its front of action, including regrouping, unification, pro-
tests, enhanced threats and physical violence, as well as increas-
ingly intensive contacts with Russian partners. A strong boost to
the influence of the right was provided by the narrative about Rus-
sia’s victory in the war against Ukraine, spread through govern-
ment-controlled media.

The pressures of the extreme right are also aimed at prevent-
ing the agreement between Serbia and Kosovo. It also opposes re-
solving the “Serbian question” in the Balkans, which is a prerequi-
site for Serbia’s democratization.

15 https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/todor-kuljic—-pomirenje—u-regionu-nece—doci-
iz-brisela/25386120.html
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MEDIA: A PREREQUISITE FOR THE
DEMOCRATIZATION OF SOCIETY

Media freedoms, freedom of speech and respect for media
laws and professional standards have been continuously declin-
ing since 2012, namely since the coming of the Serbian Progressive
Party to power. The media are deeply polarized and divided into a
pro-regime majority and a critically oriented minority that func-
tions under constant economic, political, legal and security pres-
sure. The media have taken on malign dimensions and are system-
atically sliding into destruction. All this is — through disinforma-
tion, half-information and daily spinning — directly reflected in the
electoral will of the citizens, growing nationalism, views on recent
history, Russia and the West, “the other” and different.

THE EU — TOLERATING SERBIA’S
ANTI-EUROPEAN POLICY

During the past ten years, the EU and individual member
states, especially Germany, tolerated Belgrade’s inconsistent and
anti-European behaviour and sitting on two and more chairs. In
part, this was also the result of numerous internal problems faced
by the West (the financial crisis, Brexit, migrant crisis, COVID).
It was only Russian aggression against Ukraine which led to a re-
versal due to Serbia’s refusal to take sides and impose sanctions
against Russia. For years now, the EU treated Serbia as the central
Western Balkan country without which there is no stability in the
region. At the same time, it neglected Belgrade’s efforts to com-
plete its project (“Serbian World”) by dividing Kosovo and Bosnia.
It was thought that its accession to the EU would inspire the whole
region to follow suit. However, during the last ten years, Serbia
constantly and systematically destabilized the region and blocked
its consolidation.

Bearing in mind that EU enlargement in the Western Bal-
kans has also been put on stand-by, local leaders have continued
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to pursue the ideologies of the nineties, thus calling all EU efforts
to consolidate the newly created states and bring them under the
EU and NATO umbrella into question. The EU’s slowness in deal-
ing with the problem and turning its head away from Vuci¢’s ma-
nipulations, have delegitimized the EU’s influence and mobilizing
potential.

The European Commission’s reports on Serbia during the last
ten years were benevolent and did not point to the real problems
such as the observance of the rule of law, corruption, organized
crime, freedom of the media and constant destabilization of the
region. Only the reports for 2021 and 2022 are critical of Serbia, es-
pecially with respect to the alignment of its foreign policy with the
EU. Instead of making progress in its reforms Serbia is stagnating.
This refers to its accession process and, in particular, progress to-
wards meeting the political criteria.

The 2022 Report states that since the opening of the acces-
sion negotiations in January 2014, Serbia has opened 22 out of 35
chapters, including all chapters in Cluster 1, Fundamentals, and all
chapters in Cluster 4, Green Agenda and Sustainable Connectivity.
Two chapters were temporarily closed. In June 2021, Serbia adopt-
ed the revised enlargement methodology. It is emphasized that in
the future pace of negotiations will especially depend on the pace
of implementing the rule of law, legal reform and the normaliza-
tion of Serbia’s relations with Kosovo. Serbia continued to imple-
ment the Stabilization and Association Agreement (SAA) with the
EU (in force since 2013).16

According to the Report, the rate of Serbia’s alignment with
the European common foreign policy dropped from 64 percent to
45 percent. The Report also warns that a series of Serbia’s actions
and statements were contrary to the EU foreign policy positions.
The largest political group in the European Parliament, the Eu-
ropean People’s Party (EPP), issued a statement warning that the
“countries sided with warmongers cannot be EU candidates”. For
“this is a matter of the continent’s security and key to containing

16 https://www.stat.gov.rs/media/358410/serbia-report-2022-1.pdf

29



30

INTRODUCTION

Russia. No more grey zones of frozen European perspectives — they
are critically dangerous for the EU. Enlargement is how we stop the
recurrence of aggressive regimes in our neighbourhood. However,
enlargement is a two-way process — the EU must reform itself first
for a successful expansion of the bloc”!”

The Report also points to the absence of concrete progress in
the negotiations on a comprehensive and legally-binding agree-
ment between Belgrade and Pristina. It is emphasized that reach-
ing such an agreement is “urgent and crucial’, so that Kosovo and
Serbia can advance on their respective European path.!® The Re-
port emphasizes that Serbia only made “some progress” in its fight
against corruption and the same applies to its fight against organ-
ized crime.!® According to the European Commission’s Report on
Serbia, no progress was made with respect to the freedom of ex-
pression. The Commission’s experts underline that the cases of
threats and violence against journalists are worrisome and point
out that the exercise of freedom of expression without interfer-
ence still needs to be further strengthened in practice.2°

In the chapter on the fundamental rights, a large part is de-
voted to the organization of Europride in Serbia, on 17 September
2022, and points out that the holding of the event was uncertain
until the very last moment. In this regard, it is assessed that the be-
haviour of the authorities was “contradictory”.2!

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has had a sobering effect on
the EU with respect to taking a common position on Russia. This
kind of cohesion was unimaginable before the aggression. In that
sense, the EU has become more demanding towards the candidate
countries, including Serbia, which is the only European country that
has not imposed sanctions against Russia (apart from Belarus).

17 https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/evropski-parlament—narodnjaci-rusija—
srbija/32078098.html

18 Ibid.

19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
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RELATIONS WITH THE GREAT POWERS

While the world is undergoing fundamental changes, Belgrade
is trying to use its “neutralist” policy to play in the space that is not
entirely covered by anyone. President Aleksandar Vuci¢ who is, in
essence, the sole bearer of foreign policy, is trying to move within
the framework of the previously devised policy of relying on “four
pillars” (China, Russia, the United States and the European Union)
and using their different interests. Such a balancing policy is in-
creasingly complicated and difficult, given the growing rivalry be-
tween Beijing and Washington.

At the international level, Serbia still officially emphasizes EU
membership as its commitment, but also directs its political en-
ergy toward all other key actors, including specifically Russia and
China. In the new international context and the conflict between
illiberal and liberal concepts, President Vucic¢ sided with the illib-
eral one which, in essence, corresponds to the values cherished
by Serbia. In this sense, Russia is the closest to Serbia — conserva-
tive values, Orthodoxy, disregard for individual rights and advoca-
cy, above all else, for collective (exclusively Serbian) rights, dispar-
agement of the rule of law and arbitrating at the will of the undis-
puted leader, abolition of media freedoms, marginalization of the
civil sector and the like.

As is stated by Janusz Bugajski, the key component of Bel-
grade’s approach is its two-faced diplomacy. Although Serbia
claims that it strives for EU membership and closer relations with
NATO, it still strives to balance among four great powers — Rus-
sia, China, the United States and the European Union. Its aim is
to profit from everyone, diplomatically, economically and militar-
ily, thus imitating Yugoslavia’s non-alignment strategy after Tito’s
breakaway from Stalin in 1948. It can also disguise and help the all-
Serbian project if Belgrade gets support from the key international
actors.

The only step made by Vuci¢ at the international level was the
signing of the Brussels Agreement (2013). For a while, it seemed
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that the dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina was heading to-
wards the normalization of their relations until the appearance of
a plan for the partition of Kosovo at one moment. This blocked
the mutual relations and put the dialogue on stand-by. With the
arrival of the Biden Administration in the White House (2021),
which ruled out any border change in the Balkans, the dialogue
was brought to the fore once again, with the West’s clear intention
to close the unfinished business in the Balkans.

Russia’s aggression against Ukraine called Serbia’s neutrality
into question, especially with respect to the sincerity of its com-
mitment to EU membership. Serbia’s alignment with the EU’s for-
eign policy, namely the imposition of sanctions against Russia, is a
challenge that it must respond to as soon as possible.

Serbia’s relations with the United States are especially impor-
tant, because the United States is perceived as the only relevant
factor in the region when it comes to reaching an agreement, ei-
ther on peace or the normalization of relations with Kosovo.
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Russian aggression against Ukraine has also raised the ques—
tion concerning the future of the Euro—-Atlantic integration of the
Western Balkans, including Serbia. Although it is surrounded by
the member states of the European Union and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization, the region is only partially integrated into
the Euro—Atlantic political and security structures.

The current constellation in Europe and Serbia itself provides
a unique opportunity for #“Serbia to finally avoid having its rela-
tions with Russia its strategic future”.

Serbia has been at a crossroads for several decades. The
choice it makes will determine its direction, that is, whether Eu—
ro—Atlantic integration is its substantive orientation. This also
anticipates a profound transformation of its society and political
system, as well as its political will and promotion of the EU val-
ues on which the EU is founded. The commitment to EU membership
also implies persistence in the creation of a social atmosphere
of plurality, tolerance and the adoption of the concept of human
rights as defined by the European Declaration on Human Rights.

A self-reflexive attitude towards the past and an objective
culture of memory are the only way out of the spiral of violence
and evil. In the opposite, society will remain trapped in the Limbo
of denial, hatred and moral decay.

Vucié’s cooperation with the extreme right is unsustainable
if Serbia opts for the European Union. One of the reasons for the
strengthening of nationalism and the extreme right is the ab-
sence of a serious alternative that is ready to publicly promote
its views and thus mobilize citizens. In the long run, this would
create the possibility of rallying the pro-European option around
the enlightened and liberal postulates.

As long as the political culture does not change, there will
be no observance of the rule of law or change in the attitude
towards plurality, tolerance and human rights. This implies a
liberal educational and cultural policy in a broader sense and the
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preservation of a secular framework that is also guaranteed by
the Serbian Constitution.
In the current circumstances, it is necessary:
® To accept the European—American plan for Kosovo, which
opens a European perspective to both Serbia and Kosovo.

® To have Serbia align its foreign policy with the EU and
carry out internal reforms that will bring it closer to EU
membership.

® To accept the regional reality after the breakup of
Yugoslavia, which also includes all internationally
recognized borders, but not only formally; this creates a
prerequisite for the modern state of Serbia.

® To systematically work on the building of confidence in
Serbia itself (towards minorities, political opponents
and the like) and towards its neighbours; this is a
prerequisite for the relaxation of relations and guarantee
for their normalization.

® To implement the media laws and media strategy which
will guarantee professional journalism and the freedom
of critical thinking as a prerequisite for pluralism on the
media scene.

® To embark on the reform of the judiciary in accordance
with Chapters 23 and 24.

® To abandon the rigid nationalist model of culture in order
to provide room for the creation of modern culture, which
is a prerequisite for the emancipation of an individual and
society. It is necessary to remove nationalist patterns
from the educational system, teaching and textbooks, and
start to prepare textbooks and teaching aids on the basis
of the enlightened values.

® To address the position of minorities in an adequate way.
Namely, according to a recent research by the Helsinki
Committee, their position has worsened, primarily in
southern Serbia and SandZak, due to the lack of political
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will; the consequences of wars and the creation of nation
states have left the lasting effects on the position of all
minorities.

® To promote national (not ethnic) identities and diversity
as part of the work of minority policy institutions. Active
relationships among state institutions, civil society and
international organizations, the OSCE and the Council of
Europe, are necessary.

® To carry out decentralization and strengthen local and
regional self—-governments both de facto and de jure in
order to increase opportunities for minorities to exercise
their rights.

® To revise the Action Plan for Minority Rights, because it
did not fulfil the expectations of minorities. It should
be adjusted to a new reality on the ground, including
necessary and extensive consultations with minorities
in order to take into account their proposals and
suggestions.

® To preserve the secular framework of society, that is, to
have the Serbian Orthodox Church act exclusively within
the scope of its competence; to appreciate the role of
religion and the Church, which has an important role in
transitional societies, considering the fact that it has a
communicative dimension, namely it also shows a specific
measure of readiness for dialogue. The basis for dialogue
should include human rights and human dignity — these are
important messages which are also rooted in the Biblical
tradition.
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RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE
INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY|

Reforms needed to speed up EU accession anticipate signif-

icant involvement on the part of the European Commission and
certain EU member states in order to promote and boost these
processes. Only by changing the social and cultural patterns
(long—term project) will it be possible to expect substantive
changes in the society that has adopted liberal values.

This implies the following:

The European Union, the United States and NATO should be
actively involved in the consolidation of the region, primarily
Serbia, in order to overcome ethno-territorial and ethno—national
divisions as fast as possible.

Five EU member states should recognize Kosovo’s independence
as soon as possible because, in the opposite, the situation will
work in favour of Belgrade’s position, which still has a black-
mailing potential.

In view of the fact that Kosovo is both a regional and Eu-
ropean problem, it is necessary to provide the fastest and most
efficient economic and financial support to it in order to revital-
ize the whole region.

It is necessary to support all civic initiatives and use their
potentials to overcome ethnic divisions.

It is also necessary to introduce confidence-building meas-
ures and cherish the culture of memory which will be based on
objective historical findings.

A regional fund for culture should be established in order
to encourage alternative cultural spaces that exist, but have a
huge financial deficit; culture is the most powerful tool for the
mobilization of young generations, which will have a serious en—
gagement in overcoming the past.

The Economic Commission and the Council of Europe should
seriously focus on Serbia’s Cultural Strategy that creates new
generations based on ethno-values.
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The Serbian Orthodox Church should be included in the regional
dialogue, but based on the original Christian values.

Professional media should be supported as an important tool
in creating a social atmosphere for the upcoming changes.

ALl electronic media, which produce a toxic atmosphere, pro-
mote war criminals and negative stereotypes about the neighbours
and minorities, should be punished appropriately, including tak-—
ing away their national frequency licences.
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THE VICIOUS CIRCLE
OF NATIONALISM

The first multi-party elections in Serbia were held in December
1990: the last in a series of multi-party elections among all the re-
publics of the former Yugoslavia, as well as the last multi-party
elections in all of Eastern Europe. It was an indicator of everything
that would happen ten years later in Serbia — the refusal of the rul-
ing party, the Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS), to really accept the
rules of a multi-party parliamentary democracy.

At the congress held in July 1990, the League of Communists of
Serbia and the Socialist Alliance of Working People of Yugoslavia
united into a single Socialist Party of Serbia and elected Slobodan
Milosevic as president. Unlike other communist parties of Eastern
Europe, the League of Communists of Serbia did not even attempt
to make democratic changes. The creation of SPS was only a formal
transformation of the existing party, which changed its name and
adopted a new program, which it never even formally adhered to.

This should always be kept in mind when talking about the 32-
year period of the multi-party system in Serbia. The reason why
Serbia had pseudo-party pluralism during the ten years of SPS’s
rule (1990-2000) is its previous transformation into a strongly na-
tionalist and totalitarian party. In September (23 and 24) of 1987,
the 8th Plenary Session of the Central Committee of the League of
Communists of Serbia was held, where Dragisa Pavlovi¢, the presi-
dent of the Belgrade SKS organization, was dismissed from mem-
bership in that body. That was the real introduction to the victory
of the extremely nationalist wing, led by Slobodan MiloSevic¢.
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Multiparty elections in Serbia were held late, which can be
considered solely a result of the pressure of external events, and
not a democratic transformation of the political system in Serbia.
In the elections in December 1990, SPS won a convincing victory.
For that party, it was final confirmation that its nationalist trans-
formation was a successful method of staying in power, and years
later it would successfully hold on to power with a strongly nation-
alist rhetoric. This was particularly emphasized towards the begin-
ning of the war in the former Yugoslavia in 1991. This became the
ideological foundation of the war and the idea of “protecting the
Serbian people from a new genocide”.

The following facts explain the political system in Serbia after
1990:

1. The League of Communists of Serbia became an extremely

nationalist party in 1987;

2. The first multi-party elections were organized in December
1990, after much hesitation and under pressure from events
in Eastern Europe;

3. SPS, which never accepted or really wanted a multi-party
political system, won convincingly in those elections;

4.In 1901, the war started, and SPS became the ideological
leader of that war;

5. SPS used a clear narrative that only it is the bearer of state
interests, and that all other parties are “traitors and merce-
naries”.

Realistically, since 1991, Serbia has only had hints of a multi-
party system, because through media control, falsification of elec-
tion results (especially in Kosovo), and a complete monopoly over
public communication, it became a specific example of a one-par-
ty dictatorship.

Only in 2000, following the victory of the Democratic Oppo-
sition of Serbia (DOS) in the elections, did Serbia become an ac-
tual pluralistic political system. The media opened up, no one
questioned election results, Serbia in principle wanted European
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integration, so laws started being adapted to the corresponding
laws in the EU.

However, Serbia faced enormous issues while trying to criti-
cally discuss the politics and results of MiloSevi¢’s rule. Already
within the ruling coalition DOS (1990-1993), there were efforts to
prevent this debate. It was a very conscious attempt, not only to
absolve the previous government of major crimes, but also an at-
tempt to preserve significant parts of that kind of politics. The ma-
jority of Serbia has never faced the consequences of its ten-year
politics. This created the basis for the return of the old regime.

The ideology of aggressive nationalism is never truly pluralis-
tic. It always rests on the assumption: strong leader — strong party.
Nationalist fervor does not recognize other political ideas, they are
always a “distraction’, especially in times of war. And this is the ba-
sic misconception of nationalists in Serbia: it is impossible to real-
ly have a pluralistic political system while public life is completely
dominated by nationalist ideas. The return of nationalists to pow-
er in Serbia after 2000 was therefore only a matter of time. Espe-
cially because the Democratic Party, which, while in power, inter-
rupted a serious conversation about the character of MiloSevi¢’s
regime and about war crimes. In order to stay in power, it signed
an agreement on “historic reconciliation” with the completely un-
reformed SPS. This interrupted any serious analysis of the conse-
quences of the wars of the 1990s and Serbia’s role in them. It was
left to a number of NGOs and a few media outlets to keep the dis-
cussion going.

Therefore, the victory of Tomislav Nikoli¢, former vice pres-
ident of Vojislav Seselj’s Serbian Radical Party (SRS), in the 2012
presidential elections, was not unexpected. In 2008, Nikoli¢ found-
ed the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS), taking over a large part of
Seselj’s voters. The party retained more or less the same program,
as well as the same extremely aggressive rhetoric. That party has
been in power since 2012. Regardless of its declarative pro-EU ori-
entation, it was a signal that the political scene was returning to
the 1990s, but adapted to new historical circumstances.
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Roughly speaking, the political scene in Serbia can be divid-
ed into three ten-year phases. The first lasted from 1990 to 2000
and was characterized by aggressive nationalism and support for
the war, and indifference to the human sacrifices it brought about.
The second lasted from 2000 to 2012 and was characterized by an
increasingly strong decline in the democratic capacity of society,
the return of nationalist rhetoric and the gradual rehabilitation of
political goals from the 1990s. Finally, the third, which we are liv-
ing in now, represents a return to the 1990s, with the same rhetoric
about the “hostile West”, the endangering Serbia’s national inter-
ests, heightened awareness and frustration over the lost war in Ko-
sovo, and a pro-Russian dimension much more pronounced than
it was during Milosevi¢’s time.

When the current political scene of Serbia is analyzed more
carefully, one can see a striking similarity to that of the 1990s. Its
characteristics are:

1. The government almost completely controls most of the me-

dia, both print and electronic;

2. The rhetoric of the “treacherous parties” (opposition par-
ties), which are to blame for a lack of “Serbian unity”, under
the leadership of the government, of course, has returned;

3. The infallible “national leader” who continuously works and
cares for the people has come to the fore once again;

4. The Kosovo myth has fully returned as a criterion of patri-
otism, and great efforts are being made to relativize the Ku-
manovo defeat and its consequences;

5. Very strong pro-Russian rhetoric, with a Putin cult as the
main pillar of Serbia’s foreign policy;

6. The emergence of the phrase “Serbian World” as a substi-
tute for MiloSevi¢’s “struggle for Yugoslavia”. By the way, it is
a copy of the Russian term “Russian World”;

7. Highly emphasized support for pro-Serb parties in Mon-
tenegro and for Milorad Dodik in the Republika Srpska, in
Bosnia and Herzegovina;
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8. Almost complete control of the Serbian community in
Kosovo.

It is quite clear that, if these are indeed the main characteris-
tics of SNS politics, then not only democracy and the free expres-
sion of political will in Serbia are endangered, but there are also
no real conditions for political pluralism. The international assess-
ment is that Serbia is a “hybrid democracy”, but it seems that the
situation is even worse. Serbia once again has no real political plu-
ralism, it has de facto become a party state in the real sense of the
word. With the exception of the period from 2000 to 2012, it went
back to what it often was during its history, excluding the first and
second Yugoslavia, although it should be taken into account that
the second Yugoslavia was declaratively a party state. Of course,
difficult questions remain as to why Serbia so easily lost its plural-
istic political character, which now does not exist as it should.

We have offered an answer — aslong as Serbia has nationalism,?2
if not as its only, then certainly as its most important political op-
tion, a real, plural political system will not be possible. Serbia faces
a difficult task in dealing with the wars it fought in the 1990s and
their consequences. Not a single country that emerged from the
horrors of nationalist wars could develop politically without mak-
ing a balance sheet of those wars. Serbia did this only partially. Its
democratic future depends on this work and a critical rejection of
its war goals.

22 Vjekoslav Perica: “Serbian nationalism in this region is undeniably the strongest
and most extreme form of nationalism... it was and remains the greatest danger
for all peoples in this region”, Vecéernji list, 18 March 2023.
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IN THE SERVICE
OF A NATIONALIST
IDEOLOGY

In the “2013 Report on the State of Human Rights in Serbia” issued
by the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia, it was stat-
ed that a bad situation in the cultural sector was primarily caused
by the “historical upheaval of the 1990s”, but was also contributed
by “ideological (nationalist) mainstream, certainly one of the ma-
jor causes of the catastrophe impacting the entire region”. With the
consolidation of the power of the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS),
which took all levers of power into its hands and captured both
the society and the state, this process has escalated still further. In
order to make the current situation in the field of culture under-
standable, it is necessary to go somewhat back to the past, identify
the key processes that caused the current problems, analyze the
main documents dealing with culture and outline the basic pat-
terns of the cultural policy created by the Progressist government.
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SERBIAN CULTURAL SPACE

Serbia’s cultural policy was defined in the official documents
that were adopted during the past years. A prominent place among
them is held by the Charter on the Serbian Cultural Place, which
was signed by the then Ministers of Culture of the Republic of Ser-
bia and the Republic of Srpska, Vladan Vukosavljevi¢ and Natali-
ja Trivi¢. The adoption of the Charter was announced in Vecernje
Novosti under the celebratory title “Cultural Charter for the Unifi-
cation of Serbia and Srpska!”, while the signing of the Charter was
covered by the media using the appropriate titles “The Unifica-
tion of Serbian Culture” and “Serbian Cultural Space — One and
Indivisible”.

The goal of the Charter is to treat the Serbs living outside Ser-
bia as part of the unified ethno-cultural Serbian corpus. Here one
can observe the clear echoes of the idea of the Greater Serbia pro-
ject aspiring to unite all Serbs. A unified cultural space is a tempo-
rary substitute for a unified political space. The Charter says that
“the borders of a cultural space cannot be confined to the bor-
ders of a political, that is, state space”. Therefore, the Ministers ex-
press “a natural aspiration towards a mutually agreeable cultural
and educational policy”. The Charter consciously ignores the fact
that the Serbs living outside Serbia are the citizens of other coun-
tries which also have the ministry of culture that defines its cultur-
al policy and that Belgrade has no authority to define the cultural
activities of the citizens of other countries.

The clear ideological agenda of the Charter is reflected in nu-
merous articles of this document. So, for example, Article 7 reads
as follows: “There is a strong tendency to impose isolated or made-
up interethnic conflict events, which took place in the past or more
recently, as mandatory narratives in which the Serbian side is un-
conditionally negatively presented through revisionist discourse
and without a deeper justification” It is not difficult to interpret
a slightly coded language. The essence lies in the observation of
the war crimes committed by the Serbian forces during the 1990s
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as isolated cases and incidents, and in the denial of the existence
of an organized and carefully planned Greater Serbia project that
led to wars.

The nationalist interpretation of the recent past and the abo-
lition of the intellectual elite from its responsibility for the crea-
tion of an ideological war project is only one of the imperatives
of the Charter. This is perfectly followed up with the promotion of
self-isolation and parochial approach to “foreign” influences. The
Charter points to the need to prevent “the danger of falling into
the position of a cultural colony”, because “the experience with a
generous openness to others has shown that it is necessary to take
a different, sober approach to this issue”. In addition, there are an
unavoidable reproduction of the narrative about endangerment,
which forms the very core of ressentiment nationalism, and as-
signing culture the status of a guardian of national identity and
survival. The Charter points out that the interests in the cultural
identity area should not be overlooked, both for the sake of nation-
al survival and for the sake of further development”.

The ideas promoted by the Charter as an official document are
not new. They have been a part of the nationalist discourse for dec-
ades and now have only obtained state coverage and justification.
The idea of a single Serbian cultural space has been launched as a
justification for the political and state unification of all Serbs into
one state. When this idea was militarily defeated, it took a back-
up position, trying to save the pledge for some future political and
military unification attempt in cultural unity. In this sense, the
Charter is the legacy of the ideas presented at a scientific confer-
ence titled “A Serbian Spiritual Space”, which was organized by the
Academy of Sciences and Arts of the Republic of Srpska and held
in Bijeljina in late October 1998.

The Charter theses were subsequently elaborated at a scien-
tific meeting titled “Serbian Cultural Space: Organization, Prob-
lems, Values”, which was held at Matica Srpska in Novi Sad in
2019, and was opened by the then Minister of Culture, Vladan
Vukosavljevi¢. The papers were presented by the stalwarts of the
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idea of greater Serbia and their like-minded peers: Matija Be¢kovic,
Vasilije Kresti¢, Dragoslav Bokan, Milovan Danojli¢, Milo Lompar,
Milos Kovacevi¢, Veljko Brbori¢, Jovan Deli¢, Miro Vuksanovi¢, Go-
jko Pogo, Caslav Koprivica and other nationally minded intellec-
tuals. The Charter was made official as a document on the estab-
lishment of the “Serbian world”, a modern version of “Greater Ser-
bia” in the new, postwar circumstances.

The Charter is implemented not only in the cultural sphere,
but also in the educational sphere. Since the school year 2021/2022,
Serbia and the Republic of Srpska have been standardizing the cur-
ricula for primary school children from Serbia and the smaller Bos-
nia and Herzegovina entity. Belgrade’s Institute for the Advance-
ment of Education and Upbringing has published “Cherishing the
Culture of the Serbian People and Developing National Identity’,
while the Republican Pedagogical Institute of the Republic of Srp-
ska in Banjaluka has published “The Peservation of the National
Identity and Values in the Context of Elementary Education and
Upbringing”. The standardization of the curricula in Serbia and
the Republic of Srpska has also been anticipated in the long-an-
nounced “Declaration on the Survival of the Serbian People”. The
Declaration has never been adopted and the Charter serves as a
kind of replacement document.

The standardization of the curricula, including the national
group of subjects, the Serbian language, history, geography and
study of nature and society, is carried out at the direct initiative
of Aleksandar Vuci¢ and Milorad Dodik with the aim of defend-
ing and protecting the national identity. This is why the manuals
insist on the mandatory national identity elements such as the
Cyrillic alphabet, Orthodoxy, Saint Sava, the Nemanji¢ dynasty,
folk customs, gusle, epic, patriotism, heroic poems. The dogma
that national identity is one and unique, not plural and multi —
layered, dynamic and changeable is placed within the teaching
contents.
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THE DEFENCE AND PROTECTION
OF THE CYRILIC ALPHABET

The spirit of the “Serbian world”, which pervades the Charter,
also extends to other fields such as national holiday policy and cul-
tural legislation. Within this project the Assembly passed the Law
on the Use of the Serbian Language in Public Life and the Preser-
vation of the Cyrillic Alphabet. As it was announced, this law was
passed symbolically on the Day of Serbian Unity, Freedom and Na-
tional Flag, the holiday adopted a few days earlier, for which 15 Sep-
tember was chosen — the date when the breakthrough of the Thes-
saloniki front began in 1915. On the same day, 15 September 2021, the
Assembly of the Republic of Srpska passed an almost identical law.

The Law stipulates the expansion of the circle of the enti-
ties that are obliged to use the Cyrillic alphabet: government bod-
ies and all business entities that operate with a majority share of
public capital. The Cyrillic alphabet is now mandatory for the an-
nouncements of professional associations and public services,
while cultural events must have a Cyrillic logo. The Law envisag-
es the possibility of introducing tax reliefs for businesses that de-
cide to use the Cyrillic alphabet in their operations, which will be
subsequently specified by tax laws. The Law openly discriminates
against the Latin alphabet, giving the Cyrillic alphabet a privileged
position, about which the expert public, especially notable lin-
guist Ranko Bugarski, has been warning for years.

The proponents of the new law do not hide the greater state
motives for its adoption. In an interview with Politika, Professor
Dr Sreto Tanasi¢, President of the Committee for the Standardiza-
tion of the Serbian Language of the Serbian Academy of Sciences
and Arts (SANU), has openly emphasized: “With the adoption of
the law, we have finally got a situation that the state has stated that
the Serbian language with its alphabet, Cyrillic, is important and
central to the preservation and protection of national and cultural
identity. Together with the Serbian Orthodox Church, the Serbian
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language is one of the most important factors in the situation
when the Serbian people do not live in one state.” The same ideo-
logical paradigm is present in advocating a single cultural space
of all Serbs wherever they live. The law was adopted after a long
campaign for the protection of the Cyrillic alphabet in the media
and other field actions. The Politika daily newspaper organized an
action called “Save the Serbian language” during which the texts
of nationalist linguists and intellectuals were regularly published.
The action was organized under the financial patronage of the Ser-
bian Ministry of Culture. Vecernje novosti” had a special column ti-
tled “Why the State Does not Protect the Cyrillic Alphabet” with
a view to putting pressure on the Minister of Culture, so that the
National Assembly finally passes the mentioned Law. The Serbian
Writers Association (UKS) launched the “Language Forum” under
the linguistic-hegemonistic slogan “Where our word resonates our
country is also there”. The SANU Committee for the Standardiza-
tion of the Serbian Language went public with the position that
the language spoken by Bosniaks can only be called Bosniak, and
by no means Bosnian. The Dobrica Eri¢ Society for the Defence of
Cyrillic focused on Latin inscriptions on Belgrad’s institutions, ex-
erting pressure to have the inscriptions in Cyrillic in which they
succeeded in the case of the Belgrade Cultural Centre.

The argumentation of linguists who put “patriotism” before
science has shown that this is about a clear ideological programme.
The media campaigns for the defence of the Cyrillic alphabet have
been dominated by the views that the Cyrillic alphabet is the “Ser-
bian spiritual vertical”, that the Serbian people — without the law
on the protection of the native alphabet — will allow anyone to
rummage through their past “as they please’, while the Serbian
spiritual and cultural space is identified with the area dominated
by Cyrillic. The defenders of the Cyrillic alphabet have persistently
denied the existence of the Bosnian and Montenegrin languages,
and have called for the unity of Serbian politicians and philologists
“in order to preserve the unity of the Serbian people, regardless of
whether they live in the same or in different countries”.
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The fetishist approach to one of the two Serbian alphabets,
which should be equal, shows that it is not about linguistic issues,
but about the nationalist ideological matrix. Ideologists treat cul-
ture and its artifacts as the instruments of the “Serbian world”. The
very language used by the defenders of the eternally endangered
Serbian culture and the Serbian alphabet, phrases, syntagms and
notions point to the ideological nature of their views. Their speech
abounds with the phrases such as cherishing of a victorious spirit,
readiness for a continuous struggle, the struggle for the preservation
of Serbian identity and sovereignty, the struggle for the survival of the
endangered Serbian language, Serbian national and philological in-
terests, national homogenization, Serbian national unity, linguistic
interests of Serbia and the Republic of Srpska, concern about one’s
nation and the like. Considering the language twists and turns that
befit a fortress mentality, one gets an impression that linguistics is a
branch of military doctrine and not the science of language. There-
fore, it is not surprising that culture, language and the protection
of the Cyrillic alphabet are treated as security issues in the official
documents of the Republic of Serbia, namely in the Ministry of De-
fence’s Security Strategy of the Republic of Serbia. The Strategy an-
nounces that “the measures will be taken in order to strengthen cul-
ture as a cohesive and developmental factor of society and to pro-
tect and develop the Serbian language and the Cyrillic alphabet”.

When the spirit of the law is followed, the creation of cultur-
al contents inevitably leads to the production of kitsch. The first
Cyrillic Park was opened in Bajina Basta in May 2022. It consists
of white benches in the form of open books, primers and reading
books with Cyrillic inscriptions. Next to them, gardeners made a
flower arrangement in the shape of the Cyrillic capital letter “R".
In early November 2022, the Board of Directors of the Crvena Zvez-
da Sports Society launched the project “I am a Zvezda fan, I write
in Cyrillic, I root for Zvezda, I breathe for Zvezda”. As they say, the
goal of the project is to “further strengthen the unity and togeth-
erness of all clubs, supporters and rooters with what we are: Our
language is Serbian and our alphabet is Cyrillic. On 6 November
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2022, Belgrade Waterfront also joined the affirmation of the Cy-
rillic alphabet by marking Vuk Karadzi¢’s birth anniversary: his
catchphrase “Write as you speak, read as it is written!” was written
on the Belgrade Tower with a laser.

CULTURAL REGRESSION STRATEGY

One of the fundamental documents of the Progressist cultur-
al policy is also the “Strategy for the Cultural Development of the
Republic of Serbia 2020—-2029”, which was adopted by the Serbian
Assembly in February 2020. The basic determinants of the Strat-
egy are in perfect agreement with the spirit and the letter of the
aforementioned documents. The Strategy is also committed to the
“preservation and connection of the Serbian cultural space”. The
measure “Cherishing the Serbian language and Cyrillic alphabet
and connecting the Serbian cultural space” is defined as a special
goal. If the Greater Serbia project, whose planners are mostly re-
nowned cultural figures from the SANU and UKS, had borne fruit,
it would not have been necessary to connect the Serbian cultural
space, because it would be within the same state.

Apart from these assignments, emphasis has been placed on
the thesis that Serbs, everywhere in the world, regardless of where
they live, consider Kosovo and Metohija “their spiritual cradle and
sacred place of suffering”, and that “this collective feeling must be
respected as part of the right of every nation to cherish its tradi-
tion”. In listing the dimensions of Serbian culture, which is rather
arbitrary, the Kosovo identity policy is further strengthened. The
mentioned dimensions include the “heroic or freedom-loving” di-
mension, that is, the “Kosovo covenant preserved in folk poetry
and church tradition”. Announcing the adoption of the Strategy,
Minister Vukosavljevi¢ has defined this document as a “cultural
constitution”, practically the highest legal act for artists and other
cultural workers which will be binding, like any constitution, on
everyone dealing with culture in the area under the jurisdiction of
the aforementioned act. In addition to Serbian citizens, all ethnic
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Serbs throughout the world fall under the jurisdiction of the Strat-
egy as the “bearers of Serbian cultural identity”.

The Strategy also contains the ideological guidelines for cul-
tural production that will be institutionally supported by the
Ministry of Culture. Special attention will be devoted to the
works dealing with “the genocide of the Serbian people in the
20th century” as well as all other sufferings of the Serbian peo-
ple. Insistence on scapegoating and auto-victimization has been
the crucial part of the paradigm of ressentiment nationalism
for decades. Therefore, it is also necessary to ensure its duration
through state institutions and official cultural policy documents.
Film has been chosen as the most suitable medium for promot-
ing the ressentiment narrative due to its popularity with the au-
dience and its receptivity.

In the year when the Strategy was adopted, the film “Dara of
Jasenovac”, based on Natasa Drakuli¢’s script and directed by Pre-
drag Antonijevi¢, was also made. It was the result of state-spon-
sored cultural programming and made at the initiative of Serbian
President Aleksandar Vuci¢. Jasenovac is the crucial place of sac-
rificial mythology, while the abuse of the victims of the Ustasha
genocide has been the standard feature of the nationalist narrative
since the 1980s. This film was also made from such a viewpoint. Al-
though film critics evaluated it as “an artistically and technically
weak and hardly watchable piece of propaganda’, it was still cho-
sen as the Serbian candidate for the Oscar contrary to the rules.
Negative reviews in American magazines only served as an addi-
tional reason for auto-victimization: it was interpreted as another
“anti-Serb conspiracy”. The script writer received the Order of the
Karadorde Star of the Third Degree from the President, and the
team is now preparing itself for the further screening of national
myths; this time it is about the remake of the film “The Battle of
Kosovo”.

In 2022, the film “The Tempest” directed by Milo$ Radunovi¢
was finished and had its premiere in January 2023. The film fits
into the mentioned martyrological paradigm and specific culture
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of remembrance, as promoted by Progressist politicians and oth-
er nationalist actors of society who are not linked to the govern-
ment. In the centre of this special culture of remembrance is a
dogma that the Serbian people have always and everywhere suf-
fered and that they have never committed any crime. By insisting
on the suffering of Serbs both in the earlier periods of their his-
tory and during the wars of the 199os it is attempted to hide the
disastrous effects of Greater Serbia policy, which led to aggression
against the neighbouring countries, countless war crimes, ethnic
cleansing and genocide. The mentioned documents do not forbid
artists from dealing with the dark, hidden pages of Serbian history,
but they clearly show that such efforts will be met with condemna-
tion, not with understanding and support.

In comparison with other cultural aspects, a step further was
made in the field of memorialization. The Law on War Memorials
actually prohibits the erection of monuments dedicated to the vic-
tims of the crimes committed by Serbian forces. Article 19 of the
Law stipulates that a proposal for the construction or erection of
a war memorial must contain, among other things, “the descrip-
tion of the event that is in compliance with the achievements of
the Serbian liberation wars”. For the law makers there exist only
the liberation wars and the Serbian liberation army. Different con-
tents cannot reach the public space in the form of a monument.
The official explanation for the adoption of such a law clearly un-
derlines this statement by asserting that “one of the goals of the
Law on War Memorials is to take record of all memorials in order
to draw the public attention to the suffering of the Serbian people
throughout history”. Any critical review of the past is left out, while
the nationalist narrative about “us” as the “eternal victim” has been
cemented. Naturally, others are always criminals, murderers, abus-
ers and haters of the Serbian people.
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IDEOLOGICAL CONTINUITY
OF CULTURAL POLICY

The basic ideas of the Progressivist cultural policy are not
new. They have been present in the Serbian public for decades,
only now they have taken an institutionalized form through offi-
cial state documents. The most important topoi of today’s cultural
policy can already be found in the 1970s, in Dobrica Cosi¢’s tetral-
ogy “A Time of Death”. So we read about the exceptionality of the
Serbian people, especially when it comes to historical suffering;
permanent encirclement by enemies and the struggle for surviv-
al as the only content of life; general anti-Serb conspiracy by in-
ternational actors, especially those in the West; Yugoslav unifica-
tion as a fatal mistake, as a political project that only brought harm
to Serbs; self-victimization of the Serbian people who are victims
in all historical situations; a narrative about domestic traitors and
foreign mercenaries; the stereotypes of other nations and confes-
sions, which always pose a threat; viewing the other and the differ-
ent exclusively as an enemy; determination for war and suffering
as a determination for the “heavenly kingdom” within the scope of
the preservation of the Kosovo covenant.

During the 1980s, these commonplaces of national ideology
were elaborated in the works of Danko Popovi¢, Vasilije Krestic,
Matija Bec¢kovi¢, Milovan Vitezovi¢, Milorad Ekmeci¢, Momo Ka-
por, Brana Crncevi¢, Veselin Pureti¢ and hundreds of others. The
ideas and programmes brought by the nationalist intellectual cir-
cles into public life have formed the dominant state of conscious-
ness in Serbia: the idea of all Serbs living in one state and a single
Serbian spiritual space, which also includes some other countries
besides Serbia; the myth about Serbs who win in war and lose in
peace; the idea of creating Greater Serbia, the renewal of the Ko-
sovo myth; narratives about the endangerment of Serbs living in
the neighbouring republics; auto-victimization and the cult of the
victim; revisionist narratives about the Chetniks as fighters against
fascism; the myth about the uniqueness of the Serbian people and
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their superiority in relation to others; the myth about Yugoslavia as
a destructive creation for the interests of the Serbian people; the
inward-looking tendency and provincialization of culture.

From the SANU and UKS these ideas have reached out to media,
while the Slobodan Milosevi¢ regime has used them as a fuel to usurp
and stay in power, incite inter-ethnic hatred and prepare for war. The
toxic radiation of those pernicious and anti-civilizational ideas con-
tinues to this day and their role in shaping the worldview of new gen-
erations is the most terrible legacy of the Milosevi¢ era. These ideas
exert influence not only on citizens, but also on decision makers, that
is, politicians; in fact, almost all important politicians, both in pow-
er and in the opposition, have been formed on the basis of the ideas
coming from the nationalist intellectual circles. At the same time, the
destructive ideas originating in the cultural sphere have been domi-
nant in shaping Serbia’s cultural policy both in the past and today.

The national programme of the 1980s has been minimally up-
dated for the new era due to the need to provide answers for the
war defeat and responsibility for war crimes and genocide. The
suffering of Serbs in the wars of the 1990s has been used as a fuel
for a new round of scapegoating and auto-victimization, while at
the same time imposing an unofficial ban on speaking truthfully
about the past and the obligation to deny crimes and reject the
confrontation with the past. The ten-year rule of the forces that
had taken an active part in the joint criminal enterprise has led to
the installation of all crucial ideologemes of the nationalist pro-
gramme into the official cultural policy.

IN THE SERVICE OF THE NATION

In such an ideological configuration, culture is assigned the role
of the servant of national identity, which is experienced as some-
thing completely essentialist, as an unchanging given. The impor-
tance of culture is only seen in the preservation of such a static and
petrified collective identity. This idea was most succinctly expressed
by Slobodan Vladusi¢, a university professor and award-winning
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writer, in his polemic about the NIN Award in the Pecat magazine
in early 2020: “Serbian literature is a component of cultural identity
just as cultural identity is a component of national identity”.

The belief that culture exists to serve the nation is widespread
in our region. When nationalism became the dominant view of
the world, this idea became an axiom and unquestioned dogma
and, frequently, an official cultural policy. Thus, the former Serbian
Minister of Culture, Vladan Vukosavljevi¢, speaks every now and
then about the “importance of culture for the preservation of the
national identity of the Serbian people”, that “Kosovo and Metohi-
ja is the core of the Serbian cultural identity” and that the preser-
vation of the cultural and national identity is the primary “task of
every nation that does not want to disappear in the vortex of his-
torical changes characteristic of modern civilization”.

Such an ideological cultural mobilization has led to logical con-
sequences in recent years. “Velika Srbija’, the publishing house of
Vojislav Segelj has been in a prime position at the Book Fair for four
years. The stand where the publishing houses E-book and Karpos
had exhibited their annual production, has been assigned by the
Belgrade Fair management to the publishing house of the man who
was convicted of crimes against humanity. Such a decision was not
surprising in view of the fact that at that time the Board of the Bel-
grade Fair was headed by Zoran Avramovi¢, a member of the Serbi-
an Progressive Party in charge of special cultural operations. In the
19908, Avramovi¢ was a member of Seselj’s Serbian Radical Party and
is now a member of the Presidency of the Serbian Progressive Party.

At the Book Fair, the Odbrana Media Centre, a specialized insti-
tution of the Public Relations Administration of the Ministry of De-
fence, in charge of journalistic, information and publishing activi-
ties, regularly promotes the works by the convicted war criminals
such as Nebojsa Pavkovi¢, Vinko Pandurevi¢ and Vladimir Lazarevic.
In addition to the Book Fair, the Odbrana Media Centre also pre-
sents the books by war criminals at the Serbian Army Home in the
centre of Belgrade. In April 2022, Dragoljub Ojdani¢’s book “Direct-
ing a Humanitarian Disaster” was also presented there.
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State institutions participate en masse in the denial of crimes,
the glorification of criminals and the presentation of their books.
Upon his release from prison, Veselin Sljivan¢anin was co-opted
into the Main Board of the Serbian Progressive Party, published
several books and has been on a book tour ever since. The presen-
tation of his books has been organized throughout Serbia, in nu-
merous cultural homes, libraries, cultural centres and other cultur-
al institutions. Serbia’s entire cultural infrastructure is involved in
the rehabilitation of war criminals, popularization of their works
and spread of a false image of the past. The works by this and oth-
er war criminals can also be found in dozens of libraries through-
out Serbia. They have become a part of library holdings or, in oth-
er words, something of permanent value that should be preserved
and made available to as many readers as possible.

The policy of literary awards speaks perhaps most eloquent-
ly about the prevalent understanding that culture is valuable only
if it is in the service of nationalist ideology, while aesthetic crite-
ria are pushed into the background. This new ideological eligibil-
ity emerges from the countless announcements of literary juries
in which the reasons for a literary award are explained. Critics, for
example, believe that the work is worthy of inclusion in the canon
because it represents “a sincere cry of an individual over the col-
lective fate of the Serbian people”, or because one can hear “the he-
reditary tones of the Kosovo pain” in it, or if it manifests “a threat
to the survival and uncertain salvation of the nation to which we
unconditionally belong”. Poetry books and novels have been de-
clared valuable because they contain “archetypal layers of the Ser-
bian national being”, “the idea of the heavenly people’, “the spir-
it of national culture”, “Serbian conciliary self-knowledge”, or “the
collective self of the Serbian people and their culture”. According
to them, what makes a writer great is his role of “the trustee of the
Serbian thought”, who advocates “the right of his people to sur-
vive”. Therefore, he is inevitably entitled to “his direct registration
in the national ear and collective memory”.
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THE FOUNDATION FOR SERBIAN
PEOPLE AND STATE

In addition to the Ministry of Culture, the ruling establishment
has formed several other power centres that shape the cultural life
in Serbia. One such institution is the Foundation for Serbian People
and State which was established at President Vuci¢’s initiative. The
Foundation has been established by the Serbian Progressive Par-
ty and carries out various activities including, among other things,
the organization of round tables and publishing of books and the
Napredak magazine. Priority in its publishing activity is given to
the works of party officials and intellectuals close to the ruling par-
ty. The Napredak magazine mostly publishes the works by the “pa-
triotic” intelligentsia dealing mostly with the basic dogmas of the
dominant ideology. One of its contributors is the Ambassador of
the Russian Federation to Serbia, Alexander Botsan-Kharchenko.

In early July 2022, the Foundation for Serbian People and State
organized a round table on the topic “The Role of Culture in the Re-
newal and Expansion of the National Spirit” with the participation
of the Progressist cultural elite: Dejan Savi¢, Svetislav Bozié, Alek-
sandar Gatalica, Zoran Avramovi¢ and Selimir Radulovi¢. Apart
from the panegyric to the president of their party and the state and
calls to resistance to the Western civilization and “certain layers of
the NATO pact militaristic energy’, the participants also expressed
the need for a critical analysis of anti-national meanings and pub-
lic criticism of “the state financing of the works with an emphasized
anti-national function”. Those acts that “attack Serbdom” should be
targeted by the future guardians of the nation. Serbdom implies the
nationalist construction of national identity and the proclaimed in-
violability of the proclaimed sanctities, such as the nation, the state
and the mythical image of the past. In other words, there is a call for
the censorship of unsuitable and unpatriotic contents. This is about
the same what the “Cultural Front of Russia” has been doing since
the beginning of the invasion against Ukraine. The goal is to estab-
lish total control over culture and suppress any different opinion.
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The logic of totalitarian nationalist exclusivity is clear: the ho-
mogenization of the nation under the umbrella-type national iden-
tity implies the expulsion of every dissenting voice, especially the
one that is critical of the ruling taboos and totems. The practice of
ritual targeting of critical individuals is the basic content of public
speech in the regime media under the rule of the Serbian Progres-
sive Party. Hate and defamation campaigns are mostly reserved for
the representatives of the opposition and socially engaged intel-
lectuals, but may also include cultural workers, if necessary.

TOTALITARIAN LOGIC OF EXCLUSION

The conclusions of the round table held by the Foundation
for Serbian People and State are only an attempt to institutional-
ize the persecution of a minority opinion and the abolition of plu-
ralism. The hunt after the so-called auto-chauvinists has been go-
ing on in the media and gatherings of “patriotic” intellectuals for
years. At times, it also had on an institutional dimension. Thus, the
Faculty of Political Science hosted a meeting titled “Why We Hate
Ourselves — About Serbophobia and Auto-fascism’, while Letopis
Matice Srpske organized a round table on the topic “Auto-chauvin-
ism and Cosmopolitism”. Auto-chauvinism implies every critical
thought about one’s own nation and state, especially the remind-
er of the dark period of the 1990s, aggression, wars and crimes of
the Serbian military, paramilitary and police forces. According to
Zoran Avramovi¢, auto-chauvinism is “the opposite of patriot-
ism’, “auto-chauvinists openly advocate the adoption of all values,
standards and ideas coming from the West”. Anti-Western rhetoric,
increasingly present in our public discourse, fully coincides with
the official Russian propaganda, only this phenomenon is called
Russophobia in the Vladimir Putin regime.

The most radical action to exclude a different opinion and
view of culture and art was carried out at the beginning of 2020,
just before the jury announced the winner of the NIN Award for
the book of the year, Sasa Ili¢ for his book “Dog and Double Bass”.
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A group of the writers close to the regime launched a boycott of
the NIN Award. At first, the award itself was boycotted. Later on,
the boycott turned into a hunt for the laureate in a well-coordi-
nated action by numerous institutions where they were distrib-
uted. Thus, the Public Service, Institute for Literature and Art,
Andriégrad, Ministry of Culture, Faculty of Philology in Belgrade,
Faculties of Philosophy in Novi Sad, Ni$ and Niksi¢, Laguna Pub-
lishing Company, Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts and Mat-
ica Srpska joined in a frenzy of incredible proportions. The award
winner came under fire due to the thematization of the recent war
time in his novel as well as his criticism of the nationalist cultural
model that has been going on for a few decades. The jury and the
NIN Award itself also came under attack.

The boycott eventually provoked a reaction from the estab-
lishment, which introduced the Belgrade Winner Award to rival
the NIN Award. A similar scenario was repeated the following year,
when the NIN Award went to Svetislav Basara’s novel “Counter-en-
dorphin”. The award winners were accused of various forms of “anti-
Serb activity” and “the betrayal of Serbdom”, while the jury was ac-
cused of the lack of competence and revitalization of Yugoslavism.
At the beginning of 2022, a campaign against the NIN Award, which
threatened to become traditional, was not carried out, although
nothing was changed in the meantime. Moreover, the award for the
novel of the year was given to the book that is a poem, not a novel.
However, the author belonged to the circle of “nationally responsi-
ble” writers, so that the principled boycotters made an exception.

A FALSE EUROPEAN IMAGE

In addition to the Foundation for Serbian People and State,
the ruling establishment also formed the Council for Creative
Industries. It is about the body formed by Serbian Prime Minis-
ter Ana Brnabi¢. The official goal of the Council for Creative In-
dustries is “to enable the even faster development of that sector,
which already contributes more to the national economy than
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some traditional sectors”. In practice, however, it has been shown
that the Council serves for the inclusion of those who do not have
a nationalist ideological legitimacy and were often critical of the
dominant ideological matrix in the past, but now show the readi-
ness to cooperate with the regime, in the sphere of privileged ac-
tors. This gave the members of the Council access to the circle of
the privileged and everything that goes with that status: the pro-
duction of series for RTS, exhibitions, theatre directing, board po-
sitions, staffing in cultural institutions, clan-like bringing of their
people to high positions and the like.

At the beginning, the Council for Creative Industries was to
some extent a counterpart to the Ministry of Culture and their re-
sponsibilities often overlapped. However, over time they have been
fused, especially when Minister Vladan Vukosavljevi¢ has been re-
placed by Maja Gojkovi¢. The Council for Creative Industries has
the role of showing a different image of Serbia to the world when
the ruling party needs it.

A similar role was also played by the management of the Exit
Foundation within the scope of the project “European Capital of
Culture” (ECC), which lasted throughout 2022 in Novi Sad. It also
took part in the organization of the programmes that were not in
line with the dominant ideological matrix, but were not critical of
it either. It was about a series of festival events that did not leave a
lasting mark. It is not necessary for the entire area of culture to be
filled with nationalist contents, especially when it is about a mani-
festation that should present Serbia to the world in a slightly bet-
ter light. A different opinion was also allowed as long as it did not
rock the boat, in accordance with the instructions given by Zoran
Avramovi¢ at the mentioned round table: different forms of cul-
ture are welcome; it is important that they are “not engaged and
that they are not contrary to the current national feeling”.

The organization of the event “European Capital of Culture”
served as an excuse for the city authorities to remove a true oa-
sis of alternative culture in the Chinatown, created by self-organ-
ized artists, citizens and art lovers — at the high-level initiative.
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While the CCE showed the supposedly European image of Serbi-
an culture, behind the scene a real Progressivist reality unfolded,
in which the activists of the ruling party repainted the walls of the
unvanquished city districts in the colours of the Serbian flag, while
neo-Nazis destroyed the places where anti-fascists used to gather.
All this was done under the protection of the ruling establishment.
While the exhibitions, forums, concerts and other programmes
were taking place, the city authorities tried to erect a revisionist
monument to the “innocent victims of 1944/45", including numer-
ous members of quisling movements, that is, fascists who partici-
pated in the Novi Sad Raid.

The essential problems of the Progressist cultural model are
probably most apparent in the case of the ECC and Provincial
Prime Minister Igor Mirovi¢. At the beginning of 2022, when he
proudly announced the beginning of the ECC project, he (a poet
in his spare time) also read his poem “Our City” in which he pro-
claimed Novi Sad to be “cultural Babel”. A few months later, Mirovié
received the Mother Angelina Despotess Award for his latest col-
lection of poems “Light in the Lighthouse” from the Banat Cultur-
al Centre, an institution whose work largely depends on Mirovi¢.
The award-winning book also contains the poem “Lumps of Vuko-
var’, in which the poet mentioned when and where it was written:
“Negoslavci, November 1991”. At the time he was writing this poem,
Vukovar fell and a crime was committed at Ovcara. Also, during
the siege, the headquarters of the Yugoslav People’s Army and Ser-
bian paramilitary forces as well as a camp where prisoners were
tortured, raped and beaten to death were stationed. At that time,
Mirovi¢ was an official of the Serbian Radical Party and something
of gruesome reality revealed by the poet in his poem is accidently
also revealed to us.

However, “cultural Babel”, Serbia’s made-up image and con-
cern about national identity, as well as other elements of the Pro-
gressist cultural policy hide the suppressed reality of the 1990s,
the suffering of innocent people, the devastated country and the
dark past that the official state culture condemns to oblivion. The
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discrepancy between the proclaimed reality and the repressed
trauma for which culture is largely responsible, represents the
space where the true trauma of contemporary Serbian culture
unfolds.

A RIGID CULTURAL MODEL

Apart from those listed, culture in Serbia has plenty of other
problems. In fact, everything that was listed as problematic in the
report by the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in Serbia ten
years ago still has an unresolved status: from the insufficient budg-
et earmarked for culture, through the lack of magazines, to the
insufficient media support, lowering of the artistic criteria, non-
transparent and frequently belated contests and absence of state
support to regional cooperation, to the neglection of the role of
the education system in the promotion of culture. The only thing
done in the meantime was the completion of the renovation of
the National Museum and the Contemporary Art Museum, which
were reopened to the public.

However, in order to embark on solving numerous decades-
long cultural problems, it is first necessary to resolve the basic
problem — a rigid nationalist cultural model that was imposed on
Serbian society as early as the 1980s and shackles all creative forc-
es. Such a cultural model does not enable a normal cultural devel-
opment. Instead, it suffocates its emancipatory and critical poten-
tials and, in essence, poses a crucial obstacle to the democratiza-
tion and pluralization of society. Regardless of constant reference
to national tradition, the nationalist cultural model is a negation
of the existing traditions and an obstacle to the creation of con-
temporary culture that will become a new tradition over time. The
detailed recommendations and guidelines for overcoming a bad
situation in culture have been presented in the conclusion of the
two-year talks about the creation of a new cultural policy, which
was initiated by the Helsinki Committee and attended by more
than 60 intellectuals and activists.
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One can only add one positive example of resistance to the
dominant cultural model - the Institute for Philosophy and Social
Theory, which is one of the rare institutions that have succeeded
in defending its autonomy and integrity from the government at-
tacks. The attempt of the Progressists to subjugate the Institute by
appointing Zoran Avramovi¢ to head its Governing Board was met
with strong resistance by this institution. The struggle for the pres-
ervation of the Institute lasted for months. Apart from the Insti-
tute employees, the domestic and foreign intellectual public also
got involved. After encountering unwavering opposition, the gov-
ernment representatives eventually gave up their efforts to subdue
this institution as well. This case has shown that it is possible to
preserve one’s autonomy and space for intellectual and cultural
work even in a totalitarian system. The citizens of Serbia will have
to fight for freedom on their own, both in the area of culture and
other areas of life.
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A SYMPHONY
OF SECULAR
AND SPIRITUAL
AUTHORITIES

Over the past ten years, marked by the political dominance of the
Serbian Progressive Party, the relationship between the current
political elite, led by President Aleksandar Vuci¢, and the major-
ity church in Serbia has progressed from mutual criticism and ele-
mental disregard to multidimensional cooperation and symphon-
ic synchronization. Over time not only their differences have been
overcome, but a regular and intensive communication has also
been established, including various forms of financial and institu-
tional, as well as ideological and diplomatic support, understand-
ing and reconciliation between secular and spiritual authorities.
In May 2013, the First Deputy Prime Minister of Serbia, Alek-
sandar Vuci¢, responded to an invitation from the Archbishops to
attend the May session of the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church. The meeting took place after the Serbian Govern-
ment had been very sharply criticized by some Bishops due to its
signing of the Brussels Agreement. In addition to expressing his
understanding for the Bishops’ concern for the Serbian people,
the First Deputy Prime Minister pointed out the following: “I will
never agree that I am a traitor, neither I nor the Government; we
fight for the people and do our best for our people.” At the Holy As-
sembly it was agreed that the state and the Church should work
together in the interest of the citizens and Serbia. An “absolute
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agreement” was reached on the protection of Serbian religious,
cultural and historical monuments in Kosovo and Metohija. Bish-
op Irinej of Backa stated that the Church and the Serbian Govern-
ment agreed on the essential issues — Kosovo’s independence will
not be recognized and everything has to be done, so that the Ser-
bian people remain to live in the province.?3 It was also agreed that
the majority church should be included in the further negotiations
between Belgrade and Pristina when the status of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church in Kosovo and Metohija comes up on the agenda.?*

Minister of Justice Nikola Selakovi¢, together with his col-
leagues from the Administration for Cooperation with Churches
and Religious Communities, hosted a reception for the members
of the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox Church at the be-
ginning of the May 2015 session. On this occasion, he pointed to
the importance of the unity of the Serbian Orthodox Church as
an extremely significant factor in the preservation of the spiritu-
al being of the Serbian people. Emphasizing that the state of Ser-
bia supports and will support the Serbian Orthodox Church and
its unity, the Minister also stated that it is not only a matter of its
will, but also of its obligation since the time of Saint Sava and Saint
Simeon and that the one who failed to fulfil this obligation mostly
did not go well. The Minister emphasized that “the state of Serbia
has its name, its identity, its roots and its future only with the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church.” Patriarch Irinej thanked the governmewnt
for its involvement in solving the restitution problem, assistance
in the provision of old-age and health insurance for the clergy and
church employees, as well as assistance in the building of churches
through budget programmes. The Patriarch pointed out that “like
the two heads of the eagle on our coat of arms, the state and the

23 “Vuéi¢ vladikama: Nisam izdajnik”, Kurir, 31 May 2013, https://www.kurir.rs/
vesti/drustvo/817737/vucic-na-saboru-spc
24 “Vuéi¢ razgovarao sa ¢lanovima Sabora SPC”, Novosti, 31 May 2013, https://

www.hovosti.rs/vesti/naslovna/politika/aktuelno.289.html:436598-Vucic-
razgovarao-sa-clanovima-Sabora-SPC



A SYMPHONY OF SECULAR AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITIES

Church should unite their efforts to help us preserve our soul and
spiritual identity as a nation.”2®

In the communiqué issued after its extraordinary session
in November 2018, the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox
Church repeated “its firm and unanimous position expressed at its
regular May session that the full sovereignty and integrity of Ser-
bia in Kosovo and Metohija cannot be questioned under any cir-
cumstances”. Headed by Patriarch Irinej, the Bishops appealed to
state representatives “to pay more attention to the building of a
state and national platform in whose preparation all relevant so-
cial factors should participate instead of seeking the fastest possi-
ble settlement with Pristina”. As is pointed out, for the Serbian Or-
thodox Church Kosovo and Metohija has never been nor can ever
be only a political issue whose resolving is under exclusive mo-
nopoly of the state authorities: “The obligation of the Holy Assem-
bly and the entire Church towards Kosovo and Metohija is greater
today as the country is facing mounting international pressures to
renounce Kosovo or let it have a seat in the United Nations by a di-
rect act of recognition of Kosovo or by its tacit approval, or by any
other form of Serbia’s renunciation of Kosovo, thus forever depriv-
ing Serbia of its historical right to this area of Serbian spirutuality
and statehood”. In the Holy Assembly’s communiqué it is stated: “It
is particularly worrying that under the disguise of the alleged de-
limitation between Serbs and Albanians the possibility of separa-
tion from Serbia is imposed, if not of all Kosovo and Metohija then
of its greatest and most important part and its recognition as a
part of independent Kosovo or the so-called Greater Albania”. The
Bishops warned that “the consequences of such a decision would
be tragic for the survival of our people and our holy sites. In that
case the majority of Serbs would be deprived of adequate protec-
tion and security, which would force them to leave their historical

25 The reception was held on 27 May 2015. " Selakovi¢ sa saradnicima priredio
prijem za &lanove Svetog Arhijerejskog Sabora Srpske pravoslavne crkve”,
Administration for Cooperation with Churches and Religious Communities, 28 May
2015, http://www.vere.gov.rs/cir/Newsview.asp?ID=394.
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homeland. In this way, all traces of Serbian presence would be
obliterated. The idea of the so-called partition creates a lot of un-
easiness and grave concern among our believers and does not en-
joy the support of the majority of Serbian citizens in general. Since
its very establishment, Serbia’s statehood has been inseparably in-
tertwined with the spiritual tradition of our Church as the crucial
factor of our identity throughout history”.26

The Serbian President responded to this communiqué from
Helsinki by putting the following questions: “What has been left
to us since 1999 and since 2009 and where are the army, the people
and the territory we control? How to preserve that?” As he stated,
full sovereignty means that Serbia brings the army and the police.
“This is the meaning of those words. I am afraid that this is irre-
sponsible. I do not want to gamble, but I certainly want to protect
our people. However, by trying to make it clear that you do not
want any compromise, I am afraid that we won't have anything on
which we should reach a compromise, because irresponsible poli-
tics brought us to this situation”.2”

It turned out that this Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox
Church marked a turning point in the further relations between
the most powerful secular and spiritual authorities in Serbia. It is
obvious that it brought about a tactical regrouping of influences
and changes or, in other words, a more intensive convergence and
harmonization of the initially distant positions. As we will see, it
led not only to a very fast softening of criticism, but also to the mu-
tual glorification of the fight for national interests.

At the invitation of Patriarch Irinej, Serbian President Alek-
sandar Vuci¢, this time together with Milorad Dodik, the Chair-
man of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, also attended
the session of the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox Church

26 “Sabor SPC: Kosovo nije samo politicko pitanje”, Radio Kim, 8 November 2018.,
https://www.radiokim.net/vesti/religija/sabor-spc-kosovo—-nije-—samo-politicko—
pitanje.html

27 “Vuéic: Lose mesanje SPC u politiku”, Radio Kim, 8 November 2018., https://
www.radiokim.net/vesti/politika/vucic-lose-mesanje-spc—u-politiku.html#!
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in May 2019. At the Holy Assembly, they discussed the important
issues relating to the survival of the Serbian people as well as the
reconciliation of the views of the state and the Church. The Church
is entitled to its views, although they sometimes differ from ours.
It is important that we hear them because the Church helped our
people wherever they were threatened, including Kosovo, said the
Serbian President. He added that the meeting lasted more than
two and a half hours and that the Holy Assembly informed him
about its concerns and different views on some issues.?® Just be-
fore the session of the Holy Assembly, the President confirmed
that there are the Bishops who seriously oppose his policy and
stated that he will answer using truths and facts to all those calling
for his anathematization and said bad things about him”.2° There
is no doubt that since then they have been regularly meeting each
other at such sessions.

According to some Podgorica media, during the Holy Assem-
bly of the Serbian Orthodox Church there erupted a polemic be-
tween Metropolitan Amfilohije of Montenegro and the Littoral,
one of the most respected and most influential Archbishops, and
President Aleksandar Vuci¢ regarding the allegations that the Ser-
bian President took part in plotting a coup together with the Mon-
tenegrin President and that he is responsible that the leaders of
the Democratic Front, Andrija Mandi¢ and Milan Knezevi¢, were
each sentenced to five years in prison. On the other hand, the
President allegedly blamed the Metropolitan for his bad relation-
ship with the Montenegrin President. As was expected, the Gen-
eral Secretary of the Serbian President, Nikola Selakovi¢, reacted
quickly and harshly evaluated the media allegations as “the most
brutal lies and untruths”3°

28 “Vuéi¢ na Saboru SPC: Izneo sam sve svoje brige, patrijarh me je razumeo”,
Ekspres, 14 May.2019, https://www.ekspres.net/vesti/vvucic-na-saboru-spc-
izneo-sam-sve-svoje-brige-patrijarh-me-je-razumeo.

29 “Vuci¢ na Saboru SPC”, RTS, 13 May 2019., https://www.rts.rs/page/stories/sr/
story/9/politika/3520015/vucic-na-saboru-spc.html

30 “Vijesti: 0Star sukob Amfilohija i Vuéiéa na Saboru; Nikola Selakovi¢: To su
najbrutalnije laZi i neistine”, Nedeljnik, 18 May 2019, https://www.nedeljnik.
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The media also informed that Metropolitan Amfilohije led a
kind of rebellion against the Serbian President’s presence at the
Holy Assembly, which was supported by Patriarch Irinej. There
was also mention of a petition against his addressing the Holy As-
sembly and that a compromise solution was to receive the Presi-
dent in the Red Lounge in the Patriarchate Building, but not during
the session.3! On the occasion of the official communiqué written
by Bishop Irinej of Backa and issued after the session of the Holy
Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox Church, several Archbishops
headed by Metropolitan Amfilohije sent a letter to the Patriarch
by which they distanced themselves from its contents. As stated
in the letter, the group of Bishops is disappointed because the au-
thor of the communiqué, Bishop Irinej of Backa, “tendentiously
presented and overemphasized the importance of the visit of the
regional political leaders, Aleksandar Vuci¢ and Milorad Dodik”.32

The lack of the Holy Assembly consensus was also evident
at the ceremony of presenting President Vuci¢ with the Church’s
highest decoration on the occasion of the 8ooth anniversary of the
autocephaly of the Serbian Orthodox Church at the Sava Centre
in October 2019. According to media reports, protesting against
the Holy Synod’s decoration decision, the majority of the Serbian
Bishops gathered at the main jubilee celebration did not attend
the ceremonial session. At the gathering at the Sava Centre there
were about fifteen Bishops, including the five-member Holy Syn-
od, which is almost one third of the active Holy Assembly body,
without the retired Bishops. The media also reported on the re-
quest for holding an extraordinary Holy Assembly meeting due to

rs/vijesti—ostar-sukob—-amfilohija-i-vucica—-na-saboru-nikola-selakovic-to-su-
najbrutalnije-lazi-i-neistine/

31 “Ruéak na Dedinju: Vuéié¢ €asti Arhijerejski sabor SPC’”, AntenaM, 27 May 2021,
https://www.antenam.net/drustvo/religija/201208-rucak-na-dedinju-vucic-
casti-arhijerejski—-sabor-spc

32 “Grupa vladika ograduje se od saopStenja Sabora SPC”, Danas, 27 May 2019. As
stated in the letter, the group of Bishops is disappointed that the author of the
communiqué, Bishop Irinej of Backa “tendentiously presented and overemphasized
the importance of the visit of the regional political leaders Aleksandar Vuéi¢ and
Milorad Dodik” .
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the worsening situation in the Serbian Orthodox Church. In ad-
dition to the Bishops’ boycott, Mile Lompar, a literary historian,
professor at the University of Belgrade and President of the Milos
Crnjanski Endowment, gave up the role of the main speaker at the
ceremonial session, while Academician Matija Be¢kovi¢ refused to
give a speech at the ceremony in the Zi¢a Monastery. Some reli-
gious authorities also expressed their opinion on the above. Bish-
op Grigorije of Diisseldorf and All Germany stated that “de jure
the Order of Saint Sava can be awarded by the Holy Synod to who-
ever it wants, but that decoration de facto belongs to Milo Lompar
and Matija Beckovi¢”. After Metropolitan Amfilohije of Montene-
gro and the Littoral, retired Bishop Atanasije (Jevti¢) also spoke
publicly in the Patriarchate of Pe¢ against the decoration of the
Serbian President and stated that “a good part of the Serbian Arch-
bishops is not satisfied with it".33

In February 2021, the Electoral Assembly of the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church also passed, inter alia, in a polemic on the influence of
“secular” institutions on the internal issue of the majority religious
community or, more precisely, on the autonomous election of the
head of the Serbian Orthodox Church. Allegedly, due to epidemio-
logical measures, it was proposed and eventually realized that the
Holy Assembly session be held in the crypt of the Saint Sava Temple
and not in the Patriarchate Building as was the case until then. As
the reason for relocation was not officially given, a lot of room was
left for various speculations, including a suspicion about the “inten-
tion to control the entire process”. In the media one could find the
testimonies of unnamed Holy Assesmbly members such as: “That
crypt is completely covered by cameras, so that the Holy Assembly
session can be followed by someone who does not belong there.
Everything is done in agreement with the authorities and this pro-
posal is the result of the regime’s pressure on certain Bishops.”34

33 “Irinej urucio Vucicu orden Svetog Save, vecina vladika bojkotovala svecanost”,
Danas, 8 October 2019, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/vucicu-orden-spc-
za-borbu-za-ocuvanje—-kosova-u-sastavu-srbije/

34 #“SPC rijaliti pod rediteljskom palicom SNS-a se nastavlja inicijativom da se
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There is an interesting analysis in the Paris newpaper “Le Fi-
garo”. Namely, according to it, the election of the new Patriarch
of the Serbian Orthodox Church takes place in the context of a
heavy internal pressure from the top of the state. It is also stated
that “given the influence of the Church, it is crucial for Aleksandar
Vuci¢ that the 46th Patriarch is obedient. The flexibility (of the
new Patriarch) is of essential importance for the approach to (re-
solving) the Kosovo issue”. It is further reminded that Vuci¢ “does
not hide his support for the division of the territory and territorial
exchange, but such an idea was rejected by the Holy Synod in 2018".
It is also stated that since the mentioned year the Serbian Presi-
dent has won the favour of Patriarch Irinej and many Bishops who
now accept the government’s ideas. In the analysis it is also stated:
“In order to ensure continued support (by the Church), Vuci¢ has
personally led the campaign by visiting the dioceses and through
the controlled tabloids that have criticized ‘the traitors in the ser-
vice of the Western powers”. According to “Le Figaro”, one of their
“favourite targets” is Bishop Grigorije of Diisseldorf and All Germa-
ny, who openly criticizes the current regime, advocates ecumeni-
cal dialogue and also enjoys support from non-believers. On the
other hand, according to this newspaper, the current led by Bishop
Irinej of Backa is widely promoted. “Suspected of financial fraud
and known for his regressive views on many issues, he is assist-
ed by his student Metropolitan Porfirije of Ljubljana and Zagreb”,
states “Le Figaro”. 3% This analysis especially gains in importance if
we take into account that just the last mentioned Archbishop be-
came the 46th head of the Serbian Orthodox Church.

At the first session of the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church, headed by the newly enthroned Patriarch Porfirije in
May 2021, the Serbian President hosted a lunch for all Archbishops

patrijarh bira pred kamerama’, Luftika, 2 February.2021., https://luftika.rs/
spc—-sns—izbor-patrijarha/

35 “Figaro: Politi¢ki izbor patrijarha SPC, Vuéié Liéno vodio kampanju’”, AntenaM,
18.February 2021, https://www.antenam.net/svijet/region/189641-figaro-
politicki—izbor—-patrijarha-spc-vucic-licno—-vodio—kampanju
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at the Club of Representatives in Dedinje. This was certainly a nov-
elty in the ritualization of the symphony of the state and the ma-
jority church. The Serbian President repeated something simi-
lar, pretending to establish a (new) tradition a year later, when he
hosted the Archbishops at Andri¢ev Venac during the May session.
The critical public did not miss the fact that not all Bishops re-
sponded to his invitation. Namely, Bishop Grigorije of Diisseldorf
and All Germany and Bishop Maksim of Western America were
not present at the President’s lunch.36

A few months later, in mid-July 2022, Serbian President Alek-
sandar Vuci¢ met with Patriarch Porfirije and the Serbian member
of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Milorad Dodik, in
Belgrade. On social media, the President announced that he had in-
formed Patriarch Porfirije, the members of the Holy Synod and the
Serbian member of the Presidency of the Bosnia and Herzegovina,
about the talks on Kosovo and Metohija which were held under the
auspices of the European Union, the situation in the Serbian com-
munities in the southern Serbian province as well as the economic
and social situation in Serbia and its international position.37

In early November 2022, the Serbian Presaident had a meeting
with the Patriarch on which occasion he shared his “concern about
the challenges and pressures faced by our people in Kosvo and Me-
tohija and the Serbian state”. On his Instagram profile, as an ep-
ilogue of the meeting, the President wrote: “We are determined
to strongly and jointly defend our vital national and state inter-
ests”. The behind-closed-doors meeting was also attended by the
elected President of the Republic of Srpska, Milorad Dodik, Min-
ister of Foreign Affairs Ivica Daci¢ and members of the Holy Syn-
od of the Serbian Orthodox Church. Previously, the President also
met with the Ambassadors of China and the Russian Federation to

36 “Sabor SPC se’preselio’ na Andri¢ev venac, Vu€i¢ arhijerejima izneo prognoze”,
N1, 18 May 2022, https://rs.nlinfo.com/vesti/sabor-spc-se-preselio-na-
andricev-venac-vucic-arhijerejima—-izneo-prognoze/

37 “Vuéi¢ sa patrijarhom SPC i Dodikom, medu glavnim temama Kosovo i Metohija”,
Blic, 16 July 2022, https://www.blic.rs/vesti/politika/vucic-sa-patrijarhom-spc-
i—dodikom-medu-glavnim-temama-kosovo-i—-metohija/mldyg8s
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Serbia, whom he informed about the fulfilment of the obligations
agreed upon in the Brussels dialogue, stressing that the Belgrade
did everything, while Pristina did nothing and refuses to fulfil the
assumed obligations.38

The close relationship between the two secular Serbian leaders
and the religious leader will be monumentalized with the building
of an “all-Serb shrine”, which was agreed at the meeting of Serbi-
an President Aleksandar Vuci¢ and Patriarch Porfirije in early Sep-
tember 2021. It is also planned to build a memorial centre honour-
ing the victims of the Jasenovac concentration camp “and all other
Serb victims of the crimes committed in the territories not being
controlled by the Serbian people” is planned in Donja Gradina, in
the north west of Bosnia and Herzegovina. During the meeting,
the mentioned creators of this idea consulted with Milorad Dodik
by phone. According to the President, “a lot of money” will be in-
vested, whereby Serbia will provide 8o per cent and the Republic
of Srpska the rest.3?

THE FINANCING OF THE
SERBIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH

The Law on Accounting and Auditing exempted churches and
religious communities from the obligation to submit the final fi-
nancial statement, so that it is not possible to have the precise de-
tails about the spending of the state money held on the accounts of
religious organizations. In addition to the allotted funds received
through the Administration for Cooperation with Churches and
Religious Communities, the Serbian Orthodox Church also receives
significant funds earmarked for non-governmental organizations

38 “Vuéi¢ posle sastanka sa patrijarhom: Odluéni smo da branimo vitalne interese”,
Politika, 5 November 2022, https://www.politika.rs/sr/clanak/523812/Vucic-sa-
patrijarhom-SPC-o0-KiM

39 “Srbija ¢e graditi memorijalni centar za Zrtve Jasenovca, ali u BiH”, Aljazeera,
10 September 2021, https://balkans.aljazeera.net/news/balkan/2021/9/10/
susret-vucica-i-patrijarha-porfirija-srbija-ce-u-bih-graditi-memorijalni-
centar-u-znak-sjecanja-na-zrtve-jasenovca
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through the so-called budget line 481. The majority church also re-
ceives the funds collected by the Ministry of Justice due to the post-
ponement of criminal prosecution (the so-called principle of op-
portunity). For years now, when it comes to the Temple of Saint
Sava, the Serbian Orthodox Church has also been receiving the
funds collected through the periodical sale of obligatory fundrais-
ing stamps, which is prescribed by government decree.

The funds that are regularly paid to religious communities
through the Administration for Cooperation with Churches and
Religious Communities are controlled, while donations, especial-
ly those from budget reserves, remain in the grey zone, namely it
is not clear whether they are controlled and who controls them.
Therefore, it is unclear whether they are spent as intended. The
public has no insight into the income of the organizational units
of the churches and religious communities, as well as the Serbian
Orthodox Church.

According to Director Dragojevi¢, all funds allocated through
the Administration for Cooperation wtih Churches and Religious
Communities by contest and under special contracts for any work
on the construction and renovation of religious buildings are sub-
ject to regular control and mandatory justification in accordance
with the fund allocation contract. Fund spending reports, which
churches and religious communities are required to submit to the
Administration, are not publicly published. They are available only
under the Law on Free Access to Information of Public Importance.

The Administration for Cooperation with Churches and Reli-
gious Communities is responsible for financing old-age and dis-
ability insurance contributions for priests and church employees,
which have amounted to more than two million euros on an an-
nual basis over the last few years. And yet, in November 2018, the
Serbian Orthodox Church asked the Serbian Government for one
million euros “due to its difficult situation and failure to meet its
legal obligations regarding old-age, disability and health insurance
for the employed and related taxes”.#°

40 Blic, 22.11.2018.
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According to the VOICE research, there is no record or docu-
ment concerning the control of the expenditure of almost 10 mil-
lion euros, allocated by the Serbian Government from the budget
reserve for the Serbian Orthodox Church in December 2017 and
intended for “the renovation of the Temple of Saint Sava”. The
amount of 1.2 billion dinars, set aside from the current budget
resonrve by the Serbian Government for “the necessary work on
the restoration of the Memorial Temple of Saint Sava” in Decem-
ber 2017, exceeds the annual budget of the Administration for Co-
operation with Churches and Religious Communities (1.1 billion
dollars). VOICE has ontacted the Prime Minister’s Office. Minis-
try of Finance and Administration for Cooperation with Churches
and Religious Communities. It has turned out that only the Gen-
eral Secretariat of the Government of the Republic of Serbia has
competence over it and that there are no expenditure control re-
ports relating to the mentioned funds.#

On 21 November 2018, in accordance with the decisions pub-
lished in the Official Gazette, the Serbian Government decided
to transfer 118,340,000 dinars, or about one million euros, to the
budget reserve within the scope of the Ministry of Economy’s pro-
gramme for attracting investments in projects of special signifi-
cance. As is further stated in the Government’s decision published
in the Official Gazette, this money was sent to “the General Secre-
tariat of the Goverrnment in order to grant it to the Patriarchate of
the Serbian Orthodox Church in Belgrade”. In the end, the Serbian
Government allocated one million euros for the Serbian Orthodox
Church through budget line 481, earmarked for nongovernmental
organizations.

According to some Belgrade media, the Administratitve Office
of the Patriarchate of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Belgrade
sent a letter to the Prime Minister on 16 November 2018 asking for
the approval of one million euros due to its dificult situation and
failure to meet its legal obligations regading old-age, disability and

41 “Da li iko kontroliSe donacije crkvi?”, VOICE, 10 June 2020., https://voice.org.
rs/da-Lli-iko—kontrolise—donacije-crkvi/
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health insurance for its employees, as well as the relevant taxes.
This budget year alone, the Serbian Orthodox Church received al-
most 280 million dinars, or more than 2.3 million euros, through
budget line 481. In the same year, the majority church in Serbia
also appeared as an investor in the construction of a business-res-
idential complex in Block 32 in Novi Beograd. The construction of
the buildings will be financed by the investor, MPC inzenjering,
while the Serbian Orthodox Church will rent the future business
building to companies. The office space will cover 5,235 sq.m. and
two residential complexes will cover approximately 25,000 sq.m.
As the Serbian Orthodox Church announcted in April 2018, it will
use the proceeds for “its needs’, including the completion of the
Church of Saint Demetrius.*?

In March 2019, the Serbian Government approved a grant of
1.18 billion dinars, or about 10 million euros, to the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church for the continuation of work on the decoration of the
Temple of Saint Sava in Belgrade.*® As announced in the Official
Gazette, less than two months later, at the session of the Serbian
Government on 9 May 2019, it was decided to set aside 12 million
dinars from the budget reserve as a grant to the Diocese of Britain
and Scandinavia for the building of the Monastery of the Interces-
sion of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Serbian Centre in Voks-
trop in Sweden. It was also decided to grant 18 milllion dinars to
the Diocese of Buda for the completion of work on the Museum
of the Diocese of Buda in Szentendre in Hungary.** In the same
month, at the Government'’s session it was decided to help the Dio-
cese of Gornji Karlovac in Croatia with about 234,000 euros for the
42 “Vlada dala jo$ million evra SPC ’zbog teske situacije’”, Insajder, 22 November

2018, https://insajder.net/arhiva/vesti/vlada-dala-jos—milion-evra—-spc—-zbog-
teske-situacije

43 “\/lada odobrila 10 miliona evra za Hram Svetog Save””, Insajder, 21 March
2019, https://insajder.net/arhiva/vesti/vliada-odobrila-10-miliona-evra-za-
hram-svetog-save

44 “\\ada Srbije iz budZetskih rezervi izdvaja jo$ 30 miliona dinara za Srpsku
pravoslavnu crkvu”, Insajder, 14 May 2019, https://insajder.net/arhiva/vesti/
vlada-srbije-iz-budzetskih-rezervi-izdvaja-jos-30-miliona-dinara-za-srpsku-
pravoslavnu—-crkvu
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building and decoration of a church in Vrginmost.#> In July 2019,
the Serbian Government approved a grant of 59.1 million dinars, or
about 500,000 euros, for the Diocese of Zahumlje and Herzegovina
for the renovation of the Church of the Holy Trinity in Mostar. The
media also mention the February 2019 grant of 8o million dinars
for the further reconstruction of the Hilandar Monastery, August
2019 grant of 30 million dinars for marking the 8ooth anniversary
of autocephaly, as well as the grant of 58 million dinars for the Di-
ocese of Zica for finishing the construction and decoration of the
Monastery of Zica and the Cathedral Church in Kraljevo.

As stated in the Decision on the Use of Funds from the Current
Budget Reserve, the Serbian Government decided at its November
2020 session to allocate 230,306,000 dinars, or about two million
euros, for the Serbian Orthodox Church in order to carry out the
work on the plateau in front of the Temple of Saint Sava. Previous-
ly, in early July 2020, the Serbian Government first decided to pay
one billion dinars, or about 8.5 million euros, for the work on the
Temple of Saint Sava and then, a few days later, allocated another
200 million dinars, or 1.7 million euros, from the budget reserve for
the same purpose.*6

In mid-2020, President Vuci¢ pointed out that during the pre-
vious three and a half years the state of Serbia invested 43 million
euros in the construction of the Temple of Saint Sava, which was
the largest amount of money for the last 50 years. During his in-
spection of the works in the Temple, together with Patriarch Irine;j,
the President said: “I am proud that we, as the state, have been able
to help the most. The people have contributed, because the state is
efficient and ten times stronger than in 2012, 2005, 2000, 1985 or in
any other time from 1945 to the present day.” He also said that the
Temple of Saint Sava has more similarities with “Hagia Sophia in
Constantinople’, that is, Aya Sophia in Istanbul, which is no longer

45 “Vlada odlucila: joS dva miliona evra za SPC”, Nova, 21 November 2020,
https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/vlada-odlucila-jos-2-miliona—-evra-za-spc/
46 “Vlada odluéila: jos dva miliona evra za SPC’”, Nova, 21 November 2020,
https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/vlada-odlucila-jos—-2-miliona-evra-za-spc/
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a museum or a church. “In a specific and indirect way, the Temple
of Saint Sava has become a new Hagia Sophia and, with the Virgin
above the altar, which is an almost identical copy of the icon in Ha-
gia Sophia, it has become a kind of new Hagia Sophia, as His Holi-
ness Irinej has already mentioned,” said Vucié¢.#

In August 2021, as written in the Official Gazette, the Serbian
Government allocated 720 million dinars or about 6.1 million euros
from the budget reserve for the “completion of works on the con-
struction and decoration of the Memorial Temple of Saint Sava”
About 14 million euros should be added to this amount, which was
paid to the Serbian Orthodox Church for the Temple of Saint Sava
four months earlier.#8

The Fiscal Council has also pointed to a lack of transparen-
cy in the spending of money on the church needs. In its report
it warns that, for several years now, extraordinary and unplanned
grants have also been paid out of the account of the General Sec-
retariat of the Serbian Government for the needs of the Serbian
Orthodox Church.#® Due to a large number of sources from which
the state finances the activities of churches and religious commu-
nities, there is no clear and unified overview of all state grants for
these needs, or a single control of these grants.

According to the BIRN’s survey of public tenders, which cov-
ered the period from 2019 to 2021, local self-governments, cities
and municipalities treat the allocations for churches and religious
communities in very different ways. During the observed period,
the record holders in terms of allocation was the city of Zajecar,
which allocated more than 64 million dinars for religious build-
ing projects in the Diocese of Timok, that is, over go per cent of

47 “Vuci¢: U Hram Svetog Save drZava uloZila 43 miliona evra”, Nova, 20 August
2020, https://nova.rs/vesti/drustvo/vucic-u-hram-svetog-save-drzava-ulozila-
43-miliona-evra/

48 “Vlada odlucila: Jo3 10 miliona evra Crkvi za Hram Svetog Save’”, Nova, 29
August 2021, https://nova.rs/vesti/politika/vlada—-odlucila-jos—-sest-miliona-
evra—-crkvi-za-hram-svetog-save/

49 “Finansiranje crkava kroz javne konkurse’””, BIRN, 26 May.2022, https://
birnsrbija.rs/finansiranje-crkava-kroz-javne-konkurse/
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the budget intended for financing civil society projects. It was fol-
lowed by Koceljeva, Rekovac and Ljig, which allocated 50 per cent
of the funds from the same budget (for civil society) for churches.5°

Such a state of affairs leads to the conclusion that there is no
sufficient transparency in the financing of churches, that there is
no clear public insight into this type of spending and that both
churches and religious communities and the state refuse to pro-
vide the relevant information about the way in which the funds of
all Serbian citizens are spent.

The legitimization of this policy towards the majority church
is derived from certain articles of the Law on Churches and Reli-
gious Communities or, more precisely, Article 1 which says that
the Serbian Orthodox Church “has an exceptional historical, state-
building and civilizational role in shaping, preserving and devel-
oping the identity of the Serbian people”.

THE MAJORITY CHURCH
AND POLITICAL ELITE

Despite serious tensions in the relationship between the ma-
jority church and the highest executive power bodies, a messian-
ic attitude towards the leader of the ruling political structure has
prevailed. In an interview given for a Belgrade newspaper in May
2014, Patriarch Irinej said that Prime Minister Aleksandar Vuci¢
“must raise the fallen nation”>! Already at the very beginning of
2015, the Patriarch repeated that he “must believe that he (Alek-
sandar Vucic¢) will succeed in raising Serbia from these ashes” and
then emphasized: “I think he is trying. There are some indications
that some results will be achieved.”>?

50 “Finansiranje crkava kroz javne konkurse””, BIRN, 26 May 2022, https://
birnsrbija.rs/finansiranje-crkava-kroz-javne-konkurse/

51 “Patrijarh: Republika Srpska da se pripoji Srbiji, Vuc¢i¢ da podigne posrnulu
naciju!”, Telegraf, 13 May 2014.

52 “Ppatrijarh: Verujem da ée Vuéié podiéi Srbiju iz pepela’”, Blic, 8 January 2015,
http://www.blic.rs/vesti/politika/patrijarh-verujem-da-ce-vucic-podici-srbiju—
iz-pepela/fhke5t2
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In January 2019, at the liturgy he served in Banjaluka on the oc-
casion of the Day of the Republic of Srpska, the Serbian Patriarch
said: “We hope and pray to God to give strength and power to the
President of the Republic of Serbia to resist the strong winds of our
times, hoping and believing in God’s help and that the Lord will
not abandon us”.>3

Just in 2019, which was marked by significant financial con-
tributions from the budget, at the solemn session dedicated to
the 8ooth anniversary of the autocephaly of the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church, at the suggestion of Patriarch Irinej, Serbian Presi-
dent Aleksandar Vuci¢ was awarded the highest church decora-
tion, namely the Order if Saint Sava of the First Degree. According
to Patriarch Irinej, this order is awarded for his “active love of the
Church, commitment to preserving the unity of the Serbian peo-
ple, tireless struggle for the integrity of Serbia and the preservation
of Kosovo and Metohija within its borders”. Explaining his propos-
al for Vuci¢’s decoration, the Patriarch stated, among other things,
that the Serbian President changed the media image of Serbia and
the Serbian people in the world with his “statesmanship knowl-
edge and ability to boost the economy, building of roads and fac-
tories...” The President apologized to the Patriarch for all criticism
directed at him because of him, and told the critics that they want
to be “more importanr than God and Serbia”. While speaking about
the history of Serbia during the Nemanji¢ dynasty, the President
emphasized that “the union of the eagle’s two heads on the body
of people — the Church and the state is a prerequisite for survival
even today after 8oo years and we should recognize this as individ-
uals, institutions and the nation as a whole”.54

The awarding of various types of recognition and, in this case,
very popular orders by both the Serbian Orthodox Church and

53 “Da Li iko kontrolisSe donacije crkvi?”, VOICE, 10 June 2020, https://voice.org.
rs/da-Lli-iko—kontrolise—donacije—-crkvi/

54 “Ipinej uruéio Vuéiéu orden Svetog Save, veéina vladika bojkotovala sveéanost”,
Danas, 8 October 2019, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/vucicu-orden-spc-
za-borbu-za-ocuvanje-kosova-u-sastavu-srbije/
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dioceses as autonomous spiritual authorities, has already become
an established practice and an illustrative indicator for the eval-
uation of certain institutions, individuals and economic entities
which are considered by the majority church to be representative
and relevant for its own mission and social function. Due to a great
number of politicians among the recipients of various church
awards, we will mention only a few of those who have been award-
ed several times by the Church or stand out in a specofic way.

At the proposal of the Diocese of Sumadija and Bishop Jovan,
the former Serbian President, Tomislav Nikoli¢, and his wife Drag-
ica, have been awaeded the Order of St Sava of the First Degree.>®
During the consecration of the Church of the Holy Great Martyr
Demetrius in Bajcetina, whose founder was the outgoing Serbian
President, Tomislav Nikoli¢, Patriarch Irinej said that this was the
first endowment built by a Serbian ruler after the Karadordevi¢
family.>¢ During his presidential term, Tomislav Nikoli¢ received
the Order of Saint Bishop Nikolaj for his work and care for Ser-
bia and the Serbian people, as well as for his tireless work on the
improvement of relations between the state and the Serbian Or-
thodox Church. The Order was given to him by Bishop Milutin of
Valjevo.5”

Tomislav Nikoli¢ was also awarded the Order of Holy Em-
peror Constantine and the same award was given to Aleksandar
Vudi¢ and Ivica Daci¢, as well as Chief of the General Staff Ljubisa
Dikovi¢ and Director of Srbijagas Dusan Bajatovi¢.>8

55 #Ajde $to je dobila orden, veé joj ga je dao Tomin pop! Novi detalji Zoraninog
odliovanja!”’, Espreso, 8 September.2017, https://www.espreso.co.rs/vesti/
politika/180585/ajde-sto-je—dobila—orden-vec-joj—ga-je—dao-tomin—-pop-novi-
detalji-zoraninog-odlikovanja

56 “Qsvestan hram u Bajcetini”, Politika, 27 May 2017, https://www.politika.rs/sr/
clanak/381507/0svestan-hram-u-Bajcetini

57 “Predsednik Nikoli¢ primio Orden svetog vladike Nikolaja”, Predsednik Republike
Srbije, 3 May 2014, https://www.predsednik.rs/lat/pres—centar/vesti/predsednik—
nikolic-primio—orden-svetog-vladike—-nikolaja

58 #SPC dodeljuje ordenje i kriminalcima, kontroverznim biznismenima ili tabloidnim
novinarima’”, Medijska kutija, 20 April 2018, https://medijskakutija.rs/srpska-
pravoslavna-crkva-dodeljuje—najvisa—odlikovanja-i-kriminalcima-osudjenicima-i-
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One of the recipients of the highest church orders of the first
degree is Dragan Markovi¢ Palma who was decorated by Patriarch
Irinej in the Church of St John the Baptist in Koncarevo near Ja-
godina, which was founded by him in 2016.59 Six year later, in the
same church the Bishop Jovan of Sumadija awarded Markovié with
the Order of the Holy New Martyrs of Kragujevac, the highest or-
der of the Diocese of Sumadija.6°

Decorations will also be discussed later, but it is also interesting
to mention the accolades given to some media and economic ac-
tors. The awarding of Milorad Vuceli¢, Editor-in-Chief of Vecernje
novost” and President of FK Partizan, attracted a lot of public at-
tention. The order was personally given by Patriarch Porfirije. In
the explanation it is stated that he has deserved this recognition
due to, inter alia, “the affirmation of the Christian values and vir-
tues”. According to the Patriarch, Vuceli¢ is awarded the order be-
cause of everything he has done for the Church: “Previously — I can
now say — many decades ago, when you were first the Director of
Radio Television Vojvodina in Novi Sad and then the head of the
national television in Belgrade, you opened the door — and now I
will correct myself — you not only opened the door, but also ena-
bled us from the Church to take absolutely every opportunity to
speak about our faith on small screens as if we were speaking from
the temple itself or the church altars.”®! The Gramata of the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church was also awarded to Dragan Vucicevi¢, the
owner of the tabloid Informer.62

zlocincima/

59 “Syecanost u Konéarevu: Palmi Orden Svetog Save, nije hteo da se nade na
freskama crkve”, Blic, 11 June 2016, https://www.blic.rs/vesti/drustvo/
svecanost-u-koncarevu-palmi-orden-svetog-save—-nije-hteo-da-se-nade-na-
freskama-crkve/8t157k5

60 “Trece priznanje za Palmu od SPC”, Novosti, 07 July .2022., https://www.
novosti.rs/vesti/politika/1133439/trece-priznanje-palmu-spc-dragan-markovic—
dobio-orden-svetih-kragujevackih-novomucenika-prvog-stepena

61 “NajviSi orden srpske crkve za MiloSevicevog medijskog ratnog huskaca’”, RSE,
8 October 2021, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/milorad-vucelic-orden—
spc/31499824.html

62 “SPC dodeljuje ordenje i kriminalcima, kontroverznim biznismenima ili tabloidnim
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The Order of Saint Sava was also awarded to numerous influ-
ential businessmen being at the head of the companies like Tel-
ekom, Dunav Insurance Company and Siemens, then the Direc-
tor of Elektroprivreda Srbije (EPS) and official of the Serbian Pro-
gressive Party, Milorad Grc¢i¢, as well as the officials of the Serbian
Progressive Party who were the Mayors of Leskovac and Kraguje-
vac.83 Bishop Jovan of Sumadija awarded the then Vice-Premier
and Minister of Construction Zorana Mihajlovi¢ with the Order of
Saint Simeon the Myrrh-Flowing, which is awarded by the Serbi-
an Orthdox Church for a special contribution to the enhacement
of relations between the Church and the state.6* Finance Minister
Sinisa Mali received the Medal of the Great Martyrs of Kraguje-
vac of the First Degree, which was presented to him by Bishop Jo-
van of Sumadija with the blessing of Patriarch Irinej in the Church
of the Descent of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles in the village of
Barzilovica near Lazarevac. The previous year, as the Mayor of Bel-
grade, the Minister allocated the funds for the completion of an
unfinished church after ten years.55

As the power of the Serbian Progressive Party was increasing,
the relationship between different levels of the church and politi-
cal structures was becoming increasingly more intricate, from the
very top of both hierarchies, including the mutual glorification of
the two-headed “Serbian eagle”, to the lowest organizational units

novinarima’”, Medijska kutija, 20 April 2018, https://medijskakutija.rs/srpska-
pravoslavna-crkva-dodeljuje—najvisa—odlikovanja—i-kriminalcima—-osudjenicima-i-
zlocincima/

63 According to some media, the Medal of the Holy King Milutin was awarded to
Mat Company, whose real owners are Darko and Dusko §arit’:, otherwise accused
of organized crime, drug trafficking and money laundering. Their company
“"deserved” the medal because they were among the greatest donors for the
construction of the Church of Saint George in the Plevlja settlement of Guke.
Ibid.

64 “Ajde 3to je dobila orden, ve¢ joj ga je dao Tomin pop! Novi detalji Zoraninog
odlikovanja!’”, Espreso, 8 September 2017, https://www.espreso.co.rs/vesti/
politika/180585/ajde-sto-je—dobila—-orden-vec-joj—ga-je—dao—tomin—-pop-novi-
detalji-zoraninog-odlikovanja

65 “I SiniSa Mali dobio orden od SPC’”, Politika, 29 October 2019., https://www.
politika.rs/sr/clanak/440784/I-Sinisa-Mali-dobio-orden—-od-SPC
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and local actors. Nominally, the Serbian Orthodox Church has
tried to present itself as a suprapolitical and supraideological in-
stitution which, in its mission, exceeds by far the state and par-
ty boundaries. In practice, it not only looks different, but one can
single out paradoxical and even somewhat caricatural and bizarre
cases of the violation of its own proclaimed principles.

Just a few days after the Holy Synod of the Serbian Orhodox
Church sent a letter to the Bishops informing them that they are
forbidden “to interfere in secular affairs” and support political par-
ties and politicians, the appearance of the head of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church in the pre-election propaganda spot of the Serbian
Progressive Party in early February 2022 provoked numerous reac-
tions in the public. In order to avoid any confusion and divisions
among the faithful people’, the letter specifically pointed out that
“any participation in party competitions, giving public statements
in favour of or to the detriment of some parties or candidates in
election processes and outside them are impermissible”.66 In the
pre-election video of the ruling party, apart from Patriarch Porfiri-
je, there appears Bishop Pahomije of Vranje, who was filmed while
receiving a medal from Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢. Ac-
cording to Professor Rodoljub Kubat, the Patriarch was expected
to make a public announcement, distance himself from the spot
of the Serbian Progressive Party in which there are the shots with
him and ask them to remove the controversial contents. However,
this did not happen.

Let us recall that a similar situation happened five years earli-
er. Namely, during the presidential election, candidate Vuk Jeremi¢
used the shots from the forum in which the then Metropolitan
Porfirije of Zagreb and Ljubljana also participated. The Metropoli-
tan reacted harshly, saying that he had been abused and demand-
ed that the videos with his image be removed, which Jeremi¢ did.

66 “Nista im nije sveto: Vuéié ubacio Porfirija u spot SNS, a on zabranio vladikama
da govore o politici”, Direktno, 22 February 2022, https://direktno.rs/
izbori-2022/399322/patrijarh-porfirije-spc-vladike—politika—aleksandar-vucic-
sns—=spot.html
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Metropolitan Porfirije then reacted very decisively and clearly: “I
have an obligation to inform the public that I did not even surmise
that my participation in a religious gathering, to which I was in-
vited as a guest, could be (mis)used for political promotion in an-
yone’s political or other campaign”. Metropolitan Porfirije stated
that his encounter with Jeremic¢ was “tendentiously used at various
forums in the presidential campaign” and emphasized that his ap-
proval was not sought for such a purpose, but even if it had been
sought, it would not have been obtained. The then Metropolitan
and the current Patriarch clearly explained: “The role of a priest is
to unite and not to separate. I have never publicly supported poli-
ticians or political parties before and I have no intention of doing
so in the future”.

The previous Patriarch Irinej also found the ways to avoid the
responsibility for his cheap political actions. Here we can cite an
example from March 2019 when Patriarch Irinej’s Office was al-
legedly unfamiliar with the contents of the letter sent by the op-
position Alliance for Serbia, otherwise published in the media, in
which it complained because, in his speech in Nis on the occasion
of the NATO bombing anniversary, the Patriarch stated that the
protests “give strength to our enemies”. The Patriarch also stated
that opposition politicians “cannot come to power in this way nor
can they inflict harm (on the government), but they can harm their
people and their state”. In an open letter to the Patriarch, signed by
some opposition parties supporting the months-long anti-govern-
ment protests, it was stated: “Your negative public evaluation of
the protests means direct interference in daily politics issues and
siding openly with the authorities, which someone in your posi-
tion should never do, because the Serbian Orthodox Church is not
owned by the Serbian Progressive Party and you are the head of
our entire Church, which is comprised of believers having diver-
gent political views”.67

67 “Savez za Srbiju: Patrijarh Irinej stao uz vlast”, RSE, 25 March 2019, https://
www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/29841089.html
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It is not a novelty that the religious authorities disclose their
political party preferences: immediately after the introduction of
a multi-party system, there were bishops who openly supported
either the government or the opposition, but there were only spo-
radic calls to support a particular candidate in elections, which was
usually sanctioned in the church circles. Bishop Filaret of MileSeva,
for example, had to publicly repent and apologize to the Bishops
for supporting Slobodan Milosevi¢ in the 2000 presidential elec-
tion. In 2013, Patriarch Irinej called on Kosovo Serbs to vote, but
soon thereafter the Serbian Orthodox Church released the state-
ment specifying that the Patriarch did so in his name and not in
the name of the Church. The only call to vote, which was general-
ly accepted at that time, was made by Patriarch Pavle. Namely, he
called on Serbian citizens to go to the referendum in 2006 and vote
for the new Constitution.

As of lately, the Bishops have been more and more often giv-
ing the statements about the current socio-political situation, but
it is evident that those who defend Vuci¢ and even compare him
with Jesus Christ are not reprimanded. On the other hand, Bishop
Grigorije of Diisseldorf and All Germany — who has been openly
criticizing the current regime for years — is always criticized for his
views. The connoisseurs of church affairs believe that the decision
of the Holy Synod of the Serbian Orthodox Church to ban com-
menting on an election campaign was made precisely because of
Grigorije’s support for the opposition candidate.58

The members of the ruling party, at all levels, have persistently
and obediently insisted on a symphonic relationship between the
majority church and the state, emphasizing that any attack on the
clergy and the majority church is an attack on national identity
and statehood.

Turning back Bishop Teodosije of Raska and Prizren from the
Jarinje administrative crossing was commented by Marko Duri¢,
Director of the Office for Kosovo and Metohija of the Government

68 “Porfirije mora da se izjasni oko spota SNS””, Danas, 23 February 2022, https://
www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/porfirije-mora-da-se-izjasni-oko-spota-sns/
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of the Republic of Serbia, as “an arrogant act of arbitrariness
that insults the whole Serbian people and the Serbian Orthodox
Church, (...) the most flagrant violation of religious freedom and
slap to all Orthodox believers in Kosovo and Metohija”, but also as
an expression of contempt towards Serbian culture, religion and
tradition, and even “an attack on the Christian character of our
southern province and European culture as a whole”?

Due to the attack on Orthodox priest Dragan Stokin during
the “hooligan campaign and the so-called protest and blockade
of self-proclaimed environmentalists”, the MP and Chairman of
the Committee on the Diaspora and Serbs in the Region, Milim-
ir Vujadinovi¢, has strongly condemned this event on the website
of his (ruling) party, pointing out that this lynch has laid bare “the
ultimate goal, namely the collapse of the state and its institutions,
epecially the institution of the President of Serbia, as well as the
collapse and destruction of the Serbian Orthodox Church, as the
centuries-long pilltar of rallying our people together in the most
difficult times in their history.” While pointing to a general threat
to something called the “Serbian world” by Vulin, it is emphasized
again that this act is “obviously fully coordinated with the actions
against the Serbian Orthodox Church, which we are witnessing in
Kosovo and Metohija, Montenegro, the Federation of Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Croatia and now, unfortunately, on the streets of Ser-
bia, too.” It is pointed to a dichotomy: “On the other hand, despite
the bestiality of Dilas, Marinika, Brkovi¢ and other storm troop-
ers and their pressure, the Serbian Progressive Party and its Presi-
dent Aleksandar Vuci¢ will remain on the side of our people and
our Serbian Orthodox Church wherever they are, as well as on the
side of a descent Serbia, while at the same time fully condemning
such events.”70

69 “Puri¢: Svaki napad na SPC je zapravo napad na hriSéanski karakter’”, SNS, 14
August 2020, https://www.sns.org.rs/lat/novosti/vesti/duric-svaki-napad-na-
spc—-je—zapravo-napad-na-hriscanski-karakter

70 “Vujadinovié: U huliganskom pohodu ozbiljan Liné preZiveo svestenik”, SNS, 12
December 2021, https://www.sns.org.rs/lat/novosti/saopstenja/vujadinovic-u-
huliganskom-pohodu-ozbiljan-Llinc-preziveo-svestenik
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Rada Trajkovi¢, President of the European Movement of Serbs
from Kosovo and Metohija, also pointed to the connection be-
tween church and political structures, and said that before the ar-
rival of Patriarch Porfirije, the Serbian Orthodox Church was of
great support to Serbs, bu now there are doubts about this institu-
tion, which is now “more involved in politics as a branch of the Ser-
bian Progressive Party than a place and a roof for all believers”.”!

#SERBIAN PIEDMONT"

In an interview given in May 2014, Patriarch Irinej said that the
Republic of Srpska should join Serbia, because “there are many
reasons for that”.”? He also said that he would not be surprised if
the Republic of Srpska holds a referendum on its secession from
Bosnia and Herzegovina and joins Serbia: “This is the process that
has already started. If Kosovo can separate itself from Serbia, why
the Republic of Srpska should not separate itself from the Feder-
ation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and join Serbia? We have many
more reasons for this, because with the secession of Kosovo there
will be two Albanian states, while Serbia and the Republic of Srp-
ska will be one Serbian state as it used to be for centuries”.”

At the opening of the Day of Srpska celebration in Serbia, in
October 2015, Patriarch Irinej stated in Novi Sad that the Republic
of Srpska is “a Serbian state created in our time”. Bishop Irinej also
said that the Drina does not separate but “unites the Serbian people
from both banks of the river”. He added that the Republic of Srpska
and Serbia are a single entity and personify “substantial unity and
joint organic affiliation with the entire Orthodox world"7#

71 “Rada Trajkovic: SPC se ponasa kao ogranak SNS, do Porfirija bila oslonac
Srbima’”, N1, 20 July 2022, https://rs.nlinfo.com/vesti/rada-trajkovic-spc-se-
ponasa-kao-ogranak-sns—-do-porfirija-bila-oslonac-srbima/

72 “Patrijarh: Republika Srpska da se pripoji Srbiji, Vuéi¢ da podigne posrnulu
naciju!”, Telegraf, 13 May 2014.

73 “Patrijarh Irinej: RS da se pripoji Srbiji”, NaSe novine, 16 May 2014.

74 “Patrijarh Irinej: Republika Srpska je srpska drZava’”, Blic, 19 October 2015,
http://www.blic.rs/vesti/politika/patrijarh—irinej—republika—srpska-je—srpska—drzava/W12kfz
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In 2016, after the liturgy in the Cathedral of Christ the Saviour
in Banjaluka on g January, the Day of the Republic of Srpska and its
Patron Saint’s Day — Saint Stephen the Archdeacon and First Mar-
tyr, Patriarch Irinej said: “The Republic of Srpska, founded in God’s
truth, in God’s justice, celebrates its birthday. A great day not only
for you brothers and sisters, but also for the entire Serbian peo-
ple. The Republic was founded in the blood of holy martyrs, in the
bones of holy martyrs, and whatever is based on justice, on truth,
on blood spilled for justice and God’s name is eternal and imper-
ishable.” Reacting to this statement, Cardinal Vinko Pulji¢, Arch-
bishop of Vrhbosna, sent a letter to Patriarch Irinej on behalf of
all Bishops in Bosnia and Herzegovina in which he expressed his
“disbelief” at the Patriarch’s words: “From the shelling of Sarajevo,
through killings, persecutions and looting, to Banjaluka, Prijedor,
Derventa — hundreds of thousands of people were affected by hor-
rible crimes”.”®

At the Belgrade Book Fair in 2017, Patriarch Irinej said: “We
love our homeland, wherever Serbs live that is Serbia regardhess of
whether they are in Bosnia, Montenegro or at some other place. I
say to my brothers in the Republic of Srpska — protect the Republic
of Srpska and the one who leads its people today, that is the only
way for Serbdom to survive.””6

After his meeting with Patriarch Irinej in May 2019, President
Aleksandar Vuci¢ summarized their talk: “We also talked about
the relations between Srpska and Serbia, about good relations as
a unique primer for the Serbian ethnic area, about the Jasenovac
memorial centre and, finally, about one important issue: in Serbia
| we lose 104 people every day, because more people are dying than

75 “Puljié Irineju: Progoni i ubistva nisu BoZja pravda”, RSE, 16 Fenuary 2016,
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/puljic-irineju-progoni-i-ubistva-nisu-bozja-
pravda/27555698.html

76 “Patrijarh Irinej: Gde god Zive Srbi, to je Srbija, braca iz Republike Srpske
da Eéuvaju RS i onog koji danas vodi narod Srpske”, NSPM, 25 October 2017,
http://www.nspm.rs/hronika/patrijarh-irinej-gde-god-zive-srbi-to-je-srbija-
braca-iz-republike-srpske-da-cuvaju-rs—i-onog-koji-danas-vodi-narod-srpske.
html?alphabet=L
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being born and the situation is similar in the Serbian ethnic areas.
This is something we must work on.””?

Immediately after his enthronement, Patriarch Porfirije con-
tinued very intensive cooperation with the political leadership of
the Republic of Srpska. In April 2021, the Patriarch hosted an East-
er reception in the Patriarchate in Belgrade for the Serbian mem-
ber and Chairman of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Milorad Dodik, and the Republic of Srpska leadership, including
President Zeljka Cvijanovié¢ and Prime Minister Radovan Viskovié.
On that occasion, Milorad Dodik said that “they in the Republic of
Srpska respect what the Serbian Orthodox Church is and what it
is doing for the Serbian people, and that it represents a strong el-
ement of Serbian identity”. He also emphasized that “the Church
strongly protects the Serbian people and is a strong element of
Serbian identity” and that “the Church strongly protects the Ser-
bian people and preserves their language and culture where there
are no Serbian states.” According to Patriarch Porfirije, the Repub-
lic of Srpska and Bosnia and Herzegovina are a unique common
space that has many proven good traits, but it is also the space
with a lot of misunderstandings. He also stated that he cherishes
special emotions towards the Republic of Srpska. “That national
identity will be righteous if it is founded in the spiritual spheres’,
said the Patriarch and added that “the brother Bishops from Bos-
nia and Herzegovina express their gratitude first of all to the in-
stitutions of the Republic of Srpska, because they understand the
Church’s needs in every respect and try to help to the extent it is
necessary”.’8

In September 2021, at the Ceremonial Session in Banjaluka,
which was held to mark the Day of Serbian Unity, Freedom and Na-
tional Flag, Milorad Dodik, the Serbian member of the Presidency

77 “Vuéi¢ na Saboru SPC: Izneo sam sve svoje brige, patrijarh me je razumeo”,
Ekspres, 14 May 2019, https://www.ekspres.net/vesti/vvucic-na-saboru-spc-
izneo-sam-sve-svoje-brige-patrijarh-me-je-razumeo

78 “SPC je ¢uvar srpkog identiteta i jezika!”, Informer, 29 April 2021, https://
informer.rs/vesti/drustvo/604501 /patrijarsija-spc-vaskrs
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of Bosnia and Herzegovina, said that there was never greater unity
among the Republic of Srpska, Serbia and the Serbian Orthodox
Church than today. He pointed to the indisputable importance of
the majority church for the preservation of Serbian identity: “Our
script was necessary for the preservation of identity. A stronghold
for our people, the Serbian Othodox Church, did everything it
could to preserve our language, script, speech, Patron Saint’s Day,
identity. Had it not been for the Serbian Orthodox Church and its
struggle, we would have already lost our identity during the Otto-
man Empire”. In his further presentation, Dodik pointed out that
“the Serbian people are now proud because the Serbian Orthodox
Church acts in unison and does not want anything more than oth-
ers. But it does not want to be obstructed like in the Montenegro
or demonized like in Croatia and that there are people trying to re-
proach it for something”. He added that he is proud to “belong to
the team of the politicians who, together with Serbian President
Aleksandar Vuci¢, enabled us to have this day and chose 15 Sep-
tember to be marked and celebrated”.”®

In the same month, but this time at the National Theatre in
Belgrade, at the Days of Srpska manifestation in Serbia, Patriarch
Porfirije repeated the words of his predecessor that “the formation,
existence and progress of the Republic of Srpska are the work of
justice as well as international law and consensus, and that Chris-
tians consider something to be righteous if it is based on truth”.
In the presence of the officials of Serbia and the Republic of Srp-
ska, the Patriarch sent the prayers to all residents of the Repub-
lic of Srpska and reminded the audience of Patriarch Irinej "who
cherished special love for the Republic of Srpska and the Serbian
people wherever they are”. Evoking memories, Patriarch Porfirije
said: “I talked with him many times about the importance of the
preservation, strengthening and prosperity of the Republic of Srp-
ska and about its cooperation with Serbia and other neighbouring

79 ""Dodik: Nikada vece jedinstvo izmedu Republike Srpske, Srbije i Srpske pravoslavne
crkve”, Argumenti, 14 September 2021, https://www.argumenti.rs/dodik-nikada-
vece-jedinstvo-izmedju-republike-srpske-srbije—i—-srpske-pravoslavne-crkve/
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countries, as well as about the cooperation of the Republic of Srp-
ska with Russia, Greece as well as Croatia, Montenegro and all
countries belonging to the Western world with which we share the
Christian and general civilizational values”.89

The plans for the restoration of religious buildings were also
on the agenda of Patriarch Porfirije’s meeting with Milorad Dodik
in June 2022, when Dodik wrote on his Twitter account: “The Ser-
bian Orthodox Church and the Serbian people are one and we can
preserve our identity only if we are united and rallied around the
Serbian Orthodox Church.” Dodik hosted Patriarch Porfirije, Bish-
op Jefrem of Banjaluka, Bishop Heruvim of Osek-Polje and Baran-
ja, Bishop Sava of Macva and Bishop Sergije of Biha¢ and Petro-
vac at Agro Destil Laktasi where they talked about numerous chal-
lenges encounteered by the Republic of Srpska and the Serbian
people.8!

In early October 2022, during the consecration of the founda-
tions of the Church of Saint Nicholas the Miracle Worker in the
Banjaluka settlement of Ada, wnich was also attended by the Pres-
ident of the Republic of Srpska, Zeljka Cvijanovi¢, Milorad Dodik
stated that in recent years, thanks to the cooperation of the Repub-
lic of Srpska authorities with the Serbian Orthodox Church, more
than a thousand had been built or reconstructed for the needs of
the Serbian Orthodox Church. He also pointed to good coopera-
tion with Muslim, Catholic, Jewish and other religious communi-
ties, but “in view of the fact that Serbs in the Republic Srpska are
most populous, it is logical that the Serbian Orthodox Church en-
joys the greatest support”.82

80 “Politika SPC-a, gdje stadoSe Pavle i Irinej, Porfirije produZi: RS je djelo
pravde’”, Faktor, 23 September 2021, https://faktor.ba/vijest/politika-spc-a-
gdje-stadose-pavle-i-irinej—porfirije-produzi-rs-je-djelo-pravde/138761

81 “Samo ujedinjeni i okupljeni oko SPC moZemo sacuvati nas identitet”,

B92, 19 June 2022, https://www.b92.net/info/vesti/index.
php?yyyy=2022&mm=06&dd=19&nav_category=167&nav_id=2173342

82 “QObnovljeno i izgradeno vise od 1.000 objekata za potrebe SPC-a”, ATV, 1
October 2022, https://www.atvbl.rs/vijesti/drustvo/obnovljeno-i-izgradeno-vise-
0d-1000-objekata-za-potrebe-spc-a-1-10-2022
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In September 2022, at the start of the construction of the Raca-
Bijeljina road section, in the presence of Serbian President Alek-
sandar Vu¢ié, and Milorad Dodik, the Serbian member of the Pres-
idency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, Patriarch Porfirije said that the
state borders are a “variable category”: “We all know that through-
out history the state borders and areas inhabited by our people
have changed. Thus, we are not sure that there will be no change
in the future, bearing in mind that in history everything is rela-
tive.” Previously, Milorad Dodik welcomed the Serbian President
with the following words: “Welcome to your own and among your
own”.83

In October 2022, amid the election campaign for the President
of the Republic of Srpska, Milorad Dodik, as tthe President of the
Alliance of Independent Social Democrats (SNSD) and presiden-
tial candidate, met with Patriarch Porfirije in Belgrade. He wrote
on his Instagram profile that he and Porfirije discussed the current
situation in the Republic of Srpska and other important issues re-
lating to our people.84

Milorad Dodik is perhaps the recipient of the greatest number
of church decorations. In addition to the Order of Saint Sava, he
is also the holder of the Order of Saint Simeon the Myrrh-Flowing
and the Order of Saint King Milutin. During the visit of the Serbian
member of the Presidency of Bosnia and Herzegovina to the Dio-
cese of Timisoara and the Serbian community in that city in late
August 2022, Bishop Lukijan of Buda awarded his guest with the
Order of the Diocese of Timisoara “for his unwavering fight for the
interests of Serbs in the Fatherland and the region”.8% A little more
83 “Porfirije: Nismo sigurni da se granice u buduénosti nece mijenjati”, Pobjeda, 15

September 2022, https://www.pobjeda.me/clanak/porfirije-nismo-sigurni-da-se-
granice—-u-buducnosti-nece-mijenjati

84 “Dodik se sastao sa patrijarhom Porfirijem’”, N1, 19 October 2022, https://
rs.nlinfo.com/vesti/dodik—-se-sastao-sa-patrijarhom-porfirijem/

85 “0Orden Eparhije temisvarske Miloradu Dodiku’”, SPC, 1 September 2022,
https://spc.rs/%d0%bc%d0%b8%d0%bb%d0%be%d1%80%d0%b0%d0
%b4-%d0%b4%d0%be%d0%b4%d0%b8%d0%ba—-%d0%bf%d0%be%d1%8
1%d0%b5%d1%82%d0%b8%d0%be—-%d0%b5%d0%bf%d0%b0%d1%80%-
d1%85%d0%b8%d1%98%d1%83-%d1%82%d0%b5%d0%bc%d0%b8%d1%88/
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than a month earlier, at the meeting with Patriarch Theophilus of
Jerusalem, he was awarded the Medal of the Patriarchate of Jeru-
salem. Thanking for this honour, the member of the Presidency of
Bosnia and Herzegovina also said that the Government of the Re-
public of Srpska would donate 100,000 euros to the Patriarchate of
Jerusalem in the coming days.86 As the President of the Republic
of Srpska, Milorad Dodik was awarded the Medal of Saint Bish-
op Nikolaj, the highest decoration of the Diocese of Valjevo. In
explaining the decision to present this award, Bishop Milutin of
Valjevo stated that the medal was awarded for “his great effort and
concern for ths holy land of Srpska and the Serbian people, as well
as his proven love for the Serbian Orthodox Church”.8”

That the Republic of Srpska is the epicenre of the survival, pres-
ervation and affirmation of Serbian Orthodox identity is also evi-
denced by the fact that the traditional celebration of the Epiphany
throughout the Republic of Srpska, in January 2020, was dedicated
to the defence of the sacred sites of the Serbian Orthodox Church
in Montenegro. This year’s liturgies, processions and swimming for
the Epiphany Cross passed in the sign of supporting the believers
of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro after the adoption
of the controversial Law on the Freedom of Religion.®8 However, a
much more concrete concern was demonstrated a few months lat-
er when the National Assembly of the Republic of Srpska adopted
the Declaration on the Protection of the Right of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church to Practice Religion Freely and the Right to Its Prop-
erty in Montenegro, which states that “the adoption of the contro-
versial Law on the Freedom of Religion or Belief and the Legal Sta-
tus of Religious Communities in Montenegro has put the Serbian

86 “Dodiku urucen orden Jerusalimske patrijarsije’”, SPC, 20 July 2022, https://spc.
rs/27247-2/

87 “Dodiku Orden vladike Nikolaja”, Kolubarske, 4 May 2014, https://www.
kolubarske.rs/sr/vesti/valjevo/2741/

88 “Bogojavljenje u Republici Srpskoj’”, Novosti, 19 January 2020, https://
www.hovosti.rs/vesti/naslovna/republika_srpska/aktuelno.655.html:842432-
Bogojavljenje—u-Banjaluci——-Vrh-RS-u-Llitiji-podrska-SPC-u-Crnoj-Gori-Za-
casnhi-krst-plivalo-se-sirom-RS-VIDEO
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Orthodox Church in Montenegro in an unequal position relative
to other religious communities”. In the conclusions of the Decla-
ration the Montenegrin authorities are called upon to stop the ef-
forts to forcibly seize the churches, monasteries and property of
the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro, as well as the expul-
sion of priests. The Montenegrin authorities are also called upon
to respect the provisions of the European Convention on the Pro-
tection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, EU Charter
of Human Rights, as well as the constitutionally guaranteed funda-
mental human and civil rights of Serbs in Montenegro.89

#4SMALL UKRAINE”

The Law on the Freedom of Religion in Montenegro was adopt-
ed at the end of 2019 and in 2020, despite epidemiological restric-
tions and numerous protests and processions of the representa-
tives of the Serbian Orthodox Church and its believers. The Law
envisaged that the state should become the owner of all religious
buildings erected until December 1918, which was considered by
the Serbian Orthodox Church and its believers as a direct state en-
croachment on the property of a religious community.

The controversial articles of the Law were changed after the
change of the government in Montenegro in September 2020,
when the Democratic Party of Socialists lost the elections and the
coalition led by the Democratic Front, Democrats and United Re-
form Action (URA) came to power. The issue of the Fundamen-
tal Agreement between the state of Montenegro and the Serbian
Orthodox Church was not even resolved during the Government
of Zdravko Krivokapi¢, although he attended a series of meet-
ings with the high officials of the Serbian Orthodox Church in Bel-
grade. His Government lost confidence in February 2022, when the
URA withdrew from it in February 2022 and the new Prime Min-
ister, Dritan Abazovi¢, stated, in April 2022, that the signing of the

89 “Skupstina Republike Srpske usvojila Deklaraciju o zastiti prava SPC u Crnoj
Gori”, RSE, 25 June 2020, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/30690331.html
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Fundamental Agreement is one of the key prioties of his office.
This was also opposed by some political parties that formed part of
the minority Government, such as the Social Democratic Party of
Rasgko Konjevi¢ and the Democratic Party of Socialists, which pro-
vided support to it in the Parliament.°

On 5 September 2021, the enthronement of the newly elected
Metropolitan Joanikije of Montenegro and the Littoral in the Cet-
inje Monastery was followed by a two-day protests by citizens who
blocked the approaches to the city. On this occasion, more than 50
people were injured in clash with the police. The enthronement
took place under very unusual circumstances: Patriarch Porfirije
and Metropolitan Joanikije were brought near the monastery by a
Montenegrin Armz helicopter< they were excorted to the monas-
tery “under armour” with strong support from the security forces.
Although there were proposals to carry out the enthronement cer-
emony at another place or in another temple, the Serbian Otrho-
dox Church and official Begrade insisted that that the ceremony
should be carried out just “in Cetinje” as it was planned and an-
nounced. Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢ told Montenegrin
Prime Minister Zdravko Krivokapic¢: “The plan was to postpone the
enthronement, but I congratulate Krivokapi¢ for showing that the
state has the instruments to carrz through its plans”.

According to political analyst Bosko Jaksi¢, the events in Cet-
inje, the role of the Serbian Orthodox Church and thus the role of
Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢ in those events were a “kind of
gift” for Russia for which, as he points out, the door has now been
reopened for its political influence in Montenegro. When the en-
thronement ceremony was finished, the international community
expressed serious concern about the conflict and ethnic divisions
in Montenegro, while Serbia and Russia sent congratulations on a
job well done. According Maria Zakharova, Spokeswoman for the

90 “Temeljni ugovor: Sta znadi potpisivanje sporazuma Crne Gore i Srpske
pravoslavne crkve’””, Danas, 3 August 2022, https://www.danas.rs/bbc-news—
serbian/temeljni—-ugovor-sta-znaci-potpisivanje-sporazuma-crne-gore-i-srpske-
pravoslavne-crkve/
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Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Russia considers it important
to resolve the situation with respect to the canonical rights of the
Serbian Orthodox Church and its believers. Russia also fully sup-
ports the statements by Patriarch Porfirije and Metropolitan Joani-
kije aimed to ease tensions. Jaksi¢ believes that the Kremlin’s con-
gratulations on Joanikije’s enthronement and statements of sup-
port to the Serbian Orthodox Church in Montenegro show that
official Moscow — through Belgrade and the Church — was indi-
rectly involved in the events in Cetinje. For Andrija Nikoli¢ from
the Democratic Party of Socialists, Moscow’s congratulations are
the confirmation that the policies of Moscow, Belgrade and official
Podgorica are on the same wavelength. The Minister of Internal
Affairs, Aleksandar Vulin, stated that the events in Cetinje clearly
pointed to the importance that all Serbs are united and always act
as a single political nation. Montenegrin Prime Minister Zdravko
Krivokapi¢ denied Serbia’s interference in the mentioned events:
“Someone can always try, but there was no external influence. This
project was carried out solely by the people from Montenegro,
who wished to preserve peace and order and introduce stability.
And no one helped us”.%!

The Fundamental Agreement between the Montenegrin Gov-
ernment and the Serbian Orthodox Church, namely between Mon-
tenegrin Prime Minister Dritan Abazovi¢ and Patriarch Porfirije
was signed n early August 2022.92 It states that Montenegro rec-
ognizes the continuity of the legal subjectivity of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church since 1219 and guarantees the inviolability of its

91 “Uticaj Beograda i Moskve na crnogorsku politiku u svjetlu nemira na Cetinju”,
RSE, 8 September 2021, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/uticaj-srbija-rusija—
crna-gora-cetinje/31450480.html

92 The signhing of the Fundamental Agreement and the visit of its head to Montenegro
were not announced by the Serbian Orthodox Church, while Prime Minister Abazovic¢
denied on Sunday, 31 July, that the Agreement would be signed on 3 August,
which eventually happened. After several hours of discussion, the Government of
Montenegro adopted the Draft Fundamental Agreement in July 2022, which was
supported by 13 Ministers, while five of them were against it. The Montenegrin
Government has 20 members and in the Parliament it is given minority support bx
the Democratic Party of Socialists (DPS), President Milo Bukanovi¢’s party.
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property and posession over monasteries, churches, buildings and
other immovable properties and spaces in its ownership. The state
guarantees to the Serbian Orthodox Church that its authorities will
not undertake any security measures in its buildings without the
prior approval of the competent church authorities; the Church is
granted public legal powers and the open possibility of introduc-
ing religious education into public eduicational institutions.

A new era in the relations between the state and the Serbi-
an Orthodox Church in Montenegro is evidenced, among other
things, by the fact that since February 2021, when he was elected
head of the Serbian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Porfirije has visit-
ed Montenegro at least five times, while his predecessor, Patriarch
Irinej, used to go once a year during the last years of his service.93

Since the signing of the Fundamental Agreement, coopera-
tion between various state institutions and the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church, as well as various business entities have been intensi-
fied. So, for example, in early August 2022, the Lakovi¢ Supermar-
ket Chain and the Mertropolitanate of Montenegro and the Lit-
toral jointly submitted a request to the Montenegrin Ministry of
Urban Planning concerning the construction of a business-resi-
dential building in Budva. According to some media reports, busi-
ness premises and apartments will be built on the land owned by
the Serbian Orthodox Church. At the end of September 2022, the
Montenegrin Government allocated 900,000 euros for two second-
ary schools, named after Saint Sava in Podgorica and Metropoli-
tan Hajji Sava Kosanovi¢ in Niksi¢. Altough some ministers and
one part of the non-governmental sector expressed skepticism to-
wards the validity of licencing two schools belonging to the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church, which have not yet been opened, the Gov-
ernment’s decision was final. Media also reported about the infra-
structure investments of the Serbian Orthodox Church on state

93 An illustrative example is Patriarch Porfirije’s visit to Herceg Novi in late 2022,
when the following was written on one banner: #“The sun of happiness is warming
the proud Serbian Boka today — Welcome among the citizens of Novi, holy father
Porfirije.”
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and municipal land. In Zabljak, the local authorities unanimously
decided to give the plot of an area of 600 sq.m. free of charge for
the building of cathedral church. A church will also be built be-
side Captain’s Lake, a part of untouched nature, in the Municipal-
ity of Kolasin where Metropolitan Joanikije consecrated the foun-
dations of the future Church of Saint Lazar of Kosovo on a state-
owned plot of land.

On 4 October 2022, the Metropolitanate of Montenegro and
the Littoral opened a spiritual and therapeutic counselling centre
in Podgorica, modelled after a similar institution in Belgrade, with
a view to financing the newly opened Orthodox pastoral counsel-
ling centre, thus enabling it to organize therapeutic and counsel-
ling meetings with individuals and families. Special attention will
be devoted to children with various problems. The offices of Ortho-
dox associations like Stupovi and Tvrdos have also been opened.

The statement that largely confirms the expressed doubts
about the connection between Moscow, Belgrade and Podgorica,
if not concrete then certainly symbolic and ideological, is that by
Metropolitan Joanikije of Montenegro and the Littoral, in mid-
March 2022, given in the Cathedral of Christ’s Resurrection in Pod-
gorica: “Naturally, many world’s power brokers looked after their in-
terests there. As you can see there are too many lies. We must sym-
phatize with the Orthodox people in Ukraine, we must above all
pray to God for that people who have unfortunately turned against
each other. And this does not seem unknown to us, since there are
also many divisions and quarrels here. And Montenegro was also
projected to be a small Ukraine”. Analyzing the current situation in
Ukraine, the Metropolitan has stated that the situation is most dif-
ficult for the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, headed by Metropolitan
Onulfriy, the canonical church “which is in unity with the Moscow
Patriarchate and all other Orthodox Churches in the world.” And
then, syndromically, support for Russia was backed by anti-Euro-
pean and anti-Western “arguments”: “the long struggle of Ortho-
doxy with iconoclasts in many ways resembles the struggle of Or-
thodoxy with athteism and communism, the godless ideologies of
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our times. And that struggle has been going on for over a hundred
years, since the coming of that evil to us from Europe, Protestant
Europe — the evil of godlessness, atheism and communism. And
this struggle continues and has produced too many victims. Just
imagine how many of them in Russia and, unfortuinately, in our
country as well. And among all Slavic peoples”.®*

Ukraine’s Chargé d’affaires in Montenegro, Natalia Fialka, re-
acted by condemning the Metropolitan’s statements. She pointed
out that “the situation is not such that Russia protects Orthodox
people. Orthodox Russians are killing Orthodox Ukrainians, whom
they call ‘their brothers”. Nela Savkovi¢ Vukéevi¢, an official of the
strongest opposition party in Montenegro, Democratic Party of So-
cialists, reacted with the following words: “Metropolitan, divisions
in Montenegro have been caused by Greater Serbian politics and
the Church you represent. By saying that Montenegro is projected
to be a ‘small Ukrajine’ and by supporting Putin, you are inviting
war to our state”. Before the last statement, Metropolitan Joanikije
called for peace and an end to the war, without taking sides in the
conflict. Nevertheless, organizations close to the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church in Niksi¢ and Podgorica organized rallies in support of
Russia and Putin, who was called on at the last rally to “do the job
to the end and destroy NATO".9°

In the opinion of historian Milo§ Vukanovi¢, Metropolitan
Joanikije has said what the highest officials of the Church in Ser-
bia think, and that the story about the “neutrality” of the Serbi-
an Orthodox Church in relation to Ukraine is a cover-up for hid-
ing ideological aims: “The Serbian Orthodox Church depends on
Aleksandar Vuci¢’s policy and is neutral in this story to the extent
to which President Vuci¢ tells it.” In the opinion of this historian,
the ideology of the Serbian Orthodox Church is, in every message,

94 “Joanikije: Crna Gora je projektovana da bude mala Ukrajina’”, Politika, 13
Maarch 2022, https://www.politika.rs/scc/clanak/501900/Joanikije-~Crna—-Gora-—
je—projektovana-da-bude-mala-Ukrajina

95 “Crnogorska opozicija i diplomata Ukrajine osudili izjavu mitropolita Joanikija”,

N1, 15 Maerch 2022, https://rs.nlinfo.com/region/crnogorska-opozicija—i-
diplomata-ukrajine—osudili—izjavu-mitropolita-joanikija/
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harmonized with the Moscow Patriarchate’s ideology where, es-
sentially, we do not have a religious policy, but a paranational pol-
icy and this doctrine was used by Putin to attack Ukraine: “It is a
question of the doctrine that Ukraine is an artificial nation, that it
should not exist and that it is an integral part of Russia, using fabri-
cated and semi-fantasy historical narratives”. Therefore, Vukanovi¢
believes that Joanikije’s parallel between Montenegro and Ukraine
is extremely dangerous: “If you project Montenegro in that way,
then you believe that Montenegro should not be an independ-
ent state, that the Montenegrin nation should not exist, that it is
a state, cultural and historical space of another nation.” Previous-
ly, the Montenegrin PEN Centre called on the international com-
munity to condemn Joanikije’s statement “as an act against every-
thing that the European Union and NATO stand for”. They stated:
“As Joanikije views Montenegro as a small Ukraine, a similar Rus-
sian or Serbian aggression against Montengro might be justified
by Montenegro’s ‘godless’aspiration to realize the right to its state,
culture, language and church”.%¢

There came a reaction from citizens, too. At the end of Febru-
ary 2022, a group of about a hundred citizens gathered in Niksic,
the second largest city in Montenegro, at a rally in support of the
“Orthodox people of Russia”. “Free citizens of Niksi¢”, as they call
themselves, chanted to Russian President Vladimir Putin, Russia
and Kosovo, carrying the banner “Serbs in Montenegro, Russians
in Ukraine” and exclaiming, among other things: “Everything is
Russia, only Kosovo is Serbia” and “Putin the Serb”.

On 28 February 2022, the deputies of the ruling pro-Serbian
and pro-Russian coalition, led by the Democratic Front, did not
show their readiness to sign the Draft Resolution submitted to the
Assembly by the opposition Social Democratic Party, which con-
demned Russia’s aggression and military intervention in Ukraine.
In addition, one of the leaders of the Democratic Front, Andrija

96 “0Opasne paralele Crne Gore i Ukrajine”, RSE, 14 March 2022, https://
www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/mitropolit-joanikije-paralele-crna-gora-
ukrajina/31752731.html
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Mandi¢ suuported the position of Serbian Prresident Aleksandar
Vudi¢, who said that Serbia would not impose sanctions against
Russia.%”

The case of the street procession held on the occasion of the
Church Patron Saint Celebration in Danilovgrad on 9 October
2022, which was led by Bishop Metodije of Budimlja and Niksi¢
together with persons in unconventional uniforms, belonging al-
legedly to the “Russian Cossack Army”, is symbolic. Those present
at the church ceremony in Danilovgrad also included the Rus-
sian Ambassador to Montenegro, Vladislav Maslenikov, and the
Chargé d'affaires of the Serbian Embassy to Montenegro, Jelisaveta
Colanovi¢.98

#“MOTHER RUSSIA"”

The decision of Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I to recog-
nize the independence of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church®® has
caused serious upheavals among local Orthodox churches, which
have already been widely divided over numerous issues, As could
be expected, this decision has been most positively evaluated with
joy and elation in Kyiv, while official Moscow has condemned the
decision calling it “catastrophic”. The Russian Orthodox Church
has decided to stop participating in the structures presided over by

97 #“U NikSi¢u skup podrske Putinu na Cetinju Ukrajini”’, RSE, 28 February 2022,
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/nik%C5%A1i%C4%87-ukrajina-skup—
podrska/31728746.html

98 “Crna Gora u ‘temeljnom zagrljaju’ SPC-a’”, RSE, 12 October 2022, https://
www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/spc-moleban-temeljni-ugovor-crna-gora/32075360.
htmt

99 In addition to the decision of the Holy Synod of the Ecumenical Patriarchate in
Constantinople, 9-11 October 2018, to start the process of granting autocephaly
to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, thus withdrawing the 1686 decision by which
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church is subotdinated to the Moscow Patriarchate. Thus,
Constantinople actually started the process of returning the Ukrainian Church
under its jurisdiction. By the decision of Constantinople, Ukrainian Patriarch
Filaret, who was excommunicated by the Russian Orthodox Church becuse of
becoming the head of the Kyiv Patriarchate that broke away from Moscow in the
early 1990s, was rehabilitated.
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the Ecumenical Patriarch, as well as to no longer praise him during
its services. It has also threatened that it would take one step fur-
ther by no longer recognizing him as the first among equals in the
Orthodox world.100

In this conflict, the Serbian Orthodox Church was the first and
only one to take sides with one of the conflicting parties, namely
the Russian Orthodox Church. In the commniqué issued by the
Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox Church it is stated that
the decision of the Patriarchate of Constantinople is unfounded,
while “the decision on the rehabilitation of schismatic groups is
unacceptable”. Therefore, as stated, the Serbian Orthodox Church
will not recognize them.!! As a reminder, the Russian Orthodox
Church did not attend the Pan-Orthodox Council in Crete in 2016,
when the issue of the Ukrainian Church’s demand for autocephaly
could be discussed in order to avoid unfavourable scenarios. It has
now sent a letter to all 15 local Orthodox churches with an invita-
tion to participate in a Pan-Orthodox debate on the disputed deci-
sion of the Ecumenical Patriarch.

Seemingly an intra-church conflict became more complicated
in February 2022 with the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, that is,
with Russia’s “special military operation” in Ukraine. Except Serbia,
all other countries of the Western Balkans harmonized their poli-
cies of sanctions against Russia with the European Union. Con-
sequently, Serbia is the only candidate country, besides Turkey,
which did not impose sanctions on Russia because of its attack on
Ukraine. The officials of the Serbian Orthodox Church called for
peace and an end to the war, not officially taking sides in the con-
flict. According to the legal representative of the Metropolitanate
of Montenegro and the Littoral, lawyer Dalibor Kavari¢, the official
position of the Church on the war in Ukraine has been announced

100 “Priznanje Ukrajinske crkve, raskol u pravoslavlju?”, RSE, 12 October 2018.,
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/priznanje—-ukrajinska-crkva—pravoslavlje-
raskol/29540136.html

101 “Stav SPC o crkvenoj krizi u Ukrajine posle najnovijih odluka Carigradske
Patrijarsije’”, Svetigora, 12 November 2018, https://svetigora.com/stav-spc—o-
crkvenoj-krizi—-u-ukrajini-posle—-najnovijih-odluka-carigradske-patrijarsije/
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by Patriarch Porfirije and Metropolitan Joanikije of Montenegro
and the Littoral, who called for peace in Ukraine and an end to war
destruction. The Patriarch of the Serbian Orthodox Church has an-
nounced that his Church organizes the collection of aid that will
be sent to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church and Metropolitan Onu-
fry102 Metropolitan Joanikije has said for Metropolitan Onufry of
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church that he is at the crucifiction and
wishes him strength to “preserve the unity of his people and the
canonical unity of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, in union with
all holy churches of God".103

In the Resolution on “foreign interference in all democratic
processes in the European Union’, which was adopted by the Euro-
pean Parliament on g March 2022, European represetatives express
their concern about the “Orthodox Church’s attempts in the coun-
tries such as Serbia, Montenegro and Bosnia and Herzegovina, es-
pecially in one of its entities, the Republic of Srpska, to promote
Russia as the protector of traditional family values and strength-
en the state-church relations”. The Resolution states, among oth-
er things, that the European Parliament is upset because Hunga-
ry and Serbia are helping China and Russia in their geopolitical
goals.194 Responding with an official statement, the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church dismissed the allegations of the European Parliament
Resolution that it promotes Russia and raises ethnic tensions in
the Western Balkan countries.10

102 Metropolitan Onufry, who is supported by Patriarch Porfirije and Metropolitan
Joanikije is the head of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church with the seat in Kyiv,
which remained loyal to the Russian Orthodox Church, after the Ukrainian
Orthodox Church broke away from tt in January 2019.

103 “Srpska crkva prati Vu€i¢evu neutralnost o ruskoj invaziji”, RSE, 07
March 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/crna-gora-spc—ukrajina-
rat/31740733.html

104 “EU rezolucijom optuZio Rusiju da cilja ‘rasplamsavanje’ sukoba na Zapadnom
Balkanu”, RSE, 10 March 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/evropski-
parlament-rezolucija-rusija-zapadni-balkan/31746842.html

105 “Povodom rezolucije Evropskog parlamenta’”, SPC, 14 March 2022, https://spc.
rs/povodom-rezolucije—evropskog-parlam/
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On 27 April 2022, Patriarch Porfirije and the head of the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church Kirill spoke via video link and one of the
main topics was the war in Ukraine. In addition to the Serbian Pa-
triarch, Bishop Irinej of Backa was also present during their meet-
ing. As was stated, during their “longer brotherly meeting”, they
talked about the war in Ukraine paying special attention to the hu-
manitarian situation in Donbas. The Russian Patriarch thanked
the Serbian Patriarch for his support, especially with respect to
the Ukrainian Orthodox Church, the one under the jurisdiction of
the Moscow Patriarchate. Patriarch Kirril said that “there is con-
fidence that the Serbian Church is with us in this difficult time”,
said Patriarch Kirill. The Russian Patriarch thanked the Serbian
Church for its help for Ukrainian refugees, who arrive in the coun-
tries “which are spiritually nourished by the Serbian Patriarchate”,
and also asked Patriarch Porfirije to convey to the Serbian Presi-
dent his gratitude for the help that the Serbian state provided for
Ukrainian refugees. “We share your feelings, we pray for you and
are ready to do everything we can to support the Russian Orthodox
Church and faithful people in Russsia and Ukraine”, said the Serbi-
an Patriarch. The parties agreed to continue brotherly communi-
cation in different formats. The information about the meeting of
the heads of the two Orthodox Churches is especially important at
the time when Serbia is making enormous efforts to conduct a bal-
anced policy and it will be interesting to see how the Serbian Or-
thodox Church, which is ideologically fully inclinded towards the
Russian Orthodox Church, will fit into that policy.106

In October 2022, the delegation of the Serbian Orthodox
Church attended the “Serbian Consolation to the Russian Heart”
in Russia, whose topic was “the centuries-long history of Serbian-
Russian brotherhood”. Metropolitan Joanikije of Montenegro and
the Littoral and Bishop Jovan of Slavonia led the delegation and

106 #“Sastanak Porfirija i Kirila: Dva patrijarha razgovarala o ratu u Ukrajini i
situaciji u Donbasu!”’, Serbian Times, 6 May.2022, https://serbiantimes.info/
sastanak-porfirija—i-kirila—dva-patrijarha-razgovarala-o-ratu-u-ukrajini-i-
situaciji-u-donbasu/
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also blessed and opened this festival where the documentaries of
priest Nenad Ili¢, “Saint Nikolai the Serb” and “Abba Justin”, were
shown. In the Danilov Monastery in Moscow, the delegation of the
Serbian Orthodox Church met with Volokolams Metropolitan An-
thony, Chairman of the Department of External Church Relations
of the Moscow Patriarchate, who succeded Mettropolitan Illarion.
At the lithurgy with Russian Patriarch Kirill in the Moscow Krem-
lin Cathedral, Metropolitan Joanikije said that the Serbian clergy
and people pray for the Russian Patriarch and “Holy Rus” — which
includes Russia, Belarus and Ukraine — and that the Lord “enlight-
ens those who are most responsible, softens their hearts and that
a dialogue starts as early as possible, so that they talk and achieve
peace brotherly and with trust”.107

The unbreakable bond between two sister churches, two broth-
erly nations and even two brotherly states, has been potentiated
over the decades. The strong identity connection with Russia and
the Russian Orthodox Church is especially emphasized in the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church, ranging from the church calendar, through
the role of the Russian Federation in the protection of Serbian in-
terests in Kosovo and Metohija, to exceptional financial assistance
in the construction of the Temple of Saint Sava. There is a whole se-
ries of structural and institutional connections, which require a spe-
cial analysis. For a full decade, Patriarch Irinej has emphasized the
importance of the traditional relationship with Russia, using the
well-known narrative about “our greatest friend”, “how we should
tie our small boat to the big ship of our great brotherly Slavic na-
tion with which we are connected by blood and faith” and “which
is sailing into the future’, and that the path to “the great and power-
ful Russian history and the Russian Church” wasalreadz shown by
Saint Sava when he chose the path to the Russian monastery and

107 #“Joanikije u Moskvi: Srpske se vladike mole za ’Svetu Rus” — Rusiju, Belorusiju
i Ukrajinu’”, AntenaM, 20 October 2022., https://www.antenam.net/
stav/263217-joanikije-u-moskvi-srpske-se-vladike-mole-za-svetu-rus-rusiju—
belorusiju—i-ukrajinu
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the Russian Church. We are greatful to God that Russia‘s hand has
been extended to us and it is up to us just to accept it”.

The recipients of the Order of Saint Sava, the highest deco-
ration of the Serbian Orthodox Church, are Dmitry Medvedey,
President of the Russian Federation, Patriarch Aleksey II of Mos-
cow and All Russia, Vladimir Putin, Prime Minister of the Russian
Feederation,'°® Yury Luzhkov. Mayor of Moscow, General Sergei
Shoigu, Boris Kostenko, General Director of Spas TV in Moscow,
Alexander Solzhenitsyn, as well as all the former Ambassadors of
the Russian Federation to Serbia since 2004, Alexander Alekseyev,
Alexander Konuzin and Alexander Chepurin. The General Direc-
tor of Gazpromneft and the Deputy General Director of Gazprtom-
neft are also on the list of those decorated (Second Degree) for
their contribution to the building of the Temple of Saint Sava.”09

At the traditional ceremony organized by the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church and the Russian House on the occasion of the Rus-
sian holiday of the Day of Family, Love and Fidelity, Patriarch
Irinej awarded Eleonora Mitrofanova, Director of the Russian Cen-
tre of Science and Culture (Rossotrudnichestvo), with the Order
of Saint Princess Milica for her contribution as the President of
the Executive Board of UNESCO to the preservation of the Serbi-
an sanctities in Kosovo and Metohija. “One of the reasons for the
award is her contribution and what Russia is doing for the paint-
ing of our Temple of Saint Sava’, said the Patriarch.l'® The same
decoration was also given to the Director of the Russian House,
Nadezhda Kushchenkova, for the promotion of cultural and spir-
itual relations between the Serbian and Russian people. At the sol-
emn ceremony, the Patriarch pointed out that the Russian state

108 The recipents of the Order of Saint Sava are also Alexander Lukashenko,
President of Belarus, and Nursultan Nazarbayev, President of Kazakhstan.

109 “Tomislav Nikoli¢ i patrijarh poloZili prve kamencéi¢e mozaika u hramu Svetog
Save”, Beta, 22 May 2017, https://beta.rs/vesti/vesti-drustvo/63570-
tomislav-nikolic-i-patrijarh—polozili-prve-kamencice-mozaika—u-hramu-svetog-
save

110 “Mitrofanovoj orden SPC za ocuvanje srpskih svetinja a KiM”’, Pink, https://pink.
rs/drustvo/79347/mitrofanovoj—-orden-spc—za-ocuvanje-srpskih—svetinja-na-kim



A SYMPHONY OF SECULAR AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITIES

and its Church helped Serbia whenever they could and that they
never hindered it, unlike some other nations which, as he stated,
we used to consider friends. “The Serbian and Russian people are
spiritually, culturally and historically connected, which has been
confirmed even today when Russia helps us in connection with
Kosovo and Metohija, and I hope that it will help us to preserve
it”, said the Patriarch and reminded us that the Russian state and
Church help us finish the Temple of Saint Sava.!!'! Alexander Porfir-
yevich Torshin, First Deputy Chairman of the Federation Council
and founder of the International Foundation Saint Sava the Sanc-
tified, was also awarded with the Order of Saint King Milutin"!12

THE PERSISTANCE IN OLD ATTITUDES

In March 2022, at the height of the world’s attention turned
to the war in Ukrajine, a symbolically very illustrative video ap-
peared on social media in which an Orthodox priest, in front of the
monument to General Dragoljub Draza Mihailovi¢ in the village of
Drazevina in Dubrunska Rijeka, Bosnia and Herzegovina, invites
the crowd to greet Chechnya’s leader Ramzan Kadyrov exclaiming:
“Three cheers for Kadyrov!"!3

According to some Montenegrin media, in early August 2022,
in the village of Gornje Zaostro near Berane, Bishop Metodije of
Budimlja and Niksi¢ held a memorial service for the Chetnik lead-
ers Pavle Durisi¢ and Dragoljub Draza Mihailovi¢, as well as oth-
er “‘commanders”. At the meeting, it was announced “the restora-
tion of the pedestal, on which the monument to Pavle Durisi¢ will
111 “QOdlikovanje iz ruke patrijarha Irineja: Direktorki Ruskog doma Orden carice

Milice”, Kurir, 9 July 2019, https://www.kurir.rs/vesti/drustvo/3282365/

odlikovanje—iz-ruke-patrijarha-irineja-direktorki-ruskog-doma-orden-carice—

milice
112 “0Orden Svetog kralja Milutina za Aleksandra Porfirjevica Tor$ina’”, Pokret Shaga

Srbije-BK, 2 December 2014, https://snagasrbije.com/orden-svetog-kralja-
milutina-za-aleksandra—-porfirjevica-torsina/
113 “Skandal zbog pravoslavnog svestenika u Bosni: Klicao Ramzanu Kadirovu,

pljuste osude na mreZama (video)”, Mondo, 15 March 2022, https://mondo.rs/
Info/EX-YU/a1609854/Svestenik-slavi-Kadirova—u—Bosni.html
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be erected”.'* The memorial service was followed by a celebration
where the participants wore the Chetnik symbols and, according
to social media videos, sang the songs “Turks Are Lamenting, Bu-
las are Wailing”, “Pavle Durisi¢’s Patrol, Patrol”... Previously, in June,
the Metropolitanate of Montenegro and the Littoral marked the
day of the death of the convicted war criminal Dragoljub Draza
Mihailovi¢ in the Church of the Holy Trinity in Gornji Grbalj and
the local priest, who has been the Gornji Grbalj parish priest for
the past 13 years, said that the memorial service is held very year.">

The videos promoting the ultra-nationalist contents involv-
ing clergymen also occasionally appeared on social media. So, for
example, in mid-February 2022, there appeared videos on social
media where one can watch a priest singing in a larger company
the song “As long as there are the church and bishops there will
be Serbs and Chetniks..."'6 “In the middle of Mount Romanija the
Chetnik flag is waving. Well, let it waving, it was brought from Ser-
bia. It was brought by Uncle Draza and his Mountain Guard”, read
the lyrics of one of the songs that were allegedly sung that night in
the Karno Monastery near Srebrenica.!'”

According to the media report, during the celebration of the
Patron Saint’s Day of the Church of the Intercession of the Holy
Mother of God in Srebrenica, a procession was held in the streets

114 “Episkop Metodije danas slavio ¢etnicke glavesine BuriSi¢a i Mihailovi¢a”,
AntenaM, 8 August 2022, https://www.antenam.net/drustvo/religija/254580-
episkop—metodije-danas-slavio-cetnicke—-glavesine—djurisica—i-mihailovica-video

115 “SPC preko ¢etnika demonstrira moé”, Vijesti, 12 August 2022. https://www.
vijesti.me/vijesti/politika/617116/spc—preko-cetnika—demonstrira-moc

116 It is about the Twiter account of Mladan Dordevié¢, the leader of the Liberation
Movement, who allegedly stayed in Bosnia and Herzegovina in mid-January to
celebrate the Orthodox New Year and socialized with Luka Babié, Abbot of the
Karno Monastery near Srebrenica. Mladan Dordevi¢ is the former advisor to
President Boris Tadi¢, now a “humanitarian’”, who has founded the Our Serbia
organization. and the leader of the Liberation Movement. According to the
media, he has good relations with Russian bsinessmen, especially Alexander
Babkin, who is on the EU and USA sanctions lists.

117 “Mladan Dordevi¢: 'Dok je crkve i vladika, bi¢e Srba i €etnika’...”, Danas, 13

February 2022, https://www.danas.rs/svet/region/mladjan-djordjevic-dok-
crkve—i-vladika-bice-srba-i-cetnika/
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of the town. The priests of the Serbian Orthodox Church stopped
in front of the building where the premises of the Party of Dem-
ocratic Action Srebrenica are located and consecrated them. As
could be expected, there was a sharp reaction from the local lead-
ers of the Party of Democratic Action (SDA): “The Municipal Com-
mittee of the SDA Srebrenica strongly condemns the action of the
Serbian Orthodox Church in Srebrenica, which has today commit-
ted an act of religious attack on the official premises of the SDA
Srebrenica. The consecration of the official premises of the SDA
Srebrenica is the proof that the Serbian Orthodox Church has not
given up its intention to do now, in peace, what they did not de-
stroy and baptize during the war and aggression. We inform the
representatives of the Serbian Orthodox Church that thousands of
litres of holy water cannot wash away the blood and odour of the
crime committed with the blessing of the Church. We demand an
immediate investigation and punishment of those responsible for
this heinous crime from the competent police authorities”.!'8

Here we could also remind ourselves of some of the numerous
statements of church dignitaries which discriminate against mi-
nority religious and ethnic groups in Serbia. One of the first state-
ments made by Patriarch Irinej only five days after his enthrone-
ment was that “... we know roughly what the philosophy and psy-
chology of Islam are. When they are in smaller numbers, they
know how to behave and be correct. When they become equal in
numbers, they raise their heads and when they become preemi-
nent and superior they exert pressure on others to move or join
them."9

In 2014, in Saint Peter’s Church in Novi Pazar, at the beginning
of the May session of the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox
Church marking the gooth birth anniversary of Stefan Nemanja
(Saint Simeon) , Patriarch Irinej called on the gathered Orthodox

118 “SveStenik SPC-a u Srebrenici osvjeStavao prostorije SDA, usljedila reakcija”,
N1 BiH, 14 October 2022, https://ba.nlinfo.com/vijesti/svestenik-spc—-a-u-
srebrenici-osvjestavao-prostorije-sda-usljedila-reakcija/

119 Blic, 27 January 2010.
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believers in Novi Pazar to “show Christian love for the people of a
different religion with whom they live together, because they are
their blood brothers”. However, during his address, he also said:
“We will not enter into how and why they have become what they
are, now certainly not because of hot cakes. Only their ancestors
know what has made them change their religion. We have also
recently heard one of the local politicians saying that he is a de-
scendant of Saint Sava. That is true, they all are his descendants
and they should know that"2°

When it comes to the attitude towards the war crimes commit-
ted during the war in the former Yugoslavia, the Serbian Orthodox
Church still maintains its rigid stance. On the occasion of the first-
instance verdict against the Commander of the Republic of Srpska
Army, Ratko Mladi¢, in November 2017, Patriarch Irinej said that all
this “happens because the mighty powers in the world do devilish
deeds and we suffer the consequences”. He also said that it is not
just that “only Serbian generals are tried in The Hague, while all
the others are released, that this has been going on for a long time
and that there is no end at sight”12!

In September 2022, the public heard the news that the Diocese
of New Gracanica and Midwestern America awarded the leader of
the Serbian Radical Party, Vojislav Seselj, with the Order of Saint
Bishop Mardarije. The Order was presented by Bishop Irinej of
Backa on behalf of Bishop Longin.'?2 As a reminder, in 2015, after
his return from The Hague, the leader of the Serbian Radicals was
decorated by Bishop Filaet at the Monastery of Mileseva, who said
that he was doing it as a sign of gratitude for Seselj’'s defence of
120 “Patrijarh Irinej: Narodi druge vere sigurno nisu ostali to Sto jesu ’od vruéih

kolaca’”, Blic, 14 May 2014, https://www.blic.rs/vesti/drustvo/patrijarh-

irinej—-narodi-druge-vere-sigurno-nisu-postali-to-sto-jesu-od-vrucih-kolaca/
qyebte4
121 “Irinej: Silni svetski mocnici rade davolska dela’”, Vesti, 24 November .2017,

https://www.vesti.rs/Ratko-Mladi%C4%87/Irinej-Silni-svetski-mocnici-rade—-
djavolska-dela.html

122 “SPC dodelila orden Sedelju, odlikovao ga vladika bagki Irinej”, Danas, 11
September 2022, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/spc-dodelila-orden—
seselju—odlikovao-ga-vladika-backi-irinej/
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Serbdom: “The Managing Board of the Diocese of MileSeva awards
Professor Dr geéelj, Chetnik Voivoda, the winner of the Hague Tri-
bunal, with the Order of the White Angel of the First Degree, a
high decoration of the Diocese of Mileseva.” Bishop Filaret added
the following to the official explanation: “Dear friend, brother Voja,
God gave you to wash away the stain from the Serbian people, as
much as you could, of course it was difficult, but we followed you
and congratulate you on your brave struggle, the Serbian struggle,
heroic struggle”123

Soon afterwards, Metropolitan Amfilohije of Montenegro and
the Littoral presented Seselj with the Order of the Golden Image
of Saint Peter the Second of Lovéen, the Secret Seer. As stated in
the explanation of the Charter, the order was awarded “for Koso-
vo’s wrestling and service to the Holy Law of God’s Justice in de-
fence from the ‘justice’ of the Hague Tribunal, whose traces reek
of inhumanity”124

The correspondence between Vojislav Segelj and Patriarch
Irinej after the removal of Bishop Filaret of Mileseva is also illus-
trative. Namely, after the publishing of the report on the Bishop’s
removal by the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox Church,
Vojislav Seselj sent a letter to the Patriarch expressing his regret
for the discord in the Serbian Orthodox Church and removal of
some Bishops, as well as his astonishment that the Bishop was re-
moved because of awarding him with the Order of the White An-
gel and that he is ready to return it. In response to this letter, Patri-
arch Irinej denied that the reason for his removal was the award of
the order to Vojislav Segelj or the pressure of the American Ambas-
sador, as was widely speculated in the media. It was about some
other faults of a purely cannonical-administrative nature.125

123 “SPC ponovo odlikovala Seelja — nakon Filareta i Amfilohija, orden i od
Irineja”, N1, 11 September, 2022., https://rs.nlinfo.com/vesti/spc-odlikovala-
i-vojislava-seselja—oreden—mu-urucio-vladika-irinej/

124 TIbid.

125 “Ppatrijarh: SeSelj i mabasador SAD nisu razlog za smenu Filareta”, Blic, 30
May 2015, http://www.blic.rs/vesti/politika/patrijarh-seselj—i—ambasador-sad-
nisurazlog-za-smenu-filareta/h2ps3nf
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Patriarch Porfirije continued with intensive glorification of
the image and work of Saint Bishop Nikolaj Velimirovi¢. The Patri-
arch led a great spiritual and cultural manifestation on the occa-
sion of the triple anniversary of Saint Bishop Nikolaj of Ohrid and
Zita:140 years since his birth, 65 years since his presentation to the
Lord and 30 years since the transfer of his relics from Libertyville
to his native Leli¢. In his speech, the Patriarch pointed out that
Bishop Nikolaj's life and work are still relevant today and that we
can instruct the young generations to use him as a role model and
guide in their lives. Pointing out that Bishop Nikolaj's value system
is “cross-like love”, the Patriarch advises that “when someone asks
us what we think about a topic, we will not speak from ourselves,
from our own mind; instead, we will speak using the language of
Saint Bishop Nikolaj, we will speak with the mind of Christ”126

The same values grounded in the image and work of the main-
tained Saint, Patriarch Porfirije emphasized in Budapest, in ear-
ly September 2022, when he presented the Order of Saint Sava of
the First Degree to Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban in the
presence of Bishop Irinej of Backa and Bishop Lukijan of Buda in
the seat of the Hungarian Government. The highest award was giv-
en “as a sign of gratitude for the promotion of traditional Christian
values, for his selfless support to the Diocese of Buda of the Serbian
Orthodox Church and for an exceptional personal contribution to
the friendship between our two neighbouring nations”. The Patri-
arch said that we all know that each individual and each commu-
nity live according to their value system: “With these values they
organize their private, social and cultural life, shape public morals,
set priorities and standards, build relationships with other and dif-
ferent people; in a word, they create and cherish their authentic
identity. Today, however, we are faced with the waves of new val-
ue systems that are often aggressively imposed at the global level

126 “Akademija u éast Svetog vladike Nikolaja’”, TV Hram, 29 June 2022. https://
www.tvhram.rs/vesti/vesti-iz-crkve/4285/akademija-cast-svetog-vladike—
nikolaja-patrijarh-porfirije-vladici-nikolaju-mera-bio-hristos-njegovo-
jevandjelje-foto-video
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with an aim to destroy every existing natural and civilizational or-
der, and establish a new paradigma”. In this vortex, the Patriarch
continues, it is intended to destroy the identity foundations and
pillars of individuals and communities and make everything rela-
tive, fragile and fluid: “On the other hand, you stand for the Chris-
tian value system that originates from the Gospel created by God.
These are the values created by both the Hungarian and Serbian
people, the values that have created Europe as we have known it
until yesterday, Europe we have lived in until yesterday. That is why
we are the same; there is no difference between us.”127

As we have already mentioned what the Patriarch Porfirije said
in Hungary, it is interesting to point to the extremely intense and
perhaps exaggerated diplomatic behaviour of a church dignitary.
This behavour is much more striking, especially when compared
to the behaviour of his predecessors. Namely, in 2022, the head of
the Serbian Orthodox Church hosted the diplomatic representa-
tives of Portugal, Azerbaijan, Germany, Spain, Slovakia, Egypt, the
United States, Cyprus, Kazakhstan, Sweden, Belgium, France, as
well as the Austrian Chancelllor and the head of the Delegation
of the European Union. During the previous year, when he just be-
came the head of the Church - in addition to the Special Envoy of
the British Prime Minister for the Western Balkans, Speaker of the
Parliament of Cyprus, high-ranking officials of the Russian Feder-
ation, OSCE High Commissioner for National Minorities, head of
the OSCE Mission, head of the Council of Europe Mission, Greek
Minister of Foreign Affairs and Montenegrin Minister of Ecolo-
gy, Spatial Planning and Urbanism. He also hosted the diplomatic
representatives of Ukraine, the European Union, the Netherlands,
Syria, Greece, Japan, Georgia, Panama, Iran, Germany, Poland, Bul-
garia, Canada, Australia, Egypt, Russia in Croatia, Belarus, Hunga-
ry, Romania, Ukraine, Slovenia, Italy, Israel, Belgium, Cyprus, Ar-
menia, Austria and Cyprus.

127 “Patrijarh Porfirije uruéio Viktoru Orbanu najvise odli¢je SPC — Orden Svetog
Save prvog stepena za zasluge’”, Informer, 5 September 2022, https://
informer.rs/vesti/drustvo/732472/patrijarh—-porfirije-viktor-orban-orden
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Diplomacy has especially come to the fore in resolving the
decades-long dispute over the canonical status of the unrecogniz-
ed Macedonian Orthodox Church.

THE END OF THE ORTHODOX
OHRID ARCHBISHOPRIC

The decision of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of 9 May 2022
to recognize the Macedonian Orthodox Church — Ohrid Arch-
bishopric has resonated throughout the Orthodox world, but no-
where near so strongly as the one of 2018 when Ecumenical Pa-
triarch Bartholomew recognized the Ukrainian Orthodox Church
and the Russian Orthodox Church severed all ties with the first
among equals. One week after the decision of the Ecimenical Pa-
triarchate, the Holy Assembly of the Serbian Orthodox Church
appproved the canonicl unity of the Serbian Orthodox Church
with the Macedonian Orthodox Church — Ohrid Archbishopric.
This was followed by the Liturgy of Reconciliation in the Tenple
of Saint Sava in Belgrade, the first in 55 years which the Bishops of
both Churches served together, and then the joint liturgy of recon-
ciliation in the Church of St Clement of Ohrid in Skopje at which
Patriarch Porfirije announced that the Serbian Orthodox Church
recognizes the autocephaly of the Macedonian Orthodox Church
— Ohrid Archbishopric.

As everything happened very fast and unexpectedly, the deci-
sion was met with indignation and condemnation by the conserv-
ative and nationalist part of the public, which considered the rec-
ognition of the autocephaly of the Macedonian Church as a “be-
trayal” and prelude to the “recognition of Kosovo”. None of the dig-
nitaries of the Serbian Orthodox Church explained this decision
in detail, but in unofficial analyses such theses sre absolutely re-
jected, just because the entire dispute with the Ohrid Archbishop-
ric was based on the procedural and canonical obstacles created in
1967 when it self-initiatedly proclaimed its autocephaly.
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Over the last 20 years, ever since Patriarch Pavle, in 2002, and
the Ni$ Agreement, which the Bishops of the Macedonian Church
had signed and agreed to the widest possible autonomy, and then
had to give it up under pressure from Skopje, there have been nu-
merous attempts and initiatives to resolve this schism. Any idea
of reconciliation implied the return of the Macedonian clergy to
the mother church, leaving the issue of autocephaly for anoth-
er time. According to some information, at the time of Patriarch
Irinej there were also talks about some kind of agreement in which
the Macedonian top leadership with the former Prime Minister
Gruevski was also involved. However, according to the same infor-
mation, the waiting period of several years for achieving autoceph-
alous status was not acceptable for the Macedonian side.'?8 Patri-
arch Porfirije took a different approach: autocephaly was granted,
tensions were eased, while the legal and technical formalities was
left to be settled in peace.

Naturally, it was heard once again about secret meetings be-
tween the highest priests of the Serbian Orthodox Church and the
Macedonian Orthodox Church in Nis, and how it was agreed to
end the schism in the manner of high ecumenical diplomacy. In
the church sources both in Skopje and Belgrade it is speculated
that the issue is of an ecclesiastical and political nature and con-
nected with Russia, the West and the upcoming moves of the Ser-
bian authorities, which are allegedly seriously counting on Patri-
arch Porfirije to cushion the possible reaction of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church if official Belgrade decides to impose sanctions
against Moscow or give up Kosovo, blaming for it the Russian state
policy.129

128 “Na kraju se ispostavilo da je samo trebalo lepo da zamole” : Kako se MPC
(sada i zvani€éno dobila autokefalnost’”, Nedeljnik, 5 June 2022, https://www.
nedeljnik.rs/na-kraju-se-ispostavilo-da-je-samo-trebalo-lepo-da-zamole-
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129 “Dok Beograd i Skoplje lije€e rane, Moskva ne priznaje Carigrad”, Aljazeera
Balkans, 21 May 2022, https://balkans.aljazeera.net/opinions/2022/5/21/
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It is certain that the end of the schism cannot only be viewed
in terms of the relations between the Serbian Orthodox Church
and the Macedonian Orthodox Church; some sources indicate that
the political relations between Serbia and North Macedonia in the
context of the Open Balkans have accelerated the settlement of
the problem, but it it particularly difficult to consider it as an iso-
late relationship at the time when the Orthodox Church is globally
burdened by the conflict between the Patriarchate of Constantin-
ople and the Moscow Patriarchate. It is interesting to note that it
is expected that both Patriarchates, the Moscow Patriarchate and
the Patriarchate of Constantinople, will look positively at the rec-
ogntion of the autocephaly of the Macedonian Orthodox Church.
In fact, Moscow has an interest in emphasizing that only the moth-
er church can recognize autocephaly, which was not respected in
the case of the Ukrainian Orthodox Church.!30

On 24 May, the Serbian Orthodox Church recognized thr auto-
cephaly of the Macedonian Orthodox Church — Ohrid Archbish-
opric. On 5 June 2022, Patriarch Porfirije presented the Tomos of
Autocephaly to Archbishop Stefan of Ohrid and Macedonia. The
Russian Orthodox Church also recognized the Macedonian Ortho-
dox Church — Ohrid Archbishopric as autocephalous.!3!

During the mentioned rapid and unexpected events regard-
ing the recognition of autocephality, the officials of the Serbian
Orthodox Church did not make a statement about the status of
the Orthodox Ohrid Archbishopric, an autonomous church with-
in the Serbian Orthodox Church which was founded in 2002. As a
reminder, this organizational structure was created on the basis
of the consent of one Archbishop of the Macedonian Orthodox
Church (Metropolitan Jovan Vraniskovski) to the Ni$ Agreement

130 “Na kraju se ispostavilo da je samo trebalo lepo da zamole” : Kako se MPC
(sada i zvaniéno dobila autokefalnost’”, Nedeljnik, 5 June 2022, https://www.
nedeljnik.rs/na-kraju-se—ispostavilo-da-je-samo-trebalo-lepo-da-zamole-
kako-je-mpc-sada-i-zvanicno—-dobila—autokefalnost/

131 “Ruska pravoslavna crkva priznala autokefalnost Makedonske”, Aljazeera

Balkans, 26 August 2022, https://balkans.aljazeera.net/news/
balkan/2022/8/26/ruska—pravoslavna—crkva-priznala-autokefalnost-makedonske
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on Entrance into a Canonical Unity with the Serbian Orthodox
Church, which was subsequently rejected by other Archbishops of
the Macedonian Orthodox Church. Founded with the expectation
that it would attract a larger number of priests and believers in
North Macedonia to the canonical communion, this church struc-
ture did not justify what it was formed for. The Orthodox Church
Archbishopric not only failed to achieve credibility, but became
an illegal, marginalized and stigmatized religious organization
that consisted of a few Archbishops and an insignificant number
of priests, monks and people. Archbishop Jovan was sent to prison
several times, he was often apprehended and imprisoned, and the
last time he came out of prison his health was so impaired that he
is now in a very bad condition. Thus, the granting of autocepha-
ly to the Macedonian Orthodox Church — Ohrid Archbishopric by
the Serbian Orthodox Church renders meaningless the two-dec-
ade sacrifice of Archbishop Jovan and the priests and believers of
the Orthodox Ohrid Archbishopric, who can now only join the of-
ficial autocephalous church structure, whose legitimacy and legal-
ity they had consistently and devotedly challenged for years.

According to international media analysts, the move of Ecu-
menical Patriarch Bartholomew to recognize the Ukrainian Or-
thodox Church has played an important role, and since then the
Macedonian Orthodox Church has intensified its efforts to finally
become independent. Analysts mostly agree that the autocephaly
of the Macedonian Orthodox Church is Patriarch Bartholomew’s
victory in outwitting the Moscow Patriarchate. They also believe
that it is unlikely that it will be a precedent that can be applied
elsewhere in the Balkans and, according to Anargyros Anapliot-
is: “Unlike North Macedonia, in Montenegro the vast majority of
the Orthodox population adheres to the Belgrade Patriarchate. In
the foreseeable future, we cannot expect significant support for
the Montenegrin Church — neither in the country nor in world
Orthodoxy."132

132 “Zasto je SPC priznala Makedonsku crkvu?’, Deutsche Welle, 28 May
2022, https://www.dw.com/sr/za%C5%A1to-je-spc—priznala-makedonsku-
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EUROPRIDE

In its official communiqué, the Holy Synod of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church welcomed the decision of the highest state author-
ities to cancel the EuroPride in Belgrade in September 2022 and,
due to “this responsible decision” sent “sincere congratulations” to
the Serbian President and the Serbian Government. In the com-
muniqué it was pointed out that “holding this parade’, in the ser-
vice of promoting LGBT ideology, which is trying to impose itself
on Europe and the so-called Western world in general and, unfor-
tunately, on our people, would not be of benefit to anyone. On the
contrary, it would cause additional tensions and divisions, as well
as indignation and revolt among the believers of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church and all other traditional churches and religious
communities in Serbia. In the communiqué it is stated the follow-
ing: “We believe that the LGBT issue is inappropriate, especially
these days when for us Serbs, in Serbia and elsewhere in the world,
there is one major topic, Kosovo and Metohija”. Naturally, even on
this occasion it was not missed to mention “our state leadership
headed by the Serbian President”, who is uncompromisingly and
unyieldingly fighting for the preservation of our primeval south-
ern province within Serbia, for salvation of our greatest sanctuar-
ies, (...) and for the survival and staying of the Serbian people on
their centuries-old hearths.”!33

Pointing out that the ruling party ensured the holding of the
Pride Parade during the past eight years, Technical Prime Minister
and Prime Minister Designate Ana Brnabic¢!3* has confirmed that

crkvu/a-61955376

133 #SPC pozdravlja otkazivanje Europrajda’, Politika, 27 August 2022, https://
www.politika.rs/sr/clanak/515318/SPC-pozdravlja-otkazivanje—-Europrajda

134 In September 2019, Serbian Prime Minister Ana Brnabi¢ gave “full support” to
Belgrade’s bid to host EuroPride 2022, stressing the importance of this event
‘“for the promotion of wider acceptance and respect for diversity and freedom”,
and promising its security and success.

“Beograd Prajd kandidat za domaéina Euro Prajda 2022: Sta to moZe da
znati za poloZaj LGBT ljudi u Srbiji i na Balkanu”, BBC News na srpskom, 14
September 2019., https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-49665309
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an exception will be made, since “this year is difficult” and “hell is
waiting for us”, namely “our peace and stability... all our capacities
must be focused on the prevention of any violence in so-called Ko-
sovo, and if some go to Pride, Serbia will be more vulnerable. (...)
We have clearly said that due to regional tensions and the poten-
tial intensification of tensions, we believe that Pride should not
take place at this moment.” 135

In the spring of 2017, the media reported that, due to the sex-
ual orientation of the then Minister of Government Administra-
tion and Local Self-Government, the Serbian Orthodox Church
was against Ana Brnabi¢’s candidacy for the position of Serbian
Prime Minister. The majority church in Serbia gave an official de-
nial stating that “the Serbian Orthodox Church, its Patriarch or any
other official institution or person do not interfere in the election
of state officials” and that “it is irresponsible to disclose embarrass-
ing details or one’s personal temptations in the media, thus expos-
ing people to potential danger”.!36 Responding to the official state-
ment of the Serbian Orthodox Church, the future Prime Minister
expressed her gratitude to the majority church for “being honest
and professional enough to send to my office the same denial it
sent to the public” and expressed her “deep and sincere respect
for that institution”. On that occasion, Ana Brnabié said: “It would
be absolutely frivolous for me to comment on such a serious situ-
ation. If I have any comment, I will definitely contact the Church”.
137

Five years later, one could hear different tones in the men-
tioned relationship, which was very meaningfully articulated by
Bishop Nikanor of Banat in August 2022: “... They were sent by

135 “’Ceka nas pakao’” Brnabié objasnila zaSto je otkazan Evro prajd”, Srbija
danas, 28 August 2022, https://www.sd.rs/vesti/info/ceka-nas—pakao-brnabic—
objasnila-zasto-je-otkazan-evro-prajd-2022-08-28

136 “SPC se ne protivi predlogu da Brnabi¢ bude premijerka”, RTS, 15 May 2017,
https://www.rts.rs/page/stories/sr/story/9/politika/2735429/spc-se—-ne-
protivi-predlogu-da-brnabic-bude-premijerka.htmtl

137 “Brnabié: Duboko poStujem SPC”, Beta, 17 May 2017, https://beta.rs/
politika/63152-ministarka-brnabic-povodom-glasina-duboko-postujem-spc
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those who want to destroy everything that is valuable, that is holy,
that is God’s. And we raise our voice against them. And I have one
option and I will use it now. I will anathematize all of them. I will
pass the curse on them, but not on their future generations and
families, their children... in fact, they have no children, right? They
do not acknowledge their children, they are not even parents,
what are they? They are neither the mother nor the father. Now
our child, here your child must not call you father, it must not call
you mother, but the first parent, the second parent and so on. Do
we want to listen to the one who has desecrated our country and
whose name I cannot say, because in that case I cannot say God’s
name. The one who has allowed her own brother to be the father
of her son. Do we want that, will we accept him there? And you
know who I am talking about. She is not of our faith or origin. She
is an enemy, her parents and grandparents were the enemies and
butchers of the Serbian people. And she preaches to us today that
she has neither the father nor the mother. She has no children and
has children. Whose children, whose children are they? We all will
stand up against it, me first. I am getting up at this moment, [ am
already up. And at this moment today, I will stand up and swear,
I will swear, I will curse all those who organize and participate in
something like that. I can do so much, if I had a weapon I would
use it, I would use that force if I only had it, but I don’t have it. And
probably no one will give it to me if I ask for it now, when they hear
that I will go out with a weapon. And I would go out...”38

After Bishop Nikanor of Banat cursed and threatened Pride
participants, and also cursed and insulted Technical Prime Minis-
ter and Prime Minister Designate Ana Brnabi¢, there were strong
public reactions. The representatives of the LGBT community filed
a criminal complaint against him, reaction came from the Com-
missioner for the Protection of Equality!3® as well as President

138 “Vladika Nikanor o Pride parade u Beogradu’”, Youtube, 11 August 2022,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=70SyOmfsVgg

139 “Episkop Nikanor prokleo LBGT populaciju, Poverenica ga najostrije osudila”,
N1, 12 August 2022, https://rs.nlinfo.com/vesti/episkop—nikanor-prokleo-lbgt-
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Aleksandar Vuci¢ himself: “Bishop Nikanor insulted himself and
insulted our Church, humiliated our Church, much more than Ana
Brnabi¢ or anyone else. When I hear someone’s aggressive tone, I
always wonder what is latent behind it"!4? Responding to Bishop
Nikanor’s disturbing speech,'* Ana Brnabi¢ said that “she was ter-
ribly affected as a human being, but that is irrelevant at the mo-
ment’, because “we now have to fight for Serbia, we should not
quarrel. At this moment, we must give full support to the Serbi-
an President to fight (in Brussels) and ensure that we have peace”.
She concluded her comment on the anathema with the following
words: “As far as I am concerned, the Serbian Orthodox Church is
one of the main pillars of the society and this people. I will never
say a single word against the Serbian Orthodox Church, especial-
ly now."*#2 In her speech, the Technical Prime Minister and Prime
Minister Designate mentioned the importance of remaining unit-

populaciju-poverenica-ga-najostrije—osudila/

140 “Vuéié: Episkop Nikanor je izvredao sebe i unizio nasu Crkvu”, Euronewes, 12
August 2022., https://www.euronews.rs/srbija/politika/58836/vucic-episkop-
nikanor-je-izvredao-sebe-i-unizio—nasu-crkvu/vest

141 Bishop Nikanor is widely known to the public for his harsh views. In October
2009, while arguing with bailiffs regarding different interpretations of the
property rights over an apartment in Kikinda, the Bishop exclaimed: “The
Supreme Court is weaker than the Serbian Orthodox Church and is also younger.
Remember thatwell! And tell your protégé once and for all that he should make
the sign of the cross towards this building. If you come for the third time, the
town will be blocked by the students, the army and, if necessary, the police.
We have more power than you!” (Politika, 31 October 2009) In 2016, the
Higher Court in Panéevo handed down the first verdict for mobbing in the Serbian
Orthodox Church, convicting Bishop Nikanor of abusing priests. He is also known
to the public for his faux pas in 2014 when, according to the Vr3ac portal,
he called the President of Serbia and the Mayor of VrSac fascists and insulted
the Serbian Progressive Party at a festive lunch given in honour of the Patron
Saint’s Day of the village of Miletiéevo. (“DrZava i crkva ¢éute na Nikanorove
kletve, DPenovié¢ kaZe: test za SPC i vladu”, N1, 13 August 2022, https://
rs.nlinfo.com/vesti/drzava-i-crkva-cute—-na-nikanorove-kletve—djenovic-kaze-
test-za-spc-i-vladu/)

142 “Brnabi¢: Uzasno me ljudski pogodila izjava episkopa Nikanora, ali nikada
nijednu reé protiv SPC neéu reéi”, Euronews, 16 August 2022, https://www.
euronews.rs/srbija/politika/59126/brnabic-uzasno-me-ljudski-pogodila-izjava-
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ed and that “by throwing bones” those from abroad are trying to di-
vide us, which is precisely the crucial argument of those who share
the views of those who have cursed her.

Thus, at the end of July 2022, in his address after the liturgy
held in Pelagic¢evo, Bishop Fotije of Zvornik and Tuzla stated that
the preparation of the so-called Gay Parade “violates all family val-
ues and all moral values of our Orthodox Serbian people. The pres-
ervation of the family and true moral values is something that is
primary and necessary.. Criticizing the yielding to foreign influ-
ences, the Bishop continued: “As it unfortunately seems that it has
been signed that there will be a gay parade for a week in Septem-
ber, across Serbia. And when I saw the video programme of the
announced gay parades and that they will visit all cultural insti-
tutions, church institutions, monasteries, the Seminary and the
Grammar School in Sremski Karlovci, what else they intend to vis-
it?! You can imagine what that week will be like! And why that per-
son who signed it did not think with his head, thus calling his peo-
ple, ethics, morals, conscience, history and belief into question?
And now the people with a totally different value system and total-
ly different belief system — something that is not accepted in our
Orthodox Serbian tradition and culture — come to us !"43

During “a prayer service for the sanctity of marriage and the
family, harmony and peace in our nation’, in front of the Temple of
Saint Sava in Belgrade, and addressing the “endless columns of pi-
ous people” on 11 September 2022, Patriarch Porfirije stressed the
importance of “the Orthodox Christian identity and Gospel value
system” in the formation of “our public morals”, our national iden-
tity which is based, as has been traditionally emphasized. on the
historical and value-centred role of the Serbian Orthodox Church
for all Serbs “wherever we live, regardless of state and political
borders”. Here we will single out a rather long but very illustrative
quote: “...we do not impose our way of life on anyone, but we also

143 “Konacno! Episkop Fotije: Ko je potpisao za gej paradu, ko potpiSe nezavisno
Kosovo...”, Pravda, 27 July 2022, https://pravda.rs/2022/7/27/konacno-
episkop-fotije—ko-je-potpisao-za-gej—paradu-ko-potpise-nezavisno-kim-video/
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do not want anyone, from any side, to come and impose their val-
ues, their view of the world, their way of life. (...) We will not let
anyone tell us what we should be. The measure and criterion for
us are the word of Christ, the word of God. Today, however, we are
faced with the waves, tsunami and invasion of many new value
systems that are imposed violently and aggressively, or with soft
power and invisible work under the radar, with an aim to destroy
any existing natural or civilizational order and establish a new par-
adigm of rules. (...) The epilogue of these ideologies of the posthu-
manist society is not only that we lose the idea of what is male and
what is female, what is marriage, but that in the end (...) we cannot
even say with certainty what a man is.”

The Patriarch did not react to Bishop Nikanor’s sermon, but
being probably aware of the gravity of his words, he tried to mit-
igate the possible effects of such discriminatory and destructive
rhetoric: “However, let me immediately stress that we are against
all forms of violence, contempt, hatred, persecution and stigmati-
zation of those who share those ideas, especially if violence is com-
mitted in the name of the Church and in the name of Christ. (...)
We do not judge them, accuse them or condemn them. (...) We do
not interfere in how someone organizes his life. It is not about of a
personal relationship with anyone in particular. It is about the fact
that we cannot accept anyone’s weakenesses, personal preferences
and choices that are not in conformity with what God has estab-
lished and are promoted and imposed as a new social norm and a
rule. (...) We cannot allow this ideology to change the model of so-
ciety in which our people have been living since time immemori-
al. We are already faced with the fruits of the silent engineering of
that LGBT ideology. Lest someone say that we exaggerate, that we
are susicious and that I exaggerate, let me tell you — these days we
found out that the lessons promoting gender ideology had been in-
cluded in primary and secondary school textbooks secretly and far
from the eyes of the public. Who did it? Did anyone ask you, whose
children go to school, about this? Did you agree? If nobody asked
you and I know he didn't, let us ask the competent authorities to
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immediately remove such lessons from all textbooks, handbooks
and teaching aids in elementary and secondary schools and pre-
school institutions where they are taught.”44

One could say so much about the above mentioned: “We do
not impose on anyone”. This topic requires a special review and a
special analysis, but here it is certainly appropriate to ask the ques-
tion as to whether the Patriarch (former Metropolitan of Zagreb
and Ljubljana) asked the Serbian citizens these questions and “we
know that they were not asked” when the mandatory stamp duty
was introduced for the construction of the Temple if Saint Sava,
then about the allocation of funds for the health and social insur-
ance of the clergy from the budget of the Republic of Serbia, the
examption of the property tax and the right to a VAT refund, the
allocation of huge funds for the building of the Temple from the
state budget, or for the mere introduction of religious education
into the education system which, on top of everything, was done
outside the law and without a public debate.

The mentioned rhetoric represents the continuation of vari-
ous expressions of condemnation, outrage and dissatisfaction of
church dignitaries with respect to the organization of the events
pointing to the unfavourable position of the members of the LGBT
population. It was the spiritual father of the current Patriarch,
spokesman for the Serbian Orthodox Church and regular (current
and previous) member of the Holy Synod, Bishop Irinej of Backa,
who — on the official website of the majority church said on 18 Sep-
tember 2009 that the “Serbian Orthodox Church and traditional
churches and religious communities oppose the right to a public
expression of sexual orientation or any other inclination, especial-
ly if it offends the citizens’ right to privacy and family life, their re-
ligious beliefs and the inviolability of their personal dignity”. The

144 “Desetine hiljada vernih na svenarodnom molebanu za svetinju braka i porodice,
slogu i mir u nasem narodu’”’, SPC, 11 September 2022, https://spc.rs/tv—hram-
uzivo-svenarodni-moleban-za-svetinju-braka-i—-porodice-slogu—i-mir-u—-nasem-
narodu/
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representatives of traditional religious communites also referred
to this official position in the years to follow.

For more than a decade, numerous church dignitaries, espe-
cially the loud-mouthed Metropolitan Amfilohije of Montenegro
and the Littoral, have qualified Pride Parades, both in Serbia and
Montenegro, as “bullying propaganda’, “endangerment to public
morality” and “eternal symbolism of Somod and Gomorrah”, while
members of the LGBT population have been called “the stench
of Sodom” and characterized as “godless and perverted” and “the
plague and pestilence of Sodom”, and that all this is a reflection of
“the moral state not only of our society but also of the entire Eu-
ropean-American civilization”. Former Patriarch Irinej demanded
that the “parade of shame” would not take place because “we are
tired of being humiliated and fulfilling foreign wishes”. Due to the
decision to ban the Pride Parade in Belgrade, Minister of Internal
Affairs Ivica Daci¢ was presented with an order by Bishop Filaret
of Mileseva for “upholding the honour of Serbia these days”, when
“some democrats” tried to shame it and wanted Serbian blood to
be shed on the streets of Belgrade. Anti-European but also pro-
Russan messages could also be heard: Bishop Filaret said that no
one will put Serbia against Russia and noted that some keep say-
ing: “Europe, Europe, Europe and it took away our heart — Kosovo
and Metohija”, exclaiming “We want Russia, long live Russia!”.14>

In addition to the mentioned permanent rhetoric, one should
also be reminded of one of the church attempts to intervene in
2009,146 that is, the demonstration of a strong political influence
of the majority church on the secular legislative state bodies. It
was about the attempt of rhe united fromt of traditional church-
es and religious communities, led by the majority church in Ser-
bia, to prevent the adoption of the Draft Anti-Discrimination Law

145 “Patrijarh: Irinej: Hvala majci Rusiji”’, Kurir, 7 October 2011.

146 In the same year, the Church demonstrated its influence on the occasion of
putting the Statute of AP Vojvodina on the agenda of the Assembly of the
Republic of Serbia. The Holy Synod of the Serbian Orthodox Church sent a
warning letter to state institutions about the unconstitutionality of the Draft
Statute of AP Vojvodina.
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in the National Assembly, requesting the removal of the articles
on the individual’s right to a free expression of religion and belief,
as well as gender equality, that is, sexual freedoms. It was also re-
quested that the terms “sexual orientation” and “gender equality”
be removed. It was also objected to the article on misdemeanor li-
ability in the event of discrimination.

RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

In early November 2021, on the occasion of the 20th anniversa-
ry of the reintroduction of religious education in elementary and
secondary schools in the Republic of Serbia, the representatives of
traditional churches and religious communities in Serbia, together
with Serbian government officials and experts from Germany, Ita-
ly, Greece and Serbia, as well as religious teachers gathered at the
Faculty of Orthodox Theology in Belgrade and sent a joint mes-
sage signed by Patriarch Porfirije. In the message it was pointed
out that at this gathering special attention was paid to the “current
unfavourable legal provisions and solutions regulating the use of
the religious education syllabus and curriculum”. It was jointly ap-
pealed to all relevant national institutions to change “this status”
of religious education in the school system “as soon as possible.”
Hope was also expressed that the irregularities would be rectified
and that “this burning problem of Serbian society and education
will be finally resolved”.

The religious authorities propose that “religious education
regains the stauts of a subject, that is, a mandatory elective sub-
ject, that teaching is organized at the classroom level, not at the
group level, regardless of the number of registered students... that
the choice between religious teaching and the teaching of an al-
ternative subject is made at the beginning of the first grade and
the beginning of the fifth grade of elementary education...; that
the legal employment status of 2100 religious teachers and their
permanent employment are legally regulated, that churches and
religious communities are given the opportunity to supervise the
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implementation of religious education...”. It is interesting to note
that, in contrast to most other cases, ones, the experience of the
European Union (Scholae Europeae) was fully used as an argu-
ment to prove the correctness, justification, that is, legality and le-
gitimacy of the demands and proposed measures.

The periodical topic, which reactualizes the status of religious
education in the education system of the Republic of Serbia, came
to the public attention in mid-June 2022, when Patriarch Porfiri-
je posted the following on his Instagram profile: “I am very disap-
pointed with the information that the principals of a number of el-
ementary and secondary schools in Serbia consciously discourage
or even prevent students and their parents from choosing religious
education. I will consult with my brothers Archbishops and rep-
resentatives of other churches and religious communities about
whether we should announce their names and the names of the
schools that discriminate against their own students in that way.
In any case, we will also send an official response to the competent
state bodies.” Soon there followed a meeting between the highest
secular and spiritual authorities, that is, Serbian President Alek-
sandar Vuci¢ and Patriarch Porfirije and members of the Holy Syn-
od of the Serbian Orthodox Church. In the communiqué issued af-
ter the meeting it was emphasized in one sentence that the Church
representatives “have expressed their concern about the status of
religious education in the Serbian school system and have asked
the Serbian President for support, so that the state position on this
issue is changed”147

After the publication of the Appeal for a Secular State and the
Abolition of Religious Education in Schools, which was sent by the
Alliance of Anti-Fascists of Serbia, Helsinki Committee for Human
Rights in Serbia and Civic Democratic Forum, and was signed by
200 distinguished individuals, the most important secular author-
ity, that is, the Serbian President stated that “we have no right and

147 “Penovic: Veronauka se ne predaje sa kredom i pred tablom”, VOA, 18 July
2022, https://www.glasamerike.net/a/srbija-spc—-porfirije-veronauka-
Vu%C4%8Di%C4%87-sve%C5%A1tenici/6663064.html
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I don’t think that religious education should be abolished”. The
President also stated that he does not think that the Church has
no right to express its opinion on something and added that, on
the contrary, he will always stand up for its right to take a stance:
“If there was no Church we would not survive and those denying
the role of the Serbian Orthodox Church do not understand its
role in the present, its historical role and significance as a national
institution”.1#8

THE SYMPHONY OF THE
SAINT SAVA COVENANT

In the epistle marking the 8ooth anniversary of the autoceph-
aly of the Serbian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Irinej emphasized
the importance of the Saint Sava covenant for the survival of the
Serbian people: “For most of their history our people were not
united within the same state borders, yet they did not lose their
identity because they were firmly anchored in the Church. Even
today, where the Churrch is present among the Serbian people,
it provides the basis for their identity, Especially in the regions
where they are threatened, the Serbian people gain strength for
their survival, find a quiet harbour and solcace for their everyday
life in Saint Sava’s Church. Without Saint Sava’s Serbian Orthodox
Church, we the Serbs would not exist today”. In his further presen-
tation, the Patriarch pointed out that the Serbian people’s loyalty
to the Saint Sava covenant enabled them not to bow down, but to
stay upright: “We have survived the terror and executions by god-
less Serbs against their own people, their splitting into the new, so-
called nations, Arnaut rebellions and crimes from the olden Turk-
ish times up to the present, as well as various temptations at the
end of the second and the beginning of the third millenium, all the
while staying upight.” The Patriarch pointed out that the Church

148 “Ne bismo opstali da nema crkve! Oni koji nipodastavaju SPC ne razumeju
njenu ulogu”, Informer, 19 September 2022, https://informer.rs/vesti/
politika/736054/oni-koji-nipodastavaju-spc-razumeju—njenu-ulogu
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prays that “loyalty to Saint Sava’s path enables the Serbian people
to preserve their holy and covenantal province — Kosovo and Me-
tohija, their dear Boka and proud Montenegro, as well as all oth-
er regions and countries over which the tyrants of the world have
stretched their hands with an aim to seize them forcibly and un-
justly “.149

Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢ continuously emphasizes
and reminds us that the Serbian Orthodox Church has a historical
role and that thanks to it the people live and survive today wher-
ever a church exists: “Where there is no Serbian state, the Serbian
people survive only thanks to the Serbian Orthodox Church”. The
President also emphasized that this fact can be seen “from Krka
and Krupa, from Decani to the Mother of God of Ljevis in Kosovo
and Metohija, everywhere in Montenegro, as well as in every place
in Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republic of Srpska, including
Cipulji¢i, his father’s village”!50

It can be concluded with the September 2021 quote from one
of the most respected (judging by the official number of recogni-
tions and meetings, and appreciation shown to him by the major-
ity church) and certainly one of the longest-serving Serbian po-
litical leaders, Milorad Dodik: “There has never been a purer and
more righteous unity between the two institutes of the Serbian
states, the Republic of Srpska and Serbia and the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church, each in its mission and its obligations.”

149 “Patrijarh Irinej: Vernost svetosavskom zavetu omoguéila da prezivimo”, RTS, 6
October 2019, https://www.rts.rs/page/stories/sr/story/125/drustvo/3686753/
patrijarh—irinej—vernost-svetosavskom-zavetu-omogucila—-da-prezivimo.htmtl

150 “0Oni koji nipodastavaju SPC ne razumeju njenu ulogu”, Politika, 19 September
2022, https://www.politika.rs/sr/clanak/517728/0ni-koji-nipodastavaju-SPC-
ne-razumeju-njenu-ulogu
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Serbian extremist organizations with a strong foothold in Russia
are an instrument of spreading Russia’s malignant influence in the
Balkans. Their ties with Russia, as well as indications that they pos-
sess weapons, make these organizations a serious threat to peace
and security in the country and in the region. At the same time,
during the ten-year tenure of the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS),
extremists, as an ally of the government in Serbia, became an im-
portant political factor and a means of exerting pressure on dis-
sidents and civil society organizations. During 2022, the extreme
right entered a new phase, which includes the regrouping and uni-
fication of right-wingers, protests, increased threats and physi-
cal violence, as well as increasingly intense contacts with Russian
partners. A strong impetus to the growth of the right was provid-
ed by the narrative of Russia’s victory in its invasion of Ukraine,
spread through government-controlled media.

The pressures of the right have more recently been aimed at
preventing an agreement between Serbia and Kosovo. They op-
pose closing the “Serbian question” in the Balkans, which is a pre-
requisite for the democratization of Serbia. However, there indica-
tions have arisen for the first time that there could be a conflict be-
tween the SNS and one section of the right-wing and pro-Russian
extremists — if the government decides to sign an agreement with
Kosovo.
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Extremist organizations are only part of a broader front that
operates from the unique platform of the “Serbian World”. They do
not act in isolation, but are part of a front made up of the Serbian
Orthodox Church, pro-Russian parliamentary and non-parliamen-
tary opposition parties, certain media outlets'®! and a part of the
intellectual elite, including a large number of university profes-
sors. Extreme right-wingers hold significant positions within insti-
tutions and within the SNS. One of the most significant figures of
that bloc is Aleksandar Vulin, the Director of the Security Informa-
tion Agency (BIA) and a close associate of President Aleksandar
Vuci¢, who publicly advocates the “Serbian World”.

The Directorate for Cooperation with the Diaspora and Serbs
in the Region is headed by French-Serbian citizen Arnaud Guyon,
who used to be associated with the French extremist movement
“The Identitarians”. This state institution allocated around RSD 4.5
million for the projects of Serbian associations in France over the
last three years. However, their events, as well as activities on digi-
tal platforms, are signs of open support (some of these organiza-
tions receive assistance from the Government of Serbia) to right-
wing and xenophobic individuals.!>2

The right wing in Serbia nurtures the ideology of Serbian na-
tionalism, which is primarily determined by the history of vio-
lence in the wars of the 1990s. During the last ten years, an ideal
environment for the growth of extremist groups has been created,
since the government itself is right-wing and nationalist-oriented,
so this chapter on the extreme right should be viewed in the con-
text of the overall report, particularly the chapter on the Serbian
Orthodox Church, dealing with the past, and culture.

The foundations of right-wing thought in Serbia are: the idea
of ethnic homogenization, striving for the merging of nation-
al and ethnic borders, denial of anti-fascism, strengthening of

151 Primarily TV Happy, Informer, Vecernje Novosti, Pecat. Since recently, Russia
Today Serbia as well.

152 Voice, 16 February 2022, https://voice.org.rs/desni—ekstremizam-s—
prijateljskim-licem-slucaj—-mreze—oko-solidarnosti-za-kosovo
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traditionalism, Christian Orthodoxy treated as a superior religion
compared to other religious groups, resistance to the ideas of in-
terculturalism, and frequent expressions of chauvinism and intol-
erance towards minorities. The key terms of radicalizing narratives
are the victim (real or unrealistic; developing a victim narrative is
necessary to legitimize past or potential future conflicts), vulner-
ability, and necessary defense.

The strengthening of the right is contributed to by the fact that
the government consistently and directly incites tensions towards
the region, demonizes its neighbors, primarily Albanians, spreads
fear regarding the endangerment of Serbs in Kosovo (“that a po-
grom is being prepared”),'>3 thus encouraging the radicalization of
society and creating an atmosphere for an agreement with Kosovo
to be rejected. Arousing fear among citizens is a constant of Presi-
dent Vuci¢’s politics, which is a function of “togetherness” which,
in his words, is “more necessary than ever”.!>* Political factors that
influence the growth of the right are: a high level of corruption,
ties between government and crime, devastation of institutions,
prevention of dialogue in society — especially in parliament, harsh
suppression of political opposition and civil society. One of the
reasons for the strengthening of nationalism is the lack of a ma-
ture alternative with a clear position, which is ready to publicly ad-
vocate its positions and mobilize citizens based on these positions.

The Russian propaganda media Russia Today Balkan!'>®
launched a portal at the end of 2022 in the Serbian language, em-
ploying influential Serbian journalists and intellectuals, includ-
ing Ljiljana Smajlovi¢. Guests on the show “Relativization with
Ljiljana Smajlovi¢” have included academician Matija Beckovi,
writers Nenad Kecmanovi¢ and Vladimir Tabasevi¢, lawyer Tibor

153 Vreme, 21 August 2022, https://www.vreme.com/vesti/aleksandar-vucic-srbima-

na-kosovu—se-sprema—pogrom—i—progon

154 Danas, 18 May 2022, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/vucic-srbiji-od-
septembra-predstoji-mozda-najteze-vreme—-od-1944-godine

155 Russian’s state broadcaster RT, which has been banned from broadcasting in
the EU for inciting and supporting Russia’s aggression against Ukraine, started
broadcasting its content online in the Serbian language on 15 November 2022.
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Varadi, writer Milena Markovi¢, historian Mile Bjelajac, journal-
ist Vladan Radomirovi¢, publicist Aleksa Dilas, minister Danica
Grujic¢i¢, economist Danica Popovic...'>6 RT Balkan columnists in-
clude writer Muharem Bazdulj, journalists Nikola Vrzi¢ and Slo-
bodan Relji¢...1>7

In the extraordinary parliamentary elections of 2022, national-
ist right-wing parties, most of which have ties to extremist organ-
izations, entered parliament: Dveri, Zavetnici, the New DSS and
The People’s Party (Narodna stranka). If circumstances for their
extreme actions is encouraged and the trend of institutional decay
continues, they will radicalize their actions.

The collapse of key educational institutions, primarily schools,
and the increasing influence of the Serbian Orthodox Church
(SPC) in education contributes to the creation of new generations
of right-wingers. This facilitates right-wing parties, such as Dveri
and Zavetnici, having access to young people.

RIGHT-WING ORGANIZATIONS
AS AGENTS OF RUSSIA

Russia uses Serbian ultra-right organizations to spread its ma-
lignant influence in the Balkans. According to publicly available in-
formation, primarily reports from social media, investigative jour-
nalism portals and foreign media in Serbian, primarily Radio Free
Europe, Serbian ultra-right organizations maintain ties with Rus-
sian right-wingers and the government in the Kremlin. Due to the
close ties between the Serbian and Russian right-wing and favora-
ble circumstances for the activities of extremists in Serbia, there is
concern that Belgrade could become a base for the international
ultra-right, especially for those with strongly pro-Putin views.

In recent years, the Russian philosopher and Orthodox fun-
damentalist Aleksandr Dugin, whose texts are regularly translat-
ed into Serbian, visited Serbia on several occasions. During one

156 RT Balkan, https://rt.rs/tag/Ljiljana—Smajlovic
157 RT Balkan, https://rt.rs/kolumne
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of them, Dugin called for the mobilization and formation of an-
ti-globalist international brigades with “honest people from the
East and the West”, stating that one should not wait for “the en-
emy of the world to destroy your home, kill your husband, son or
daughter...”158

The Serbian and Russian extreme right have a common inter-
est: the Russian World and the Serbian World, two projects with
essentially the same goals — bringing back the territories of impe-
rial Russia and the imagined Greater Serbia. The Russian and Ser-
bian right overlap in the spread of Orthodoxy. One of the numer-
ous right-wing organizations, Serbian Action, states on its website
that it stands for “a battling Serbian Orthodoxy”, as well as for the
preservation of “national being and racial identity”.

Russian organizations with which the Serbian extreme right
wingers cooperates are: the international movement “Russian-Slav-
ic Unification and Revival — RUSOV”, Russian-Serbian Cultural and
Information Center Orlovi, Russian Imperial Movement (RIM).159
This list is not final, and also includes the Wagner paramilitary for-
mation, which has been under European Union sanctions since
December 2021 due to human rights violations in armed conflicts
around the world, and has been on the US blacklist since June 2017
due to its involvement in the conflicts in eastern Ukraine.

On the Serbian side, based on the analysis of public data, the
People’s Patrols and Serbian Action have the most developed con-
nections. In November 2022, the leader of the People’s Patrol Dam-
jan Knezevi¢ visited the Wagner Military Technology Center in St.
Petersburg. Knezevi¢ wanted to ensure the support of Wagner, in
case of a possible conflict in Kosovo.169

158 Novosti, 19 September 2022, https://www.novosti.rs/planeta/svet/1155308/
aleksandar-dugin-prvi-tekst—-nakon-cerkine-smrti

159 An ultranationalist and racist organization designated as a global terrorist
threat by the US administration in April 2020

160 RSE, 17 February 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/damjan—-knezevic—
srbija—desnicari/32275991.html
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In May 2021, Knezevi¢ and Srbin info journalist Dejan Petar
Zlatanovi¢ met with the leader of the RUSOV organization An-
drey Rodionov, who is participating in the Russian invasion of
Ukraine.’®! Ahead of the Serbian right-wing protest in Belgrade
for Kosovo (12 December, 2022), Rodionov announced on the Tel-
egram channel that “Russians will come to the aid of their Serbian
brothers” when “the time really comes for the Serbs to take back
their holy land of Kosovo and Metohija”!6? Towards the end of
2020, Rodionov spoke for the public service Radio Belgrade 2, and
in the same year he met with the former general of the Yugoslav
Army Bozidar Deli¢, founder of the non-governmental organiza-
tion Love, Faith, Hope.163

The People’s Patrols, starting from March 2022, organized sev-
eral gatherings in support of Russia. Those gatherings were wel-
comed by Denis Gariev, a member of the Russian Imperial Move-
ment (RIM).164 From an unknown location, in front of a billboard
with a photo of war criminal Ratko Mladi¢, Gariev called on the
citizens of Serbia to support the “restoration of Russia within its
historical borders”.165

Serbian right-wingers also have ties with the Russian-Serbi-
an Cultural and Information Center Orlovi, whose premises are
located in the Wagner building in St. Petersburg. The aim of the
Center is to strengthen friendly relations between Serbia and Rus-
sia.16 A press release from Orlovi states that they are “dealing

161 RSE, 22 February 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/zabranjen—-skup-
desnicara-srbija/32282955.html

162 RSE, 14 December 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/srbija-rusija-
desnicari-kosovo/32176352.html

163 RSE 16 January 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/srbija-borci—-ukrajina—
rusija/32225401.html

164 RSE, 17 February 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/damjan—-knezevic—
srbija—desnicari/32275991.html

165 RSE, 17 February 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/damjan—-knezevic—
srbija—-desnicari/32275991.html

166 BBC, 9 December 2022, https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-~63904554
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with informational confrontation with Russian liberals who went
to Serbia”!67 The leader of this Center, Alexander Lysov, has been
banned from entering Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo. The
Orlovi erected a monument to Alexander Nevsky in front of the
gate of the church in Belgrade that carries his name.'6® The open-
ing of the monument in November 2021 was attended by Belgrade’s
officials, some ministers, as well as the patriarch of the Serbian Or-
thodox Church, Porfirije. The organization is also involved in col-
lecting aid for Serbian families in Kosovo; they organized theater
cooperation, football matches, as well as other cultural events.!69

The president of the Serbian Right, Misa Vaci¢, who is other-
wise close to the Serbian Progressive Party, also has ties with Rus-
sia. Vaci¢ supported Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and as an inter-
national observer, at the invitation of Russia, he followed the ref-
erendum for the annexation of occupied Ukrainian territories to
Russia.

Moldovan authorities did not allow a group of Partizan fans
to enter the country, in February 2023. The President of Moldova,
Maia Sandu, stated that Russia was planning to carry out a coup
with the help of opposition protests and with the involvement of
people with military training from countries such as Belarus, Ser-
bia and Montenegro.!7°

Russian right-wing groups and the Kremlin are also spreading
their influence in Serbia through children’s camps. In May 2022,
a youth patriotic camp was organized in the vicinity of KruSevac,
which the organizer presents to the public as a sports camp.!”!

167 BBC, 9 December 2022, https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-~63904554
168 BBC, 9 December 2022, https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-—63904554

169 BBC, 9 December 2022, https://www.bbc.com/serbian/lat/srbija-—63904554

170 Danas, 13 February 2023, https://www.danas.rs/svet/predsednica—moldavije—
potvrdila-ruski-plan-uz-pomoc-vojno-obucenih-ljudi-iz=srbije-crne—gore-i-
belorusije—izvesti-drzavni-udar

171 It was revealed on the social network Telegram that these were military
patriotic games, which RFE had insight into. The organizers denied this in later
statements, stating that these were just sporting games, which only covered up
the real character of the camp. A similar youth patriotic camp was organized
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Radio Free Europe (RSE) used this example to detect connections
between the authorities in Russia and Serbia and right-wing or-
ganizations. The event included the veterans’ association Bat-
tle Brotherhood (Bojevo Bratstvo) Krusevac, the Serbian-Russian
Humanitarian Center, the Russian Embassy in Belgrade, the local
government of KruSevac and the All-Serbian Association of Vet-
erans Battle Brotherhood (Bojevo Bratstvo).!”? Financial resourc-
es for the event were provided by the Ministry of Labor, Employ-
ment, Veterans and Social Affairs of Serbia. Battle Brotherhood
KrusSevac states on its Facebook page that it advocates “the return
to the holy Serbian land of Kosovo and Metohija’, as well as “devel-
oping the patriotic feelings among young people towards history,
customs, faith and culture”.!”® From the analysis of the FB profile
of the All-Serbian veterans’ union Battle Brotherhood, it is obvi-
ous that they support Russia’s aggression against Ukraine. Analyz-
ing photos from the website of the All-Serbian Association of War
Veterans Battle Brotherhood, RSE also established the connections
that the president of that association, Slavoljub Ljubisavljevi¢, has
with Georgy Kleban, a member of Russia’s Military Intelligence
Service (GRU), who was involved in an espionage affair in Serbia
in 2019.174 Battle Brotherhood has a cooperation agreement with
the organization of the same name in the Moscow region, in Rus-
sia, which includes “work on implementing joint activities on the
patriotic education of young people.” The military-patriotic educa-
tion of young people in Russia has been under the auspices of the
Government of Russia since 2006, which is why the United Nations
Committee on the Rights of the Child in Geneva reacted in 2014.

in 2018 in Zlatibor — however, due to public pressure, the then Minister of the
Interior NebojSa Stefanovi¢ closed down the camp.

172 RSE, 24 May 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/kamp-krusevac-veterani-
srbija-rusija/31864016.html

173 RSE, 24 May 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/kamp-krusevac-veterani-
srbija-rusija/31864016.html

174 Kleban held the position of assistant military attaché at the Russian Embassy
in Belgrade from 2016 to 2019. In 2019, a video appeared online showing him
giving money to a retired member of the Serbian Armed Forces.
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That Committee condemned this type of education and called on
the Russian authorities to ban military training for children under
the age of eight.1”

According to the Executive Director of the Council for Stra-
tegic Policy, Nikola Luni¢, the organization of such camps in war-
time represents malignant war propaganda aimed at achieving the
proclaimed military goals while diversifying contflict, and in the
Balkans, destabilizing the region with a long-term frozen conflict,
which the Kremlin is trying to maintain by feeding all forms of na-
tionalism with the hope of a historic rematch with neighbors”.176

SERBIAN FIGHTERS IN RUSSIAN
FORMATIONS IN UKRAINE

On 5 January, 2023, a text on the conditions for joining the Rus-
sian paramilitary group Wagner was published on the Russia Today
(RT) portal in Serbian. Under the heading “Wagner publishes ad-
vertisement for volunteers, conditions more than tempting” details
are given about the conditions for participation in the war, earn-
ings and training. However, the original piece on RT was quickly
replaced with a text about a group of former prisoners who volun-
teered to participate in a military operation on the Russian side. At
the end of the piece, it was stated that Wagner published an adver-
tisement on social networks for the admission of new members.!7”

The publication of Wagner’s ad on RT caused strong diplomat-
ic reactions, and Serbian President Aleksandar Vudié criticized
Wagner for the first time. Vucic¢’s reaction is tied to the visit of US
State Department adviser Derek Chollet. In a conversation with
President Vuci¢, Chollet expressed his concern about is trying to

175 RSE, 24 May 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/kamp-krusevac-veterani-
srbija-rusija/31864016.html

176 RSE, 24 May 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/kamp-krusevac-veterani-
srbija-rusija/31864016.html

177 RSE, 18 January 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/grupa-wagner—
zapadni-balkan-rusija-ukrajina-rat/32229141.html
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recruit fighters in Serbia and stated that this was unacceptable. In
addition to civil society organizations, representatives of the anti-
war wave of emigration from Russia warned that representatives
of the government are enabling Wagner’s activities in Serbia and
that the Director of the Security and Information Agency (BIA) of
the Government of Serbia, Aleksandar Vulin, is primarily respon-
sible for this.!”®

A video was also published on the Telegram platform that al-
legedly shows a group of fighters from Serbia on the Ukrainian
front, who are claimed to have joined Pavle Sudoplatov’s battal-
ion. They wear masks over their faces, and in the Serbian language
video they claim that they have come to “help their brothers”. The
information that Serbian fighters joined the Pavel Sudoplatov bat-
talion was also reported by some Russian media outlets. The vide-
os are also published on other social media, and one of the soldiers
who appears with his face uncovered is Dejan Beri¢.

Serbian Defense Minister Milo$ Vucevi¢ said that the securi-
ty agencies of Serbia, both military and civilian, are monitoring
and analyzing all the information related to the published record-
ings and photos of alleged fighters from Serbia who joined Rus-
sian units in the war in Ukraine.l”? However, there has been no of-
ficial public information about the prosecution of Serbian citizens
who have joined Russian military and paramilitary formations in
Ukraine since the beginning of the invasion. On the basis of the
Law on Free Access to Information of Public Importance, the Hel-
sinki Committee has repeatedly asked judicial authorities for in-
formation on possible verdicts and court proceedings. However,
we have only received information on one case, whose verdicts re-
fers to the year 2014. The penal policy towards returnees from the
Ukrainian battlefield is mild. So far, 32 guilty verdicts have been
handed down based on plea agreements. In 28 cases, the court sen-

178 “Wagner and the Serbs”, 25 January 2023, https://cepa.org/article/wagner—

and-the-serbs

179 RSE, 16 January 2023, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/srbija-borci-
ukrajina-rusija/32225401.html
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tenced the defendants to a suspended prison sentence, while four
people were sentenced to house arrest for six months. All verdicts
refer to the period between 2015 and 2018.

CONFLICT BETWEEN PRESIDENT
VUCIC AND RIGHT-WINGERS?

The first indications that Serbian President Aleksandar Vuci¢
could enter into conflict with extreme right-wing groups appeared
in early 2023, when several participants of the protests organized
by the People’s Patrols were arrested. This is a potential reckoning
only with one part of the right-wing, those who personally oppose
him and demand the suspension of negotiations with Kosovo. For
the first time, in a public address on the occasion of a gathering of
right-wingers, the president stated that the state will not tolerate
violence.

Among those arrested are the leader of the People’s Patrols,!80
Damjan Knezevi¢, and the journalist of the Srbin info portal, Dejan
Petar Zlatanovi¢, who were sentenced to one month’s detention,
due to the suspicion that at the event on 15 February, they called on
the citizens of Serbia to violently overthrow and replace the high-
est state authorities.

Knezevi¢ was arrested after saying to the people gathered: “I
have no other choice, and Vuci¢, you can expect to see me”, as well
as “I swear to you, we are ready for much more than just riots”, if
Serbia agrees to Kosovo’s entry into the United Nations. According
to the High Public Prosecutor’s Office in Belgrade, Zlatanovi¢ said
during his address to the crowd: “To all those who want to com-
mit betrayal, this is ongoing even today, so whoever sees himself

180 The People’s Patrols, which have ties to Russian right-wing organizations, were
created in 2020 when they intercepted, threatened and attacked migrants with
hoods on. They called for a “ban on the movement” of migrants outside migrant
centers from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m., as well as on the movement of more than three
people in a group during the day. They are not registered in the register of
organizations and associations of citizens. The institutions had previously never
reacted to the violent behavior of the People’s Patrols.
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in these words — what goes around, comes around — and whoever
signs that paper will be killed.” Before the rally, a member of the
People’s Patrol from Backa Palanka, Dejan Bobocek, was arrested,
and a rifle with an optical sight and ammunition was found in his
possession. Members of the police and BIA in Sremska Kameni-
ca stopped the car driven by Bobocek, in which the weapon was
found. It is suspected that Bobocek left for Belgrade to come to the
protest “Stop Vuci¢’s Betrayal of Kosmet” in front of the Presidency,
which was announced for the evening of the same day.

The most important tabloid that supports the Serbian Presi-
dent, the ultra-nationalist “Informer”, reported on the protest as a
gathering of “false patriots”.!8! Several hundred right-wingers gath-
ered, which shows that the protest did not have significant mobi-
lization potential. Some protesters were wearing signs of Wagner
and symbols of support for the Russian invasion.

The protest gathering on 15 February showed the synergy of
the right: political parties, the academic community, and extrem-
ist organizations. Members of the parliamentary People’s Party led
by Vuk Jeremi¢ participated in the meeting of the People’s Patrols.
As Jeremic stated, they came to the meeting “following the public
invitation of Professor Milo Lompar (...), a man whose invitations
the People’s Party responds to”. Professor from the Faculty of Phi-
lology Milo Lompar, one of the main ideologues of Serbian nation-
alism, called for the release of Zlatanovi¢ and Knezevi¢. Lompar
explained the request by interpreting their speeches as a verbal of-
fense, ignoring the history of violence of the People’s Patrols, as well
as the fact that a weapon was found with one of the organization’s
members. He said that the goal of the arrest was “to prevent any re-
sistance to the treasonous decisions that are getting closer”182 The
petition for the release of Knezevi¢ and Damjanovi¢, apart from

181 Informer, 16 February 2023, https://informer.rs/vesti/politika/771924/sada-
sve—jasno-kurti-prizeljkuje—ubistvo-vucica-siptarski-mediji-zadovoljstvom-
pratili-divljanje-ispred—predsednistva

182 Danas, 19 February 2023, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/lompar-vratili-
smo-se-u-vreme-jednopartijske-diktature



https://informer.rs/vesti/politika/771924/sada-sve-jasno-kurti-prizeljkuje-ubistvo-vucica-siptarski-mediji-zadovoljstvom-pratili-divljanje-ispred-predsednistva
https://informer.rs/vesti/politika/771924/sada-sve-jasno-kurti-prizeljkuje-ubistvo-vucica-siptarski-mediji-zadovoljstvom-pratili-divljanje-ispred-predsednistva
https://informer.rs/vesti/politika/771924/sada-sve-jasno-kurti-prizeljkuje-ubistvo-vucica-siptarski-mediji-zadovoljstvom-pratili-divljanje-ispred-predsednistva
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/lompar-vratili-smo-se-u-vreme-jednopartijske-diktature/
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/lompar-vratili-smo-se-u-vreme-jednopartijske-diktature/

RUSSIA’S INSTRUMENT

Lompar, was signed by more than 50 individuals, including more
than 20 university professors, 10 PhD graduates, six MPs...183

Vuk Jeremi¢ is one of the initiators of the Proclamation for
Gathering in Defense of Kosovo and Metohija, which gathered the
Serbian Movement Dveri, the New DSS, the Serbian Party Zavet-
nici, POKS, the People’s Party, as well as the following individu-
als: academician Matija Beckovi¢, professor Milo§ Kovi¢, Misa
Dburkovi¢, PhD, and Dragomir Andelkovi¢.184

The next protest that the People’s Patrols wanted to organize
in front of the monument to Tsar Nicholas in Belgrade was banned
by the Ministry of the Interior. However, a protest was held on the
anniversary of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine (24 February) on the
steps of St. Mark’s Church, one of the central buildings of the Ser-
bian Orthodox Church. Among the main protagonists of this pro-
test was Dejan Mirovi¢, a professor at the University of Pristina
and former official of the ultra-nationalist Serbian Radical Party.

183 Srbin Info, 21 February 2023, https://srbin.info/drustvo/vanredno-peticija-
javnih-Llicnosti-za-hitno-oslobadjanje-dejana—i-damnjana-spisak

184 Medija centar, 4 October 2022, https://mc.rs/dogadjaji/proglas—za-okupljanje-

u-odbrani-kosova—-i-metohije/1641

147


https://srbin.info/drustvo/vanredno-peticija-javnih-licnosti-za-hitno-oslobadjanje-dejana-i-damnjana-spisak/
https://srbin.info/drustvo/vanredno-peticija-javnih-licnosti-za-hitno-oslobadjanje-dejana-i-damnjana-spisak/
https://mc.rs/dogadjaji/proglas-za-okupljanje-u-odbrani-kosova-i-metohije/1641
https://mc.rs/dogadjaji/proglas-za-okupljanje-u-odbrani-kosova-i-metohije/1641

148

THE EXTREME RIGHT

EXTREMISTS AT THE BARRICADES
IN THE NORTH OF KOSOVO

When local Serbs, with the support of Belgrade, erected barri-
cades to protest the arrest of former Serb member of the Kosovo
police Dejan Panti¢, pro-Russian extremists became active in the
north of Kosovo. In December 2022, the People’s Patrols called for
a protest at the Jarinje border crossing between Serbia and Kosovo.
On that occasion (18 December), a police cordon prevented them
from approaching the crossing from the Serbian side. KFOR mem-
bers were deployed on the other side of the border crossing, in the
territory of Kosovo.185

Members of the ultra-right group Serbian Action were also at
the barricades. Several photos from the barricades were published
on the Telegram channel of that informal group, and one of them
shows a masked man carrying the Serbian Action flag. The photos
also show a man wearing a black mask with the Nazi symbol of the
Celtic cross and the flag of Imperial Russia.!¢ The symbols of the
Kormilo group, whose members organized meetings with ultra-
right organizations from Italy and France over the past few years,
were also visible on the barricades. The videos also show members
of the biker group MC Serbs, who also have close ties to the ultra-
right. The members of this group wear on their jackets the Nazi
symbol of the iron cross and the coat of arms from the time when
Serbia was under Nazi occupation.!8”

Nikola Jovi¢, who was convicted in Serbia, because in March
2015 he joined the paramilitary formation of the 7th brigade of the
Donetsk People’s Republic, in the east of Ukraine, appeared at the
barricades at the Jarinje border crossing. Jovi¢ introduces himself

185 RSE, 19 December 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/desnicari—-protesti—
srbija—kosovo/32183582.html

186 RSE, 19 December 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/desnicari-protesti-
srbija—-kosovo/32183582.html

187 RSE, 19 December 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/desnicari—-protesti-
srbija—kosovo/32183582.html
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as a Russia Today correspondent.’®® Symbols of Russia’s aggression
were also worn at the Belgrade protest for Kosovo (12 December),
and a video of the protest was broadcast live by Wagner on their
Telegram channel.'89

Regarding the tensions in the north of Kosovo, Misa Vaci,
leader of the non-parliamentary party Serbian Right, which has
close ties with President Aleksandar Vuci¢, also spoke out.19¢ On
the night between 11 and 12 December, he posted a photo on Twit-
ter of a group of masked people in the center of Belgrade with a
banner: “Hang in there, brothers, we’ll be down there soon, so they
can see again why Serbs are feared.” Vaci¢ wrote that he has people
in 4o cities, and that hundreds of young people are ready to go to
Kosovo immediately in case of any violence against the people at
the barricades.

There is concern that the Russian intelligence service could
apply the same scenario in the Balkans in providing support to the
Serbian authorities, in the event of an attempt to establish full con-
trol over the north of Kosovo, as was carried out during the con-
quest of Crimea in 2014. According to research published on the
website of the Washington think tank organization New America,
Russia’s campaign in Crimea was followed by pro-Russian separa-
tist uprisings in Donbass, where the sleepers of the Russian intelli-
gence service GRU (Russian “tourists”) began to take control in cit-
ies and villages. Across Ukraine’s war-torn southeast, the GRU was
the decisive force that activated its proxy networks — Knightly
Wolves (Viteski vukovi), Cossacks, and battalions of Serbs, Roma-
nians, Belarusians, and other foreign fighters. Self-proclaimed spe-
cial forces intelligence veteran Igor Girkin, who fought in Transnis-
tria and the Balkans, known by the alias Strelkov, and his company

188 RSE, 16 December, 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/sever—-kosova-
barikade—donbas-osudjeni-borac/32179908.html

189 RSE, 14 December 2022, https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/srbija-rusija-
desnicari-kosovo/32176352.html

190 Vacic¢ briefly worked in the Office for Kosovo and Metohija (2016), but he did
not remain in that position for long due to public pressure.
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occupied government buildings in the town of Slavyansk in the
Donetsk region of Donbass at the start of the conflict. The text in-
dicates that the GRU, with a network of paramilitary units, tried
to develop a network of militias, veterans, and criminal groups.!9!

EXTREMISTS AND THE SERBIAN
ORTHODOX CHURCH STAND UNITED
AGAINST HUMAN RIGHTS

The extreme right finds spiritual legitimacy in the Serbian Or-
thodox Church (SPC), which is the most powerful proponent of
anti-liberal values. EuroPride was held in Belgrade under restric-
tive conditions, in a strictly limited space, with high tensions and
the deployment of police cordons on the streets. What was prac-
tically a simulation of EuroPride is a consequence of the author-
ities giving in to the SPC alliance and extremist organizations.
Some foreign participants were banned from entering Serbia after
EuroPride.

Serbian right-wingers and the SPC have a racist stance regard-
ing the LGBT community and present it as something that ob-
structs the consolidation of the Serbian state and endangers to-
getherness, which is based on ethnic and religious (Orthodox)
identity and family values. The main support for their activities
comes from Russia.

More than 30 right-wing associations, movements and media
outlets participated in the organization of protest marches known
as “clerical protests for the salvation of Serbia’, whose goal was to
prevent the holding of EuroPride. They are gathered in the asso-
ciation United for Tradition and Family.!92 Bishop Nikanor stood

191 “Forward Operations: From Deir Ezzor to Donbas and Back Again’” in “Decoding
the Wagner Group: Analyzing the Role of Private Military Security Contractors
in Russian Proxy Warfare’”, November 2019. https://www.newamerica.org/
international-security/reports/decoding—wagner—group—-analyzing—-role—private-
military-security-contractors—-russian-proxy-warfare/forward-operations-from-
deir-ezzor-to—-donbas—and-back-again.

192 Danas, 17 September 2022, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/ko-su-
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out in support of the processions, and cursed Prime Minister Ana
Brnabi¢ because of EuroPride.

Patriarch Porfirije presented the first degree Order of Saint
Sava, the church’s highest decoration, to the autocratic Prime Min-
ister of Hungary, Viktor Orban, for his “advocacy for the Christian
value system” and for his “fight for Europe’s soul”. The Order of Saint
Sava for “journalistic professionalism and affirmation of Christian
values and virtues” was awarded to Milorad Vucelié, the director
of Television Belgrade during the regime of Slobodan Milosevi¢
and one of the most responsible war instigators, now the editor-
in-chief of the pro-Russian Vecernje novosti.

The Serbian Orthodox Church, since the arrival of Patriarch
Porfirije at its head, has been trying to exert a stronger influence
on education. Mladen Saréevié, acting director of the Official Ga-
zette, announced that Patriarch Porfirije could be on the commis-
sion for creating identity textbooks, whose goal is shaping the na-
tional identity of new generations. The increasing involvement of
the Church in the educational system indicates anti-intellectual-
ism, which is one of the main characteristics of fascist movements.

organizatori-litija-za-spas-srbije/
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IDEOLOGICALLY MOTIVATED VIOLENCE
AND A NEW WAVE OF ANTI-SEMITISM

Attacks by extremist organizations on individuals and asso-
ciations have a broad range, from ideologically motivated verbal
threats to physical attacks. The number of attacks is difficult to de-
termine, because there are no official statistics, nor does the state
react in the majority of cases.!¥3 New organizations are established
and strengthened, some old ones are activated — especially neo-
Nazi ones.

The strengthening of anti-Semitism is also notable. At the be-
ginning of 2023, a meeting of the neo-Nazi organization Zentropa
was held on the occasion of the anniversary of the death of Milan
Nedié, the Prime Minister of Serbia who collaborated with the Na-
zis during World War Two. The police did not prohibit the holding
of the rally, although by law it is illegal for those “who celebrate
Nazism and anti-Semitism, spread racial hatred and celebrate col-
laborators of the occupiers in World War Two” to gather. The an-
ti-Semitic organization Monarchist Club Carostavnik periodically
organizes events attended by various domestic and foreign advo-
cates of fascist ideas. At the beginning of 2023, Nazi symbols were
drawn at the entrance to the Jewish cemetery in Belgrade.

In January 2023, neo-fascists demolished the Novi Sad cafe
“Crni Ovan’, where anti-fascists and activists who fight for human,
minority, and animal rights had been gathering for years, and in-
jured the owner Bojan Sovljanski and one of the employees. It is
the fourth and most severe attack in the last year. The attack was
carried out by three young men with recognizable neo-Nazi insig-
nia — Confederate flags, swastikas and the Zentropa sign. The po-
lice arrested the attackers.

193 The only statistics on attacks and pressures on activists are kept by Yucom,
with its Incident Map. On the map, since the beginning of 2022, 35 attacks and
pressures have been registered, both on those who deal with the protection of
human rights and on those who, because of their actions, found themselves in
that role and suffered the consequences.
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Nevertheless, despite the Nazi character of this attack, the Ba-
sic Public Prosecutor’s Office in Novi Sad characterized the act as
violent behavior and proposed that the three persons arrested be
prohibited from approaching the premises, as well as “approach-
ing, meeting or communicating with the injured parties”. Radio
host and anti-fascist activist Dasko Milinovi¢ was attacked in 2021.
Two young men first sprayed him with tear gas and then repeat-
edly hit him with a metal bar. The attackers were arrested, and in
June 2022, the High Court in Novi Sad confirmed the verdict of the
Basic Court, which sentenced the attackers to prison terms, i.e.
house arrest.

In addition, between 2019 and 2021, several attacks were re-
corded on activists of the Youth Center CKi3, the organization
Roof over our Head (Krov nad glavom), as well as students Dejan
Bagari¢ and Milan Vuji¢, who were seriously injured during the
attack.!9 The two people who attacked Dejan Bagari¢ were giv-
en suspended sentences after they pleaded guilty, but there was
no answer to the question of why the motive of the attackers was
not investigated in any part of the process, and the person(s) who
hired them were also never identified. The procedure in the case
of the attack on Milan Vuji¢ is at a standstill. Most of the attacks
on Novi Sad activists and places where they gather have not been
prosecuted.19°

Events and actions of civil society organizations, such as com-
memorations for the victims of crimes committed by Serbian forc-
es during the wars of the 1990s, are held in a tense atmosphere un-
der the constant threat of right-wingers; individuals and organiza-
tions are exposed to the worst threats through social media...

According to the Youth Initiative for Human Rights, at least
200 murals of the war criminal Ratko Mladi¢ have been painted in
Serbia. Since the start of the aggression against Ukraine, Serbia has
been painted with murals of Russian President Vladimir Putin and
symbols of Russia’s aggression, such as the letter “Z”. Police and

194 Conversations held by the Helsinki Committee with activists from Novi Sad.

195 Conversations held by the Helsinki Committee with activists from Novi Sad.
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extremist groups guard the murals and do not allow their remov-
al. Due to attempts at removal, activists of human rights organiza-
tions are usually the target of attacks.

The municipal police fined the Youth Initiative for Human
Rights and the Krokodil association for removing graffiti they con-
sidered war-mongering!¢ from the building of the Institute of
Chemistry, Technology and Metallurgy in Belgrade. They painted
over the facade, and they were threatened with reports for “dam-
aging the facade”. In addition, organizations have been receiv-
ing threats via social networks for days, including death threats.
The threats were reported to the Prosecutor’s Office for High-Tech
Crime and the police.

196 Danas, 19 February 2023, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/nikome—ne-
smeta-tema-kosova-vec—-ratnohuskacke—-poruke—u-decjem-parkicu-yihr-i-
udruzenje—krokodil-dobili-pretnje-zbog-krecenja-grafita
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Cooperation between President Vuci¢ and the right is unsus-
tainable if Serbia opts for the European Union. The progress of
European integration and adherence to Western liberal values are
a guarantee of sustainable stability and security in the region.

Nationalism and chauvinism are induced from the top down.
Instead of decontaminating the political space from fascism and
nazification, politicians rely on right-wing voters of the right-—
wing spectrum, which further radicalizes the political playing
field.

One of the reasons for the strengthening of nationalism and
the extreme right is the absence of a serious alternative with a
clear position, which is ready to publicly advocate its positions
and mobilize citizens with them. This would carry a risk, but in
the long run it would create the possibility of gathering a pro-
European option based on clear enlightened and liberal postulates.

Judicial institutions and the police must start prosecuting
hate crimes, based on laws related to the prevention of nation-
al, racial and religious hatred. In addition, those in power must
morally and politically condemn every hate speech and attack, by
pointing out its culprits and condemning the ideology behind the
verbal or physical attack.
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CULTURE OF MEMORY:
THE COMPLETION

OF THE PROCESS OF
SELF-VICTIMIZATION

After an armed contflict or a regime change, societies may decide to
address the causes and effects of the violence endured by their mem-
bers. They have several approaches and their combinations at their
disposal: the trials of perpetrators, establishment of the truth by in-
vestigative commissions, provision of material reparations to vic-
tims, search for missing persons and supporting families left behind,
return or integration of refugees and displaced persons, removal of
those responsible from security services and civic institutions, edu-
cational reform, establishment of social memory of victims, opening
of archives... there are also societies that choose to keep silent about
their past, either because of the still dominant power of the perpe-
trators of crimes or the assessment that such an approach will offer
a more convenient framework for the upcoming reform processes.

The wars in the former Yugoslavia have ended with approxi-
mately 130,000 killed or missing, several million people forced to
leave their homes after enduring brutal physical and mental vio-
lence, including sexual abuse, internment in camps, expulsion and
deportation. According to recent research, at least 200,000 victims
of war crimes and human rights violations in the context of armed
conflict live in Serbia.!%7

197 Jelena Krsti¢, Chapter: Serbia in: Dealing with the Past, Surviving the Present:
Situation and Needs of Civilian War Victims in Serbia, Kosovo and North
Macedonia, Schenkel, Kathelijne ed. (Civic Initiatives, Integra, New Social
Initiative, Peace Action, ICTJ and PAX, 2022).
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If the choice had been possible, Serbia would have firmly de-
cided to keep silent about the past. The first obstacle to doing this
was the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia
(ICTY), whose establishment and work disrupted its efforts to hide
the crimes committed in the name of the realization of the idea
of a Greater Serbia. After the overthrow of the Slobodan Milosevi¢
regime, there followed pressures and significant financial support
from the international community with the aim of having Serbia
independently contribute to the judicial punishment of the per-
petrators. An additional obstacle to oblivion is posed by the doc-
umentation of crimes and public information about them com-
ing from civil society as well as the demands for a more compre-
hensive review of Serbia’s involvement in the wars. However, af-
ter the assassination of Prime Minister Zoran Pindi¢ (2003), the
openness of institutions to transitional justice measures was sig-
nificantly decreased. After a peculiar restoration of the regime that
led Serbia’s war campaign during the 1990s (2012), the idea of deal-
ing with the past was finally rejected.

At the same time, it was the period when the existence of a
joint criminal enterprise (JCE) — aimed at the forced displacement
of Albanians from Kosovo, with the participation of the highest
political, military and police officials of the Federal Republic of Yu-
goslavia (FRY) and Serbia — was confirmed.!®8 The existence of the
JCE — aimed at forcibly and permanently displacing the majority
of non-Serbs, primarily Bosniaks and Croats, from large parts of
Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, through persecutions, mur-
ders, deportations and other inhuman acts by the representatives
of the Bosnian Serb civilian, military and police authorities — was
also confirmed.!'®® According to the first instance verdict against
Jovica Stanisi¢ and Franko Simatovi¢ (2021), the participants in the

198 Appealing a verdict in the Sainovié et al. case. 23 January 2014 (ICTY).

199 First-Instance Verdict in the Radovan KaradZié case, 24 March 2016; Appeal
Judgement in the Radovan KaradZié case, 20 March 2019; First—Instance Verdict
in the Ratko Mladi¢ Case, 22 November 2017, Appeal Judgement in the Ratko
Mladi¢ case, 8 June 2021 (ICTY/IRMCT).
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JCE included Slobodan Milosevi¢, Radmilo Bogdanovi¢, Radovan
Stoji¢i¢ Badza, Mihalj Kertes, Vojislav Seselj and Zeljko Raznatovié
Arkan. The fact that Arkan and Segelj were participants in the JCE
was also established in the final verdict against Radovan Karadzi¢
(2019). The verdict against Ratko Mladi¢ (2021) also confirms the
significant role of the Yugoslav Army in the war in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina by continuously supplying the Army of the Republic of
Srpska (VRS) with soldiers, officers, weapons, ammunition, mate-
riel and equipment.

After the withdrawal of institutions, the burden of dealing
with the past was took in large measure by a small number of civ-
il society representatives. The unofficial programmes, which they
initiate, depend on international donor support and are carried
out in an apathetic social atmosphere with the conspicuous dis-
regard for them by institutions and are constantly risking a verbal
and physical attack by right-wing individuals and groups. By con-
trast, during the last decade, significant financial, institutional and
cultural resources were invested in building an official, public and
exclusive narrative about Serbia’s defensive wars, the suffering of
the Serbian people and the heroism of its security forces. It was
first necessary to minimize and remove the court-confirmed facts
about crimes and their perpetrators from the public sphere, as well
as to construct a suitable narrative and weave it deeply into the so-
cial fabric.
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COURT FACTS ABOUT CRIMES

The space for learning and a dialogue about Serbia’s role in the
wars of the nineties has been primarily closed to the findings of in-
ternational courts and domestic court trials.

The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugosla-
via (ICTY) completed its mandate at the end of 2017 after which
the remaining trials were taken over by the International Residual
Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals (IRMCT).200 Acquittals in the
cases of Gotovina et al. and Haradinaj et al. (2012) have served as
an introduction to a thorough discrediting of the findings of these
bodies. First of all, they have been assessed as being unfair, selec-
tive and biased, and the judgements against Radovan Karadzi¢
(2019) and Ratko Mladi¢ (2021) as being also the judgement against
the entire Serbian people. Neither the apology to the victims,20!
nor the acceptance of the Court’s finding of the JCE undertaken
by the military, police and civilian leadership with the aim of ex-
pelling Albanians from Kosovo,?%2 nor the return of those convict-
ed of war crimes, Dragoljub Ojdanié¢ (2013), Vojislav Seselj (2014),
Vladimir Lazarevié, Nikola Sainovié (2015) and Sreten Luki¢ (2021),
have been used to start a public debate about the causes of the
conflict and responsibility for crimes. On the contrary, the focus
of public attention is placed on the perpetrators whose responsi-
bility has been established beyond a reasonable doubt and with
some kind of confession of guilt.2°3 The members of the military

200 It is about the cases of Radovan KaradZié, Ratko Mladié, Vojislav Seselj,
Stanisié and Simatovié; Petar Jojié and Vjerica Radeta.

201 Dordevi¢ Case, Appeal Hearing, transcript, pp. 154-156, ICTY, 13 May 2013.

202 The final decision Dragoljub Ojdani¢’s notice of withdrawal of an appeal against
the judgement of Trial Chamber III of 26 February 2009 and the Prosecutor’s
notice of withdrawal of his appeal against the judgement of Trial Council III of
26 February of 2009, which refers to the accused Dragoljub Ojdani¢, ICTY, 31
January 2013.

203 “I will not give heroic speeches and say that I sleep peacefully and that I have
a clear conscience, because someone who has been through the war cannot sleep
peacefully and I have been. I am not guilty, but I feel responsible”, Nikola
Sainovié, 2015; “General Ojdanié accepts the findings of the first instance
verdict relating to his conduct, the guilty verdict and the sentencing verdict. He
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have been particularly portrayed as skilled strategists and experts,
resolute fighters for justice and truth who have been unjustly con-
victed for political reasons and without evidence. Bearing in mind
that the wave of returnees to Serbia has brought back the majority
of those convicted of crimes in Kosovo, a participatory social re-
flection on the recent past will particularly favour the dialogue be-
tween Serbia and Kosovo which is running parallel to these events.

After the completion of the ICTY’s work, the public sphere was
open for more reactions to the verdicts given to the Bosnian Serb
military and political leaders, Radovan Karadzi¢ and Ratko Mladic,
as well as the members of Serbia’s State Security Service, Jovica
Stanisi¢ and Franko Simatovi¢. Due to the assessment that the ver-
dict was passed to the Serbian people, the public discussion about
the guilt of the individuals convicted of the crimes committed in
the name of concrete politics, was actually suppressed and made
impossible. The attempts to distinguish the question of guilt from
the question of accountability remained on the sidelines, without
having enough strength to impose themselves as the starting point
in the discussions and the prosecution of those responsible for the
crimes committed in the past. What is striking, however, was the
restraint of the highest state representatives to comment on the
verdicts, which points to the dominant intention not to attach too
much political importance and weight to the facts on which the
verdicts were established by the Tribunal, thus enabling them to
survive in the public space for a short time. A critical public re-
view of the crimes committed by the Serbian forces in the wars of
the nineties was further discouraged by the amendments to the
Criminal Code of the Republic of Serbia (2016) according to which
the approval, denial and downplaying of war crimes, genocide and
crimes against humanity are prohibited only if they have been de-
fined as such in the verdicts of domestic courts, or the Interna-
tional Court of Justice (ICJ]).2%4 Limiting it to the two mentioned

also expressed his regret to all those who suffered due to the conduct of which
he was not convicted”, 2013.

204 Criminal Code, Article 387, (“Sluzbeni glasnik RS”, Nos. 85/2005, 88/2005
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court instances significantly narrows the protection that should be
enjoyed by judicial findings on crimes, since domestic court trials
are insufficiently inclusive, including the disputed qualifications
of crimes, while no cases of the war crimes of the 1990s have been
brought before the International Court of Justice (ICJ).Thus, for
example, even though the Serbian courts deal with the Srebreni-
ca genocide cases, this crime has not been qualified as genocide
in any of the cases, which actually opens the way for denial and
relativization.

Apart from discrediting the findings of international courts
there was an ongoing process of “numbing” domestic war crime
trials. Since 2003, a number of specialized institutions have been
involved in the processing of war crimes committed during the
war in the former Yugoslavia.2%5 The results of their two-decade
work are about 220 accused, less than 100 convicted and more than
1,700 cases (still) in the preliminary investigation phase.2%6 Trials
are burdened by lengthy and repetitive procedures, which often
end with mild perpetrator punishments. There is also the domi-
nant focus on a small number of direct perpetrators, while at the
same time avoiding the persecution of crimes sponsors and organ-
izers, which testifies to the tendency to obscure the planned in-
volvement of state structures in the commitment of war crimes.
The factors that have decisively determined the direction of do-

- Corr., 107/2005 - Corr., 72/2009, 111/2009, 121/2012, 104/2013,
108/2014, 94/2016 and 35/2019.

205 War Crimes Prosecutor’s Office, War Crimes Department of the Higher Court
in Belgrade, War Crimes Department of the Court of Appeal in Belgrade, War
Crimes Investigation Unit of the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MUP), Protection
Unit of the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Service for Help and Support
for Victims and Witnesses of the War Crimes Department of the Higher Court
in Belgrade. There is also a special detention unit within the District Prison in
Belgrade. Law on the Organization and Competence of State Authorities in War
Crimes Proceedings, “Sluzbeni glasnik RS”, Nos. 67/2003, 135/2004, 61/2005,
101/2007, 104/2009, 101/2011 - and other laws 6/2015).

206 Marina Kljaié, Rat u bivSoj Jugoslaviji obeleZen je sistematskim krsenjem
humanitarnog prava, Danas, 10 December 2022. https://www.danas.rs/dijalog/
licni-stavovi/rat-u-bivsoj—jugoslaviji—obelezen-je-sistematskim-krsenjem-
humanitarnog-prava/, accessed on 19 January 2023.
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mestic court proceedings are the lack of political support and the
keeping of court proceedings out of the public eye. Political indif-
ference has ranged from institutional under-capacity for adequate
investigations and court procedures, through open threats to pros-
ecutors from the highest political authorities,2%7 to the restraint of
criminal justice and the complete marginalization of trials among
the professional and general public.

The past ten-year period was marked by the change of the
head of the War Crimes Prosecutor’s Office, which first prolonged
the processing of war crimes and then led to the appointment of
the chief prosecutor (Snezana Stanojkovi¢) according to her po-
litical suitability and not her expertise or vision how to improve
prosecution.2%8 Namely, the programme with which the new Chief
Prosecutor has run for this position favours the measures to im-
prove the processing of crimes against Serbs, while secondary at-
tention is devoted to what Serbia can practically do to prosecute
those who are accessible to it.2%° One of the current consequences
of such a programme are trials in absentia that fail to achieve the
purpose of punishment, because those responsible for crimes re-
main at large, while mistrust between the involved communities
and the state further deepens. The arrival of the new prosecutor
has been a turning point in the work of the War Crimes Prosecu-
tor’s Office, which has abandoned a proactive approach and opted
for briefly informing the public about its dealing with war crimes
cases. The neglect of the important outreach component of the
bodies specialized for war crimes processing has resulted in the
fact that even 63 percent of Serbian citizens believe that they are
not sufficiently informed about war crimes trials.?!? The need to

207 “Orkestar za rusSenje Vucuéa odavno se ustimovao”, Politika online, 15 February
.2015. https://www.politika.rs/scc/clanak/319151/0rkestar-za-rusenje-
Vucica-odavno-se-ustimovao, accessed on 9 January 2023.

208 Marina Kljaié¢, IzveStaj o sudenjima za ratne zlo€ine u Srbiji tokom 2016.
godine, pp. 21-22, (Humanitarian Law Center, 2017).

209 Snezana Stanojkovi¢, Program organizacije i unapredenja rada TuZilastva za
ratne zloGine za period od 2026. do 2022. godine, 9 June 2016.

210 “Gradani uglavnom neobavesteni o ratovima devedesetih i nacionalno pristrasni”,
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enhance the visibility of the trials has been recognized in the rel-
evant strategic and operational regulations; however, the official
websites of courts and prosecutor’s offices offer very limited in-
formation that is often excessively anonymized and incomplete.
Thus, complete and timely information is not possible.

When it comes to the media space, during the past 20 years, as
long as war crimes trials were held in Serbia, the public had no op-
portunity to hear many reports on public service media or in any
other TV station which would thematize the trials, findings and
events. Similarly, both the printed media and their electronic edi-
tions paid little attention to the court findings, reducing their ar-
ticles to dry data that do not allow the understanding of the pro-
cesses and events, or approaching them in a sensationalist and
tabloid manner.2!! Although it has never opened up to the voices
of victims, the media space has become more accessible to con-
victed war criminals than to the people faced with human rights
violations and war crimes. Institutional passivity, underdeveloped
public information programmes and media indifference have nar-
rowed the space for learning, social dialogue and self-reflection re-
garding the participation in the wars and responsibility for crimes.
This made it difficult to impartially observe the past events which
is a prerequisite for overcoming the consequences of war and pre-
venting future conflicts.

The slowdown of trials was also caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, so that they could not be held for several months in 2020,
including multiple delays due to the absence of the participants
in the proceedings caused by health problems or impossibility to
travel.212

Danas, 22 December 2020, https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/suocavanje/

gradjani—uglavhom-neobavesteni-o-ratovima-devedesetih—i—nacionalno-
pristrasni/, accessed on 20 January 2023.

211 IzveStaj o sudenjima za ratne zloCine u Srbiji u 2012. godine, p. 14
(Humanitarian Law Center, 2013)

212 Marina Kljaié, Godisnji izvestaj o sudenjima za ratne zloGine u Srbiji — 2020.
godina, pp. 10-11 (Humanitarian Law Center, 2021)
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Paradoxically, it was during this period that domestic court
trials were strategically directed within the scope of two consec-
utive national strategies?!3 and one prosecutor’s strategy?'4 with
the aim of enhancing the efficiency of war crimes proceedings.
In addition, the processing of war crimes was prioritized as part
of the negotiations about Serbia’s accession to the European Un-
ion, since one of the findings of the screening conducted in 2013
was that it is necessary to remove the “perception of impunity for
war crimes”.?!®> The subsequent recommendations for an efficient
processing of war crimes are focused on adequate investigations
and processing, proportionality of punishments, equal treatment
of suspects regardless of their rank, improvement of support for
witnesses, provision of adequate resources for institutions and
protection of victims. The action plan for Chapter 23, which has
been prepared for coordinating the actions of the relevant institu-
tions towards fulfilling these recommendations, contains 27 meas-
ures to improve the position of victims during these procedures.?!6
However, the efforts to smother the trials and hide the facts have
prevailed over the regulations that have been supposed to direct
the actions of the relevant institutions to which the EU’s sporadic
and narrowly focused attention has been suited. All this has led to
a visible and probably irreversible regression in the processing of
war crimes, resulting in widespread impunity and the normaliza-
tion of crimes, interethnic tensions, mistrust and fears, as well as a
high risk of the outbreak of new hostilities in the future.

213 “Nacionalna strategija za procesuiranje ratnih zlo¢ina za period 2016-2020",
Sluzbeni glasnik RS, No. 19/2016. “Nacionalna strategija za procesuiranje
ratnih zloc¢ina za period 2021-2026", SluZbeni glasnik RS, No. 97/2021.

214 “Tuzilafka strategija za istragu i gonjenje ratnih zlo€ina u Republici Srbiji
2018-2023", Government of the Republic of Serbia, War Crimes Prosecutor’s
Office, 2018.

215 Screening Report Serbia, Chapter 23 — Judiciary and Fundamental Rights,

European Commission.

216 Action Plan, Chapter 23, Judiciary and Fundamental Rights, July 2020,
Negotiating Team for Chapter 23, Republic of Serbia.
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A NEW NARRATIVE ABOUT THE PAST

Along with the rejection of unsuitable judicial facts, the crea-
tion of an appropriate narrative about the past has also started,
becoming the official policy of memory. Starting with the claim
about the denial of justice to Serbian victims before international
courts, the narrative is based on the self-victimization of the Ser-
bian people and continuity of their suffering in the 20th century,
the heroism of the Serbian army and police, and insistence on Ser-
bia’s defensive, that is, liberation endeavours. The purpose of such
a narrative is to exclude the discussion about the responsibility of
Serbian institutions for planning, organizing, committing and hid-
ing war crimes from the public sphere, while at the same time re-
lying on the thesis about the indisputable sinlessness of a victim.

JASENOVAC

Jasenovac has become the key conceptual determinant of the

official policy of memory, produced and imposed by state insti-
tutions. By continuously reminding the people of the crimes com-
mitted against Serbs during the Second World War and their clear
connection with the wars of the nineties,?'” this symbolic signifier
of the suffering of the Serbian people is purposefully interwoven
into the foundations of national identity. Thus, suffering and sacri-
fice have become the key determinants of self-perception and re-
lations with the people living in their surroundings. At the same
time, one’s own ethnic group has been positioned in the centre of

217 “It is impossible to understand the conflicts of the nineties without
understanding the meaning of the word 'Jasenovac’”, the speech delivered by
Aleksandar Vu€i¢, Prime Minister of the Republic of Serbia, on the occasion of
the Day of Remembrance of the Genocide Victims of the Jasenovac concentration
camp, 2015; accessible at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIvK8qzg-G4,
accessed on 19 February 2023; “Many VukaSins were killed, many Serbian
eyes gouged out in that war, many Serbian ears and noses were cut off, but
Serbian tenacity and persistence did not allow them to finish the job as they
imagined. That is why they needed Storm.”, a quote from the speech delivered by
Aleksandar Vuéié, Prime Minister of the Republic of Serbia, on the occasion of
marking the 21st anniversary of Operation Storm in 2016; accessible at https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=AkMnGLsRt1A, accessed on 19 February 2023.
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social memory and it opposes the penetration of other people’s
memories of their victims. Moreover, the newly established politi-
cal elite, led by the perpetrators of the war regime in the 1990s, bas-
es itself, among other things, on the claim that it has brought the
freedom to remember its own victims and has ended the silence
about the crimes against Serbs.?18

Resistance to the intrusion of the unwanted memories was
most evident in the campaign against the UN Security Council
Resolution on Srebrenica (2015), with the accusations that the doc-
ument aims to declare the Serbs “the only genocidal people in the
history of civilization”,?!® as well as in ignoring Bosnia and Her-
zegovina’s candidate for Oscar 2020 “Quo Vadis, Aida”, which also
thematizes the genocide in Srebrenica. Similarly, the annual com-
memorations of Operation Storm, during which the crimes against
Serbian civilians were committed, do not provide room for the dis-
cussion about the previous events when Croatian civilians were
targeted. A reminder about the forcible mobilization of Serbian
refugees from Croatia (and Bosnia and Herzegovina) in Serbia dur-
ing 1994 and 1995 and their forcible return to the war affected re-
gions is also missing.

However, competitiveness in suffering is most evident in rela-
tion to the Holocaust, while the ways in which it is manifested leave
the impression of latent anti-Semitism. This primarily refers to the
identification of the suffering of the two peoples, which leads to
the perception of the position of Serbs as being significantly more
difficult than that of Jews during the Second World War.22° There

218 “Da svi ¢uju! Proditajte ceo govor Vuéita sa obeleZavanja Dana seéanja na
Zrtve zlo¢inacke akcije ‘Oluja’”, Novosti online, 4 August 2022, https://www.
novosti.rs/c/vesti/oluja-zlocin-bez-kazne/1142351/svi—-cuju—procitajte—ceo-
govor-vucica-obelezavanja-dana-secanja-zrtve-zlocinacke-akcije-oluja,
accessed on 19 February 2023.

219 “Vulin: MUP i RTS ce snimiti serijal filmova ’Dosije Kosovo’”, Danas, 15
January 2021. https://www.danas.rs/vesti/drustvo/vulin-mup-i-rts—ce-snimiti—
serijal-filmova-dosije-kosovo/, accessed on 19 February 2023.

220 For the thesis on Jasenovac as the most monstrous and brutal concentration
and death camp in all of Europe during the Second World War see: “Kada
proSlost progovori — Jasenovac, osamdeset godina kashije”, Museum of Genocide
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are also frequent claims about their long brotherhood and friend-
ship, which gloss over the role of the Serbian quisling government
in the extermination of Jews during the Holocaust.?2!

Serbia’s cultural policy is primarily responsible for overmas-
tering the memory space within the scope of its strategy and cap-
ital projects. In this sense, the key guiding document is the Pro-
posal for the Cultural Development Strategy of the Republic of
Serbia (2020).222 The Strategy considers the experience of geno-
cide as an “inevitable determinant” of the Serbian national iden-
tity and, accordingly, research on the genocide of Serbs in the 20th
century as the focus of memory culture. The capital projects in
the area of memory culture include the Staro Sajmiste Memorial
Centre223 and the Museum of Genocide Victims.224 In addition,
the projects of national importance such as the exhibitions “The
Truth About Jasenovac, the Right to Unforgetness” and “Jasenovac.
Death Camp. The Land of the Living”, as well as feature films are
abundantly financially supported. Common to all these projects
is precisely the commitment to the realization of memory culture
as prescribed by the Cultural Strategy: prioritizing the suffering of
the Serbian people through associative connections with the word
and toponym Jasenovac. The related activities were especially in-
tensive in 2020/21.

Victims, 23 August 2021. https://www.muzejgenocida.rs/2021/08/23/kada—
proslost—progovori-jasenovac-osamdeset—godina-kasnije/; accessed on 20
February 2023; “0Ovaj logor je strasniji i od Ausvica i od Treblinke, jer se ovde
ubijani morao suociti s Lichom mrZnjom svoga ubice” in: “Svaka naSa prica
pocinje u Jasenovcu”, Politika, 28 January 2019. https://www.politika.rs/sr/
clanak/421408/Region/Svaka-nasa-prica-o-Holokaustu-pocinje-u-Jasenovcu,
accessed on 20 February 2023.

221 “Vuéié: Srbi i Jevreji su oduvek imali dobre odnose”, Danas, 2 March 2020.
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/vucic-srbi-i-jevreji-su—oduvek—imali-
dobre-odnose/, accessed on 20 February 2023.

222 The proposed Cultural Development Strategy of the Republic of Serbia 2020-
2029, Government of the Republic of Serbia, 13 February 2020, https://www.
srbija.gov.rs/vest/444288/usvojen—predlog-strategije-razvoja-kulture-do-
2029-godine.php, accessed on 15 February 2023.

223 Ibd., Mera 2.1. Realizacija planiranih i zapocetih kapitalnih objekata.
224 Ibid., Mera 2.1. Realizacija planiranih i zapocetih kapitalnih objekata.
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With the amendments to the Law on Culture (2020) the Muse-
um of Genocide Victims has become the bearer of memory culture
in Serbia.??5 Its Director has soon been replaced by the new one
(2021), who has been appointed Acting Director without competi-
tion, while the number of employees has been increased from 5 to
15. The Museum has started cooperation with cultural, education-
al and scientific institutions at the national and local levels. Top-
ics of cooperation include the suffering of Serbs during the Second
World War, in Kosovo and in Croatia during and after the 1990s con-
flicts and, to a lesser degree, the Holocaust and Samudaripen. The
proclaimed goal of such an engagement of the Museum is the “en-
richment and objectivization of the knowledge about the national
past, laying special emphasis on the phenomenon of our people’s
suffering in numerous armed conflicts during the past century”.226
Similar to that, after decades of neglect, the adoption of the Law
on the Staro Sajmiste Memorial Centre (2020) announced a more
proactive involvement of institutions in the preservation of the
memory of this place of suffering during the Second World War.
However, on the basis of the statements made by the representa-
tives of the relevant institutions one can observe the tendency to
give priority to the victims of Serbian nationality in perceiving the
concept of the memorial centre, while at the same time covering
up the role of Serbia’s quisling government in the Holocaust and
switching the responsibility to the Independent State of Croatia
(NDH).227 The tendency to place this institution in the service of

225 Law on Culture, Article 3; SluZbeni glasnik RS, Nos. 72/2009, 13/2016,
30/2016 — Corr.., 6/2020, 47/2021 i 78/2021.during

226 “0Obrazovni programi Muzeja Zrtava genocida u Lebanu, Vranju, Vladi¢inom Hanu
i Surdulici”, Museum of Genocide Victims, 1 November 2021. https://www.
muzejgenocida.rs/2021/11/01/obrazovni—-programi-muzeja—-zrtava—-genocida-u-
lebanu-vranju-vladicinom-hanu-i-surdulici/, accessed on 19 February 2023.

227 ““0Ovaj logor se nalazio u NDH ... ovim logorom je upravljao Gestapo, odnosno
nemacka specijalna policija. Jedini Srbi koji su prosli kroz ovaj logor su bili
zrtve, odnosno zatvorenici. ... Dakle, Srbi i Srbija apsolutno nikakve veze sa
ovim logorom nemaju ... Naprotiv, mi smo bili samo Zrtve, isto kao i Jevreji,
isto kao i Romi, ovog logora.” in: Privremene stenografske beleske, 01 No. 06—
2/47-20; 25th Extraordinary Session of the National Assembly of the Republic of
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self-victimization is also evident in renaming the area where it is
located to Obala Jasenovackih zrtava (Bank of Jasenovac Victims)
(2021), as well as the announced relocation of the Museum of Gen-
ocide Victims to the Memorial Centre.228 Moreover, on the Day of
Remembrance of the Holocaust Victims, on 22 April 2022, a me-
morial plaque dedicated to the victims of the NDH concentration
and death camp system was unveiled within the camp complex,
thus situating this area, together with the Staro Sajmiste Memori-
al Centre, in the corpus of memories of the Serbian victims of the
Ustasha regime in the Independent State of Croatia.?2?

The feature film “Dara of Jasenovac’, directed by Predrag
Antonijevi¢ (2021), follows the logic of other state projects on the
topic of Jasenovac, presenting itself as the first to talk about the
Serbian victims. Its proclaimed goal is to “spread the truth about
the suffering of the Serbs”, so that “the world sees the extent of the
tragedy of our people”.23? The function of the film was to commu-
nicate the new narrative with the audience that is not reached by
the institutions’ programmes. This is evidenced by the decision to
show the film on public service media — Radio Television of Ser-
bia and other TV channels and not in cinemas as well as to be the
Serbian candidate for an Oscar and be on the repertoire of cin-
emas abroad. The film was unequivocally marked as a project of
national importance and received much greater financial support
than previous films. It was marked by controversial processes for
its election for financial support and for the Serbian candidate for

Serbia, in the 11th composition, 18 and 21 February 2020.

228 “Vuéi¢: Gradi¢e se memorijalni centar na Donjoj Gradini, potvrda i od Dodika!
Bice to “svesrpsko svetiliSte”, Portal Buka, 10 September 2021. https://6yka.
com/bih/vucic-gradice-se—-memorijalni-centar-na-donjoj-gradini-potvrda-i-od-
dodika-bice-to-svesrpsko-svetiliste, accessed on 22 March 2023.

229 “Qtkrivena spomen-ploca na Obali jasenovackih Zrtava u Beogradu”, N1,
21 April 2022. https://nlinfo.rs/vesti/otkrivena—spomen-ploca-na-obali-
jasenovackih-zrtava-u-beogradu/, accessed on 20 February 2023.

230 “Vuci¢ o filmu ,0luja’: To je jos jedna od stvari na koju sam ponosan’”, Novosti
online, 16 January.2023. https://www.novosti.rs/vesti/politika/1192508/vucic—
filmu-oluja-jos—jedna-stvari—-koji-sam-ponosan/komentari/svi, accessed on 20
February 2023.
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an Oscar, while any negative critique and its dropout from the Os-
car race was considered as anti-Serbism. The film was also meant
to legitimize itself as a contribution to the education of young
people due to the allegedly insufficient educational programmes
about Jasenovac in schools.23!

The intention to extend the scope of the new narrative to edu-
cational programmes in Serbian schools is also evident in the an-
nouncement concerning the introduction of national textbooks.
These textbooks will offer the contents covering the fields of ge-
ography, history, Serbian language and literature, as well as music
and art, which have the potential for cherishing the culture of the
Serbian people and developing their national identity.232 To this
end, the Sector for Teaching Subjects of National Importance was
established within the Institute for the Advancement of Educa-
tion and Upbringing (2018) and the teacher’s manual was also pre-
pared.?33 The manual envisages seven key subject areas in which
educational results must be achieved, including identity, Serbi-
an ethnos, Serbian language, Serbian history and Serbian cultural
space, as well as the culture of memory. According to the manual,
teaching children about the culture of memory should take place
within the scope of the prescribed anniversaries and events that
are focused on the “suffering of Serbs during and after the Second
World War, genocide of Serbs in the Independent State of Croatia
— Jasenovac, Jadovno... Storm, NATO aggression..."”?3* A repository
of educational tools dedicated to the culture of memory was also
offered. Its proclaimed purpose is to provide support to teachers

231 “Gimnazijalci o Jasenovcu ne znaju nista?! Zasto obrazovni sistem od 1945.
godine marginalizuje temu najveceg srpskog stratista’”, Novosti online, 28
February 2021. https://www.novosti.rs/c/drustvo/vesti/969641/gimnazijalci-
jasenovcu-znaju-nista-zasto-obrazovni-sistem-1945-godine-danas-
marginalizuje-temu-najveceg-srpskog-stratista, accessed on 28 February 2023.

232 Negovanje kulture srpskog naroda i razvijanje nacionalnog identiteta — Prirucnik
za nastavnike u osnovnom obrazovanju i vaspitanju, Zlatko Grusanovié¢, publ., p.
2 (Institute for the Advancement of Education and Upbringing, Belgrade 2021).

233 Ibid.
234 Ibid.
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and students in learning about “the past wars” with a focus on the
genocide of Serbs and Roma in the Holocaust.?35 It has been an-
nounced that the first textbooks will come out in 2023.236 In line
with this is also the upcoming inclusion of visits to the sites of
crime against the members of the Serbian people during the Sec-
ond World War in student excursions.?3? Therefore, a deeper pene-
tration of the new narrative about the past in primary and second-
ary school curricula can still be expected.

The resistance of the self-victimizing narrative about the past
to its objective observation and the facts is ensured by the omis-
sion of the critical contents that can bring it into question. A vivid
example is Ivo Goldstajn’s book “Jasenovac”, which deals with the
topic of his research in an objective way and on the basis of cred-
ible sources. It has been withdrawn from the Republic’s book ac-
quisition list for 2020, thus preventing it from reaching libraries.238

With its monumentality, the announced “all-Serbian sanctu-
ary” dedicated to the Serbian victims of Jasenovac and “crimes
committed in the territories which were not under the control of
the Serbian people”?39 will exactly symbolize the magnitude of the

235 “Kultura setanja — resursi za nastavu i ucenje’”, Institute for the Advancement
of Education and Upbringing, 27 January 2023. https://zuov.gov.rs/kultura-
secanja-resursi-za—-nastavu-i-ucenje/, accessed on 20 February 2023.

236 “Stizu nacionalni udZbenici: U izradi uéestvuje i patrijarh”, N Portal, 30
January 2023. https://www.nportal.rs/vest/45722/vesti/drustvo/obrazovanje-
oshovna-srednja-skola—nacionalni-udzbenici, accessed on 20 February 2023.

237 “0Obilazak stratiSta srpskog naroda u programu dackih ekskurzija’”, RTS
portal, 7 November 2022. https://www.rts.rs/page/stories/sr/story/125/
drustvo/5010573/muzej-zrtve-stratista-srbi-ekskurzije-djaci.html, accessed
on 20 February 2023.

238 The then Minister of Culture said: “Goldstein claims that, regardless of the
list with the names and surnames of the victims, there were about 100,000 at
Jasenovac. He will have to make a more serious effort to prove his claims if
he wants this country, I repeat, to put its seal and buy this book for Serbian
libraries”. See: “Hrvatska knjiga o Jasenovcu u srpskim bibliotekama — o ¢ijem
trosku?”, RTS portal, 22 August 2020. https://www.rts.rs/page/stories/sr/
story/125/drustvo/4056665/jasenovac—knjiga—-biblioteke.html, accessed on 20
February 2023.

239 “Syesrpsko svetiliste u Donjoj Gradini”, Serbian Diaspora Yutube Channel, 10
September 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yakSfSI6J1E,accessed on
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