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INTRODUCTORY NOTES

The crucial question here is: Are the Muslim youth in Sandžak imbued with religious 

extremism or not? Hardly any interethnic and inter-religious incident has been registered 

in this part of the Republic of Serbia. On the other hand, fighters from Sandžak are being 

involved in the Iraqi and Syrian wars. Depending on the answer to the question above, 

the authorities could take appropriate actions aiming at young people in Sandžak. Both 

domestic and international stakeholders – and there are many of them, including the 

non-governmental sector – could develop plans and take a variety of concrete steps de-

pending on the answer to this very question. 

Fahrudin Kladničanin wrote about the influence of Wahhabi Islamic extremism on the 

youth in Sandžak: “Wahhabis are usually focused on recruiting young people 19 – 27 ye-

ars old with little education, who are poor and often come from dysfunctional families. 

The youth are being indoctrinated in private places of worship (masjids), which are either 

rented or owned by Wahhabis, and in certain religious objects (mosques) whose imams 

support Wahhabi teaching, and prayers in these mosques are always led by Wahhabis. 

(Kladničanin, 2013: 130) 

Marija Radoman analyzed the reasons driving young people in Serbia towards extre-

mist ideologies. Two citations from an earlier research of the Helsinki Committee for Hu-

man Rights in Serbia will thus be mentioned: 

„Regarding the period after 2000, surveys show that the family remains the main-

stay of its young members, that young people’s life patterns lack individualization, and 

that they normatively accept the traditional sequence of events in a person’s life (i.e. 

completion of education, getting a job, entry into marriage and only then having chil-

dren). What intrigues me is the sphere of influence between the respondents to this sur-

vey and their families. I tried all the time to keep a picture in my head of the families in 

which they grew up. I wanted to find out whether the respondents’ attitudes would re-

flect that background, which is hardly bright and optimistic, or whether the differences 

would be more than conspicuous.” (Radoman, 2011: 12). 

Family is the primary mechanism by which extremism is interiorized. However, it is 

not a cause, given that the changes stemming from structural circumstances also occurred 



islamski ekstremizam i mladi u Sandžaku

4

within the family. Radoman wrote that “Today’s efforts to establish a stable democratic 

society in Serbia are being sabotaged, conditionally speaking, by the second generation 

of the nationalist current (i.e. by the circles close to the Serbian Orthodox Church, the re-

maining appointees of political parties who served the Milošević regime and members of 

Russophile conservative options, notably the Democratic Party of Serbia and New Serbia, 

but also the Serbian Progressive Party), as well as by the extreme right-wing reactionary 

Russophiles, i.e. the Serbian Radical Party. The efforts to establish a democracy are also 

hindered by the economic crisis.” (Ibid: 10)

The analysis is based on the survey the Helsinki Committee conducted with the youth 

in Sandžak in May 2016. The focus was on their attitude towards religious extremism, 

whereas the goal to contextualize the findings: to see how to recognize and understand 

Islamic extremism and what could be done – preventively and concretely – considering 

the factors that have influenced the Sandžak youth. 

No doubt, interviewees’ attitudes towards extremism – or their everyday experien-

ce – differ from theoretical considerations of the phenomenon. The very notion of extre-

mism is indisputable. In 2013 I wrote that mainstream social forces of individual societi-

es were arbitrarily determining the notion of extremism. Official codification of political 

extremism and radicalism make it possible for governments and other political factors to 

place all those opposing the values such as equality, freedom, democracy, rule of law, etc. 

under control or control those advocating these values in the manner that contradicts a 

government’s interests. On the other hand, radicalism (or extremism) gauged by “politi-

cal correctness” is being determined, as a rule, by the manner or scope in which a cer-

tain value is considered either unquestionable or unacceptable. And in all this, decision-

makers and the majority of population need not see eye to eye. For instance, according 

to many opinion polls, the majority of Serbia’s population discriminates sexual minoriti-

es, national minorities, some religious minorities and, especially fenced off communities 

such as Roma. By the standards of political correctness decision-makers term such stan-

ds – notwithstanding its predominance – extremist and “expel” them from media space. 

Extremism is deep-rooted in social structures. “The emergence of extreme right-wing 

and rightist ideology in Serbia derive from structural changes following on the disinte-

gration of the socialist state. The 1990s wars, inspired by the idea of recomposition of 
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the Balkans – or the Greater Serbia idea – are only one of many ideological bases on 

which the right-wing thought still lives; and its basic characteristics are: ethnic homoge-

nization, wish to have ethnic and state borders ‘merged,’ anticommunism and denial of 

antifascism, the growingly stronger traditionalism and authoritarianism, the Eastern Ort-

hodoxy seen as superior to other religions and ethnic groups (especially Croats, Muslims 

and Albanians), resistance to multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism, and intolerance of 

‘new’ (LGBT population) and traditional minorities (Roma),” writes Sonja Biserko in 2014.

To what extent is Islamic, religious extremism spread in Sandžak? In June 2015 in 

Novi Pazar Snežana Ilić quoted the ICG report “Serb Sandžak still Forgotten” saying that 

there were some 300 Wahhabis in Sandžak who were not exactly organized, that only 

some 50 of them were active, but the movement was spreading anyway. According to the 

said report, Wahhabism emerged in Sandžak in 1997, triggered off by an imam wanting 

his believers in a mosque to pray in a different way. The believers had opposed the imam 

and sent him away. However, over the past couple of years Wahhabis have better organi-

zed themselves in Sandžak, while getting more and more funds from abroad for their mo-

vement. Many of them were going to work in Vienna; apparently to be recruited in a way, 

since they dressed and behaved like true Wahhabis once back home. 

Snežana Ilić believes that the highest authorities of the Islamic Community in Ser-

bia have been using Wahhabis in several ways. For instance, they have been presenting 

themselves internationally as someone capable of controlling Bosniaks’ religious radica-

lism by the principle of Islamic legitimacy. The message they have been putting across to 

Western diplomats and governments runs, “Give us a free hand, we must advocate Islami-

zation of the society as that is the only way of keeping religious radicals under control.”1 

1	 http://www.slobodnaevropa.org/content/most_koliko_jak_vehabizam_bih/2139765.html.
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PLANNED SAMPLE, RESEARCH 
METHOD AND ANALYSES 

The survey questionnaire was developed by Izabela Kisić, Stefan Stefanović and 

Srđan Barišić. It combines open and closed questions. The closed questions had, quite 

appropriately, an “open” option for an answer. Had it been otherwise, the researchers 

would hardly recognize the true meaning of interviewees’ answers: they wouldn’t know 

what the latter had in mind when opting for some of alternatives, whether they really 

understood these alternatives or just “recognized” them, more or less. The open option in 

closed questions made the findings collected valid; in other words, it made them manifest 

of the phenomenon under research.

In the survey focusing the generation of younger adults I conducted for the Helsinki 

Committee in 1999 I almost entirely used the questions with open answers. This is how 

I explained the reason why (Ilić, 2000), “Open answers placed successively greatly redu-

ce the possibility of conformist answers that are quite frequent when interviewees are 

either confused or afraid to provide information about the issues they consider delicate. 

Open answers are usually avoided for organizational and financial reasons: first, collec-

tion and classification of survey findings calls for qualified personnel and, second, such 

experts have to be paid adequately. But the advantages of open questions fully justify 

their use: such questions make it possible for interviewees to speak their minds – as they 

do not have to pick up one of the alternatives on the table – as well as to put into wor-

ds all the associations and connotations they have when thinking about the problem un-

der research.” Or to put it simply, the use of open questions results in new knowledge and 

does not boil down a survey to a simple check of existing assumptions. And this is especi-

ally important in researches of the topics the theoretical knowledge of which is not relia-

ble and integrated, which is the case with the problem this paper discusses. Nonetheless, 

the open questions must not be idealized: the data thus collected are unavoidably scatte-

red, whereas leaving more room to interviewees’ empty phraseology. On the other hand, 

while open questions make it harder to test existing assumptions, they do result in new 

knowledge and enable quality interpretation and analysis. 
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On the whole, the combination of open and closed questions used in this survey is 

acceptable: the answers are less scattered and, hence, more clearly analyzed. Every so-

ciologist has a research style of his or her own. All that matters is that data collected are 

valid and descriptive of the phenomenon under research.

What about the manner in which the questions are formulated and the level of their 

aggressiveness in the combination used in this survey? Ever since Kinsey delicate subject 

are being researched, at least occasionally, by posing suggestive questions. Here the re-

searchers opted for neutral questioning. Only interpretation of the findings and the possi-

bilities for analysis the data collected provides can justify the choice they made. 

Before analyzing the findings, I need to say a word or two about the sample. The 

area the survey covers includes municipalities of Novi Pazar, Turin, Sjenica and Prijepo-

lje. High school students were questioned while at their classes, whereas adults in the-

ir homes. The researchers wanted the sample to mirror the structure of population accor-

ding to the latest census by its major social and demographic characteristics. And they 

wanted to have equal number of male and female interviewees. But many of male ones 

refused to partake because some questions were about the Islamic State. And it was so-

metimes hard to make young people from rural areas of these municipalities answer the 

questions.

And how does the structure of the sample applied reflect the above-mentioned 

characteristics?

Out of total number of interviewees, 200 are high school students 18-19 years of 

age. The rest are also younger people, which is quite understandable considering the pur-

pose of the research – except for 7 older ones, all of them are 20-32 years old. Male in-

terviewees make up 52 percent and female 48. Fourteen percent of them live in the co-

untry. And only logically, just 10 percent are married,2 2% are divorced, 1% are widowed, 

and only two persons live in partnerships; only 15% have jobs, whereas 1% are farmers; 

the rest are unemployed or still studying; 37% have finished elementary school (including 

those still in high schools), 42% high schools, 2% higher schools and 16% are university 

graduates; 2% have master degrees; 88% are Muslims, 10% Orthodox and 1% – atheists. 

2	  All percentages are presented in round numbers for the sake of clarity. 
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The latest statistics of /un/employment confirm the researchers’ assumptions about 

economic status of young residents of Sandžak: 3% of interviewees said they could afford 

food but not clothing; 38% said they could afford food and clothing but not things such as 

TV sets or fridges; as many as 32% could afford cars, including 21% who could buy wha-

tever they wished to. The information obtained is almost stunning: judging by replies, yo-

ung citizens of Sandžak are much better off than most of their peers in Serbia.
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ISOLATION AND PASSIVITY OF 
THE Sandžak YOUTH 

When asked, “What is, in your opinion, the biggest problem of your community?” 

the interviewees provided a three-figure number of utterly scattered answers. The only 

answer given more frequently was one indicating to unemployment (frequency – 30%), 

while the frequency of the answers saying “poverty” and “water supply” was hardly big-

ger than 1%. Violence, crime, bad governance, minority rights, etc, actually all the answers 

characteristic of this type of surveys, was hardly an answer provided in this one. Even 

30% of interviewees identifying unemployment as the biggest problem are much less 

than the expected percentage of the future unemployed young people. What is most 

obvious also is the absence of any contextual social consciousness. 

However, the findings in the second series of the answers to the same question are 

somewhat different. Unemployment is the biggest problem to 40% of interviewees, whi-

le corruption, partisan disputes, “people’s mentality” and lack of drinking water to 4%. 

Posing open questions with several answer options proved to be fully justified: inter-

viewees actually spoke out their subconscious views. This finding is more significant in 

practical than methodological sense: it indicates that the Sandžak youth are mature eno-

ugh to realize what pressing social problems are but up to now no one has asked them to 

have their say – and young people, therefore, had not identified them. When asked, “Who 

do you think is responsible for solving these problems?” most of them said either “the 

state” or “Serbia” (almost 41%), or local self-government (9%). Other answers were so dis-

persed that the frequency of each was below 1%; no interviewee seemed to be aware of 

the possibility of civil activism. 

Six percent of interviewees did respond to the question, “Would you say you could 

personally help solving some of the problems of your community?” As for those who did, 

42% said they thought they could make a change, whereas 58% provided answers so dis-

persed that each had the frequency smaller than 1%. This includes answers such as “no 

interested in,” “impossible to,” “not in the position to,” “not a party members,” etc. Tho-

se thinking otherwise provided answers such as “It all depends on the change of the re-

gime,” or “Anyone who really wants to do something, can.” The answers above indicate 
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that they are “politically illiterate” – and such “illiteracy” could be explained by the fac-

tors that have influenced their growing up and living conditions.

And the above can be additionally verified by the answers to the following two que-

stions: asked “Have you, over the past year, taken part in actions such as petitioning, cam-

paigning against violence or political protests?” with two options for answers, as many 

as 22% of interviewees said they had signed a petition, 20% had actively participated in 

campaigns against violence and extremism, and 16% in political protests.3

3	  The difference between those presented in the graph and in the text is deliberate; namely, the graph shows the percentage 

of interviewees who answered the question and is more interpretive, though not fully conclusive. . 

Have you taken part in the following action in the past year:

political protest /action

actions against violence, extremism

petition signing

yes      no  
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When asked about activism in religious organizations, football fan groups and poli-

tical parties, 23% of interviewees said they were in political parties, 13% in fan groups 

(here the percentage should be doubled, to put it roughly, considering the gender-balan-

ced structure of interviewees), while 10% were active in religious organizations.4 

How to explain the findings as such? First of all, it must be said that the resear-

chers were right to ask separately about the possibility for activism and actual activi-

sm. Thus the last two questions actually test interviewees’ trust in interviewers and their 

4	  Ibid. 

Do you actively participate in the activities 
of any of the following organisations:

Religious organisations     fan groups                 political parties            other  
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sincerity. Three fifths of them (58%) take their activism could hardly change anything in 

their community; and this percentage is close to that “socially inactive” in the total sam-

ple (therefore, one should take into account the information related to the entire sample, 

rather than only graphs illustrative only of answers to individual questions). Many inter-

viewees are socially active, this way or another.

But who and what influence their social activism/passivity, its type and intensity? In 

search for these channels, the researchers asked, “Should you have to make a major deci-

sion (such as, say, on moving to another town/country) whom would you inform first?” In 

other words, they wanted to know who the figures important to young residents of San-

džak were. The answers clearly indicated that most important to the young were their 

parents and siblings or emotional partners (mother – 61%, father – 29%; spouses/boyfri-

ends/girlfriends – 12%; both parents – 10%; siblings – 5%). Only 0.5% would have consul-

ted a church dignitary and 3% someone else. In brief, families are those that shape young 

people’s minds and make the context of their thinking.

Interviewees were asked to gauge – on the scale 1-4 – their confidence in their fami-

lies, friends, church dignitaries, neighbors, teachers, people of the same religion, people 

of some other religion, the police, politicians, the army, the media, NGOs, judiciary, local 

self-government, people from different countries in Europe, and people from different 

non-European countries. 

Eighty-eight percent trust their family members the most, 25% their friends, 11% 

church dignitaries, 3.5% their neighbors, 5% their teachers, 9.5% the people of same re-

ligion, 6% the people of some other religion, 5% the police, 2% politicians, 8% the army, 

0.3% the media, 2% NGOs, 2% judiciary, 5% local self-government, and 3% the people 

from different countries in Europe and different non-European countries. These findings 

are interesting in many ways. The frequencies of the answers about the people/institu-

tions the interviewees trust not at all would be superfluous – the findings are more than 

consistent.

More than poor trust in the media, politicians, the police, judiciary and local self-go-

vernment testify of the interviewees’ real consciousness: these are all institutions not in 

the citizens’ service in Serbia. Somewhat bigger trust placed in the army is the more so 

interesting since the survey was conducted five months after the “helicopter” affair. Little 
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trust in NGOs should be considered an alarm signal. Leaning on family members exclusi-

vely testifies of intense social “dedifferentiation” in Sandžak (and most probably in the 

entire Serbia). Namely, against chaotic social background, social organization is being re-

structured at lower levels: when everything else becomes instable and unpredictable, all 

that remains in one’s family. 

Comparing the percentage of interviewees active in political parties with those tru-

sting not politicians at all leads one to one conclusion only: the youth in Sandžak, like the-

ir peers all over Serbia, are politically active just to manage to get some good jobs. Whi-

le in the communist era political activism used to be a precondition to managerial posts, 

it has now become the precondition for getting any job whatsoever in the public sector.

Distrust in one’s neighbors is practically alarming, especially in the society in which 

people consider only members of their families and partners as “theirs.” It indicates that 

the time has come when “everyone is at war with everyone else” in the ruthless struggle 

to survive. And only one-fourth of the interviewees trust their friends. 

Answers about trusting Muslims and people of other religions differ little from the 

above. It should be noted that inter-ethnic or inter-religious incidents are not characteri-

stic of Sandžak though violence is.

Eleven percent of interviewees trusting religious dignitaries not only indicates the di-

rection of further analysis but also calls for interpretation of young Sandžak residents’ 

religiousness.
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PIETY OF THE INTERVIEWEES 

The analysis will focus only on the findings of the answers by those who actually 

provided them. Just a few refused to answer this question – about 5% of the total sample.

Speaking of the answers to the question, “Which of the answers below best reflects 

your opinion about the role of a religious community?” the findings were as follows:

Twenty-four percent of interviewees said the influence of a religious community on 

their surroundings was extremely big, whereas 24% replied ‘big’ though not decisive.

Influence of the religious community in the local surroundings

Religious community has strong influence on my local community

The influence of a religious community on my local community is strong but not crucial

Religious community has only little influence on my local community

Religious community does not have any influence in my local community

I do not know
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The graph below shows their answers about their own piety:

So, 18% said there were under strong religious influence and another 32% under big 

but not decisive.

20.2
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The following were the findings of their answers to the question with these options 

to tick off: 1. I am a true believer and follow all the teachings of my religion; 2. I am reli-

gious but do not follow all the teachings; 3. I am still considering religion and am still not 

quite sure if I am a believer or not; 4. I don’t even think about religion; 5. I am not reli-

gious but have nothing against religion; 5. I am not religious and strongly oppose religion:

As many as 61% claimed they were true believers and accept all the teachings. 

Another 25.5% saying they were believers but do not accept all the teachings should be 

added to this.

One should bear in mind that 88% were Muslims, 10% Orthodox and 1% atheists. The 

fact that they would be considered separately or that the Orthodox would be included as 

well will not reduce the clarity of the analysis.

Which of the following describes you best:

I am a firm believer and I accept 
everything that my religion teaches

I am religious but i do not accept 
everything that my religion teaches 

I think about it but i am not sure 
whether I am a believer or not

I do not think about religiosity 

I am not religious but I do not have 
anything against religion

I am not religious band I oppose religion
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Further on, the interviewees were asked, “How often do you profess? (Muslims – how 

often do you pray? Christians – how often do you go to the church?). Thirty-three percent 

were worshiping regularly, 27% often and 36% occasionally. The Sandžak Muslim youth 

turned to be strongly religious at the level of praying; the same applied to the Orthodox.

How often do you practice your faith

Regularly              Often               Sometimes           Never
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When asked, “How often do you bow to Allah/do you attend Sunday liturgy/mass re-

gularly?) 36% replied “regularly” and another 28% said “occasionally.” Institutional religio-

usness is somewhat weaker than ritual.

Thirty-three percent are praying regularly, 52 occasionally and 10 only exceptio-

nally. The findings of this control question visibly correspond to the answers to the one 

about professing one’s religion. Answers provided to the question, “Do you fast?” showed 

that 73% are fasting regularly and 22% occasionally: the correspondence being once again 

rather high, no matter whether interviewees were Muslims or Orthodox, and the percen-

tage of those not practicing any religious customs very small. Religious self-identificati-

on of the interviewees was once again testified. Asked about reading religious literature/

press 23% said they did regularly, 50% occasionally and another 12% here and there only. 

And then asked what kind of literature they were reading, 12% replied “Koran,” while the 

rest quoted various Islamic and Orthodox theologians and writers. Their answers indi-

cated that they were reading religious literature, both Islamic and Orthodox, chaotically, 

without a plan.
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The next question better touched on the main subject of the research – “Is defending 

one’s religion by the use of violence justified?”

Even as many as one-fifth of the interviewees said it was. Though their explanati-

ons were dispersed some of them are quite interesting: “If it needs, we shall defend it 

with our lives,” “Fight fire with fire,” “When it comes to having to defend something one 

cannot refer to violence of those defending it,” “Allah is one and only, “You can if there is 

no other choice,” etc. Their arguments are obviously at the level of everyday consciou-

sness and tell of the absence of their theological education.

The answers “no” include the following: “There are many other ways,” “Islam is the re-

ligion of peace,” “Islam implies no violence, it professes love,” etc. There is no need here 

to compare the contents of Koran with the interviewees’ empirical consciousness. 

Is it justifiable to defend one’s faith with violence?

yes      no  
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The next question was psychologically well positioned: asked, “Whom would you turn 

to if in trouble?” 20% named their families, 12% their fathers and 10% mothers. Only 4% 

would ask a friend for help, some 3% the police and authorities, and only 1% would pray 

to Allah/God. Their complete trust in their families is once again evident – which can only 

partially be explained by their age.

The following graph shows their answers to the question, “How important to you is 

your belonging to a religious community/ethnic community/Islamic Community/Islamic 

world/Europe/Sandžak?”

Being a part of a religious community is most important to 57%; an ethnic community 

to 44%; Islamic world to 64%; Europe to 28%; Sandžak to 50%. Bosniak interviewees self-

identify themselves with Islam more than with ethnicity. The percentage of those saying 

that Islamic world has nothing to do with their identities corresponds to the percentage 

of Orthodox Christian interviewees. In other words, young Muslims in Sandžak more or 

less identify themselves with the Islamic world. And every action taken in this direction 

must be carefully planned in this context.

How important to you is your belonging to:

Sandžak

Europe

Islamic world

National community

Religious community

totally unimportant 	 unimportant	  neither important nor unimportant

important   	 very important     
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The following answers were given to the question, “How much it matters to you 

that your family approves of your partner/education/religious beliefs/financial status/

ethnicity/virginity?”

Family’s approval of one’s partner is quite unimportant to 5%; education to 4%; what 

religion one’s partner is of no significance to 4.5%, whereas his/her financial status to 

20% and ethnicity and virginity to 11% each. Interestingly, there is just a tiny differen-

ce between boys’ and girls’ answers when it comes to virginity – which is of no impor-

tance to 9% of the interviewed boys and to 13% of the girls. No doubt, young women in 

Sandžak are deeply conservative; a girl’s virginity is most important to 50% of boys, and 

important to another 18%; as for girls the percentages are 39 and 24 respectively. And 

they are conservatives by other indicators as well. Being well-off is not only assumed as 

a precondition to successful partnership in the poor country but also an indicator of a va-

lue system. The importance attached to religious and ethnic affiliation needs to be further 

commented on.

When choosing a partner, how important it is
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The researchers used one of the items of the Bogardus scale of social distance by 

asking, “What would you say if a person or a family of other religion/ethnicity/sexual 

affiliation, a homosexual couple/refugee settles in your neighborhood?” The graph below 

presents the findings:

Having a person or a family of other religion in the neighborhood would resent only 

1.5%; the same percentage applies to newcomers of other ethnicity; 3% would not appro-

ve of refugees, and as many as 37% of a homosexual couple. I believe these findings are 

correct but do not take them valid. Twenty years ago only S. Cvejić and I proved that the 

Boradus scale could not be applied in this regions – it breaks not the barrier of conformi-

sm (Ilić, Cvejić, 1997). I believe that the frequency of denial of Others/Different is much 

higher than the one of those findings. 

Kako bi se osećao/la da se u tvoj komšiluk doseli osoba ili porodica: 

pripadnosti nacionalnoj zajednici

svog materijalnog položaja

svoje verske pripadnosti

svog pola

pripadnosti političkoj partiji
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The researchers asked the interviewees to what extent would they agree with the 

following stands: “Everyone has the right to profess his/her religion as long it this thre-

atens not the people in his/her surroundings;” “A women must cover herself;” “Freedom 

implies the freedom of expression whether or not what is said insults one’s religious gro-

up;” “Violence is justified when used to defend one’s beliefs;” “Gender equality is good in 

a marriage but it is much better when the husband has the last say.” The questions were 

asked in a form of the Lickard scale. I am myself avoiding such questions but admit that 

some were well-formulated. Here are some of the findings testifying of discrimination.

The right to profess one’s religion but not at the detriment of the people around him/

her – both Islam and Christianity preach – is largely approved of; only 4% deny it more 

or less. Less than 20% are against women having to cover themselves (here one should 

take into consideration that there were 10% of Christians in the sample), 39% agree and 

another 40% “neither agree nor disagree.” As for the latter, one should assume with good 

reason that they also take covered women a must – which was not identified since the 

question had been posed as an item of the Lickard scale that breaks not the barrier of 

conformism. The stance about the freedom of expression – a test of tolerance – is fully 

approved by 17%, plus 15% of those who approve. Hence, the great majority disagrees 

with it. It is not allowed either by the provisions of the Criminal Code. This means not 

that most of the interviewees are religiously intolerant; the finding just shows that they 

are not exactly liberal about different, insulting views. Justification of violence in the de-

fense of one’s beliefs additionally tests the findings of the previous question about vio-

lence and one’s religion. Namely, four fifths of interviewees said they were against the 

use of violence in the defense of one’s religion. Now the findings are more nuanced but 

not in contradiction with preceding ones: 9% fully approve, another 8% do approve, 19% 

neither approve nor disapprove, 35% disapprove, while 29% disapprove strongly. Given 

the said limitations of the Lickard scale, it can be rightfully claimed that about one-fifth 

of interviewees advocate violence. 
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Gender equality in a marriage but the last say invested in the husband is strongly 

opposed by 14% and opposed by another 19%. Less than 20% opposing covered women 

as a must testifies that patriarchalism and masculinism are more frequent than the wish 

not to have one’s women exposed to the eyes of other men. A conclusion that one-fifth of 

the interviewees are fundamentalists, and one-third patriarchal would be rush. And yet, 

coefficient of correlation between answers to these two questions is 0.34.
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	 The interviewees were asked if they had ever seen themselves discriminated aga-

inst because of: party membership, gender; financial status; religion; ethnicity.

Thirteen percent of the interviewees said they had felt themselves discriminated be-

cause of party affiliation; 7% because of their gender; 6% on the account of their financial 

status; 11% because of their ethnicity, and 14% for their religious beliefs. What is intere-

sting is how they explained their feelings.

Those discriminated for party membership accused their principles, schoolmates, pu-

blic facilities denying them internship, local self-governments, members of the same par-

ty, professors, the opposing party on daily basis given that its activists have better acce-

ss to jobs, etc.

The discriminated against on the account of their gender named their former em-

ployers, pals, co-workers, the society as a whole (where men are considered superior to 

women), and the like. This percentage, however, is small when compared with the omni-

present discrimination and partiarchalism: speaking of which, we shall recall that 14% of 

the interviewees had strongly disagreed with the stance about the gender equality in a 

marriage but a husband having the last say, whereas another 19% had been against it. 

Da li si se ikad osećao/la diskriminisanim zbog:
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Gender inequality had been acceptable to three-thirds of the interviewees. And the stan-

ce about mandatory coverage for women had been opposed by less than 20% (including 

10% of Christians in the sample). The Sandžak youth are by far less aware of sexual/gen-

der discrimination than prone to articulating discriminatory stances. 

More of them felt discriminated against because of their beliefs than ethnicity. Spea-

king of the former feeling they accused girls of some other religion, schoolmates, the sta-

te of Serbia, governmental institutions, citizens of Kragujevac (“The town I live in, where 

citizens are spreading hatred for Islam”), the internet, neighbors, the Orthodox, etc.

Some of the answers about ethnically-based discrimination were: the state of Serbia, 

governmental institutions (for being a Bosniak), the Ministry of Education and the Ser-

bian Academy of Arts and Sciences for having obstructed publication of Bosniak history 

textbooks for months, some teachers, the staff of the Technical Faculty in Belgrade, and 

the like. Regardless of whether or not they had been really discriminated in real life, one 

should bear in mind the fact that the feeling of being discriminated against is strengthe-

ned by a real cause as assessed by theoreticians of ethnic competition and ethnic segre-

gation (Hechter, 1978; Belanger, 1991); actually, the feeling of discrimination is a powder 

keg just waiting for a spark. 
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THE SANDŽAK YOUTH, SECURITY AND ISIS 

With good reason, the researchers started interviewing about this crucial subject by 

posing more general and less delicate questions. Asked, “How would you describe the se-

curity situation in your town?” 95% said it was very bad, 30% called it bad, 36% – good, 

and 7% – very good. The rest could not assess the situation of the town they were living 

in. And then, their answers to the question, “What is the biggest security problem in your 

town?” were completely scattered: only 4% named traffic and 3.5% bribe and corruption. 

The question itself was properly worded: though incapable of articulating security pro-

blems, 31% provided good contextual answers, and just 3.5% said there were no secu-

rity problems at all. At the level of individual consciousness they are aware of them but 

cannot articulate them as general notions. The findings indicate that such problems are 

there but those directly affected do know how to identify them but not how to ascribe 

them to notions or express their feeling about them. 

Asked “Is there a threat of terrorism in Serbia?” 24% replied affirmatively, while 75% 

negatively. Only 45% of the interviewees answered the question “Why do you think the-

re is?” calling for their explanation. None of total 305 answers appeared with the frequ-

ency bigger than 0.3%. They do hear of terrorism but are not capacitated and socialized 

for thinking about it or articulating a socially and/or politically crystallized stance about 

it. Some of their answers refer to Wahhabis but also the claims about “peaceful residents” 

of Sandžak or “terrorism being foreign to true Muslims.”

The findings showed that to them extremism was a complex, multidimensional and 

contextualized notion. When asked, “What is extremism in your opinion?” only 20% did 

provide an answer. This can be partially explained by their inadequate understanding of 

the notion itself, though more ascribed to their anxieties and conformism. The question 

thus worded was not piercing enough. Their answers included terms such as violence, in-

tolerance or disrespect for law; imposing a religion with the use of force, violent beha-

vior, something bad and the like were less frequent. To put it simply, the question itse-

lf “did not work.” The next one, “Are there individuals or groups with extremist stances 

in your community?” offered the choices: yes, one person; yes, several people; yes, there 
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are many of them; and, no. About two-thirds of the interviewees answered it, as presen-

ted in the graph below.

Out of 35% practically everyone knows more than one person as such. Ninety-one 

percent answered the question, “If there are, do they propagate their extremist stands?” 

Compared with the answers to the previous question, obviously some 70% did not want 

to say anything to this more concrete one. This is testified by the graph below:

It is clear that they were avoiding talking about the subject. The total of 235 inter-

viewees said they did know extremists; however, only 97% confirmed that these peo-

ple were propagating extremism. Extremists can only be identified by their concrete acts 

or, more frequently, by extremist stands they express. The difference shown in absolute 

numbers is telling of their evasiveness to discuss extremism. 

The researchers then asked them about the manner in which extremists were pro-

pagating their goals. The answers they got included social networks, web portals, and 

religious facilities, in the community, in schools or in some other way. How does this 

operate?

Da li u tvojoj sredini postoje pojedinci ili grupe 
koje ispoljavaju ekstremističke stavove
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The findings above are significant – methodologically and practically. They involve 

62% of the interviewees, actually those who did reply. The total number of interviewees 

aware of extremist propaganda is bigger – first it grew from 97 to 235, and now jum-

ped to 409. The youth in Sandžak are well informed about religious extremism but hesi-

tate to speak about it. Looking at the frequencies, one can see the predominance of soci-

al networks and internet but of religious facilities and the community too, the difference 

between the two being insignificant.

Da li te osobe propagiraju svoje ekstremističke stavove drugima?



islamski ekstremizam i mladi u Sandžaku

30

Their answers to the question, “Why would you say they are expressing their extre-

mist stands?” were completely dispersed – none of them appeared with the frequency 

higher than 1%. One can assume with good reason that either conformism or fear preven-

ted them from answering the question posed in a noninvasive and neutral form (Cf. Kin-

sey, 1948; Kinsey, 1953).
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The question “Would you say it is justified to go to some other country for a war?” 

called for a dichotomous answer – yes or no.

It remained unanswered by 7% of the interviewees, whereas 9.5% replied affirmati-

vely. The latter provided answers such as “Yes, if the goal is to defend the innocent;” “Yes, 

if it defends the teachings of Allah;” “Yes, if your religion has been threatened;” “Yes, if 

you are defending your faith and rights, and saving your people:” “Yes, if you are defen-

ding innocent Muslims and warring in the name of justice and truth;” “Yes, if you are hel-

ping your Muslim brothers,” etc.

Some said that Islam forbids war; however much more interesting are the answers gi-

ven by the minority justifying going abroad to wage a religious war. Here two summari-

zed arguments prevail: protection (real or alleged) of threatened Muslims and exercise of 

the rights. The first thesis is common to every accelerating political mobilization: it is im-

portant to see why it is that the notion about endangered Muslims in the regions afflicted 

by wars is rather spread among the Sandžak youth. Another major element is the percep-

tion of rights: insignificant number of the interviewees take that Muslims’ rights in the 

countries in war are threatened. It does not matter much at this point whether this view 

is wrong or based on facts. But it does matter that it is taken by not at all insignificant 

yes      no  
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percentage of the interviewees, which means that some of them could actually follow it 

in real life. 

Scattered answers to the question, “Why would you say the people from Sandžak 

are going abroad to wage wars?” testify of confusion in their heads. Some – just a few of 

them actually – mentioned religious reason. Twenty-eight percent shunned answering to 

the question, “Do you know what ISIS is?” As for those who answered it, 36% said they 

did know, and 64% they did not.

Da li znaš šta je ISIL?

yes      no  
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Nineteen percent (or 9% less than those refusing to answer the previous question) 

avoided answering the question, “If yes, do you know what they are fighting for?” Obvio-

usly, many young people of Sandžak do not want to discuss Islamic extremism and allow 

successive questions – even when not exactly well-formulated – break the barrier of the-

ir conformism. Though scattered their answers are both indicative and evasive. To the 

next one, “Would you call their struggle justified?” 3% replied affirmatively and 30.5% 

negatively; the rest claimed they had no opinion about or were not interested in it. Those 

justifying ISIS cause explained it among other things with “Allah is one and only;” “They 

are fighting those eager to destroy Islam;” “They are fighting the evil;” “They are defen-

ding their people and religion;” “You would also defend your home and family, wouldn’t 

you?” etc.

It should be noted that overt supporters of ISIL do not quote Muslims’ jeopardized 

rights in their justifications but only threatened Muslims and Islam as such. Their argu-

mentation is radical: the ISIL struggle equals the struggle for survival. The key question 

here is how come that such consciousness can persist in the situation of at least minimal 

media freedoms in Serbia, access to the internet and other sources of information. But 

one should remember that the young interviewees are socially almost completely isola-

ted, and that most of them trust no one – their neighbors, friends, governmental or reli-

gious authorities – but members of their families. And there is no institutional or social 

support mechanism to alleviate their feeling of ‘loneliness.’ As they have no confidence in 

institutions, even the network of closer social relations is to them an outside, non-interi-

orized factor. 
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The question “How would you react should you learn that someone close to you 

wants to go to the Middle East front?” offered the following choices: “I would support 

him;” “I would join him;” “I would not interfere;” and “I would report him to the police/

authorities.”

Their answers from which just a few abstained are interesting in many ways. More 

than one-half of them would try to talk out a friend or cousin of joining the war; 6% wo-

uld report him to the authorities; more than one-third would not meddle; 2.5% would 

support him, and 10 interviewees (1.6%) would join ISIL too. If the last answer is seen 

as genuine, it follows that most of them have no one close who is old enough to join the 

army, which means that none of his/her peers are close to him/her. On the other hand, 

considering the earlier findings, it is quite certain that many of those claiming not to 

meddle do support ISIL.

The researchers posed scores of questions about the knowledge of websites calling 

the Sandžak youth to join ISIL. Less than 2% said they knew about such sites. The following 

two paragraphs are quoted from the researchers’ notes.
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“Out of 12 interviewees knowing about websites just a few provided some answers 

about the names of these sites. One named ‘The Darker,’ another YouTube while the rest 

named all social networks. They learned about these sites at Facebook and internet. 

Asked about the number of visits to these sites and the trust they placed in their con-

tents, 7 said they visited them rarely while 5 claimed never to have visited any. Only 2 

interviewees believe in the information provided, the rest do not.

“Only 10 learned about groups at social networks calling people to join ISIL, and just 

2 out of them named these groups – ‘Terrorism’ and ‘Islamic State.’ Situation is about 

the same with their answers about persons mobilizing for ISIL: out of 13, 6 answered 

the question about who these persons were. Two said there are more of them, 2 – their 

fellow citizens and acquaintances, one claimed no knowledge about such persons’ identi-

ties, and one that he knew one person but that person had been killed in battle. In brief, 

if their answers are taken as genuine, only 2% trust the websites mobilizing for ISIL.”
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The following answers were given to the question about knowing or not groups or 

organizations propagating extremist stands:

Asked to identify these groups, 6 interviewees (1%) quoted Furkan, 5 – ISIL, 4 – 

Wahhabis, while the rest of the answers appeared only once each (such as fanatics outsi-

de the Islamic community, radicals, Serbian Orthodox Church, all religious communities, 

etc.) Answers such as “I know they exist because I was told so, but having no Facebook 

profile I don’t know exactly” or “There are many of them at YouTube channels” are also 

interesting. If the interviewees are to be believed, ISIL has been recruiting supporters via 

internet; this could be true considering the Sandžak youth’s isolation and trust in their fa-

milies only.

yes      no  
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The following graph shows their answers to the question about knowing or not reli-

gious groups or organizations fighting against extremist stands.

Asked specifically about these organizations, they pointed to religious communities 

(church, mosque), effendis advocating peace, hodjas, imam, Islamic community, NGO “Li-

ghthouse”, Wahhabi movement, most NGOs, etc.

Then, for the sake of further research of the subject, the interviewees were asked, 

“Do you know about religious groups/organizations the Islamic Community of Serbia and 

the Islamic Community in Serbia recognize not?” Less than 54% quoted “Midway,” “Fur-

kan,” “Wahhabis,” “Ehli sunet vel djemat”, “Paradjemati”, “Ryaset”, etc. And the following 

graph shows their answers to the question about their attitude towards these groups.

yes      no  
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This is not only about acceptance of religious tolerance and the right to religious or-

ganization outside “traditional” (privileged) religious community the state of Serbia reco-

gnizes; considering the character of some of these groups, the answers are indicative of 

the extent of the interviewees’ true proneness to Islamic extremism.

Kakav je tvoj stav prema verskim grupama ili organizacijama koje 
Islamska zajednica Srbije i Islamska zajednica u Srbiji ne priznaju?
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CONCLUSION 

The most important finding is that a part – and not an insignificant part – of the San-

džak youth are potentially or even actually open to Islamic extremism. As many as one-

fifth of them take defending their religion with violence justified. It needs not reminding 

that every socially spread violence is justified, as a rule, with “defense.” One out of ten 

interviewees claims going abroad to defend Islam justified. 

Now let’s examine in more detail those advocating extremism. One-fifth of them said 

it was justified to use violence in the defense of their religion. This sample was almost 

gender balanced – 64% boys and 36% girls. Most of them, 21% have finished elemen-

tary schools, while 19% secondary schools. Twelve percent providing affirmative answers 

have graduated from universities; 21% unmarried interviewees support violence and 11% 

those who are married. Unemployment has no influence on their attitude towards religio-

usly justified violence but financial status does: out of those capable not even of affor-

ding their food, 25% justify violence; and out of those who can afford to buy food but not 

clothes, this percentage is 28 when compared with 20% in the entire sample.

The situation is about the same when analyzing their answers to the question about 

going to another country to fight wars. Sixty-eight percent of boys and 32% girls repli-

ed affirmatively. But, by the criterion of education, the difference is not exactly big. Here 

those married make up just 3%, out of 10% of the married in the entire sample. Secon-

dary school students – the youngest interviewees – are overrepresented (13%) which is 

a rather significant indicator. Financial status has nothing to do with their affirmative 

answers to this question.

The Islam youth in Sandžak see themselves more as Muslims than Bosniaks. The fin-

dings confirmed this. This is how Sonja Biserko explains it: “The significance Bosniaks 

attach to the Islamic Community reflects their need for a religion that ensures strengthe-

ning of their identity and contributes to social integration. Their need for a stronger iden-

tity is an understandable reaction to years of discrimination and social ‘invisibility,’ the 

police terror, abductions and liquidations during the Bosnian war. The Islamic Commu-

nity is also a crucial identity matrix for the Bosniak community in the absence of other 
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institutions. This is why it has been targeted by Belgrade and its ‘services’ who were after 

destabilizing it thoroughly” (Biserko, 2010:8).

Most of the Sandžak youth seeing themselves more as Muslims than Bosniaks corres-

pond to how young people from other parts of Serbia see them. When Marija Radoman 

conducted a survey with young people from Belgrade, Novi Sad, Kruševac, Zrenjanin, Niš 

and Novi Pazar on traditionalism, homophobia and ethnic stereotypes Bosniaks ‘scored 

better’ than Muslims. “It is obvious that Albanians are considered the biggest enemies of 

the nation (21.2%), then come Croats (15%), Roma (12.3%) and Americans (9.8%)…It sho-

uld be noted that Bosniaks were not identified as such as it was expected considering the 

strong campaigning against Sandžak. But this can be explained by the name of their nati-

on – young interviewees have not been used yet to the name of the Muslim minority and, 

therefore, often do not recognize Bosniaks as Muslims. As for Muslims, they are seen as 

‘enemies’ as in the rubric ‘someone else’ their most frequent answer was ‘Muslims.’” (Ra-

doman, 2011:44).

The Sandžak youth are almost totally impregnated with Islamism but, at the same 

time, largely isolated and atomized. As they trusted no friends or their neighbors, it was 

obvious that they hardly made close friends with anyone. Admir Veljović of the Office for 

the Youth in Prijepolje properly identified the problem at the meeting the Helsinki Com-

mittee organized, saying, “Our office is established to provide some services to the yo-

ung. It answers their needs and develops programs for them. What we are actually doing 

is providing support mechanism. A young man setting himself towards an abyss was the 

actual state of affairs at the beginning. But all these small processes we have launched 

are meant to take strong hold of that young man and make him believe there are chances 

for him and there are good reasons why he should develop himself in his own commu-

nity. So, we are working for that one man, so to speak, to stop him in his tracks and tell 

him that his course is right here” (Veljović, 2010:63). Ivan Kuzminović told the meeting 

that structural factors in the rest of Serbia were very similar to those in action in San-

džak. “According to the last survey conducted by our colleagues from the Belgrade Fa-

culty of Economy, two-thirds of Serbia’s youth face the same problems as you over here, 

and that’s inadequate educational system, unemployment …and they all want to leave 
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Serbia. That has been a trend over the past 20 years when some 100-150,000 young pe-

ople, the best and the brightest, left the country” (Kuzminović, 2010:68).

There are several levels to the approach to the problem of acknowledging Islamic 

extremism the research has proved as close to a part of the Sandžak youth. One of them 

implies involvement of the youth themselves, as they are and as they could be; another 

involves participation of the civil sector; and, the third would be a structural approach 

calling for large scale governmental planning.

Speaking of the first, Jelena Veljić once suggested some solutions. “My point is as 

follows: practically whenever we want to cope with a problem we want to have some go-

vernmental structure involved; this could function perfectly, but sometimes and more of-

ten than not, it is not so. When we need to deal with something want to join a NGO, we 

want to establish a student or youth organization, and then look for donors who would 

financially assist us, and then have to adjust our program to their requirements just not 

to be eliminated, etc. But for the sake of all of us living better we have to focus on some 

small issues too some people would see as unusual or irrelevant, the issues that cannot 

change much, that are far from being some national plans or solutions at national level, 

but issues that help improve living conditions of the people in our community no matter 

how few they are and may bear fruit financially one fine day; but they will surely pay 

off in improving our lives and teaching us something, getting us some new experience we 

would have lacked otherwise,” she said (Veljić, 2010:67-68).

She not only suggested self-organization but also pointed out the inherent limitati-

ons of another approach: the bigger role of the civil society in combating Islamic extre-

mism in Sandžak. Donor organizations have their requirements; if they think, contrary to 

factual state of affairs, that there is no Islamic extremism in Sandžak or that its influence 

is minimal, any attempt at convincing them to the contrary by facing them with facts co-

uld – though need not – be in vain. International organizations are already dealing with 

plenty of problems in other parts of Europe and beyond; it is only logical that they would 

try not to add more to their list until – or unless – these other problems escalate. 

The third approach – governmental planning of Sandžak’s development – is unreali-

stic. Except for Belgrade and Novi Sad, the seats of central and regional administration, 

Serbia is neglected. This applies to Sandžak, the same as to South, East and West Serbia. 
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Regimes are “afraid” only of centers where resources capable of undermining them are 

concentrated. Their relatively lasting policy of making alliances with ethnic minority lea-

ders may not be likeable but is understandable from this perspective. The fact that such 

policy sweeps real problems under the carpet and prevents not them from escalating un-

der some different – though not impossible – circumstances is another story.

To end with, a word or two about possible actions of the civil society. The Sandžak 

youth mostly trust no one but members of their families: they have no trust in politicians, 

in religious dignitaries, in their neighbors of the same ethnic origin and religion, in the-

ir peers. So, systematic, “family-oriented” activities could be the best course of action in 

the future. 
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