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Imagined History and The Philosophy of the Province
There must not be transformation, there must not be activity, passivity is needed, abandonment
to what exists.1
Radomir Konstantinović, philosopher

Transition towards democracy, although almost as a rule seen from the
point of view of the strictly political, is far from being such. It is an allencompassing social, cultural, economical, and even philosophical issue. This
paper concentrates on several cultural instances that are crucial for
understanding contemporary Serbia, especially in its modernization, EU
integration and democratization.
*

*

*

Several cultural instances need to be scrutinized; the mentality of the
people being the first and foremost. It is a question of what lies in the collective
unconscious of the people. The Belgrade philosopher Radomir Konstantinović
has, it seems, delved rather deep into the mentality that I am discussing here.
Moreover, he did that even in 1969, some thirty years ago, in his book
‘Philosophy of the province‘. The book, written in the metaphoric language of
philosophy, describes the mentality that led to all the problems I have named so
far. He calls it ‘provincial’. The original name of the book is Filosofija palanke,
and it is oft praised as the pinnacle of Serbian philosophy. An important note
should be made about the translation of the title, though: the word ‘palanka’
does not have a translational equivalent in English, so a correspondent was
used, with an important explanation – palanka is a small city, a provincial city,
cut out from the major goings-on of the capitol, severed from modernity and
not looking into the future. It is a word with a strong negative connotative
moment in it; the reader has to be aware of the overtone.
Konstantinović explains how the deep layer of the Serb mentality hosts
a profound fascination with history, and is thus posed towards the past instead
of the present or the future. There is an underlying layer of ‘tragedy’ and
‘fatality’ in the typical mindset. Let us go directly into the Serbian fascination
with history and the ‘tragic fate’ and let Konstantinović explain in his own
words:

6| CSDU Working Papers
[t]he small-town spirit is a spirit between that of the tribe, as an ideally
unique spirit, and the spirit of the world, as an ideally open spirit. When such
a spirit starts talking like this about its tragic fate, it talks about its separation
from history. Still, even when it accuses this separation as a curse, it still
desires this separation from history. The basic premise of the small-town
spirit can be described as: the spirit which, forgotten by history, is trying to
make its fate into its privilege.2

Konstantinović goes right to the point: the spirit he speaks of is forgotten
by history, as Serbia has been but a part of the vast Ottoman Empire for half a
millennium, a minor factor in the development of Europe, thus cleanly severed
from European development; therefore it needs to invent history in a
Hobsbawmian sense – which is precisely what has been happening. There is a
staggering multitude of historical facts in Serbia nowadays disfigured and
twisted beyond recognition; I will name only some of them, which I consider to
be the most important:
a) The conviction that the Battle of the Kosovo Field in 1389 was a brave
success3. It was far off from that, as historical sources tell us it was only
a minor battle and that the majority of the Serb forces were defeated by
the Turks on the battle of the Marica river, some years before. The very
battle of 1389 was, furthermore, a total disaster for the Serb forces, yet
glorified by today’s historical concepts in Serbia. The very concept of
the Battle of Kosovo Field is used by nationalists to boost the nationdriven sentiments in the population. Its concept serves as a rally-point
for various other nationalistic claims and actions, most notably, the
opposition to the Albanian majority population of Kosovo.
b) The idea that the knez4 Lazar (one of the Serb nobles that led the battle
of Kosovo) was, in fact, a king or a tzar. In the first half of 2007, the
‘Guard of the Holy Tzar Lazar’ was formed, a paramilitary volunteer
organization dedicated to fight by all means necessary for not letting
Kosovo get independence. In November 2007, they publicly invited
Serbia to go to war for Kosovo, adding even that their military
commander is one of the Hague inductees.5 The importance of knez
Lazar and his family line has been embellished to the extreme.
c) The twisting of modern history: conviction that the four wars led by
Milošević have been won6 and that the capitulation of Milošević’s
politics in Dayton was in fact a victory of his. Milošević was an expert in
presenting a defeat as a victory, especially presenting himself as the
‘protector of Serbs’ after the situation on Kosovo started to heat up.7

7| CSDU Working Papers
All of the above (which shall be carefully explained on the following
pages) serves as powerful means of implanting nationalistic and xenophobic
irrational thought upon the citizens of Serbia, used mostly by the Radical Party
and the Democratic Party of Serbia, but by Milošević’s Socialist Party as well,
during the nineties. Nenad Dimitrijević is aware of the situation, stressing that
the relationship towards history has ended up being distorted:
The fact that the relation toward the past has never been explicitly politically
thematized, but has instead implicitly been showing itself in perverted
shapes, among which the most prominent are the fight in defense of national
honor and legalism, has had a decisive influence upon the confusion of
values and policies in the post-October Serbia.8

The relationship of Serbia with its (invented) history is a strong one. Yet
the problem we are facing here is the problem of an imagined history. The
modern world of today has changed drastically even when compared to the
factual world of history, not even to mention the comparison to the imagined
Serbian history. That is why pace cannot be kept with modernity:
The ‘wide world’ is the world that, with the multitude of possibilities (of
styles) destroys this uniqueness of style, its unique identity. The small-town
spirit is the spirit of the uniqueness of style, first of all, the spirit of the
ready-made solutions, of templates, strict forms. When an inhabitant of a
small town takes care of the small town, and respects it as the supreme will,
as his superego, he takes care, first of all, this uniqueness of style and,
because of that, when he is afraid of the world, of going into the world, he is
afraid of his going into the world without style.9

The preservation of the existing is of utmost importance. Change must
not ‘infiltrate’ the community; it may and in most cases will be seen as entirely
negative. Everything foreign is, accordingly, also designated as harmful. ‘They
are dirty; the inhabitant of a small town is clean’.10 Thus, Europe and
Europeans – They, with European values, can be often seen as destroyers of that
peace, of that non-changing order of everyday life. If Europe is let in, it will
change the harmony and tranquility that are so highly appreciated in the palanka.
Therefore, there must be no change, no transformation. Because of the fact that
the change does not happen,11 the ‘small town inhabitant’ tries to justify his
standpoint and invents history. ‘Each transformation represents certain death,
as it implies some decay which means it is certainly unclean. An apology of
permanency is an apology of cleanliness’.12
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The victim mentality.
One other important moment in Serbian fatalistic mentality is the
conviction that the whole world stands united against Serbia.13 There are
numerous factors in play that have made that possible. First of all, the land was
under Turkish rule for a half a century. After the release from the Ottoman
Empire, the twentieth century came with the Balkan wars and the two World
Wars. Even the very World War I has begun by Austria-Hungary attacking
Serbia, after the murder of Franz Ferdinand in Bosnia, by a radical group of
Serbs calling themselves Mlada Bosna (Young Bosnia). World War II had
brought even larger atrocities. This time, Serbia was quite literally surrounded
by enemies. Hungary, Croatia, Romania, Bulgaria and Albania have all joined
the Axis. We might suppose that was the time when the seeds of the antiEuropean sentiment were planted. The memory of World War II still lives on in
modern-day Serbia and the enmity with Croatia during the 1990s’ wars was
fuelled by that memory.
That is why the Serb tries to represent himself as the victim, as
somebody who has suffered, refusing to accept the actual state of facts, the very
world itself,
(...) and this refusal to accept the world is a method all of unto itself of
exteriorization, a unique way of avoiding facing of this spirit with itself, but
also a way of objectification of the subject (...), to present itself as the object
of someone else's will, as a victim, in its characteristic manner.14

Miroslav Mojžita, having lived in Belgrade and having gotten to know
the mentality, described the Serbian ‘heroic fatalism’ in a manner rather close to
that of Konstantinović:
The Serbs are a tough people, they repeat that often and base everything else
on that. The same heroic fatalism is connected to that as well, which reflects
well in the known and often repeated expression: ‘Nobody can hurt us, we
are stronger than fate’.15

The Serbs, ever so often, consider themselves to be victims; ‘Serbs were
not the main sinners, but the main victims16,’ notices Mojžita. The extreme
versions of such a state of mind is found in the ideology of the Democratic
Party of Serbia, the Serbian Radical Party, the party which not only used to
denounce the massacre of Muslims in Srebrenica conducted by Serb forces17,
but actually tries to represent the Serbs as victims, as well as the plethora of new
Rigth-Wing parties and organization centered around the locus of the Dveri
movement. What is even a bigger problem, there is an increasing number of
daily newspapers in Belgrade (such as ‘Kurir’, ‘Pravda’, ‘Press’, ‘Pečat’, ‘Geopolitika’
and others) that openly propagate such illusionary revisionist ideas.

9| CSDU Working Papers
At this point, I would like to remind the reader on the affair with the
mentally handicapped, in which the official stance of the minister of health is a
complete denying of responsibility and the Prime Minister’s view that Serbia is
again a victim of international conspiracies. The children spending their lives
tied to their beds were thus forgotten, and the public interest went back to the
‘victimized’ Serbs.
On 14 November 2007, the B92 television from Belgrade reported
news that can only be considered as deplorable and appalling. The reports of
the Mental Disability Rights International (MDRI) has found that in Serbian
facilities for the care of the metally handicapped, a huge number of patients are
often tied to their beds (arms, legs and waist), where they spend days, months,
and some of them even years. Some of the children are mostly half-naked,
eating and defecating in their bed. A seven year old girl with a brain disease is
left without therapy, as she is ‘going to die anyway’18. Eric Rosenthal, the
director of the Organization, stated that tying a child to the bed is the worst
thing he has witnessed in his 14 year long career as an attorney for the mentally
handicapped19. The official website of the MDRI states:
‘Torment not Treatment: Serbia's Segregation and Abuse of Children and
Adults with Disabilities’ describes children and adults tied to beds or never
allowed to leave their cribs - some for years at a time. In addition, filthy
conditions, contagious diseases, lack of medical care, rehabilitation and
judicial oversight renders placement in a Serbian institution life threatening
for both children and adults. ‘These are Serbia's most vulnerable citizens.
Thousands confined to institutions are subjected to inhuman and degrading
treatment and abuse. Children and adults tied down and restrained over a
lifetime is dangerous and painful treatment tantamount to torture - clear
violations of the European Convention on Human Rights,’ said Attorney
Eric Rosenthal, Executive Director of MDRI and an expert on human rights
law. ‘We call on the government of Serbia to stop these abuses immediately
and to respect the human rights of all people with disabilities,’ concluded
Rosenthal20.

The official report goes into more detail and, having in mind the
seriousness of the situation, deserves to be shown:
From July 2003 to August 2007, MDRI has documented a broad array of
human rights violations against people with disabilities, segregated from
society and forced to live out their lives in institutions (all observations in
this report are from December 2006 through August 2007 except as noted).
Filthy conditions, contagious diseases, lack of medical care and
rehabilitation, and a failure to provide oversight renders placement in a
Serbian institution lifethreatening. MDRI investigators found children and
adults with disabilities tied to beds or never allowed to leave a crib – some
for years at a time. Inhumane and degrading treatment in Serbian institutions
– in violation of article 3 of the European Convention on Human Rights
(ECHR) – is widespread. Children and adults with disabilities tied down and
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restrained over a lifetime are being subjected to extremely dangerous and
painful ‘treatment ‘ that is tantamount to torture. Serbia lacks adequate laws
to protect people with disabilities from arbitrary detention in psychiatric
hospitals or social care facilities. Despite an improved new guardianship law,
people with mental disabilities can still have all their rights stripped away
without adequate due process of law or right to counsel. As a practical
matter, many people in institutions are detained for life with no legal process
or judicial oversight. For more than 11,000 people detained in Serbia’s
institutions under the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy (MLSP ), and for
more than 6,200 in psychiatric institutions under the Ministry of Health,
these practices violate the right to ‘liberty and security of person’ under
article 5 of the ECHR21.

What may come as sociologically and anthropologically fascinating are
the reactions of Serb officials, most noteably the minister of health, Tomica
Milosavljević, and the minister for work and social issues, Rasim Ljajić (see: The
problem of disbelieving). Milosavljević has stated, officially, that he ‘has not
seen the report of the international organization’, adding that ‘sadly, the most
vulnerable groups suffer in transition’. One has to ask how it is possible, if not
how it is simply allowed for the minister of health not to see the report and keep
his post. He added as well that the institutions in which the human rights
violations have occurred are not in the jurisdiction of the ministry of health.
Once again – is it possible that the medical facilities for treating the mentally
disabled are not under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Health? Then he
furthermore accused the MDRI of ‘not receiving permission for their
research22’. The official stance of Rasim Ljajić is not far away – he went so far as
to say that ‘those people [accused of violating the rights of the mentally
handicapped], should be given a medal for the conditions in which they work,’
adding an explanation about his own frustration by the fact that there is
‘somebody from Washington telling all those things’.23 This, seen as a
culturological instance in its entirety, completely corresponds to the ‘victim
mentality’, as described later in this work. The Prime Minister, Vojislav
Koštunica, continued in the same, rather expected manner, explaining:
‘We are witnessing systematic propaganda saying Serbia is full of fascism,’ he
said in a statement. ‘Now we have camps for helpless children.’ Kostunica
said the timing of the report, which comes as Serbia battles with the West to
prevent the independence of its breakaway province of Kosovo and advance
its bid to join the European Union, was ‘not accidental’. He vowed to fight
back to clear his country's name but also said his government would
establish a commission immediately to investigate the situation in long-term
mental institutions24.

Once again, the prime point of interest is Kosovo – from mentally
disabled children being treated inhumanely, the official stance of the
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government managed to involve the problem of Kosovo and completely shift
the focus of the topic, making the perpetrator – a victim.
Going back to the very topic of this work, the conclusion of MDRI’s
report even mentions Serbia’s integration into the European Union, which can
only be badly damaged by the occurence:
The new Constitution of the Republic of Serbia identifies integration into
Europe as one of the main goals of the nation. This Constitution also
guarantees the protection of human rights and bans discrimination on the
basis of mental and physical disability. These are all worthy goals. It is to
Serbia’s credit that the country’s mental health and social policies call for a
transformation of its social service and mental health systems to integrate
people with mental disabilities into the community. Model community-based
programs have been created, providing valuable information about how these
new policies can be implemented throughout Serbia (see Appendix A for
examples of these programs). Serbia’s new policies of community integration
are consistent with the requirements of international human rights law. With
the recent adoption of the new Convention on the Rights of People with
Disabilities, the United Nations and the international community recognizes
that the unnecessary segregation of people with disabilities from society
constitutes unlawful discrimination and violates their fundamental human
rights. Established international human rights conventions, such as the
European Convention on Human Rights, the Convention on the Rights of the
Child, and the UN Convention Against Torture, provide essential protections
to some of the most vulnerable people in any society: institutionalized children
and adults with disabilities. While Serbia’s constitutional commitment to
human rights protection is laudable, the policies and programs that the
government of Serbia has put in place do not begin to address the serious
human rights problems that exist for some 18,000 people detained in the
country’s psychiatric facilities and social care institutions. These individuals are
arbitrarily detained in violation of article 5 of the ECHR. Within these
facilities, inhuman and degrading treatment in violation of ECHR article 3 is
widespread. Some children and adults with disabilities literally never leave their
beds or cribs, and some are tied25

More emanations of the victim mentality and the tendency to evade
responsibility, as well as to effectively twist the focus of the topic is seen in the
book ‘NATO aggression on Yugoslavia’ (Agresija NATO na Jugoslaviju),
published after a conference held in Belgrade by the Forum for the World of
Equals. In the eyes of the contributors to the book, it seems that the whole
world stands united against Serbia. There is talk of ‘de-Serbization’
(rasrbljavanje), of a potential union with Russia and Belarus, of the ‘evil West’
and so on. The Hague tribunal is in the book, as expected, seen and described
as the ultimate evil, while Russia is an ally and a friend in need.
Strong instances of the victim mentality are especially noticeable within
the Kosovo problem. In the eyes of a nationalist, the world has nothing else to
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do but ‘keep taking Serbia’s heart out’ and ‘disassembling’ the country, piece by
piece. As already noted, Serbia opposes any idea of Kosovo gaining
independence. Yet, as the Prime Minister said, even some type of neutrality is
seen as negative, as it is ‘a trick, and it is a different word that serves to hide the
fact that Kosovo and Serbia should be separate states’.26
Antinationalism, Balkan orientalism and culture as a tool.
The mentality described has been fully fledged by the beginning of the
seventies and in its most active form during the nineties; it is now mostly the
middle-aged and the older people who still belong to the described group. Most
of the pro-European oriented are younger rather than older and better
educated, which is a fact that needs to be emphasized, as it leads to a potential
abandoning of the province mentality in the future, if the majority of the young
do not accept it and carry it on. Stef Jansen, an anthropologist from the
University of Manchester, has done an intensive theoretical and practical
research on the opposition to nationalism and the provincial mentality in the
countries of the former Yugoslavia, especially Serbia and Croatia. He has
noticed that there is a large difference between the urban and the rural in Serbia,
where the rural is that which serves as the main support for the provincial
mentality, as it is mostly people either from the rural areas or people with a rural
background who supported Milošević a decade ago and who support the
Radical Party nowadays. Culture, noticed Jansen, is the prime tool of the
opposition to such a mentality:
One of the strategies of antinationalistic resistance was the articulating of
culture as a criterion that would serve as the main alternative to national
belonging. (…) [it is] the pointing to rural primitivism as the main cause for
nationalist wars.27

In such a situation, it is culture that served as a separating factor from the
anti-European sentiments – I have already stressed the extremely important
(maybe the most important) moment in EU joining – education. Another
important moment in Jansen’s analysis is the use of Edward Said’s concept of
orientalism, but from a local, Balkan point of view. He notices that, similar to the
European need to form the Other in order to form its own identity, so does the
urban community, forming the Other in the rural. It is a dichotomy between he
‘cultural’, that is, ‘urban’ and the ‘rural’, that sees the ‘wide world’ (the
European, the urban, the cultural) as the world that, ‘with the multitude of
possibilities (of styles) destroys this uniqueness of style [of the rural]’. This idea
of Balkan-type orientalism leaves much to be discussed and I shall not delve
more deeply into it as it could well be a topic of a completely new essay. I shall
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only add that it is a fact (and Jansen is aware of that) that it is the rural
community from which, as Konstantinović had noticed, the mentality of the
palanka stems from.
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Mythologization and the Kingdom of Heaven
This myth-making creates a balance between the necessary and still unacceptable principle of
destruction and the fear of it.28
Radomir Konstantinović,
philosopher

Similar to the re-mythologization that took place within and after the
Romantic Movement from the nineteenth century onwards,29 Serbia is facing its
own problems of extreme mythologization even nowadays, though with much
deeper roots. Being decidedly connected to the false history described in the
previous chapter, the mythologization present in Serbia’s current day mentality
is mostly connected to the fall of the small country of Serbia under Turkish rule
in the fourteenth century. The history taught in Serbia is that of a glorious battle
that took place on the Field of Kosovo on June 1389. It is taught intensively in
high-schools throughout Serbia.30 According to this tale, Serbia was facing a
huge and malevolent adversary on that critical day – the Ottoman Empire;
Serbia fought bravely, but lost due to the sheer immensity of the Ottoman
forces. The tale continues by describing a minor noble, a certain knez Lazar
Hrebeljanović, as a great warrior who chose not to succumb to the Ottomans,
but gave his life willingly in defiance, choosing the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’
instead of ‘This World’ (more on this in detail later). Knez Lazar, nowadays by
many Serbs thought to have been a tsar, remained the key figure in the
mythologization process that took place afterwards. Through literature and
song, the mythical character of Lazar and the connection of the battle of
Kosovo with extreme spirituality, the mythologization could take place. Sreten
Petrović, a well known Serbian culturologist, describes that
[t]he Battle of Kosovo and Lazar’s choice of the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ made
the founding stones of a new cult and legend, which was taken and skillfully
used by the poetic imagination of the people, thus making powerful
collective conceptions in the consciousness of the Serbian people (…) The
symbol of Kosovo became the basis of a new morality (…) 31

Lazar Hrebeljanović became a figure of entirely mythical proportions
after the Battle of Kosovo, as he and his son, Stefan Lazarević, were
contributed with magical powers and celebrated as zmajevi,32 powerful
mythological creatures from old pagan religions. Interestingly yet not
unexpectedly, the author even considers that to be a positive moment, as I shall
show later.
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The actual historical facts tell a different story. After the death of a
rather successful Serbian ruler in the middle of the fourteenth century, Dušan
the Great,33 who had conquered today’s Macedonia, Albania, a portion of
Bulgaria and a vast part of Greece (and had given himself the title of the tzar of
Serbs and Greeks in Skopje in 1346), the land was torn to pieces, as Dušan’s son,
Uroš the Weakling,34 was not able to hold the country that has never before
been so large together, thus deserving his name. Split into provinces with
nobles fighting amongst themselves for power, Serbia was extremely weak and
ill-prepared for the Ottoman invasion that was about to take place. The nobles
were unable to find a common ground and join forces for the battle of Marica
in 1371 in order to repulse the oncoming invasion, and so the biggest part of
the Serbian defense forces were already annihilated on that day alongside with
some of the most powerful nobles killed (the Mrnjavčević brothers, whose
provinces were first in line to be attacked from the East), leaving Serbia even
weaker. Another battle occurred on the Kosovo field in 1389, where other parts
of the already depleted Serb forces were defeated. Several other battled have
also been fought during the decades after the Marica Battle (such as the Battle
of Niš), but most of them were won by the invading Ottoman Empire, and
Serbia was defeated rather easily.
I shall at this moment remind the reader that the Kosovo problem is
one of the major problems for Serbia’s joining of the European Union. The
mentality that is trying to keep Kosovo a part of Serbia is fuelled by this
invented, mythology-based history. Such notions are deeply rooted in the
Jungian ‘collective unconscious’, emanating through the products of the mind,
such as literature and music first of all:
After the defeats on Marica and Kosovo (1371 and 1389), Serbian literature
develops by leaning onto the Byzantine-Orthodox tradition, but with
significant actualization of the newest events. To be more precise, this
literature grows with the cult of Kosovo as its foundation, with knez Lazar
as the centre figure. He gets the character of a martyr, a victim of this world,
sacrificing himself for heavenly salvation. That develops preconditions for
the literary imagination to embark upon global, epochal and existential
themes that shake the collective consciousness of the people, converting a
spiritual orientation through the literary (…).35

Kosovo is nowadays seen in Serbia as the heart of the country,36 even
though it was but a game of chance that the Serb forces went through a defeat
on Kosovo (they met many a defeat in many a location), as the country was
becoming enveloped by the invading Ottoman Empire – numerous other
battles have been lost, and some even won. Thus, a minor battle, an
unsuccessful battle in which Serbia has proven to be incapable of defending
itself, a battle in which losses were immense, is nowadays celebrated as a grand
event (sic!), in a ridiculous twisting of history. Petrović explains that ‘[the saga
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of Kosovo] became a basis for the folk poetry and wisdom, (…) the basis on
which, after five hundred years of slavery, the same people emerge on the stage
of European history as the Phoenix.’37 In this quote, we see how powerful a
force mythologization is, as the author of the lines himself gets taken up in
emotions, wishing that the people of Serbia would ‘arise’ like ‘the Phoenix’
from the ashes (sic!). According to Nikola Samardžić, a historian from Belgrade,
‘[t]he myth of Kosovo has (…) bound the policy of democracy and poisoned
public discourse’.38 The problem of extreme mythologization is reminiscent of
the similar conduct of the German National-Socialist Party during the reign of
Adolph Hitler, where mythology was used in order to boost the ‘national
sentiment’ amongst the people and help support the Reich.
Konstantinović is far from being the only one to have understood the
mythologization and imagined history problem. The famous Serbian geographer
and anthropologist Jovan Cvijić had even written similar explanations at the
beginning of the twentieth century, which shows us how deeply rooted the
mentality is (though he described not only Serbia, but the whole region of the
Balkans). The journalist Predrag Matvejević, in his article ‘Of us on the Balkans’
(O nama na Balkanu), agrees, and quotes Cvijić, who compares the Balkans to a
spider:
The hybrids of the past and historical time often grow or even merge
together. They create obstacles to new processes or approaches yet to come.
The memory that the descendants try to keep is conflicted with the memory
one should try to avoid. The legacy that we intended to save contains
elements of the legacy from which we need to be saved. The danger that is
created in such instances was brought to attention one of the greatest
connoisseur of the Balkans, [Jovan Cvijić], by use of the metaphor of a
‘spider’, in his study ‘The Balkan Peninsula’, written at the beginning of the
twentieth century in French and Serbian: ‘Like a spider, the people weave a
web around themselves, a web of historical prejudices, of national vanity, of
disfigured ways of life, and it can isolate them spiritually from the rest of the
world and make them archaic…The instincts of the people from earlier
periods of history, even those deepest and most primitive, which have until
then been asleep, start to awake…’39

Cvijić’s representation of the mentality of the Balkan people is
extremely grim – the people he describes live ‘distorted lives’, immersed in their
‘national vanity’, succumbing to ‘most primitive instincts’. What is extremely
important is to realize that he wrote this a century ago, meaning that the mentality
the people of Serbia posses today is not much different from the one that
existed a hundred years ago. They are living the same ‘distorted lives’ even now.
What is crucial in Europe’s relation with and towards Serbia is to at least realize
that such a mentality exists, if not to try to understand it.
The journalist Ivan Čolović compares Kosovo to Jerusalem, meaning
that it has the same ‘value’ in the eyes of Serbia as Jerusalem has to the Jews. He
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notices that Kosovo has reached the status of a cult. It can easily be said that
nowadays, in Serbia, an active cult of Kosovo exists, combined with the ‘religion of
the nation,’ supported by various nationalist forces, but most notably, the
government, that is using it to keep power:
It is often said that Kosovo is sacred to the Serbs, that Kosovo, for them, is
the same as Jerusalem for the Jews. That is correct, at least when speaking
about Serbian rulers and regimes and ‘national workers’ gathered around
them. For two centuries now, the Serbian political elite has been using a
various historical, literary and folklore material about the medieval Serbian
state on Kosovo in order to build national holy cows, that is, political myths
and cults. The history of those myths and cults is an integral part of the
cultural and political history of Serbia, but it is a part that remained mostly
undeveloped, uninvestigated. That may be one of the reasons that even in
today’s Serbia, national holy cows, national symbols, rituals cults and myths,
especially those in connection with Kosovo, represent one of the elementary
levers of government, reducing the government to the skill of steering the
holy elements of the nation….Kosovo is first of all something untouchable,
mystical, inviolable, the holy land of Serbian medieval glory and power, the
land of the fatal battle from June 28th 1389, that Serbs never forgot, where,
as the myth says, because of betrayal and lack of cooperation, the Serbian
stardom fell under the yoke of the Turks. As the Serbian poet Matija
Bećković, one of the biggest priests of the Serbian religion of nation,
expressed himself in 1989, Kosovo is the ‘most dear of all Serbian words’.
|It could not be bought without blood,’ emphasized he, thinking of the
blood of the Serbian warriors spilled on Kosovo, and added (…) that
‘without blood, it cannot be sold’.40

The poet whom Čolović quotes, Matija Bećković, is one of the leading
public figures that have been cloaking Kosovo in the veil of mythological and
metaphysical misperceptions, hence him being dubbed by Čolović a ‘priest of
the religion of nation’. Bećković sometimes goes as far as to wonder why the
whole country of Serbia has not been named ‘Kosovo’ (sic!).
The scholar Branimir Anzulović, in his book ‘Heavenly Serbia: from
Myth to Genocide’, explains Serb mentality (especially the reasons for the
genocide in Bosnia) almost entirely with the power of the myth of Kosovo. In a
lengthy interview that deserves to be quoted lengthily, he explained how
[t]he myth of heavenly Serbia arose shortly after the Battle of Kosovo in
1389. Most Serbs perceive that battle as the event that brought a sudden end
to the powerful medieval Serbian state and made Serbs a stateless nation
submerged in the Ottoman Empire for over four centuries. Actually, the
Turkish conquest of Serbia took nearly ninety years -- from the Battle of
Chernomen in 1371 to the fall of Smederevo in 1459. One of the reasons
Serbian national mythology gave such extraordinary importance to the Battle
of Kosovo consists in the date on which the battle was fought. It was June
28, the day of the summer solstice. The solar cycle provided an apt
symbolism for the demise of the Serbian state and the promise of its future
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resurrection. The day was dedicated to Vid, the pre-Christian Slavic sun-andwar god. In the nineteenth century, modern Serbian nationalism made Vid's
Day the most important Serbian national holiday. The concept of Heavenly
Serbia emerged as an explanation for the Serbian defeat by the Turks.
According to the myth, Serbs lost the battle because they opted for the
heavenly kingdom over an earthly one. (…) The story is that St. Elias
appeared to Lazar on the eve of the battle and brought him a message from
the Virgin Mary, bidding him to choose between military victory and moral
salvation. Prince Lazar chose the latter, and was defeated. Such explanation
of their defeat made it easier for Serbs to bear the centuries-long Turkish
domination. Thus originally the myth performed a positive role. However,
when the Serbian state reemerged in the nineteenth century, the feeling of
moral superiority over their adversaries, which is an established component
of the Serbian national consciousness, provided moral legitimacy to the drive
for a Greater Serbia. Let me note here that the myth of heavenly Serbia was
not invented by folk singers. They took it from texts written by Serbian
Orthodox dignitaries in the decades following the Battle of Kosovo. The
concept of a heavenly kingdom manifests a close connection between
church and nation, which is also revealed in another facet of the Kosovo
legend -- that of the prince's supper on the eve of the battle. That supper,
attended by Prince Lazar and 12 knights, one of whom was a traitor, is
clearly patterned after the Last Supper.41

What is important here is an explanation that connects the myth of
Kosovo with the summer solstice, and the simple coincidence that one of the
many battles that have been fought during the struggle between the Ottoman
Empire and Serbia took place at that day. The mythology-based mentality
formed from that day on led to the chaos that erupted during the 1990s:
Alleged moral or cultural superiority has always provided justification for
brutal military campaigns. But serial wars undertaken by Serbia in the 1990s
have been justified with historical distortions as well. Serbian claims to
Kosovo, for example, are routinely supported by statements that Kosovo is
the cradle of the Serbian state and church. Neither is true. [my italics, N.I.E.]
The Monastery of Zica in Serbia was the seat of the Serbian Orthodox
Church until the late thirteenth century. The town of Ras in Serbia -- the
medieval Serbian state was called Rascia after it -- and Skopje in present-day
Macedonia, were more important Serbian political centers than Kosovo.
With the Turkish advance, Serbian political, cultural, and demographic
centers began to shift northwards.

Peculiar cultural instances
According to many, following the line from Cvijić to Konstantinović,
there is a serious problem with the very system of values in Serbia. Ivan
Medenica notices a rather interesting cultural instance, which he contributes to
the general societal ‘lack of care for civilization’, as he puts it:
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Here is a fascinating piece of information, a metaphor of this society's
serious lack of care for civilization. A friend of mine told me how she had
gone to a beauty parlor a couple of days ago and how the cosmetician had
told her that it was an in-thing in Belgrade for twelve-year old girls to go for
a tanning treatment in a solarium. What kind of a value system is that? Who
are those parents? Such a thing is only possible in the worst misery and
poverty, where children can make an impression on their peers only with
such pathetic things, and not by being sent by their parents to skiing during
the winter or by buying an Inter-rail ticket and touring Europe by train with
a backpack on their shoulders.42

The historian Dubravka Stojanović notices some peculiar cultural
instances as well. She had analyzed the behavior of the Serbian football
representation on the recent world championship. In two games, two players
have been using hands in the penalty area, thus the whole team being punished
by a penalty shot twice in two different matches; it was not by random chance,
e.g. it had not happened that the ball just struck their hands – they jumped up,
high in the air, catching the ball with their hands, in a manner highly
reminiscing on volleyball. Though this peculiar instance might seem irrelevant,
Stojanović explains about
(…) [the Serbian] national football team, and I am not talking about the 6:0,
that is not so important, but I am talking about the fact that in the last two
matches, our national team allowed itself to get two red cards and to have
two penalty kicks. I mean, in the World Championship, that is, of course,
unacceptable, and we must ask ourselves how that is possible. I think that
such behavior speaks also about autism, about this alienation from the
world, for how can it be possible for a national team to allow itself to lose
two players in two matches because of the red cards and two penalty kicks
because the players were playing with their hands. That means that they do
not know the rules, that they do not know that the use of hands in football is
prohibited. Therefore, since they, naturally, know those rules and since they
are playing in European clubs, that means that when they find themselves in
that national team, they start behaving differently. (…) Their behavior shows
that they simply do not belong to that world.43

All of the above, from the magical power of the Kosovo cult, over
thirteen-year olds going to solariums to the inexplicable behavior of the national
football team and the ‘alienating from the world’, has in its essence the Serbian
fascination with the metaphysical and their connection to the irrational and nonexistent, from an entirely imagined history to a dreamed-up present, constructed
on that history. Knez Lazar’s choice of the ‘Kingdom of Heaven’ serves as a
symbol for the choices that the Serbian people are making even today –
between this world, the real world and the Kingdom of Heaven, the real world
looses. Between history as it was and history as nationalists want it to be, the
latter wins. Between reason and logic on one side and irrationality and
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metaphysical musings on the other, metaphysics keeps on winning. Branimir
Anzulović explains:
Misrepresentation of reality is the ultimate reason why so many Serbs have
supported Milosevic in his murderous campaign. And his monopoly over the
media has helped him stay in power after he has led Serbs to misery instead
of glory, by successfully depicting Western democracies as plotting the
destruction of Serbia. Therefore a demythologization of the Serbs' view of
themselves and their history is the indispensable condition for their entry
into the community of free nations.44

Such choices are rooted deep within the collective unconscious of the
Serbian people, and those are the primary reasons because of which Serbia is
failing to reach European standards and values. Europe needs to realize that for
the sake of its relation with Serbia, not even to mention the sake of Serbia itself.
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oni igraju u evropskim klubovima, onda to znači da oni kad se nađu u toj reprezentaciji, oni
počnu drukčije da se ponašaju. (...) To kako se ponašaju pokazuje da oni jednostavno tom svetu
ne pripadaju.’ In: Lukić, Svetlana and Vuković, Svetlana, ed: Peščanik FM, book 1-7, Elvod
print.
44 The Lapis magazine online at http://www.lapismagazine.org/archives/L09/anzulovicinterview.html

