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Historiography in post-Communist states has been studied
widely, especially during the last two decades, after the fall of
the Berlin wall. Yet in Serbia, without a transition to a more
democratic type of state, with the gradual transformation of
Communism into state-driven nationalism, historiography has
continued to significantly lag behind Europe’s developing
historiography. This has had some serious repercussions, the
largest of which is the current level of historical and general
knowledge of Serbia’s population. This essay offers an analysis
of the germane research conducted by the Belgrade Center for
Human Rights, which concentrated on universal levels of
historical knowledge and perceptions of history within Serbia.
The research has provided valuable information for
understanding the attitude towards history, as well as a general
understanding of it among the lay population.
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Abstract: Historiography in post-Communist states has been
studied widely, especially during the last two decades, after the
fall of the Berlin wall. Yet in Serbia, without a transition to a
more democratic type of state, with the gradual transformation
of Communism into state-driven nationalism, historiography has
continued to significantly lag behind Europe’s developing
historiography. This has had some serious repercussions, the
largest of which is the current level of historical and general
knowledge of Serbia’s population. This essay offers an analysis
of the germane research conducted by the Belgrade Center for
Human Rights, which concentrated on universal levels of
historical knowledge and perceptions of history within Serbia.
The research has provided valuable information for
understanding the attitude towards history, as well as a general
understanding of it among the lay population.
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ecently, a large survey of the lay population's general
Rknowledge of historical and cultural knowledge has been

taken by the Belgrade Center for Human Rights
(Beogradski centar za ljudska prava), the results of which have
been published in 2010 in an edited volume entitled Novosti iz
prosl osti. Znanj e, neznanj(Bews
from the Past. Knowledge, Ignorance, Use and Misuse of History:

Dimitrijevi¢ 2010). The results of the survey and the analyses
presented by Vojin Dimitrijevi¢ et al were a ‘red light’ that needed

upotr
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to be addressed, being that tremendous percentages of the
population have shown an extremely low level of general
knowledge. This is of high importance due to the fact that
‘ignorance of history and misconceptions about the past, including
the recent past, influence people's behavior, especially when it
comes to the relation of the members of one group towards the
members of others, even when it comes to the question of human
rights’, as Dimitrijevi¢c wrote in the Introduction. Public
perceptions of history are of key importance for understanding
how a society functions. Though it is common knowledge in
historiography that there are many ‘histories’ that tell diverging
tales about the past, in some areas (states/countries, regions),
common perceptions (or, for the lack of better words,
misperceptions) of local history tend to lean more to the mythical.
A comprehensive overview of local historical misconceptions on
the Balkans is given in Pal Kolstg’s ‘Myths and Boundaries in South
Eastern Europe’ (2005), many of which will have shown in the
results of the survey at hand.

The survey has been conducted by the IPSOS Srategic
Marketing agency on a representative sample of the population of
Serbia (1086 persons) over the age of 18. The questions were
many and are available online at the website of the Belgrade
Center for Human Rights. We shall, however, concentrate on those
that are most representative of the general knowledge of history
among the lay population.

Though there were many, according to the Belgrade historian
Dubravka Stojanovi¢, ‘the most striking result ... was the answer
given ... to the question of whom they consider to be the most
important person in the history of the world’ (Stojanovi¢ 2010:
19). Needless to say, there was no correct answer offered, but the
answers given by the population, out of a personal choice of
literally any significant person in the history of the world, were
Nikola Tesla (21%) and Josip Broz Tito (10%; note that Tesla,
though technically an American and initially a citizen of Austria-
Hungary, is considered to be a Serb in Serbia, and a Croat in
Croatia). Ac Stojanovic¢ elaborated, ‘[t]his unambiguously tells us
that the world is in the background, that the own nation, its
greatness and its heroes are the first what comes to mind’ (op. cit.).
This result is of small wonder, according to Stojanovi¢, as ‘analyses
of history textbooks have shown that through the teaching of
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history, the picture of one's own people as a historical victor gets
perpetrated’ (ibid: 21). Thus, people perceived as ‘local’ one way
or the other took lead (Tito, although technically a Croat, is still
considered as ‘our’ among some of the population in Serbia, mostly
of older age). The heavy concentration of Serb national
historiography on national history and national heroes is arguably
one of its prime defining points. Even though significant research
has been done Europe-wide in order to properly asses the very
writing of what is commonly known as national history by Stefan
Berger and Conrad Lorentz (and their NHIST team - National
History), with clear conclusions that historians should put an end
to the writing of localized, national histories, such progressive
waves in historiography have barely reached Serbia. According to
Berger, 'there are many good reasons to avoid history becoming
the basis of national identity formation and legitimation. It seems
wiser to assume that society would be better off with weak and
playful identities rather than those underpinned by a strong sense
of a common national past’ (Berger 2007). This is perhaps a part of
a larger problem that affects historians worldwide, namely, the
fact that ‘historians (..) have remained happily on their
methodological island, going about their business largely
unaffected by these trends, for the most part hardly even aware of
them’, according to the Yale historian John Lewis Gaddis. Research
in global historiography tells us indeed that paradigmatic changes
in the study of history are slow and arduous an generale, and it
seems that Serbia is not an exception. This issue, however, falls
outside of the scope of this work.

The other key instance identified by the same author
(Stojanovi¢: 2010) is the concept of the nation's ‘archenemy’,
which in this case is primarily the Turks (ibid: 27). This is also of
small wonder, as the ‘invention of history, by rule, is ineluctable
from the emphasizing of enemies’, in the words of the sociologist
Todor Kulji¢ (Kulji¢, p. 4). According to Michael Miedlig, national
identity becomes fully fledged often by an ‘installment of one's
own collective towards other, differentiating images of the enemy’
(Miedlig 1994: 25). Altermatt agreed, noting that ‘the production
of the image of the enemy’ is an extremely important moment for
ethnic nationalism (Altermatt 1996: 102), the type of nationalism
abundant in Serbia even today. However, what Stojanovi¢ finds as
an even more ‘worrying piece of data’ is the fact that even the
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youngest generations find themselves believing in this artificial
image of the Turk enemy. ‘This means that .. this myth has
regenerated itself in its full strength and that in contemporary
Serbia, there is again a need for the mythical differentiation of time
to that before the Turks, and that after the Turks, instead of some
more modern values and boundaries, which would be an
expression of a more contemporary view of the past and the
present’ (Stojanovi¢ 2010: 28). From the point of view of
memetics, this means that the meme of the Turk as a ‘national
enemy’ is deeply embedded in the Serb society, including the fact
that it gets carried on from one generation to the next. An
imposing number of 76% described the Ottoman period of rule of
what is geographically most of Serbia today as ‘the Turkish yoke’.
This has been elucidated in much detail by the German historian,
Holm Sundhaussen, in his History of Serbia, in which he wrote at
length about the ‘pathos of the foreign ruler’, stressing how any
ruler, especially during the middle ages and the early modern
period was seen as ‘foreign’, whether Turkish, Serb, Austro-
Hungarian or otherwise. ‘The topos of the “foreign ruler”, much
used in Balkan historiography, only covers the basic problem that
all countries of the Balkans had to tackle: the overcoming of the
deep gap between the traditionally oriented majority of the
population and the elder, respected, on one side, and the new elites
prepared for modernization on the other. Whether it had been the
“Bavarian rule” in Greece, the oligarchic rule of the “Defenders of
the Constitution” in Serbia (1839-1858) or the rule of Carol I in
Romania (1866-1881) - the same elementary problem was
present everywhere (though with specific modifications for certain
countries): the creation of the state and the nation, as well as the
implementation of that which promised to give strength and
prestige to the “national state”, was created from the above, with
the help of an already functioning state apparatus and the strong
resistance of the majority of the population that has ever been
seeing the state as the enemy so it did not know how to begin with
the construction of nations; the capitalist industry it saw as an
attack on the traditional equality and solidarity within the society,
and Roman law as a caricature of its own vision of law and value’
(Sundhaussen 2007).

The exclusively negative view of the Turks is also testified in the
fact that half of the interviewees did not know that Orthodoxy was
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freely preached during the Ottoman rule, ‘which shows that the
need to see this Empire exclusively in a negative fashion blurs a
relatively clear piece of data that tells us how the largest number
of Serbs kept their faith’ during the Ottoman rule (ibid: 30). Even
though most of the monasteries from that age (including the
frescoes within) have been well preserved, a staggering number of
63% believe that the Turks actually destroyed Serb Orthodox
churches and monuments. The negative meme of the ‘national
enemy’ is thorough and all-pervasive. From the point of view of
memetics, a fledgling social science (Cf: Blackmore 1999), the
image of the Turk as the national enemy can be described as a
powerful meme in Serbia. Let us be reminded that the ‘memetic
power’ to transfer themselves, designated as proselytic thought
contagion by Lynch (1996), is exactly one of the prime defining
instances of a meme.

Radina Vuceti¢ noticed a difference between Serbia and other
post-Communist states; namely, ‘while in Eastern Europe
Communism was falling and democratization processes were
commencing, in Serbia, with the “awakening of the Serb nation“
anew, there was a “return to the roots” with the selective use of
historical facts and their arbitrary interpretation’ (Vuceti¢ 2010:
27). She also noticed how (beside the Turks), there is a panoply of
other ‘enemies’ of the nation that figure in Serb collective memory
(or lack thereof), such as the idea that Slovenes and Croats have
always hated Serbs, how the Vatican, helped by the international
community, destroyed the Yugoslav state, and so on. In her view,
using the expressions of the Norwegian historian Knut Kjellstadli,
this is ‘a society that know nothing about its past, it suffers from a
collective memory loss, and such a society does not know what it
is, where it comes from, nor where it is going’ (ibid: 36). The
situation, nonetheless, seems to be graver than a simple ‘collective
memory loss’ that Kjellstadli was referring to, as the ‘memory loss’
was superseded by a ‘memory replacement’ in which false popular
data got implanted into the minds of indeed many.

When it comes to the knowledge and relation towards non-
national history, the situation is equally disconcerting. Almost half
of the interviewees (45,1%) did not know that the birth of Jesus
Christ marks the border between ‘Before Christ’ and ‘Anno Domini’
- we need to have in mind that we are talking about 490 persons
out of the 1086 interviewees. 41% thought that World War II
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lasted from 1941-1945 (that is how long it lasted in Yugoslavia
proper), which, according to Vuceti¢, stems from the fact that most
people do not even see a world war as a global phenomenon, but
see it through the prism of local, national history. Thus, World War
I is very often seen as a local, domestic war, and not as the global
geopolitical conflict that it had been. It started with the Axis’
bombardment of Belgrade in 1941, and ended with the victory of
the Communists.

Another remarkable instance regards the perception of Serbian
high education and the University of Belgrade. Whilst the first
university in Serbia was founded in 1905, a large number of the
interviewees (23,7%) answered that they thought the university
was as old as the oldest universities in Europe (Bologna in 1088,
Oxford in 1096 etc), while 8,3% thought that the first Serbian
university came into being before the first universities in Europe.
Vuceti¢ explains this by invoking the 2008 celebration in Belgrade
and the words of the then Minster of education, Zarko Obradovi¢,
who completely erroneously announced that the University in
Belgrade was celebrating 200 years of existence in 2008.1 The
information chaos was nothing particularly novel in the public
sphere, as in 1963, the University was celebrating 100 years of
existence, while in 1948, the University celebrated 110 years of its
existence, since the date of founding was taken to be the year 1838
and the opening of the Liceum. According to the Belgrade historian,
Miroslav Jovanovi¢, this inability to pinpoint the exact date of the
beginning of higher education in Serbia are a testament to the
marginal place that science holds in Serbian culture (Jovanovic¢
2009: 186-7). It might be useful to invoke the recent closing of the
Ministry of science in Serbia.

According to Vuceti¢, this tremendous lack of knowledge is the
result of the policies led by the elites mostly during the 1990s. As a
result of these policies, huge gaps of knowledge were formed,
interspersed with simple false data, perpetrated by the elites. For
instance, a hardly believable 42% of the interviewees thought that
Russia was the country that put the first man on the moon. ‘The
possibility of mixing facts is almost nonexistent, that the Russian

! “Ministar Obradovi¢ otvorio adaptirane prostorije za smestaj profesora i
postdiplomaca”u Studentskom domu ,Kralj Aleksandar I", 11. septembar
2008, [http://www.mp.gov.rs/aktuelnosti.php?id=3334]
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dog Lajka, who was the first living being in space, was the source of
the mistake, as Lajka never stuck any flags into the ground, nor did
it ,speak” about a small step for man, yet a big one for humanity,
which is the sentence related to the Moon landing, which today
almost every person on the planet knows’ (Vuceti¢ 2010: 52).
Vuceti¢ is not surprised with this, as she sees the ‘cold war
differentiation’ as still existent in Serbia. ‘Parallel to the ignoring of
world currents that completely changed the picture of the world
during the eighties, by the end of this decade, in Serbia, there had
been increasing invoking of “Russian brothers“. On these “truth
meetings“, paroles such as “We want Russians“ had been heard,
and the newly discovered love underwent a true renaissance from
the period after the bombing of 1999...the moment in which the
Federal Assembly signed a resolution about the joining of a union
with Russia and Belarus testifies about the lack of understanding
of the present and the political reality’ (ibid). This ‘irrational love
towards the Russians’ culminated in 2009 and president
Medvedev's visit to Belgrade, when his ‘reason to visit (celebration
of the 65 years from the deliverance of Belgrade) was marginalized
and pushed into the background, while stories about Russian-
Serbian friendship and about the “new cold war” were pressed on’
(ibid: 52). This insistent on the Serbian-Russian friendship was,
according to Ivan Colovi¢, parallel to an ever-growing idea of the
‘rotten West’, an ‘evil god called Europe’ (Colovi¢ 2000: 52). This
sense of unity and solidarity of Serbs and Serbia with Russians and
Russia is heavily exploited by the nationalist right. The relatively
new far-right political option in Serbia, the ultranationalist,
homophobic, clero-fascist organization Dveri, for instance, opines
oft on the topic. In an article entitled ‘For the Future Unity of Our
Two Orthodox Peoples’, Branimir NeSi¢ wrote how there are
‘culturological and civilizational bonds between the Russian and
Serbian peoples’. He claims that Russians are a ‘larger people,
brothers via blood to the Serbs’. In a diatribe against NGOs and the
‘evil West’, NeSi¢ goes on about how ‘Serbia, sadly, is not strong
enough as much as Russia is, to fight to forbid the work of a large
amount of so-called NGOs that in essence represent offices of
foreign intelligence services’. Russia is seen as an idol in the field of
xenophobia and suppressing democracy.

Why are these instances so important, so vivid and strong? ‘In
relatively underdeveloped societies, as well as in societies in
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transition, such as the Serbian society, recognizable forms of
historical consciousness have huge importance, as images from the
past, refurbished with the irrational spiritual aparatus, enter the
evaluation of the present, offering inadequate stereotypical
solutions’ (Petrovi¢ Todosijevi¢ 2010: 64). This author sees the
problem of extreme historical and cultural ignorance as a problem
coming from the educational system, to be more precise, as a
problem stemming from a faulty study and representation of
history in Serbian history textbooks. ‘In Serbia, history textbooks
still look like manuals for pre-military training’ (ibid: 65), the
author concludes, agreeing with Dubravka Stojanovi¢, whose work
on the examination of Serbian history textbooks is arguably the
most comprehensive one ever to be done. According to Petrovic¢
Todosijevi¢, official historiography within Serbia seems to have
missed some moments in its development as a science. That is why
the question of ‘what is the most significant moment in the history
of Serbia’ gets most replies in the form of ‘the deliverance from the
Turks’, where we can once again notice the strength of the “Turkish
enemy’ meme in Serbia. Only 39%, barely over a third, were aware
that Serbia got its independence after its split from the Ottoman
Empire, at the Berlin congress in 1878.

Petrovi¢ Todosijevi¢, however, notices that historiography in
Serbia had some positive instances, though they tend to be stifled.
On the 500th anniversary of the Battle of the Kosovo field (the
center around which most of Serb nationalism revolves), for
instance, the historians Ilarion Ruvarac and Ljubomir Kovacevic,
writing at the end of the 19th century, critically analyzed the
Kosovo myth, getting some information that was contrary to what
is now popularly known (most of it regarding the character of Vuk
Brankovi¢ and knez Lazar, see: Zirojevi¢ 1996: 224). Nevertheless,
this critical approach to history seemed to have died together with
Ruvarac and Kovacevi¢. Srdan MiloSevi¢ noticed how there had
been no critical views about the work of Ilarion Ruvarac at all in
Serbian historiography (MiloSevi¢ 2008: 202-3). This has enabled
the elites to form opinions as they seemed fit, and so by the end of
the 20th century, rampant Kosovo-centered nationalism was
blossoming, led by literary works of Milan Komneni¢, Slobodan
Rakiti¢, Milorad Puri¢, Branko V. RadicCevi¢, Tanasije Mladenovi¢,
Ljubomir Simovi¢, Gojko Pogo, Milovan Vitezovi¢, Rajko Petrov
Nogo, dramas of Ljubomir Simovi¢, paintings of Mladen Srbinovi¢
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and Milo$ Gvozdenovié, movies of Zdravko Sotra etc (Petrovi¢
Todosijevi¢ 2010: 70).

Why the Kosovo issue keeps being of such significance has been
examined by a number of academicians. The core of the problem
lies in the much debated and plentifully analyzed Kosovo myth.
According to Mihalj€i¢, the Kosovo myth is a construct that consists
of ideas, images and purposes that revolve around the Battle of the
Kosovo Field on June 28 1389, where the forces of the Ottoman
Turks joined in battle against the Christian armies under the
banner of one Lazar Hrebeljanovi¢, a Serb noble (Mihaljc¢i¢ 1989).
Yet ‘the importance of the battle this lies much less in the historical
facts comprising and surrounding it than in the manner in which it
has subsequently been interpreted throughout the centuries up to
the present day’ (Kaser and Halpern 1998). According to Reinard
Lauer, this myth was made an ‘instrument of fascist policy of
violence and expansion’ (Lauer 1995: 107).

As Bieber elucidated, ‘according to the myth, on the eve of the
battle, knez Lazar was offered the choice between establishing
either a heavenly or an earthly kingdom. Lazar chose the former,
which prevented his victory the following day but ensured the
creation of a perpetual heavenly realm for the Serbian people’. In
essence, the Kosovo myth entailed celebrating a defeat that has
been turned into a ‘spiritual victory’ (Ibid: 141). Thus ‘the rich and
diverse stories surrounding it have lent themselves peculiarly well
to explain, contextualize and justify a multitude of developments
since the emergence of the Serbian national movement in the early
nineteenth century. It was only most recently, for example, that the
battle was ever present during the 1998-9 conflict in Kosovo when
its disproportionate prominence in Serbian political discourse
misled many casual observers to conclude that the contemporary
ethnic cleansing of Albanians by the Serbian army and police was a
continuation of an ancient tribal conflict dating back to 1389 or
even earlier (Bieber 2002: 97). In the early eighties, this myth was
politicized and instrumentalized by the ruling elite, at first by the
Communist party and Slobodan MiloSevi¢,2 later by the Prime
Minister Vojislav KoStunica, and nowadays by many a clero-fascist

2 This could arguably be a great illustration of the transition from
Communism to nationalism, where we see a Communist party propagating
what will later become the core of the Serb national ideology.
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organization (Obraz, Dveri, Nas$i etc). It was then used by
nationally minded writers and historians in rather megalomaniacal
claims: ‘In 1986 in a controversial book published by the Serbian
Academy of Sciences and Arts, Dimitrije Bogdanovi¢ attributed
unparalleled historical significance to the battle of Kosovo as “one
of the greatest armed confrontations in Europe”, which he
considered not “a myth, but a historical idea which helps a nation
to forge a link with its real historical past” (ibid: 100)’. At the
sexcentenary of the Battle, in 1989, Slobodan MiloSevi¢ used the
power of the Kosovo myth to fortify himself among his voters:

Long live the eternal remembrance of the heroism in Kosovo!
Long live Serbia!

Long live Yugoslavia!

Long live peace and brotherhood between the people!’
(Milosevi¢ 1990)

Very soon, the myth of Kosovo was ubiquitous in public
discourse in Serbia, and ‘the opposition parties that emerged in
1990 frequently appropriated the myth of the Kosovo battle as
they propagated political programs just as firmly rooted in Serbian
national traditions as that of MiloSevi¢. Several leaders of the
national opposition, for example, evoked the myth in 1991 by
pledging an oath to the Serbian Orthodox patriarch Pavle in the
same manner as the Serbian nobility had to knez Lazar on the eve
of the Kosovo battle’ (Bieber 2002: 103). When the Serb Orthodox
Church appropriated the myth, one can say that the circle was
complete - almost all policy, internal and external, was being
steered by mythology. It is wise to note what Bieber wrote in 2002,
that ‘the myth of course is not an independent political agent with
a life of its own; rather it is animated by contemporary political
actors who in using it through these years have reinforced two
powerful premises of Serbian nationalism’ (ibid: 106). That is why
Petrovi¢ Todosijevi¢, in her analysis of the myth-making character
of Serbian historiography, sides with Eric Hobsbawm, according to
whom every historian’s prerogative is to be a ‘myth destroyer’
(Hobsbawm 2003: 284).
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Olga Manojlovi¢ Pintar, in her examination of the collective
historical ignorance in Serbia, concentrates on the phenomenon of
war within Serbia’s history. She sees war as the ‘common
experience’ for all, from the Balkan wars to the end of the 20th
century. ‘The visions of war and their actors have most often,
through use of Biblical symbolism, been creating a framework
within which numerous stereotypes have been strengthened,
where “We” have been clearly separated from the “Other”
(Manojlovi¢ Pintar 2010: 83). There has been a continuity of faulty
collective representations of the past, in the manner of
Hobsbawmian ‘invention of tradition’. One’s nation has been
perpetually contrasted to the Other, in which Serbia kept receiving
the role of the repressed, fighting against eternal enemies that
have always wanted to harm it. In such a cultural climate and
similar historiography, the state has gotten to a point in which it
owned its existence to the wars it led and the false history it kept
perpetuating. Ignorance is crucial for the successful manipulation
of the masses. Ignorance supported by official institutions (with
the help of public figures and the state) is only a more efficient
means that leads to the same result.

The News from the past interviews have opened up a veritable
Pandora’s box of historical ignorance. Yet in Serbia, reports about
this phenomenon have barely reached the media and the
academia. Besides reports by the Helsinki Committee for Human
Rights, the Belgrade Center for Human Rights and the tireless crew
of the P e § ¢ @dartumkntary at the B92 Radio, Serbia’s media,
academia and lay population are almost exclusively unaware of the
levels of ignorance present in Contemporary Serbia. Srdan Cviji¢
called the political system of Serbia ‘blocked’ (Cviji¢ 2008), yet the
same description could be used for both the official historiography
in Serbia and the levels of education within the country’s
population. It is now clear more than ever that significant change
needs to be made within the country’s political and educational
system, including official and unofficial (anti)intellectual
standpoints for it to continue on the ‘transition road’, from which it
is clearly straying.
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