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of Serbian symbolic elites. The concept of symbolic elites is approached in the discussed research from 
Teun van Dijk’s perspective. Thus, they are individuals and groups directly involved in the production 
of public opinion, who have an impact on the content of publicly available knowledge, and the creation 
and legitimization of public discourse. The work is embedded in the methodological framework of Crit-
ical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and is based on the assumptions of the Discourse-Historical Approach 
(DHA). In this optics, the most important thing is the historical and social context of the studied process 
of the discursive construction of national identity. Therefore, the conclusions also touch upon the histori-
cal, political, and social perspective of the formation of Serbian national identity. The reflection also aims 
at presenting the analysis from the contemporary perspective (mainly in 2008-2020). Thus, paying atten-
tion to the political divisions in Serbia and the country’s road to democratization and European integra-
tion, the discussed research study shows the comprehensive specifics of the studied national identity.
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Thisarticle attempts 
to grasp the spec-
ificity of the dis-
course on Serbi-

an national identity based on the conclusions from 
the analysis of the interviews with representatives 
of the Serbian symbolic elites1 and study of this 
identity changes in the last few decades. The aim 
of the text is thus, on the one hand, to present and 
reflect on the research study of Serbian national 
identity, which I conducted in Serbia a few years 
ago, and to focus on the contemporary perspective 
of this subject.2 On the other hand, in my reflec-
tions, I also try to show how the studied thread, 
which is inscribed in the analytical optics of con-
cepts such as national identity, collective memory, 
national and political myths, or resentment,3 is also 

1 I conducted my research between 2012 and 2018. The in-
terviews were gathered in Serbia in 2012—thanks to a spe-
cial-purpose grant from the Polish Ministry of Science and 
Higher Education for activities related to scientific research 
or development work and related tasks for the development 
of young scientists. Still, the conclusions presented in the text 
also touch upon the perspectives of the present day. Between 
2012 and 2018, I was in touch with some of the interlocutors 
and followed the political and social situation in Serbia, so the 
research study described in this text covers the perspective of 
the phenomenon under scrutiny over the past few years. In 
a much broader and much more in-depth study, the results of 
my research on this topic are presented in a scientific mono-
graph (Wygnańska 2020), in which I juxtapose the statements 
of representatives of the Serbian symbolic elites with the se-
lected statements of Serbian politicians from 1992-2018. In its 
socio-historical context and conclusions, the monograph also 
includes the perspective of years 2019-2020, important due to 
the recent parliamentary elections in Serbia (June 2020) and the 
social anti-government protests.
2 Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I was not able to complete the 
research revisit in Serbia in 2020 to conduct interviews with the 
representatives of Serbian symbolic elites, which could have 
brought a deeper perspective to this text, and, importantly, 
a comparative analytical thread. The revisit is being postponed 
for the second half of 2021.
3 I understand the concept of resentment as approached by 
Ewa Thompson (2006:11 [trans. JW]): “to accept suffering, to 
feel humiliated by fate and people, to take chronic pity on 
oneself, to accept the attitude of a victim.” I am aware that 
Thompson focuses on her reflections on the Polish context 
and reconstructs resentment by attributing it to the Polish 

visible in the narrative of the urban space in Serbia 
and Kosovo. Thus, the research reflection present-
ed here is complemented by a brief reference to the 
political and apolitical narrative on Serbian collec-
tive memory and Serbian national identity, which 
is told in Serbian public space—because some of 
the murals, graffiti, and inscriptions on the walls 
that have been created in Serbia and Kosovo refer 
to the analyzed issues. In the case of some of them, 
the space of remembrance is an inspiration, thanks 
to which the resulting visual constructs fit into the 
notions of Serbian national identity shaped by apo-
litical and anti-war rhetoric. In the case of others, 
the memory becomes a tool of political struggle. 
In this case, the topics raised in the form of visu-
al representations in Serbian public space are, for 
example, the memory about the NATO conducting 
a bombing in 19994 and the opposition to the inde-
pendence of Kosovo. In addition, the theme of NA-
TO’s bombing of Belgrade at the end of the 1990s is 
also present in Belgrade’s public space in the form 
of buildings destroyed at the time, integrated into 
the developing urban fabric.5 In this way, they last 
gloomily, to remind of what happened in Serbia at 
the end of the last century. I would, therefore, like 
to show in this text a few examples of those im-
ages and threads related to the specificity of the 
discourse on Serbian national identity to briefly 

nation features of postcolonial nations. However, taking into 
account this contrast between the analyses undertaken in my 
research and Ewa Thompson’s conclusions, it can be assumed 
that resentment understood in this way is in line with the 
rhetoric of martyrdom present in the discourse on Serbian 
national identity.
4 In the case of Serbia, the problem relates to the attacks by 
NATO forces, in which the US armed forces played a major 
role, and, in addition to the 1999 bombings in Serbia and Koso-
vo province, it also includes attacks on Serbs in Croatia and 
Bosnian Serbs in Bosnia and Herzegovina in the first half of 
the 1990s.
5 I mean here the twin buildings of the Yugoslav Ministry of 
Defense and the General Staff and the Serbian Radio and TV 
building.
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outline in what form those meanings function in 
the urban space. 

It should be stressed that, for me as a researcher, 
Serbia seemed interesting to explore the context 
of the construction of Serbian national identity 
for two reasons. Firstly, it is a country of opposites 
that are looking for common ground. It means that 
since the end of the 1980s, in Serbia, every idea tak-
en in connection with the political or social vision 
of the country almost immediately gives rise to its 
denial. But, at the same time, despite this tenden-
cy to deconstruct and disintegrate, the Serbs des-
perately want to live together as a nation. And, in 
a sense, it is fascinating how they combine the sep-
arating visions of meanings about their national 
identity. Secondly, in the discourse about the disin-
tegration and war conflicts in the former Yugosla-
via, of all former Yugoslav republics, Serbia is the 
most blamed one for the collapse of the Federation. 
For a long time, Serbia was also burdened with the 
accusation of being the cause of the destabilization 
of the situation in the Balkan region and imped-
ed the process of settlement of all former socialist 
Balkan countries with the wartime past. I was in-
terested in such a distribution of guilt, especially 
when compared to Serbia’s rhetoric based on the 
assumption of victimization of the nation and an-
ti-Serbian plots. Furthermore, in Serbia, an inter-
esting phenomenon is the relationship between the 
ruling and the intellectual elite. As it turned out 
(also partly in my study), the intellectual elite took 
much more sophisticated resources of symbolic 
power than the political one. This article, there-
fore, attempts to capture what lies on the border-
line of the constructed social vision of Serbia and 
its everyday social reality. In this understanding, 
the text is partly a kind of report on the conduct-
ed case study of Serbian national identity, but also 

a reflection on its results, immersed in the histori-
cal perspective of the studied phenomenon and, at 
the same time, inscribed in the optics of the con-
temporary times.

The Socio-Historical Context of Studied 
Phenomenon

The discussed deliberations are based on the as-
sumption of the discursive construction of Serbian 
national identity. In the case of such an expression, 
I mean both Serbian national identity in the sense 
of placing it within the socio-historical framework 
of the former Yugoslavia, as well as referring to 
the post-Yugoslavian Serbian national identity. Ad-
ditionally, the discursive construction of national 
identity cannot be inferred without portraying the 
historical and social processes influencing the for-
mation of the discourse on the particular identity. 
Therefore, when analyzing the case of Serbian na-
tional identity, it is extremely important to point 
out, among other things, the course of Serbia’s path 
from the 19th-century idea of Yugoslavism and 
national visions referring to medieval tradition, 
through communist ideology acting in the spirit 
of unification of the six Yugoslav republics, to the 
times of radical, militant, and “resentment” nation-
alism6 of Slobodan Milošević’s regime, and the first 
years after its fall. Thus, it is important to analyze 
the 19th-century beginnings of Serbian nationalism 
and the description of the Serbian myths (such as 

6 The term “resentment nationalism” is used in the under-
standing of Nenad Dimitrijević (1999:112), who refers to this 
term when describing Serbian nationalism in the late 80s and 
in the 90s of the XX century. This nationalism was based large-
ly on an extensive concept of Serbian martyrdom, a totalitarian 
policy, centered around the myth of national unity, aimed at 
constantly evoking the enemies of Serbian identity and cul-
ture with which the Serbs were to fight or against which they 
should unite. Dimitrijević, in writing about “resentment na-
tionalism,” refers to the text by Vesna Pešić (1995) devoted to 
the analysis of the break-up of Yugoslavia. 
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“Kosovo Field’s myth”7 and “Myth of the Serbian 
Nation”8) and visions of “Great Serbia”9 that are 

7 The Kosovar myth, referring to the battle that took place in 
1389 between Serbian troops, fed by allies from southeastern 
Europe, and the Turks, contributed to the sacralization of the 
Serbian nation. According to the Julian calendar, the battle took 
place on June 15, 1389, but due to the change to the Gregorian 
calendar, the date is June 28. Every year on this day the anni-
versary of the battle and St. Vitus’ Day are held. In the Serbi-
an tradition, the Battle of Kosovo Field symbolizes the Serbian 
sacrifice that this nation made on the altar of Christian Europe. 
In 1982, the Serbian Orthodox Church established the day of 
commemoration of the battle as a church holiday. The Koso-
var myth returned with great force in the nationalist thought, 
awakened during the collapse of the Federal Socialist Republic 
of Yugoslavia. And in this “returning” the main idea of Serbian 
national identity was realized by popularizing the messianic 
idea of building Serbian historical consciousness based on the 
cult of “beloved” heroes and blurring the boundaries between 
religion and politics. As Zieliński (2001:33) emphasizes, this sa-
cralization of Serbian history gives a mythical dimension to 
secular heroes and stories about their deeds.
8 I refer to the “Myth of the Serbian Nation” presented by the 
Serbian essayist Ivan Čolović (2001:18-19). According to this 
intellectual, when analyzing the discourse on politics and the 
nation of Serbia, it should be remembered that Serbia is one of 
the most involved in the national mythical narratives of states. 
The author reconstructed the “Myth of the Serbian Nation” by 
analyzing Serbian myths and Serbian populist tales, contain-
ing the most important motifs of the national legends and the 
components of the Serbian spiritual space.
9 The concept of “Great Serbia” was written in 1844 by Ilija 
Garašanin, holding the office of Minister of the Interior of the 
Serbian Principality, in his text Načertanije. Program spoljašne 
i nacionalne politike Srbije na koncu 1844 godine [The Draft. The 
Program of Foreign and National Policy of Serbia at the End of 1844]. 
The idea of “Great Serbia” outlined, envisioned the creation of 
a Yugoslav state comprising Serbia, Kosovo, Northern Albania, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, and part of Macedonia. 
The future map of a single state thus envisioned was a repre-
sentation of the concept of Yugoslavism. A slightly different 
vision of the idea of “Great Serbia” was presented by the repre-
sentatives of the Radical Party (Radikalna stranka, RS) formed 
in 1881. The group’s founders were inspired mainly by Russian 
nationalists. Their vision of “Great Serbia” was to unite all Or-
thodox believers in one state. In their idea of a common state, 
they, therefore, moved away from the “freedom of religion” 
proclaimed by Garašanin and from Vuk Karadžić’s “linguis-
tic” vision of a common nation. They advocated the unifica-
tion of the Yugoslav state based on ethnicity. Another voice 
in the understanding of the idea of “Great Serbia” were the 
foundations of the Serbian underground organization “Uni-
ty or Death” (Ujedinjenje ili smrt), also known as the “Black 
Hand Organization” (from 1911). In its program, just as in the 
aforementioned ones, it referred to the idea of unifying all Ser-
bian lands into one state, standing closer to radical solutions 
than the inclusive and tolerant form of nationalism represent-
ed by the Garašanin vision. In a slightly more contemporary 

portrayed in modern times in the discourse of poli-
tics in Serbia. The description of the so-called “third 
Yugoslavia” (1992-2003) existing within the frame-
work of the mentioned “Great Serbia” recalled by 
Slobodan Milošević’s regime is, therefore, crucial to 
understand the unique social creation combining 
communism with nationalism. Next, the perspec-
tive of Serbia since 2003, when the Federal Repub-
lic of Yugoslavia was dissolved in favor of the State 
Union of Serbia and Montenegro, should be taken 
into account. Finally, since 2006, after the breakup 
of the Union, it is important to recognize the issue 
of Serbia’s contemporary situation both in the local 
and international context—and the understanding 
of the contemporary debates on the shape of the 
post-Yugoslavian Serbian national identity becomes 
significant. The case of Kosovo is also crucial here. 
I mean both the role that Kosovo plays in the Serbi-
an national narrative and the consequences of Ser-
bian-Albanian conflict and Kosovo independence10 
as a source of the dispute in the process of building 
a dialogue between Serbian and Albanian politi-
cians in Kosovo (and also the dialogue in the inter-
national sense). I am considering the matter of Koso-

perspective, the radical nationalism of Slobodan Milošević’s 
regime used the vision of “Great Serbia” as a tool to unify the 
Serbian nation, excluding the assumption of ethnic and reli-
gious differentiation, and assuming the existence of an “ethni-
cally pure” Serbian nation in the Yugoslav state.
10 Kosovo’s independence was declared on February 17, 2008. 
The process of establishing this state has led to increased ten-
sions not only in the region but also in the wider international 
arena. As a result, Kosovo remains a state dependent on the 
European Union and NATO’s support, unrecognized by many 
countries around the world (which, among other things, pre-
vents its accession to the United Nations), and struggling with 
numerous internal problems, ranging from economic, ethnic, 
political, to those related to international organized crime in 
the area (including, among others, drug gangs and smugglers’ 
actions). Thus, it seems legitimate to analyze the situation of 
Kosovo, the emergence and functioning of this state, which, 
due to the limitation of the volume of this article, I cannot fully 
make. For this reason, to explore the topic of Kosovo statehood 
in a very extensive and multithreaded study, see, for example, 
Pawłowski (2019).
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vo further in this article following the results of my 
study and the present perspective of this analytical 
thread. It should also be emphasized that, in the last 
few years, the dialogue on the political scene in Ser-
bia is fading, including the voice of the opposition 
groups, towards the ruling power (SNS)11 accused 
of violating democratic principles, and is not a com-
mon voice. In such an atmosphere, part of Serbian 
society (between November 2018 and March 2020) 
took part in anti-government demonstrations under 
the name Jedan od pet milliona (opposing the system 
of the current power of Serbian President Aleksan-
dar Vučić and proclaiming the need to normalize 
political life in the country). Thus, importantly, the 
conflict on the political scene also results in the po-
larization among the Serbian people themselves.12 

Due to the limited size of this article, I will not 
discuss here in detail the above-mentioned intrica-
cies of Serbian past and recent history, but I wish 
to point out that the characteristics of the histori-
cal, political, and social contexts of the formation 
of Serbian national identity are crucial to elaborate 
on the changes of this identity. Not only does it 
allow for an in-depth analysis of the relationship 
between past and present constructions of the Ser-
bian national space, but it also allows us to see the 

11 Srpska napredna stranka (SNS)—Serbian Progressive Party. 
The Party won (again) in the last parliamentary elections on 
June 21, 2020. The holding of elections at a time of pandemic 
and the high prevalence of the winning party in the results 
led to protests of the political opposition and non-governmen-
tal organizations, as well as journalists not associated with the 
public media (presenting the voice of the main political op-
tion). Serbian President, Aleksandar Vučić, and his Party were 
accused of limiting the voice of the opposition in the election 
campaign, corruption, nepotism, and displaying authoritarian 
tendencies. 
12 The year 2020 additionally brought the social protests pro-
voked by the actions of the authorities towards the situation 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The demonstrations lacked a clear 
political objective. They were primarily protests against the 
“Vučić regime” and constituted another stage of the protracted 
internal political crisis.

importance of the role of the political and intellec-
tual elites in constructing the content of the two 
main discursive formations13 functioning in Serbia 
since the end of 1980s. I mean here the discourses 
of the “First Serbia” (Prva Srbija) and the “Other 
Serbia” (Druga Srbija). In the contemporary per-
spective, we can also talk about the phenomenon 
of the “Third Serbia” (Treća Srbija).14

At this point, it can be underlined that the dis-
course of the “First Serbia” is strongly saturated 
with nationalist ideology—it is conservative, Euro-
sceptic, and rooted in Serbian history and spiritu-
al tradition (Russell-Omaljev 2016:20). On the other 
hand, the discourse of the “Other Serbia” was, in 
the beginning, formed around slogans opposing 
the militaristic, populist, and xenophobic nature of 
the political doctrine of Slobodan Milošević. Next, 
it was based on anti-nationalist and anti-war rhet-
oric, which brought to the forefront a fight for the 
rights of minorities (national, ethnic, sexual, and 
denominational) present in the contemporary po-
litical vision presented by the “Other Serbia.” The 
phenomenon of the “Third Serbia” is visible in Ser-
bian public discourse for a few years. The discourse 
of the “Third Serbia” is the most diverse and “seek-
ing” of its identification. In a political sense, this 
discursive formation seeks to abolish the main di-
vision into the “First Serbia” and the “Other Serbia” 
and to introduce a kind of reconciliation that heals 
an allegedly unnatural split (Spasić and Pertrović 
2012:221).

13 I understand the concept of discursive formation as Mi-
chel Foucault, referring to the concept of discourse as a set 
of statements belonging to one formation system (Foucault 
1977:150).
14 Throughout the text, I leave the words “First,” “Other,” and 
“Third Serbia” in quotation marks. This decision results from 
the specificity of the discussed discursive phenomena. The 
statements produced within their framework are dependent 
on the historical, political, and social context.
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About the Research—Methodological 
Assumptions and Ethnographic 
Considerations

The study of the process of the discursive construc-
tion of Serbian national identity was based on the 
analysis of 31 in-depth interviews with represen-
tatives of the Serbian symbolic elites15 considered 
in recent socio-historical context and several state-
ments by Serbian politicians from 1992-2018. In this 
text, however, I would like to focus mostly on the 
conclusions of the analysis of the interviews con-
cerning the discourse of politics in Serbia. After 
gathering the interviews, I kept in touch with some 
of the interviewees, and while constructing my 
study, I asked them about the changes that I should 
take into account regarding the time that has passed 
since I visited Serbia in 2012. 

The criterion for selecting the interviewees was my 
understanding of the symbolic elites as embraced 
by Teun van Dijk (1993:46)—individuals and groups 
directly involved in the production of public opin-
ion that influence the content of publicly available 
knowledge and the creation and legitimization of 
public discourse. In such optics, symbolic elites 
do not fulfill the role of power over discourse in 
the traditional (political) sense and are assigned 
to symbolic power and some kind of control in the 
cultural and normative sense. Referring to the con-
siderations of Marek Czyżewski, Sergiusz Kowal-
ski, and Andrzej Piotrowski (1997:10-26), I also as-
sume that the discourse of symbolic elites includes 
statements on political topics, which I call, after the 
authors, political discourse, and thus distinguish it 

15 The collection of 31 interviews contains recordings ranging 
from 1 to 3 hours, consisting of attempts by the interviewees to 
reconstruct the discourse at the level of collective and individ-
ual experience.

from the political statements, which, after the au-
thors, I recognize as the discourse of politics. Fol-
lowing van Dijk’s approach, I assumed that I would 
interview Serbian journalists, the members of Serbi-
an academia, people involved in social and political 
activities within non-governmental organizations 
(including pro-European organizations in the sense 
of their efforts to integrate Serbia into the EU), and 
people who belong to the intellectual elite and, at 
the same time, are active political activists.16 I start-
ed the interview process by contacting the academic 
community in Belgrade. The track was very good 
because the researchers were open to help me find 
the first interlocutors. I managed to reach the next in-
terviewees by using the snowball sampling method. 
This method proved to be a good solution because 
reaching out to a few referrals at the beginning en-
abled me to conduct interviews and gain their trust. 
Furthermore, with their help and recommenda-
tions, I was able to reach out to more interviewees or 
places where I was looking for more people to inter-
view. The saturation of the sample was determined, 
on the one hand, by the time limitations of my stay 
in Serbia under the research grant. On the other 
hand, after transcribing the collected interviews 
and then analyzing the collected research material 
for the first time, I had the feeling that I was dealing 
with a polyphonic and multithreaded collection of 
statements, concerning many issues, in which the 
process of the discursive construction of Serbian na-
tional identity is embedded.

The interviews were based on a list of information 
sought, thematic threads related to the historical and 
social contexts of the changes that have occurred in 

16 As a result of this approach, I gathered eight interviews with 
Serbian journalists, twelve interviews with Serbian Academia 
people, five interviews with Serbian NGOs’ activists, three in-
terviews with pro-European organizations activists, and three 
with political and social activists.
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Serbia since the fall of the Socialist Federal Republic 
of Yugoslavia. I was interested in questions of the 
dimensions of the phenomenon of Serbian nation-
alism, the rhetoric of the Serbian national narrative, 
including the narrative towards Kosovo, the per-
spective of stories about “Others” in the discourse 
on Serbian national identity, the transformation of 
Serbian collective memory, the role of the Serbian 
Orthodox Church and Serbian spiritual tradition in 
the construction of the discourse on Serbian nation-
al identity, and the relation between Serbian identi-
ty and Yugoslavian identity.

In analyzing Serbian national identity, I followed 
the assumptions of the (Viennese) Discourse-His-
torical Approach (DHA) of the Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA). I have been inspired by the net-
work of notions proposed for the deliberations 
on discursive national identity by Ruth Wodak, 
Rudolf de Cillia, Martin Reisigl, and Karin Lieb-
hart (2009)17 with their extensive study of Austrian 
identity. DHA stresses that entering into a conclu-
sion about a certain discursive fragment of social 
reality is a form of co-creating this discourse. This 
approach proposes that national identity is created 
through discourse and influences this discourse 
(Wodak et al. 2009:8).

Moreover, DHA assumes that national identity is 
subject to discursive macro-strategies (Wodak and 
Weiss 2004; Krzyżanowski 2008; Wodak et al. 2009). 
However, when analyzing the dimensions of these 
strategies of constructing and reconstructing na-
tional identity, it is necessary to pay attention both to 
the linguistic means of implementing the discourse 
strategy and to focus on the topos that accompany 

17 The first publication of the research conclusions was released 
in 1999.

these strategies—the argumentation schemas/struc-
tures. In this perspective, the identification of the-
matic areas of content, as well as the recognition of 
their social and historical contexts by the researcher 
is complemented by the analysis of strategies and 
means and forms of their implementation. The 
whole analytical process makes it possible to derive 
a multi-faceted analysis of the discursively con-
structed national identity.

It is important to clarify that my research was based 
on the application of the concept grid proposed 
by the Viennese school. In this way, the research 
categories—the general framework of my conclu-
sions—were embedded in an etic perspective.18 But, 
by reconstructing the discourse on Serbian national 
identity in relation to the content of the interview-
ees’ statements, I delved into an emic way of inter-
preting the meanings (Pike 1967; Hymes 1978). The 
research study conducted in this way was an at-
tempt to integrate the general analytical framework 
(the adopted conceptual grid and the ways of pro-
ceeding in the DHA framework) with the categories 
derived from the research material. In other words, 
in this research study, my aim was, on the one hand, 
to reflect the specificity of the discourse on Serbian 
national identity. On the other hand, I wanted to al-
low the voices of the interviewees to resonate in the 
research study I conducted.

Due to the direct participation of the representa-
tives of the symbolic elites that I studied in the 
process of the discursive construction of Serbian 
national identity, the interviews with them should 

18 I refer here to the relations between the “etic” categories (in-
troduced from the outside by the researcher and used to build 
theoretical models) and the “emic” categories (referring to the 
description of the studied culture and social reality by show-
ing the ways of its interpretation used by members of the stud-
ied communities).
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be also accompanied by a double commentary. 
First of all, the in-depth interviews (with a list of 
sought information) allowed the interlocutors to 
intertwine their expert narrative related to the 
discourse on Serbian national identity with their 
personal reflections. The question of this polyph-
ony of the interviewees is an important research 
problem that I faced in my analysis of the material. 
The interviews I have conducted19 contain many 
narrative fragments rooted in the biographical ex-
perience of representatives of the Serbian symbolic 
elites. Thus, different levels of expression inter-
weave in them, both those rooted in collective im-
agery and those rooted in individual experience, 
detached from objective meanings, which poses 
a difficult task for the researcher to ensure that the 
relation between the examined fragments of inter-
views and research conclusions does not create the 
impression of certain nonobviousness or even a de-
tachment of conclusions from data.

In addition, it is important to stress that my empiri-
cal material consists of three types of statements of 
the representatives of the Serbian symbolic elites, 
and thus leads to three different approaches of 
how to infer them. First of all, the representatives 
of the symbolic elites performed in an interview 
as experts in the field of the discursive construc-
tion of the Serbian national identity. In such a sit-
uation, the interlocutors’ statements remain here 
in a class/lecture tone. There is also no evidence 
of the inclusion of personal references in the de-
scribed and evaluated contents. It must be empha-
sized that such cases among the interviews were 
the least present.

19 I mean here both the interviews collected in Serbia and the 
statements of some of the interlocutors that I gathered during 
the analysis process.

Secondly, the representatives of Serbian symbol-
ic elites constructed and reconstructed their views 
confronting them with other discourse / other dis-
courses, and thus presented their thoughts (includ-
ing personal ones) regarding the discourse on Serbi-
an national identity and the discursive process of its 
construction. In such statements, the tone was more 
emotional, and the built-in patterns of argumenta-
tion were derived from personal experiences.

Thirdly, through their biographical experiences, the 
representatives of the Serbian symbolic elites were 
so much involved in the process of the discursive 
construction of Serbian national identity that they 
mainly focused in the interviews on their personal 
feelings. Such statements appeared in the gathered 
collection in many cases. These narrations were dif-
ficult to analyze in the methodological framework 
of the DHA, but they were also a very valuable im-
age for the investigated phenomenon. These state-
ments often balanced between entering a further 
biographical story and focusing on the subject of 
a single research question. In the analysis of these 
cases, we can see an aberration of the level of indi-
vidual references to the discourse of Serbian nation-
al identity with attempts to reconstruct other dis-
courses that have an impact on this discourse and 
their reconstruction in the personal reflection of the 
interlocutors.

Research Outcomes

Part I. The Narrative of the Serbian Political Past

In 2008, Dušan Kovačević20 published a book enti-
tled Dvadeset srpskih podela (Srba na Srbe) [20 Serbian 

20 Dušan Kovačević (born 1948)—Serbian playwright, prose 
writer, screenwriter, theater, and film director.
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Divisions (Serbs to Serbs)]. It consists of stories that are 
a collection of voices, both individual and collective, 
that carry an almost age-old narrative about a na-
tion that, in its desire for unity, persistently strives 
for the division. In Kovačević’s text, the Serbs are 
the constructors of the mechanism of self-involve-
ment in the search for what is Serbian, multiply-
ing the repertoire of meanings of what is non-Ser-
bian. The problem lies, according to the writer, in 
the fact that they were always like this—pro- and 
anti- something in the same time frame. And so the 
stories of Kovačević are amusing and disturbing at 
the same time. The quoted literary reflection is an 
important metaphor for the conclusions presented 
in this text. My deliberations are a kind of attempt 
to find out what is common—Serbian, national—in 
what is divided—anti-Serbian and above-national. 
Therefore, I intended to reconstruct this identity, 
capture threads and contents defining it, and search 
for ways to describe it.

I will present the results of the analysis concerning 
the narrative of the Serbian political past in relation 
to the fragments of two interviews with the repre-
sentatives of Serbian symbolic elites. The themes ex-
plored in this section will focus mainly on the iden-
tity transition from Yugoslavian identity to Serbian 
identity (due to the collapse of the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia in 1992). The understanding 
of the dimensions of the relationship between these 
identity identifications is based on the voices of the 
interviewees. To begin with, I will refer to an ex-
cerpt from an interview with Ana, a journalist. Her 
involvement in public opinion in Serbia is not only 
about internal issues and problems. Ana is also pro-
fessionally involved in writing about Serbia “out-
side,” providing information about Serbian social 
and political reality to the Western media. When 
asked about her perception of what happened in 

Serbia in the 1980s and 1990s, Ana’s statement in-
cludes the following story:

When I worked in the 1990s in the newspaper [name 

of the local newspaper] of the opposition to the Mi-

lošević regime, we often had police checks and were 

suspected of acting against Serbia. Especially since 

we also dealt with international policy issues. And it 

was felt that, in those days, it was immediately per-

ceived as anti-Serbian, and none of us had any inten-

tion of not being Serbs. We simply did not feel the 

little bit of extreme nationalism that Milošević used 

for his purposes. I remember I used to do a complete-

ly non-political article in primary school, and the 

headmaster refused to be interviewed by me because 

he decided that since I am a journalist from an op-

position newspaper, I am working for the West and 

the Serbs should not collaborate with the West. And 

I did not understand it at the time. And I also have 

the impression that many such ordinary people did 

not know at that time what was happening next to 

them. They had their daily problems, and the official 

media did not give much important information, so 

many Serbs even then did not know that the crime in 

Srebrenica, for example, had happened. There were 

no statements of Serbian crimes at the time, mainly 

silence about Bosnia.

And that was the time when people tried to find this 

“new” [quotation marks added] Serbian identity. 

Until 1992 we were Yugoslavs, of course, you could 

also call yourself a Serb, but many, many Serbs called 

themselves Yugoslavs. Many people were looking for 

what it means that “now they can be Serbs” [quota-

tion marks added].

My story here is perhaps worth mentioning because 

my father is a Serb from Montenegro and my moth-

er is a Serb from Belgrade, and they always felt they 

were Serbs. They simply had Yugoslavian documents. 

So they didn’t really understand what it meant either 

Joanna Wygnańska



Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 47

that “now they can be Serbs” [quotation marks add-

ed]. It was difficult for us to understand these sud-

den changes of identity, pointing out our enemies. So 

that’s why before we started the interview, I asked 

why you are interested in the Serbs. And it’s good 

that you don’t write about us without talking to us, 

because it’s a very difficult subject to understand 

what was and what is happening with Serbian iden-

tity. What was going on in Serbia. But, for me and my 

family, it was the identity we had like since forever 

and we didn’t understand why it should suddenly be 

reborn in us after the collapse of Yugoslavia.

In her statement, Ana refers to many important 
issues for the analysis of the discourse on Serbian 
national identity. An excerpt from her experience 
of working in a newspaper in the 1990s revealed 
an interesting clue surfacing from the phrase said 
by the journalist: It is not right for Serbs to collabo-
rate with the West. Following Zala Volčič, it can be 
explained here that, in Serbia, the construct of the 
imaginary West occupies one of the more important 
places in the national narrative about the enemies of 
Serbia and Serbianness. This perception is partly, as 
I have also been able to establish in my study, based 
on historical encounters of both perspectives, and 
is largely based on myths and stereotypes. In addi-
tion, it should be emphasized that the exploration of 
Serbia’s multithreaded relationship with the West is 
necessary when studying the Serbian contemporary 
social reality. In this way, it is easier not to make 
the mistake of oversimplifying the explanations for 
Serbia’s negative attitude towards the West in this 
regard (Volčič 2005:157).

It can be briefly mentioned here that the main rea-
sons for the negative attitude expressed in Ser-
bian public discourse about the West at the time 
mentioned by Ana in her interview were, on the 

one hand, resentments originating in Balkanism21 
(Todorova 2008). On the other hand, it was a re-
sponse to the discourse on the Balkans spread in the 
1990s and created by the Western media reporting 
on the course of armed conflicts in the Balkans at 
that time. It is noteworthy that Western institutions 
and media stressed the fact that the former Yugoslav 
republics belong to the changing, in that time, Eu-
rope (I mean here 1990s), separating the Serbian na-
tion from this “privilege.” Mark Thompson’s (1999) 
research report on the rhetoric of media coverage of 
events in Serbia, Croatia, and Bosnia shows that the 
media quite systematically emphasized Croatia’s 
belonging to European culture and the world, and 
marked a deep regret for Bosnia and Herzegovina 
and the hostile, non-European, aggressive nature of 
Serbia. The anti-Western narrative of that time was 
most fully reflected in the discourse about Serbia 
and Serbian national identity represented by the 
Milošević regime, in which the politician very often 
stressed Serbia’s regret for its “rejection” by Western 
countries.

Another noteworthy passage from Ana’s statement 
is that she draws attention to the political and me-
dia “silence” in Serbia on the Bosnian war and the 
avoidance of a narrative on Serbian crimes com-
mitted in the 1990s. Tarik Jusić notes that Serbian 
media discourse in the early 1990s was both an 
indicator and a factor in the crisis of Serbian soci-
ety, but also helped to promote and perpetuate the 
divisions inherent in the political narrative. Very 
often, the media either did not publicize inconve-

21 Balkanism is a discourse related to the vision of the Balkan 
countries seen “outside of Europe” produced by the Western 
narrative. On the other hand, Balkanism also takes on a form 
of the phenomenon of Occidentalism, which in this case man-
ifests itself in the narrative towards Europe produced by 
“non-Western” (in a sense of “not” European West) Balkan 
countries reaching also for the “hostile” rhetoric.
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nient issues or exaggerated the “wrongdoings” of 
other parties to the conflict (Jusić 2009:21). Jusić 
(2009:27) also refers to the conclusions of Dušan 
Reljić (1998:43), who calls the activities of the Ser-
bian media in the 1990s the absolute domination 
of the reports written in the pro-regression and the 
production of a growing number of stories without 
sources. The information provided was, therefore, 
composed here in the name of eliminating alterna-
tive ways of interpreting it.

The issues outlined above show not the whole, but, 
to a large extent, the historical context in which Ana 
intertwines her statement and the social and politi-
cal atmosphere of that time. Based on this and oth-
er collected statements of the representatives of the 
Serbian symbolic elites, I can point to two dimen-
sions of the process of the discursive construction 
of Serbian national identity before22 and after 1992.23 
The first one includes Yugoslavian identity, whose 
symbolic universe,24 in my opinion, could and still 
can continue after the fall of Yugoslavia. The sec-
ond describes the Serbian identity “re-created” in 
the 1990s after the break-up of the Federation of six 
republics. In Ana’s statement, we also come across 
expressions with negative connotations, “anti-Serbi-
an” or “extreme nationalism,” which also appeared 
in the statements of other interlocutors when they 

22 Since the establishment of firstly the Federal People’s Repub-
lic of Yugoslavia (formed in 1946), later changed (in 1963) to the 
Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia.
23 Since the establishment of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(1992-2000).
24 I understand this analytical resource according to Peter L. 
Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966). I am also aware that, in 
this way, I introduce into the undertaken inference an element 
of symbolic interactionism, which thus belongs to a different 
theoretical order than the conducted discourse analysis. How-
ever, as a researcher, I concluded that the description of the 
phenomenon of Yugoslavian identity should be analyzed in 
relation to the phenomenon of intersubjectivity of meanings 
and everyday experience of a given social reality (Berger and 
Luckmann 1966; Schütz and Luckmann 1973; Schütz 2012).

reconstructed the discourse about Serbia’s recent 
past.

Like Ana, in their statements on Serbian national 
identity, many of the other interviewees juxtaposed 
their personal identification with Serbian national 
identity with the discourse on the “new” Serbian 
national identity prevailing in the 1990s. In this way, 
by evoking the discourse about the “new” Serbian 
national identity, they tried to legitimize and justi-
fy the “reality” of the Serbian (ethnic) identity they 
had always experienced. Within the framework of 
a politically-created discourse on the “new” Serbian 
identity, they also sought a space for the functioning 
of the discourse on Serbian (ethnic) identity, which 
they represented and constructed in their state-
ments. This situation also had the opposite effect, 
that is, by pointing to “their” discourse on Serbian 
identity, the interviewees tried to find in it an in-
terpretation that would justify the “sensibility” or 
“necessity” of changing this discourse through the 
“new” discourse on this identity proposed in the 
1990s.

In this perspective, it can be said that Ana’s state-
ment, and the statements of many other represen-
tatives of the Serbian symbolic elites that I have 
gathered, are particularly influenced by discursive 
preservative or justificatory strategies. They oper-
ate on the level of discourse about Serbian national 
identity inscribed in the perspective of the time be-
fore the fall of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yu-
goslavia. There can also be identified as the transfor-
mative discursive strategies visible at the level of the 
discourse on the “new” Serbian identity, related to 
the specificity of the discourse on politics during the 
Milošević era. The line of contention in the discourse 
on Serbian national identity visible in the state-
ments of Ana (and other interviewees) is, therefore, 
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a clash of beliefs about a certain essence of an iden-
tity related to the term origin (ethnic) and the level 
of political-citizen declarations giving this identity 
specific “national” connotations. Thus, at the level 
of discourse about the “new” Serbian national iden-
tity, the reconstructed transformative strategies aim 
at the autonomy of new meanings through the use 
of a rhetorical figure in the form of a metaphor and 
a reference to the pronoun “we” (we, Serbs). These 
strategies also serve a certain negation, one might 
say, of the appropriate shape of the previously exist-
ing Serbian national identity. Ana, in her statement, 
tries to separate the “we,” with which she identifies 
herself (Serbian ethnic identity), from the “we” in-
scribed in the “new” Serbian identity created in the 
discourse of politics in Serbia in the 1990s. Ana sees 
the latter as a construct and, although she is unable 
to understand why it is only since the fall of socialist 
Yugoslavia that she can fully define herself as Serbi-
an and what it means to be Serbian anew, she also 
reconstructs this aspect, which is important for the 
narrative on the past of Serbia.

As further deliberations on the narrative of the Ser-
bian political past, I would like to recall a statement 
made by Jovana, a representative of the academ-
ic community. As a whole, her statement contains 
many narrative fragments in which the interviewee, 
answering general questions, recalls parts of her life 
story. In this way, the interview is also a record of 
certain key moments in the interviewee’s identity 
development. Let us look at a fragment of the inter-
view with Jovana:

In the 1980s, strong national feelings began to be 

awakened. And I lived in Belgrade at that time, and 

I was already politically aware enough to see how the 

dogma of “brotherhood and unity” was slowly being 

challenged by the elites against the ruling system. 

And their ideology had a very strong nationalistic el-

ement. One could feel that it was very radical and I, 

for example, did not sympathize with it. I was a Yu-

goslavian patriot and I did not want the break-up of 

Yugoslavia. Of course, I was also critical of the com-

munist regime and I wanted to change this ruling op-

tion. Many people wanted it.

But, like a large group of Serbs, I did not feel the need 

to separate Serbia or other republics from the country. 

I very much liked the idea of a community of several 

nations living together in Yugoslavia. This multiplic-

ity made it possible for us to get to know what made 

us different, even though we seemed to have a lot in 

common as Balkan countries, the differences were 

important and often just interesting. I didn’t feel that 

they increased people’s sense of hostility.

I traveled a lot in Yugoslavia at the time, and neither 

I nor my parents ever thought that, for example, since 

we are in Croatia, this is a land hostile to our Serbi-

anness. Although I was also aware that there is some-

thing in the air somewhere that is the result of some 

history, some myths, some kind of tension between 

ethnic identities. But, despite my critical view of the 

communist rule in Yugoslavia, I don’t agree with the 

nationalist messages that declared that Serbs have 

to fight for their identity, that Yugoslavia threatens 

Serbianness. To this day, I don’t buy this argument 

because I lived in Yugoslavia, I lived in Serbia at the 

time, and I didn’t feel threatened.

Based on the analysis of this fragment of Jovana’s 
statement and other similar statements of the repre-
sentatives of Serbian symbolic elites, I reconstructed 
discursive preservative or justificatory strategies. 
In this case, they are related to maintaining the Yu-
goslavian identity and the narrative about it. These 
strategies are important in building a narrative that 
focuses on placing the discourse on a given nation-
al identity within a specific historical framework 
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to justify its social status quo. In other words, to 
defend the existence of an identity with which an 
individual or group identifies and which has been 
somehow “contaminated” or the new order ques-
tions its legitimacy (Wodak et al. 2009:33). Thus, the 
topos of danger (in terms of losing the recognized 
world of meanings by the impact of the discourse 
about the fiction and creation of Yugoslavia) and 
the topos of belonging (in terms of recognizing the 
discourse about the Yugoslavian identity in telling 
about Serbian national identity) can be seen here.

When focusing on the events of the collapse of so-
cialist Yugoslavia, Jovana also reconstructs the of-
ficial discourse on abandoning Yugoslavian iden-
tification in favor of Serbian national identity. She 
also points to the collective nature of the problem 
she presented. Her personal references meet here 
a collective conviction that makes Jovana’s voice 
socially empowered. Reconstructing the discourse 
on the political past, Jovana refers to historically es-
tablished concepts such as Tito’s “dogma of brother-
hood and unity,” “nationalistic element,” “break-up 
of Yugoslavia,” “communist regime.” Additionally, 
those with which she does not identify are assigned 
negative connotations or personal and possessive 
pronouns, “it was very radical,” “their ideology.” At 
the same time, she also evokes the discourse about 
Serbian national identity in the 1990s to reconstruct 
the threat to the existing Yugoslavian and Serbian 
identity. Here, however, the Serbian national iden-
tity is still contained within the framework of the 
universe of Yugoslavia. She also raises a certain ab-
surdity in the discourse on Serbian national identity 
in the 1990s.

In this short fragment, we can see, therefore, many 
discursive tracks. Firstly, a reconstruction of the 
discourse on Serbian national identity in the narra-

tive of the political past. Here the context emerges—
the nationalist messages that produced the idea of 
a struggle for a “new” Serbian identity. On the other 
hand, a reconstruction of the argumentation pre-
vailing at the time that, “Yugoslavia threatens Serbi-
anness.” Furthermore, there is a lead that identifies 
the polarization of the discourse on Serbian identity 
(from the 1990s)—Serbianness is no longer part of 
the Yugoslavian narrative as it was in Yugoslavian 
discourse. In the “new” optics, Yugoslavian narra-
tive and Serbianness are separate concepts and are 
assigned to two different orders of meanings.

In addition, Jovana’s statement and several other 
similar statements I have collected are difficult to 
explain only by the phenomenon of nostalgia. Stu-
art Tannock (1995:454), referring to Raymond Wil-
lams (1973), comments that nostalgia as a structure 
of individual feelings evokes a positive assessment 
of the past and the related everyday world of life in 
response to the shortcomings and imperfections of 
the present reality. Nostalgia causes the individual 
to seek in the past the sources and the foundations 
of one’s identity. In the present, one feels emptiness, 
danger, and a lack of important sets of recognized 
meanings. In the context of the former Yugoslavia, 
therefore, one can speak of yugonostalgia, which 
should be understood in three ways. First of all, it 
touches upon the evocation of memories and iden-
tification with (socialist) Yugoslavia in the form 
of opposition to nationalism that was gaining in 
importance in the 1990s. Secondly, it functions as 
a concept assigned to cultural, historical, and polit-
ical space. Thirdly, it takes root in pop culture, for 
example, it is nostalgia for Yugoslavian music, Yu-
goslavian cinema, but also, as in the case of titonos-
talgia, it can be associated with selling the image 
of former “heroes” in pop culture (Jagiełło-Szostak 
2012:241). Jovana, on the other hand, expresses her 
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opposition to the break-up of Yugoslavia and the 
“radical nationalism” that was awakened at the 
time, but also defines herself as a Yugoslavian with-
in the framework of contemporary times. It seems 
too simplistic to attribute to such statements, gath-
ered in my study, only traces of yugonostalgia. The 
fragment of the interview with Jovana presented 
as an example of the discussed phenomenon of the 
duration of Yugoslavian identity can be recognized 
rather as a discursive formation showing the clash 
of two discourses within the reconstructed process 
of the discursive construction of Serbian national 
identity. The first concerns Yugoslavian identity and 
does not exclude the existence of Serbian identity. 
Jovana makes it clear that (in the late 1980s and ear-
ly 1990s) she lived in Yugoslavia and lived in Ser-
bia, she does not overlook the Serbian context. The 
second discourse on Serbian identity, functioning in 
the 1990s, sought, as can be seen in the interview-
ee’s statement, to differentiate between Serbian and 
Yugoslavian meanings. Importantly, the “perma-
nence” of this identity is maintained only by means 
of references to the narrative of the past, with a si-
multaneous indication of the present. For there is no 
longer a Yugoslav state and nation, there is no and 
never has been a Yugoslavian language. And yet, 
returning to the already mentioned concept of the 
symbolic universe, this identity is maintained in an 
individual biographical experience. That is why it is 
so important to go beyond the discursive analysis 
to describe the phenomenon of this identity’s per-
manence in a contemporary perspective and to un-
dertake a study of Yugoslavian identity at the level 
of the biographical experience of individuals, which 
because of the character of my interviews I could 
not fully do.

To make the historical and social context in which 
Ana, Jovana, and other unquoted representatives 

of the Serbian symbolic elites functioned more 
transparent, a few more points should be stressed. 
In an attempt to explain the phenomenon and the 
paradox of Milošević’s rule, one can say, after Eric 
D. Gordy (1999:3), that there are two spheres here. 
The first one concerns inciting ethnic hatred among 
the Serbs, which in some circles has been perceived 
rather as a fight for a “threatened” nation. The sec-
ond is to ensure that the leader has no alternative 
political options to him. This is also what the inter-
locutors said—that Milošević “effectively eliminat-
ed or silenced” the opposition’s opinions against 
his rule. Gordy (2005:184) also believes that for any 
integration of nations divided in the early 1990s, the 
accumulated legacy of the conflict and the memory 
of war is a serious obstacle.

One can also say that in the discourse on Serbian 
national identity, Orthodox traditionalism meets 
ethnonationalist ideology. In this optics, the myth-
ical and messianic concept of the Serbian past, ex-
tended in time to the present and even the future, 
seeks its anchorage in the universalist values of 
equality and solidarity, combining a real discussion 
of the rights of the Serbian people (especially in the 
sense of the Serbian population living in Bosnia and 
Kosovo) with the “eternal” characteristics of Serbian 
national identity (Malešević 2002:154).

In the discussed perspective of producing a dis-
course on Serbian national identity after the col-
lapse of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s, it is, therefore, 
noteworthy that Slobodan Milošević is also one of 
the creators and destroyers of the “new” Serbian na-
tional identity (discursively produced in the 1990s). 
Considering rhetorical styles, Thomas Lessl men-
tions the “bard’s voice” or “bardic discourse.” In 
such statements, the “bard” is an integral part of the 
group with which they communicate by adapting 
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their rhetoric to the “voice” of the audience. Lessl 
(1989:184) notes that when the bards speak, their 
voice is like our voice that we hear, the one we as-
sociate with the collective consciousness that lives 
in folk poetry, legends, and myths. Lessl (1989:188) 
adds that bards remind people who they are, while 
priestly rhetoric reminds them whom they can be-
come. On the other hand, analyzing the history of 
Yugoslavia, Serbia, and Croatia, Siniša Malešević 
(2002:303) sees that all three cases are characterized 
by the legitimacy of the regime through the figure 
of a charismatic and “folk” leader. Communism in 
Yugoslavia during Tito’s reign sought the unity of 
many nations in one country. The Milošević regime 
manifested itself in the idea of uniting all Serbs. The 
leader became a symbol of Serbian nationalism, or 
more precisely—of ethnonationalism, taking unifi-
cation measures only towards the Serbs. The Cro-
atian President, Franjo Tuđman, who in the 1990s 
was writing the “new” visions of the recent and 
“old” history of Croatia, also influenced the crowds. 
In the case of Milošević, it can also be stated that he 
not only used bardic discourse but also combined it 
with priestly rhetoric. He reminded the Serbs of who 
they are and, at the same time, offered them a vision 
of who they can be. That is why the representatives 
of the Serbian symbolic elites whom I interviewed 
devoted so much space to him in their interviews.

In addition, this part of the discussion should point 
out the current phenomenon of relations between 
national myths and Serbian history and politics. 
In this perspective, “myth transforms the relations 
established historically into ahistorical and a prio-
ri relations. Myth neutralizes history in such a way 
that the consumer of myth treats signifying as a sys-
tem of facts” (Wasilewski 2006:478 [trans. JW]). In 
the myth as a form of social communication, there 
are two main spheres. The first one is gnosis, “pro-

viding stability and seeming rationalization. It 
manifests itself in the form of a description, a nar-
rative referring entirely to past facts, and thus di-
rectly related to collective memory” (Lewandowski 
2015:73 [trans. JW]). The second is “faith in the form 
of a priori assumptions,” which serves to maintain 
the “truthfulness” of the gnosis and allows us to 
combine “incoherent, doubtful, and even antago-
nistic elements of myth” into a whole story, which 
its “preachers” reach for in a specific socio-cultur-
al context (Lewandowski 2015:73 [trans. JW]). In 
this way, the Serbian national myths used in the 
discourse of politics can be considered within the 
framework of cultural axiology and social doctrine, 
and thus as an element mediating the construction 
of the Serbian collective memory. Examples of refer-
ences to the fatalistic atmosphere of the Serbian na-
tional myths can, therefore, be found not only in the 
19th-century “Great Serbian” narratives, but also in 
the actual contemporary attempts at new readings 
of history. Although in Serbia, there is a discourse 
of the symbolic and political elites visible that tries 
to redefine Serbian collective memory, which is in 
the chaos of meanings, by seeking liberation from 
the messianic narrative, the myth still plays a signif-
icant role in the process of shaping Serbian national 
identity.

The narrative on the Serbian recent past thus con-
tains historical references, manifested in the mem-
ory of former Yugoslavia, the rule of Milošević, the 
awakening of Serbian nationalism, but also those 
evocating the times of the captivity of Serbia under 
the Ottoman Empire, as well as mythical and sym-
bolic references to the memory of the Battle of Koso-
vo Field and Serbian messianism.

Referring to the presence of the threads I have inves-
tigated in the narrative of Serbian urban space, out-
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lined in the introduction to the article, I would like 
to draw attention to a mural in Belgrade, which is 
not titled, but can be recognized as “People without 
faces.” It depicts the phenomenon of the collapse of 
structures and, therefore, can be interpreted as the 
picture of Serbs after the fall of the Socialist Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia—as seekers of their identity. 
It was created in 2014. The author MISHA MOST en-
ters this work into the series “Situation.” The artist’s 
website states that the series consists of “situations 
filled with humans from today’s world.”25 The art-
ist has entangled in “Situations” both those whose 
biography is marked by the traits of symbolic bul-
lets and those who “kill each other with the idea of 
mythical ‘freedom’ in their head.” The author men-
tions those who are often hostage to certain systems 
and become liberated from them in time. The artist 
also touches on the changes that people face and the 
emotions that accompany them.

I spoke with the interlocutors about this project of 
MISHA MOST and some of them captured it as 
a moment of the collapse of Yugoslavia, and thus the 
transformation of the national identity in Serbia. In 
this interpretation, Yugoslavia and the “new” Ser-
bianness are illustrated here by the blue belt of the 
(Serbian) flag inscribed in the mural. It is filled with 
a multitude of documents, once Yugoslavian, now 
Serbian, identity cards. In those documents persist 
the faces of the Serbian inhabitants, who, like in the 
stories of the interlocutors, have been kind of sus-
pended between two narratives about their national 
identity, and which are blurred on the mural. In this 
interpretation, this mural can exist as a story about a 
state of transition from one identity to another or an 
attempt to find a common space for once shared and 

25 See: http://www.mishamost.com/situation. Retrieved May 16, 
2020.

now often treated as separate meanings. Two photos 
of the mural are shown below.

Photo I

Source: https://peekingduck.co/a-street-art-guide-to-belgrade/. Retrieved 

May 12, 2020.

Photo II

Source: https://streetartbelgrade.com/galerija/misha-most-narod-sa-

vamala/. Photo: Aleksandar Ðalek Ðorđević. Retrieved May 12, 2020.

Part II. Serbian Narrative about the Present and 
the Future

In terms of the narrative on the present and the 
future of Serbia, my study reconstructed three 
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discursive leads. First of all, the discourse about 
Serbia’s membership in the structures of the Euro-
pean Union (EU): anti-European and pro-European. 
Secondly, the discourse about the Serbian tradition, 
which in many of the gathered statements of Ser-
bian symbolic elites was reconstructed through 
linking the Orthodox tradition of Serbia and Russia. 
Thirdly, the discourse about the still divided, due to 
the clashing discourses of the “First Serbia” and the 
“Other Serbia,” vision of Serbian national identity.

Referring to the first issue, it can be emphasized that 
the political voices prevailing in Serbia after the de-
parture of Milošević deemed the military solutions 
taken by the regime in the 1990s as bad and work-
ing against the unity of the Serbian people (Judah 
2002:160). The Great Serbian aspirations of the for-
mer leader also harmed the Serbian population 
outside the country (in Croatia, Bosnia and Herze-
govina, and Kosovo). And the permanent refusal 
of the then authorities to admit having committed 
war crimes by Serbia also contributed to the falsi-
fication and gaps in the collective memory. Jelena 
Subotić (2011:319) comments that the case of Serbia’s 
accession to the EU was then regarded as an official 
preference at the national level and was within the 
scope of civil society aspirations. However, at that 
time, the European ideal itself did not find a chance 
to develop within Serbia into a coherent narrative. 
The anti-Western, anti-European policy of the time 
of Slobodan Milošević, which certainly contributed 
in some way to the demarcation line between Ser-
bia and Europe at that time, can be viewed as hav-
ing contributed to this. Since 2014, Serbia has been 
an official candidate for the EU. When considering 
Serbia’s chances of joining the EU, Marko Babić 
(2012:116) points out the need to carry out a critical 
reflection on nationalism and the war, and to con-
trol the dichotomy of Serbian identity torn between 

the national self and a pro-European attitude. He 
also refers to the reflections of former Serbian Prime 
Minister, Zoran Ðinđić, who in the 1990s called 
Serbia “an unfinished state with a belated nation” 
(Babić 2012:115 as cited in Ðinđić 1996 [trans. JW]).

It is also important to recall the issue of Kosovo’s 
independence, which, in 2008 when Serbia was ap-
proaching Europe, aroused dormant resentment. 
Thus, the country once again needed time to return 
to the path of integration with Europe. It is worth 
referring here, after Yelena Subotić (2011:325), to 
the words of Serbian President, Boris Tadić, who, 
in 2007 said: “Kosovo is where my nation’s identity 
lies, where the roots of our culture are. Kosovo is 
the foundation of Serbia’s history and this is why we 
cannot give it up.”26

Another thread mentioned above touches on the 
symbolic and, to some extent, the political bond 
between Serbia and Russia. These relations are 
marked in Serbian public discourse by a commu-
nity of faith (Orthodoxy), language (Cyrillic), and, 
as the interlocutors have mentioned, support for the 
Serbian protest against the independence of Kosovo 
is also at stake here. Russia was one of the countries 
that criticized the West for its “unilateral” decision 
to establish the Kosovo state.27

In this part of the text, however, I would like to fo-
cus on the Kosovo theme28 and quote an excerpt 

26 Extract from an interview with Tadić on a Serbian radio sta-
tion B92 on May 25, 2007. 
27 To read more on Serbian-Russian relations, see, for example, 
Patalakh (2018).
28 To understand more the causes of the Serbian-Albanian 
conflict it should be noted that Albanians are pointing to the 
hostile actions of the Serbs since the 1960s and “ethnic cleans-
ing,” which they consider to be the main means of radical 
actions by the Serbs in the course of the dispute. Nor do they 
accept Serbian claims against Kosovo, believing that Kosovo 
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from the statement by Ivo, an academic professor 
who is also involved in social activities in democrat-
ic associations and in commenting on religious and 
ethnic disputes in the Serbia and Balkan region for 
the Serbian and Western media. When talking on 
the issues that affect the discourse on Serbian na-
tional identity, he comments:

The divisions in talking about the Kosovo problem are 

probably the best illustration of what has been hap-

pening in Serbia since, say, 2006 and certainly since 

2008. As you know, Kosovo hasn’t been within Serbia 

for a long time, and there is no chance of its inclusion 

within Serbia without another war. It exists as a sepa-

rate state and we have no influence on the withdrawal 

of its independence. But, our political discourse is still 

rooted in talking about regaining Kosovo.

There are, of course, more rational politicians who 

understand the situation, but, in public discourse, 

such voices are still lost in the face of speeches about 

the symbolism of Kosovo and about the threats to-

wards Kosovo Serbs of the Albanian government in 

Kosovo...In addition, between 2000 and 2003, after 

Milošević’s departure from power, Kosovo was not 

a particularly frequent political subject. It was not un-

til 2004 that this issue came up again. And, in Serbia, 

has always been only a “colony” or a small province of Ser-
bia—in terms of the size of the land inhabited by the Kosovo 
Serbs. The opposing side of the dispute, the Serbs, are point-
ing out the hostile actions of the Albanians, referring to the 
issue of forced migration of Serbs from Kosovo in the 1960s 
and 1980s. As an argument to justify the armed struggle, they 
stress the need to protect the Kosovo Serbs and the heritage 
of Serbian spiritual culture in the region. The intensification 
of the conflict in the 1990s was also supported by the Western 
media, which, as in the case of the war in Bosnia, made the 
Kosovo dispute a space for the process of exposing victims 
and criminals, which was not always consistent with the his-
torical relation. In the more contemporary perspective, the 
Serbian-Albanian relations are still in some way turbulent 
since the proclamation of the independence of Kosovo in 2008. 
To read more, see, for example, Živković (2011), Zdravković 
(2006), Nikolić (2003), Judah (2000), Blagojević (2003), Bieber 
(2002), Pawłowski (2016; 2019).

we are dealing with a completely abnormal situation 

that has two faces.

The first one normalizes this abnormality and, as the 

voice of a certain part of society says loudly, Koso-

vo has been lost, Serbia should let go and deal with 

domestic and international politics in the country. 

And this is a private level of discourse about Koso-

vo. There is no end in the public message, mainly po-

litical, of the narratives about Kosovo’s belonging to 

Serbia and the need to fight for this sacred land. And 

this is the creation of Serbian political elites, but also 

symbolic, because some intellectuals, writers, Ortho-

dox bishops, and scientists represent such a position 

based on myths immersed in medieval history that 

Kosovo and Serbia are one.

Unfortunately, there is still no willingness and con-

sent in Serbia to promote the content of the loss of 

Kosovo and leave this matter behind. So we have 

a difficult situation in Serbia because you cannot ex-

pect the whole nation to base its faith on the possi-

bility of regaining Kosovo on a medieval myth. But, 

unfortunately, some people also strongly believe in 

this story of power and build their sense of belonging 

to Kosovo on it, and this drives politicians.

In Ivo’s statement, the topos of losing Kosovo and the 
topos of belonging to Kosovo are recalled. The first 
one is an argumentation scheme specific to the dis-
cursive transformative strategies reconstructed in 
many gathered statements of the representatives of 
the Serbian symbolic elites. When talking about the 
Kosovo issue, the majority of the interlocutors point-
ed out the need to transform the discourse on Serbian 
national identity concerning the rhetoric about this 
matter. They also stressed the need to weaken in this 
discourse the power of identification with Kosovo in 
the sense of the Serbian territory (Serbian land), and 
to leave it only in the dimension of symbolic identi-
fication. This new identification on a symbolic level 
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should also locate Kosovo’s experience in the sphere 
of its historical past, without relying on the faith in 
Kosovo’s return to Serbian borders. The second strat-
egy belongs to the discourse of politics and, in his 
statement, Ivo reconstructs it on the level of experi-
ence of Serbian society. The discursive constructive 
strategies can be recognized here in the area of the 
discourse of the politics in Serbia, in which the topos 
of belonging to Kosovo leads to the construction of 
the unity of Serbian thought on the independence of 
Kosovo. Serbian politicians, not all but a large part of 
them, when speaking on the issue of Kosovo, identify 
their voice with those of Serbian people, establishing 
a vision of one common Serbian thought on the inde-
pendence of Kosovo. “Failure to work” on the issue of 
Kosovo’s independence at the level of discourse of the 
politics in Serbia may still influence the discourse on 
Serbian national identity for a long time. In Kosovo, 
one could say, the whole paradox of Serbian history 
is beginning and ending at the same time because to 
dissociate themselves from the political past associ-
ated with the Milošević regime, more contemporary 
political leaders and national speakers are using the 
symbolism of Kosovo in the same exaggerated way as 
Milošević did. Moreover, the rhetoric of the discourse 
of politics in Serbia towards the issue of Kosovo has 
been and continues to take the form of conspiracies 
to find traitors or opponents to the Serbian nation. 
In other words, the accentuation of various forms of 
“they” who conspire against “us” is visible here, and 
so these discursive incidents are part of the populist 
rhetoric. It sees “those” unfavorable as a threat to 
“our” national cause. And when the morality of such 
rhetoric is woven into this statement, such rhetoric 
very quickly takes up the form of “good” and “bad,” 
outlining a dichotomous vision of the world support-
ed by the topos of history and the topos of the savior 
of nations (Wodak 2015:67-68). These kinds of state-
ments are, therefore, present mostly in the discourse 

of the “First Serbia,” emphasizing the importance of 
Kosovo in the spirituality of every Serb.

In addition, the issue of Kosovo’s independence is 
also present in the urban space narrative in Serbia 
and Kosovo. Thus, it is worth pointing out two of 
the many murals present in this context, which are 
part of the local and international discussion on the 
independence of Kosovo. The first one is located in 
Belgrade (New Belgrade, to be precise) and is seen 
as a message for Russian President Vladimir Putin 
and (former) US President Donald Trump. This mes-
sage, however, has a double dimension—on the one 
hand, reminding Russia of the need to continue its 
support for Kosovo’s non-independence. On the oth-
er hand, it is directed at the (former) President of the 
US, with a reminder of Serbia’s position towards los-
ing Kosovo, due to the US purpose of controlling the 
conflict between the Serbian and Albanian govern-
ments over Kosovo and the insistence on concluding 
an agreement between Belgrade and Pristina. Thus, 
the mural, presented below includes an outline of the 
Kosovo state and the notation written in three lan-
guages: Serbian, Russian, and English, which says: 
“Kosovo is Serbia.” 

Photo III

Source: https://thesrpskatimes.com/mural-shows-putin-trump-and-

message-kosovo-is-serbia/. Retrieved February 26, 2021.
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The second mural is capturing the narration of the 
Serbian past and presence in relation to the Kosovo 
thread and is located in Kosovo in the northern part 
of Mitrovica.

Photo IV

Source: https://balkaninsight.com/2019/01/16/bombs-and-bullets-fear-

and-loathing-in-north-kosovo-01-14-20191/. Photo: Stefan Milivojevic. 

Retrieved May 13, 2020.

The mural glorifies Serbian soldiers who fought un-
der the colors of the Yugoslav flag during the con-
flict in Kosovo in 1999. The Cyrillic text next to the 
soldiers says: “It is worth dying for this country.” 
This inscription, therefore, has a double meaning 
since it refers, on the one hand, to the Serbian strug-
gle for Kosovo soil and, according to the rhetoric of 
Serbian messianism, to the renewed sacrifice made 
by the Serbs in the fight for Kosovo. On the other 
hand, it sees Kosovo as an integral part of Serbia. 
The term “country” refers here to Serbia together 
with Kosovo. Serbia, which was then part of the 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, did not accept the 
independence of the Kosovo province. This mu-
ral is thus also part of the rhetoric of victimization 
that was and still is present in Serbia. At this point, 

a short excerpt from a statement made by one of the 
interlocutors, Mirjana, a historian and essayist, can 
be brought up. When referring to the narrative on 
the Serbian past contained in historical and political 
narratives, she says that:

Victimization is the most constitutive feature of Ser-

bian identity. This means that we have been victims 

of actions by our neighbors, great Western forces, 

traitors of our identity. Serbs have always been fight-

ing. And talking about the fact that we are victims 

or that we are heroes is very much present in Serbia. 

And being a victim and a hero at the same time is 

rather controversial, but this is the specificity of the 

Serbs that they must also feel heroic. Our whole story 

is written in such a way that even if we were victims, 

we were still heroes and winners. So, all the victories 

of the Serbs are huge in the books. Victories aren’t ex-

plained, but lost fights usually have an explanation 

on several pages.

This kind of simultaneous mix of heroism and vic-
timization, presented as well on the mural shown 
above, is also an integral part of the Serbian narra-
tive about Kosovo. 

When talking about the contemporary perspective 
of the Kosovo issue present in Serbian discourse 
of politics, we can say that the strategies of Serbian 
politicians towards Kosovo continue to be strongly 
involved in the discussion about Kosovo’s histor-
ically rooted belonging to Serbia. Unfortunately, 
things are no better on the Albanian side, which has 
been trying new ways to limit any role for Serbia 
(mostly in terms of the Serbian government) in the 
new state since independence. In Kosovo, tensions 
continue to be felt between the Serbian community 
(which is a minority) and the Albanian community 
(which is the majority of the country’s population). 
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The problem of the Kosovo Serbs is their political po-
sition suspended in the disputes between Belgrade 
and Pristina, but also economic issues (unemploy-
ment, illegal seizures of their land), as well as the 
deepening division and resentment over the years 
provoking ethnic incidents (between the Serbian 
and Albanian communities).29 Organized crime is 
also a big problem in the country.30 On the territory 
of Kosovo, two visions of its statehood, which are 
separate and mutually exclusive, also collide—the 
perspective of the Kosovo Serbs, related to the au-
thority of bodies and institutions subordinate to the 
authorities in Belgrade, and the perspective of the 
Kosovo authorities. In this optics, the issue of au-
tonomy for “Serbian” northern Kosovo is problem-
atic in the context of the territorial integrality of the 
whole country (Pawłowski 2019). In 2018, the Serbi-
an-Albanian conflict was significantly piled up due 
to the doubling of customs duties on Serbian goods 
by Kosovo. In this situation, in December 2018, the 
Serbian government even considered military in-
tervention. In May 2019, after the action of Kosovo 

29 On the Serbian minority in Kosovo and the policy of the 
Republic of Serbia towards Serbs in Kosovo, see, for exam-
ple, Korzeniewska-Wiszniewska (2017). The mentioned text 
is a multithreaded and comprehensive case study of Serbs as 
a minority in the post-Yugoslavian states. The researcher ex-
plains her decision to include in her analysis also the thread 
of the Kosovo Serbs due to “the actual state of Kosovo’s func-
tioning” between the states that do not recognize its indepen-
dence (Serbia, Russia, China) and the international coopera-
tion developed, however, within the state. Additionally, as the 
author points out: “The position of Serbs in the Kosovo area 
is the most difficult and complex of all analyzed cases due to 
the instability of the Kosovo state and the long-standing social 
boycott of Kosovo authorities by Serbs, which de facto prevents 
Serbian existence in that area” (Korzeniewska-Wiszniewska 
2017:17 [trans. JW]).
30 In the Western media, Kosovo was (and sometimes still is) 
described as a “gangster’s paradise,” as an area where orga-
nized crime, mainly drug trafficking, thrives. In this rhetoric, 
the Kosovo mafia clans are closely linked to criminal organiza-
tions from other European countries, especially Turkey, Alba-
nia, and Bulgaria. About Northern Kosovo analysis in terms of 
case study on the impact of organized crime, see, for example, 
Kemp, Shaw, and Boutellis (2013).

organized police in the north of Kosovo to break 
up criminal groups and smuggling gangs, Serbian 
President Aleksandar Vučić warned that he would 
react by force if the Serbs living there were attacked. 
There are many such flashpoints between the two 
countries in the calendar of recent history.

Today, the dialogue between Kosovo and Serbia is 
an important issue in the field of international poli-
tics. The negotiations are taking place under the aus-
pices of the EU and the US, whose positions are also 
sometimes polarized. The EU and the US are pres-
suring Belgrade and Pristina to reach an agreement. 
Serbian and Kosovo elites are, to some extent, fol-
lowing this path. Therefore, the authorities of both 
countries are interested in stalling and prolonging 
the talks. This is done by periodically escalating ten-
sions and presenting solutions that are unacceptable 
to the other side or the international community. An 
example of such actions were the border adjustment 
proposals presented in July 2018 by the Presidents 
of Serbia Aleksandar Vučić and Kosovo—Hashim 
Thaçi,31 which caused numerous controversies in lo-
cal and international debates. Lately, on September 

04, 2020, in Washington, Serbian President Aleksan-
dar Vučić and Kosovo Prime Minister—Avdullah 
Hoti signed separate declarations with (former) US 
President Donald Trump on the normalization of 
mutual economic relations. The parties pledged to 
implement agreements reached earlier on the imple-
mentation of infrastructure and economic projects 
linking the two countries.32 The agreement states 

31 On November 05, 2020, Kosovo President Hashim Thaçi an-
nounced that he was stepping down due to the confirmation 
of an indictment for crimes against humanity and war crimes. 
On the same day, Thaçi traveled to The Hague to participate as 
a defendant in court proceedings before the Kosovo Specialist 
Chambers. Thus, he was the President of Kosovo from April 07, 
2016 till November 05, 2020.
32 In addition, the agreement means—the opening of a joint 
border post at Merdare, the joining of Kosovo to the Balkan so-
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also that Serbia is to suspend efforts to withdraw 
recognition of Kosovo’s independence for a year, 
and Pristina will not seek membership in interna-
tional organizations during that time. Because my 
research investigation is immersed in both the per-
spective of 2012 and the social and political threads 
that have shaped Serbian history and Serbian identi-
ty over the past few years, the briefly approximated 
theme of Kosovo was a very important issue tying 
together my research conclusions. Concerning the 
historical and social context of today’s Serbia and 
the question of the formation of Serbian national 
identity, it is extremely important to return to the 
place where it all began for the Serbs—Kosovo—and 
to read its symbolism even today. This is what the 
interviewees did as well.

In the summary of this part of deliberations on Ser-
bian narrative on present and the future, it should 
be added that the study that I conducted analyz-
ing the interviews with Serbian elites representa-
tives has established here several simultaneously 
functioning discourses that have an impact on the 
construction of Serbian national identity. These in-
clude: (1) pro-European discourse; (2) anti-European 
discourse; (3) Balkanism (in the sense of Serbian re-
sentment based on a narrative about the domination 
of Europe and the discredit of the Balkan nations); 
(4) discourse about the Serbian identity entangled in 
the symbolism of Kosovo; (5) discourse of Serbian 
religion and tradition as the crucial domains of con-
structing Serbian national identity.

When talking about the latter, it should be empha-
sized that the relationship between the Serbian tra-

called mini-Schengen, mutual recognition of university diplo-
mas, intensification of the search for persons missing during 
the 1998-1999 conflict, and respect for religious freedom were 
declared.

dition and the formation of Serbian national identity, 
and the vision of Serbia represented by the Serbian 
Orthodox Church, is a significant aspect in creating 
the image of the Serbian state also in the present 
day. Encyclopedia of the Serbian People (Enciklopedija 
srpskog naroda [Ljušić 2008]) states that, in Serbia, 
apart from the state tradition (related to the histori-
cal awareness of the Serbian state, its forms, and po-
litical conditions) and the “mythical-epic tradition 
shaped within the framework of oral tradition,” 
two other traditions considered to be fundamental 
can also be distinguished: the svetosavlje Orthodox 
and the folk tradition (Gil 2016:176 as cited in Ljušić 
2008:1139-1140 [trans. JW]). As Dorota Gil (2016:176 
[trans. JW]) notes, “The term svetosavlje is sometimes 
used as a synonym for Serbian Orthodoxy in the 
shape given to it by Saint Sava,33 but more often it 
defines ideologized Orthodoxy as an ethnic rather 
than religious category and is treated as a Serbian 
national idea.” Moreover, in the process of redefin-
ing and reinterpreting Serbian cultural tradition 
since the 1990s, the return to medieval state-form-
ing and spiritual traditions, which determine the 
elements of Serbian identity, plays a major role.34

As for the ways of interpreting Serbian national 
identity that I reconstructed in the statements of the 
interlocutors, due to the limitations of the text, I will 
only briefly mention them. Based on my analysis, 
I distinguished Serbian ethnic identity, Serbian lin-
guistic identity, Serbian religious national identity, 
Serbian national identity understood as “ongoing 

33 Saint Sava (born 1175 or 1176, died 1235) is the first Archbish-
op of Serbia. He was counted among the most important saints 
of the Serbian Orthodox Church. He served in the Orthodox 
Church from 1219 to 1233 and was in favor of uniting the Or-
thodox Church with the state.
34 To read more about Serbian Orthodox Church and Serbian 
spiritual tradition, see, for example, Gil (2005); Vukomanović 
(2008; 2011); Radić and Vukomanović (2014).
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identity” or “unfinished identity,” and Yugoslavian 
identity. In addition, I also reconstructed two types 
of identity narratives that play a role in the con-
struction of Serbian national identity—the narrative 
of the fusion of Serbian national identity with Koso-
vo and the narrative of anti-nationalism.

Part III. Constructs of the “Other” and the 
“Alien” in the Discourse on Serbian National 
Identity

The reconstruction of the images of “otherness” and 
“strangeness” present in the discourse on Serbian 
national identity has been underpinned by the the-
oretical context of “self-stranger” and the phenom-
enon of the “Other” in the understanding of Ber-
nhard Waldenfels (2011). According to the author, 
the “Other” remains meaningfully different, while 
the “Alien”—threatening what is “own”—appears as 
hostile. In the studied discourse on Serbian nation-
al identity, I recognized a differentiation between 
the two rhetorical figures of the “Other” and the 
“Alien.” Their coexistence is the result of the histor-
ical past of the Serbian nation and the very discur-
sive process of constructing Serbian national identi-
ty. Thus, I agree with Waldenfels that the “Alien” is 
not simply something else. The encounter with what 
the “Alien” is involves the negation of belonging to 
what the “Alien” contains within itself and the need 
to protect its individuality. In this part of the arti-
cle, I will not quote the interviews’ fragments, but 
attempt to present the comprehensive collection of 
voices of the interlocutors, pointing out the main 
themes and conclusions of the analysis.

In my case study of Serbian national identity, I found 
that it is Europe (in the sense of Western Europe) 
and Albanians (as a nation living in Kosovo) that are 
two main rhetorical figures in the discourse about 

the “Alien” in relation to Serbian national identity. 
According to Waldenfels’ concept, the “Alien” is as-
sociated here as hostile. However, in the case of the 
vision of Europe, the situation is more complex be-
cause two discourses on Europe as the “Other” and 
about Europe as the “Alien” are overlapping here. 
In a contemporary perspective marked by Serbia’s 
claim to be a member of the EU, the opponents of 
accession reach for both discursive constructs, but 
the one about Europe as the “Other” is present 
much more often. And, the pro-European positions 
are looking for positive aspects of Serbia’s accession 
to the European Community, seeing the member-
ship as an opportunity for further democratization 
of the country and deepening of the international 
dialogue between Serbia and other European coun-
tries.

I also agree with Ana Russell-Omaljev (2016:116) 
that the Serbs, as part of the discourse of politics 
divided between the “First” and the “Other” Ser-
bia, seek “others” among “their own,” and that the 
categories of heroes and traitors celebrated or con-
demned for their national deeds are inextricably 
linked to the specificity of both political formations. 
The ideology that most inclines the discourse of 
politics in Serbia to recognize the “good” and the 
“bad” is nationalism, which, associated with the 
break-up of Yugoslavia (in the sense of the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia) and the Milošević 
regime, is supposed to illustrate the path to which 
Serbia should not return. The conducted study also 
reassured me that the post-Yugoslavian Serbian na-
tional identity cannot be analyzed in isolation from 
the discourse of Serbian nationalism of the 1990s. 
Today, many years after the fall of Milošević’s rule, 
the legacy he has built up is still strongly present in 
the discourses of the “First” and the “Other” Serbia 
political narratives. The “Other Serbia” discourse 
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focuses on blaming the Serbs as collectively respon-
sible for Milošević’s policies. The discourse of “First 
Serbia” continues to feel the nationalistic rush and 
justifies the Serbs as victims of the process of the 
break-up of Yugoslavia. There is also a recurrence 
of a certain hostility towards the neighboring re-
publics, which usually resounds in themes related 
to the crimes of World War II, the Balkan armed 
conflicts of the 1990s, and the discussion about the 
status of Kosovo.

In the discourse of the “First Serbia,” the still “liv-
ing” nationalism was not so negatively connoted as 
that of the 1990s. Rather, the distinction between 
“good” in the patriotic sense of nationalism and 
its “bad” radical version was taken up here. Liber-
al and moderate nationalists, therefore, appeared 
in the political environment of the “First Serbia.” 
The divisions on the political scene were also man-
ifested by the two optics of the historical legacy of 
the last more than twenty years. Some politicians 
have persistently proclaimed a radical break with 
the ideological burden of Milošević’s time in the 
discourse on national history. The second group of 
political actors, like Boris Tadić, sought a policy of 
working together to rework the difficult past and 
prepare Serbia for international dialogue.

On the subject of perceiving Europe, it can be added 
that, in the discourse of the “Other Serbia,” there is 
a belief that Europe is not an idea external to Serbia 
(Russell-Omaljev 2016:174). In this perspective, the 
perception of Europe as the “Other” is also trans-
formed into an understanding of Europe as an ele-
ment or part of the Serbianness. However, it is diffi-
cult to characterize in Serbian discourse of politics 
the mechanism behind the transformation of the 
perception of Europe as the “Alien” into a conscious 
pro-European political identity. Thus, considering 

the topics used since the 1990s, to define the frame-
work of the official Serbian narrative on the past, 
present, and future nationalism, war crimes, and 
auto-chauvinism (Russell-Omaljev 2016:206) should 
be mentioned. Based on the analyzed statements of 
the representatives of symbolic elites, I was able to 
verify that the redefinition of the notions such as 
Serbian nationalism (in terms of its version from 
the late 80s and 90s of the XX century), Serbian war 
crimes (in the optics of the armed conflicts in the 
90s), and Serbian messianism (in terms of Serbian 
discourse of politics rooted in national myths which 
are being transformed into the political ones and 
Serbian spiritual tradition, both entangled in dor-
mant resentments of the suffering nation) are nec-
essary to define in the official discussion of Serbia’s 
historical past the community of past experiences 
instead of following divided readings of the recent 
history.

When talking about “Others” and ”Aliens” in the 
discourse on Serbian national identity, the interlocu-
tors are focused on the already mentioned pro- and 
anti-European discourses. It is important to point 
out that the latter is constructed most often in rela-
tion to the Serbian political past. The first, pro-Eu-
ropean one, uses discursive constructive strategies 
and operates with the topos of being part of Europe 
and the topos of the periphery of Europe, constructs 
a desire for collective pro-European identification. 
In the anti-European discourse, on the other hand, 
in the statements of the interlocutors, it is the sense 
of “not being part of Europe” that is most resound-
ing in the reconstruction of the anti-European ap-
proach. This discourse is strongly influenced by 
the already mentioned Balkanism. However, much 
more important seems the anti-European discourse 
created in the discourse of Serbian national identity 
concerning recent history. Public discourse in Ser-
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bia—as the interlocutors mentioned—refers here to 
the marginalization or worse treatment of their na-
tion by Europe in comparison with other former Yu-
goslavian republics. There is also the “disappoint-
ment” in Europe’s stance, first of all, on the question 
of its unwillingness to take responsibility for the 
conflicts in the Balkans that took place in the 1990s, 
and then—Europe’s role in the process of granting 
independence to Kosovo, and the omission of Ser-
bia’s views on this matter. The latter issue was par-
ticularly important for a return in the discourse on 
Serbian national identity to seeing Europe as a hos-
tile “Alien.” The anti-European discourse present 
in Serbia may thus seek, through discursive decon-
structive strategies, to destroy the manifestations of 
European identity in situations where Serbian soci-
ety is seeking it and tries to reconstruct it within its 
national identity.

Based on the research conclusions, it should be not-
ed that, in the linguistic construction of the “Oth-
er” and the “Alien,” the tensions in the discourse on 
Serbian national identity are marked by the conflicts 
between what is “Serbian” and what is “non-Serbi-
an,” inscribed in the dichotomous “self-other” re-
lation. The images of “Aliens” in the period of the 
1980s and the first half of the 1990s reconstructed 
in my study include (a) anti-European discourse; 
(b) anti-Western discourse (West understood here 
as the US); (c) anti-Croatian discourse; (d) anti-Alba-
nian discourse; (e) anti-Bosnian discourse.

Since 1999, after the NATO bombings in the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia, in Serbian public discourse, 
the discourse of politics and symbolic elites, the an-
ti-Western narrative is appearing. Since 2000, after 
the collapse of Milošević’s regime, the anti-Europe-
an discourse was still present, but throughout the 
next few years it focused more on a vision of Europe 

as the “Other” rather than the “Alien.” In 2008, the 
intensification of the anti-European discourse after 
the declaration of Kosovo’s independence brought 
again to the public and political discourses in Ser-
bia the perception of Europe as the “Alien.” Then, 
in 2012, in Serbian public discourse and on the Ser-
bian political scene occurred an intensification of 
the anti-Croatian and anti-European discourse after 
the Hague Tribunal released the Croatian generals 
(Ante Gotovina and Mladen Markač) who partici-
pated in the armed conflicts in the Balkans in the 
1990s. Thus, in recent years, in the discourse of 
politics in Serbia, what is visible is the separation 
between the intensification of the anti-European 
discourse, resulting, among other things, from the 
growing conflict over the functioning of an inde-
pendent Kosovo, and the still strong pro-European 
attitude. The discourse on Serbian national identity 
is also still entangled in the visions on Serbianness 
produced by the “First Serbia” and the “Other Ser-
bia.” In this way, a discourse of the identity based on 
tradition, conservative, nurturing national symbols 
meets the pro-European discourse—liberal and crit-
ical towards nationalism.

In addition, a still difficult and polarizing discourse 
of the politics and related social perceptions in Ser-
bia of the issue is the topic of the NATO bombing 
in 1999. An example of the topicality of this subject 
can be seen in the situation when, during the cel-
ebration of the 20th anniversary of the commemo-
ration of these events (on March 24, 2019) in the at-
mosphere of Serbia turning towards the future and 
moving away from attitudes hostile to the West, the 
leader of the Serbian Radical Party, Vojislav Šešelj, 
and his supporters set the EU and NATO flags on 
fire. Since 1999, in the discourse on post-Yugosla-
vian Serbian national identity, the NATO forces, in 
which the Americans played a major role, have been 
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seen as the enemy of the Serbian nation. Also, in his 
statements and interviews, Aleksandar Vučić, the 
President of Serbia, stressed that Serbia will not join 
NATO or any other military structure in the near 
future. In Belgrade (to this day), the words Neću 
NATO (I don’t want NATO), which carries another 
Serbian resentment, can be found on the buildings. 

Photo V

Source: Self-elaboration.

Closing Remarks

The study of the discourse on Serbian national iden-
tity enabled us to discuss its specificity within the 
framework of the three main analytical themes list-
ed in this article. In the reconstruction of the Ser-
bian political past, the most noteworthy is the nar-
rative on Yugoslavian identity. As I verified in my 
research, the Yugoslavian identity as a phenomenon 
escapes the discursive order of inference and histor-
ical frames of analysis. Thus, I embrace the Yugo-
slavian identity as part of the discourse on Serbian 
national identity and as the dimension of the sense 
of identity. According to the interlocutors, the Yugo-
slavian identity, apart from its political understand-

ing as to the national identity of the inhabitants of 
Yugoslavia, inscribed in the idea of Titoism, is the 
identity with which many Serbs identified, and still 
identify. The memory of Yugoslavia, recognized 
also as a part of the Serbian collective memory, 
should also be understood in terms of the commu-
nicative memory (Assmann 2008; Assmann 2013; 
Kaźmierska 2012). The generation of “carriers” of 
this memory is, therefore, the main condition for its 
existence. As I indicated in the article, my research 
allowed me to conclude that the phenomenon of the 
Yugoslavian identity also eludes the classical ac-
counts of nostalgia for past realities. It is attributed, 
among other things, to nostalgia for the communist 
reality in post-socialist countries. Yugonostalgia 
can wrongly deprive the Yugoslavian identity of its 
meaning, inscribed in the perspective of individual 
identifications. It is only a certain part of the experi-
ences that the Yugoslavian reality has rooted in the 
biographical memory of the individuals who still 
identify themselves as Yugoslavs.

Thus, the sociological view of Yugoslavian identity 
can fit into two ways of interpreting this phenom-
enon. The first is related to the perception of this 
identity as an element of political illusion and social 
creation. Its development would involve the recon-
struction of the mechanisms of control and power 
in the discourse about the community of Yugoslav 
states both within and outside the discourse. In this 
perspective, the notion of yugonostalgia would also 
need to be analyzed more broadly to see to what ex-
tent it is part of contemporary mechanisms that sus-
tain the functioning of the phenomenon of nostalgia 
among post-socialist countries in Europe. And to 
what extent is this a creation of a discourse of power 
in the post-Yugoslav republics produced to obscure 
other important themes related to the Yugoslav past. 
The second way of interpreting the phenomenon of 
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Yugoslavian identity is related to the optics present-
ed in this text. The Yugoslavian identity appears 
here as part of the intersubjective cultural reality. 
As a community of identifying meanings. Thus, 
an important research question arises here about 
the mechanisms of sustaining and destroying this 
still existing identity, which, despite the collapse of 
Yugoslavia, has survived on the level of individu-
al and collective identification. The answer to this 
question would require studying the phenomenon 
of Yugoslavian identity much more broadly than the 
perspective I focused on in my research. It would 
be valuable to reach out to interlocutors from oth-
er post-Yugoslav republics and compare their ways 
of talking about Yugoslavian identity with the pre-
sented Serbian context.35

On the other hand, the discourse on the Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia at the historical and 
social level is associated with the memory of Tito-
ism, communism, civil religion, and nationalism 
awakened in the 1980s. It is also a time of suppress-
ing the memory of World War II, and thus separat-
ing this area of official memory (in Serbia and other 
Yugoslav republics) through the emergence of the si-
lent SEP36 (Czyżewski, Dunin, and Piotrowski 1991). 
This is about “blurring” in memory. A kind of expe-
rience in which the memory is obliterated, pushed 
into the background, and the resources of catego-
rization are obscured. Thus, both in Serbia and in 
other post-Yugoslav republics, not only the memory 
of World War II, but also the memory of the Feder-
ation of the Yugoslav states and its disintegration, 
associated with the time of difficult experiences of 

35 In the context of the duration of this identity, the use of the 
biographical research method is also worth considering.
36 The term “SEP” means somebody’s else problem, in other 
words, it means a silenced matter, considered to be someone 
else’s issue.

war, conflict, and crisis, is subject to the processes 
of separation. Referring to the assumption that, in 
a CDA, it is important not only to expose the hid-
den procedures and discursive strategies used to re-
produce a legitimate image of the reality, but also to 
identify those threads that have been excluded from 
the analyzed discourse—such threads include in the 
discourse on Serbian collective memory the listed 
moments of memory about post-war Yugoslavia and 
the period of the 1990s. 

As I mentioned in the text, many of the statements 
contained references to the biographical experienc-
es of the representatives of the symbolic elites, as 
a result of their direct involvement in the operation 
of the process I was analyzing. What was interest-
ing to me, although I expected that the interviews 
might be dominated by the discourse on the armed 
conflicts of the 1990s,37 the interviewees, except for 
a few brief mentions, did not turn to the war story. 
This may have been due to the time lapse between 
the end of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, the 
Serbo-Croat conflict, and the fighting over Kosovo 
until the time of my research. I assume that Serbia 
was not a country where the specter of war was 
felt deeply. Certainly, in the early 1990s, the coun-
try was in an economic crisis, and hyperinflation 
was also coming to a head as a result of sanctions 
introduced by the international community, which 
made the population feel the deteriorating living 
conditions very strongly. In addition, Slobodan 
Milošević was consolidating his rule on the polit-
ical scene. However, it was not in Serbia that mass 
atrocities occurred. For many years, the story of 
war, through the manipulative actions of the me-

37 It is important to note in the concluding section that warfare 
in the 1990s in the Balkans took place in 1991 in Slovenia, 1991-
1995 in Croatia, 1992-1995 in Bosnia, and 1998-1999 in Kosovo 
and Serbia (the 1999 NATO bombing).
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dia and the ruling elites in Serbia, was removed 
from the list of topics worth talking about. In such 
a created reality, one could even believe the narra-
tive that there was no war at all.

In conclusion, it can be added as well that the in-
ternal conflicts between the “First Serbia” and the 
“Other Serbia” also play an important role in the 
construction of the discourse on Serbian national 
identity. The two discursive formations not only 
differ from each other in terms of identity, but they 
also present different visions of Serbianness. In the 
case of the “First Serbia,” the discourse on Serbian 
national identity is still strongly linked to the sym-
bolic dimension of Kosovo and national tradition. 
In the case of the “Other Serbia,” this discourse is 
pro-European, anti-nationalist, democratic. In such 
an approach, the two Serbia’s identities do not find 
common solutions, but rather strive for a constant 
differentiation. It is also difficult to say whether the 
“Third Serbia” emerging in the public discourse, 
which is a structure that has not yet been described 
more precisely, will have a chance to reconstruct 
or break down the ongoing division in the near fu-
ture.

In closing the discussion, I would like to address 
as well the phenomenon of Serbian nationalism in 
its contemporary dimension and its understanding 
in Michael Billig’s (2008) concept of banal national-
ism. Based on the socio-historical context of the for-
mation of Serbian nationalism, and referring to its 
contemporary optics, I conclude that the statement 
about the existence of everyday, banal nationalism 
in Serbia, which might seem an obvious conclusion 
in relation to this concept, still requires a comment 
based on the conclusions of my research. Like Iva-
na Spasić (2017), I think that Serbian banal nation-
alism is a little bit out of line with Billig’s approach. 

This means that although it can undoubtedly be 
considered that the social practices proper to banal 
nationalism, in which it is reproduced in the form 
of national semantics and rhetoric, are also an in-
tegral part of the Serbian context. It is, however, in 
the case of Serbia, that banal nationalism is seldom 
cold and unconscious. Spasić emphasizes that there 
are many “positive,” “non-developing” forms of 
Serbian manifestations, but “underneath the thin 
crust of banality there usually lurks a kind of na-
tionalism which, if it not outright hot, at any rate, 
is impassioned, resentful or oversensitive” (Spasić 
2017:41). The justification for such an understand-
ing of Serbian banal nationalism can be found in 
the functioning of Serbian national rhetoric. Within 
its framework, questions about the Serbian nation, 
the Serbian identity are still too strongly marked by 
the need to value the difference between “us” and 
“them.” In addition, in the case of Serbia, in national 
rhetoric so entangled in national myths, the bound-
ary between the undervalued evocation of stories 
about the Serbian nation or its symbolism and con-
scious and manipulated use is still very thin. 

Statements gathered from the representatives of Ser-
bian elites and constant conversations with some 
of the interlocutors when I was back in Poland, an-
alyzed political statements, and long-term study of 
the discourse on Serbian national identity made me 
familiar with the enormity of the “bad” memory that 
this discourse has to face to release itself from Balkan 
demons of the past and dormant resentments. The 
issues I examined, however, related to the “resent-
ment” of Serbian nationalism are not just a particular 
feature of this case. The contemporary political and 
social transformations taking place in Europe show 
that the rise of extreme national visions is a sign of 
the times, an image of the universalization of the 
processes that have so far been considered in rather 
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particularistic categories. The following words seem 
to be the proper metaphor for understanding the 
Serbian case: “The repressed has returned, and its 
name is nationalism” (Ignatieff 1993:11). Thus, to try 
to understand and reconstruct the Serbian past and 

present, it is necessary to remember that in this so-
cial and political reality it is not only important how 
“the past influences the present,” but also “how the 
present manipulates the past, which is decisive in the 
Balkans” (Ignatieff 1993:29).
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