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Introduction

Serbian historiography has largely shaped its existence using the same themes of ide-

ology and identity perspectives of the Serbian nation and state. In this context, Jovan 

Rajić’s work written at the end of the 18th century can be considered the beginning 

of modern Serbian historiography. Since the second half of the 19th  century, Serbi-

an historiography has experienced an upsurge, and this process has also opened the 

door for new schools to emerge. Different historical perspectives can be stated to have 

emerged in Serbian historiography, both in terms of method and approach. The rea-

sons for these are independence, constant changes in the borders of the Serbian state, 

migrations, ideologies, the coexistence of religious and cultural groups with different 

ethnicities and sects, wars, and pressure from international institutions.

Serbian historiography is area where the use of history for power and ideology collides 

with the scientific understanding of history. While the Romantic nationalist school, 

the Marxist school, and the post-Romantic nationalist school reflect historiography’s 

entanglement with power and ideology within the positivist scientific paradigm, the 

Ruvarac school, the Annales school, and the post-2000 social historiography represent 

a postpositivist scientific paradigm. While the role of the Enlightenment and positiv-

ism had been dominant at the beginning of Serbian historiography, the Annales and 

the Marxist schools gained importance over time. Moreover, post-positivism began ap-

pearing in Serbian historiography within the framework of social historiography and 

common history studies after 2000.

Historians such as Branković, Rajić, Julinac, and Srećković are the main figures who 

founded the Romantic nationalist school of 18th-century Serbian historiography. 

Under the influence of Enlightenment thought, these historians prioritized the inter-

ests of politics and ideology using the historiography they developed by focusing on the 

independence, reconstruction, and national consciousness of the Serbian state (Györe, 

2006: 89–108). Ruvarac’s critical school had been influenced by Ranke since the second 

half of the 19th century and aimed to develop historical facts and data around a scien-

tific discipline by developing a new historiographical perspective. The most distinctive 

features of the Ruvarac school were the criticism and rejection of traditional roman-

tic-nationalist historiography, especially the one based on mythology and nationalistic 
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elements as advocated by Srećković. Together with names such as Popović, Stojakov-

ić, and Stojanović, Ruvarac developed a new approach, claiming that historical phe-

nomenon can only be obtained from historical sources that have been thoroughly ver-

ified and studied. The Ruvarac school, whose influence on Serbian historiography has 

persisted through many historians, was adopted in particular by historians trained in 

Vienna and Germany.

The victory of the communists in World War II and the power they seized has had a last-

ing impact on Serbian historiography. The combination of the perspective of historical 

materialism and studies on economic and social development with the historiography 

developed through political and diplomatic history has opened the door to new excite-

ment in this discipline. By clarifying the limits of the irredentist perspective of history 

that had been predominant until World War II, its influence began to wane, and the dis-

course on unity and brotherhood and sensitive nationalist issues began being exclud-

ed and ignored. Partisan resistance and the creation of a common historical memory 

by mythicizing this resistance were one of the most fundamental approaches of this 

period. The turbulence of the political history of socialist Yugoslavia, the foreign policy 

decisions, the death of Tito, and the disintegration of Yugoslavia were the main factors 

in the processes historiography would undergo. Although many important historians 

were arrested, fled the country before World War II, or died in the war, the historians 

who remained in the history department were silent on the issue of contemporary his-

toriography and represented traditional Serbian historiography.

Attempts had been made at the congresses of the League of Communists of Yugosla-

via since the 1960s to integrate Marxism into the historical methodology through di-

rectives aimed at Yugoslav researchers (Vucinich, 1951:41-57). Professor Branislav 

Djurdejev at the University of Sarajevo was the one who applied this new methodology 

most seriously. According to Vucinich, the principles of ethnic democracy and cultural 

autonomy were combined during this period with Marxist materialism and national 

sentiments. The disagreements between Tito and Stalin led to criticism of the Soviet 

historical school and to the denigration of revisionism, idealism, and mysticism. By 

criticizing the historians of the golden age, the dynasty, the church, and the bourgeoi-

sie, the revolutionary movements and the people were affirmed and made the central 

theme. An important part of the historical works published in the Tito period aimed 

at building the “common historical memory” of the peoples of Yugoslavia by focusing 
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on the partisans’ struggle (Marković, Miličević, & Ković, 2004:280). The publishing 

market, having been shaped by the demands of the republics, should be noted to have 

influenced the historiography of the Tito period, as did the works of politicians such as 

Tito, Đilas, and Kardelj.

As the authority of social and political life, Tito’s death in 1980 represents another 

break in Serbian historiography. Tito’s death being accompanied by the global debt 

crisis, the domestic political crisis, and the process of disintegration triggered a great 

process of unrest and transformation that was to last until the 2000s. Issues came to 

the fore such as the end of the ideology of the Tito period, the Chetnik movement in 

particular being redefined in Serbian historiography, the new approach to pre-commu-

nist Yugoslavia, and the reinterpretation of Serbian losses in World War II, as well as 

the oppression of the communist regime and its victims and the non-academic histo-

riographical criticism. The Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 

the involvement of Serbian historians in the Bosnian and Kosovo wars, and their legit-

imization of the wars damaged public confidence in historiography during the 1980-

2000 period. The works of Cirković and Gasević on Serbian historiography and the pub-

lications of other researchers during this period are also noteworthy. Andrej Mitrović 

qualified this period as “parahistoriography,” by which he meant a period that imitates 

actual historiography but lacks the methods, criticisms, and standards of verification 

(Marković, Miličević, & Ković, 2004:292-293), and as the period of the “new romantic 

and nationalistic historiography.” With the end of communism, the disappearance of 

official control paved the way for many books to be published.

Educated in Germany under the leadership of Andrej Mitrović, the new and younger 

generation began coming to the fore in Serbian historiography after 2000. With Mi-

lošević’s fall from power in 2000, the effect of the Europeanization process triggered 

postpositivist historiography and prioritized social, economic, and cultural history 

studies with common bases. Through the influence of the newly founded institutes, the 

door was opened to a new era that sought to eliminate the effects of the traditional na-

tionalist and communist historiography.

This study analyzes the years 1980-2000, which have been defined as the nationalist 

transition period, and the years post-2000, which have been defined as the postmod-

ern period, in terms of the relationship between power and history. At the same time, 



Sevba Abdula
Power and History in the Serbs:Historiography after 1990 11

the results of this relationship will be examined in terms of general themes regarding 

Serbian historiography and the Ottoman historical narrative in well-known works on 

general Serbian history.

The New Romantic and Nationalist 
Historiographies: From a Communist Ethos to a 

National Ethos

The years 1980-2000 are undoubtedly a turning point for the history of Serbs, Yugo-

slavia, and the Balkans. Crises, wars, and disintegration changed areas such as politics, 

ideology, nation, education, economy, and international relations and also shaped the 

study of history with positive and negative effects. The understanding of history, in 

which the Marxist perspective had been extensively used during the period of social-

ist Yugoslavia, led to many traumas that were repressed and forgotten within social 

memory, something known as the culture of collective forgetting. The 1974 Constitu-

tion wanted to use traumas such as the death of Tito and the difficulties that accompa-

nied the economic depression to construct a new identity, especially by remembering 

these traumas. The socialist and national ethos was replaced by themes such as myths, 

the history before and during World War I, heroes, saints, and Chetniks. As a result 

of this replacement, partisans and Chetniks were equated, people began to talk about 

communist oppression, many studies were published about whether Tito was a saint or 

a devil, questions were asked about who the Bosnians were, and studies about Kosovo 

increased.

According to Marković and Miličevic  five main themes came to the fore in Serbian his-

toriography during the nationalist transition process: the Chetnik movement that had 

been discredited in the historiography of World War II was redefined, the pre-social-

ism period in Yugoslavia (i.e., the period before and after World War I monarchies) was 

again made the focus, the losses suffered in World War II were reinterpreted, and state-

ments on the communist regime’s oppression and discovery of its victims and non-aca-

demic historical studies were strongly propagated in the public opinion. The structural 

situation that led to the formation of this framework was the attempt socialist Yugo-

slavia had made to build a “common historical memory” as a country with a multina-

tional, ethnic, religious, and sectarian population (Milićević & Marković, 2007:147). 

The above problems came to the fore with the dissolution of the common historical 
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communist consciousness after 1980 and the strengthening of the idea of the nation 

in the republics, as well as the deepening of national, sectarian, and ideological divi-

sions/conflicts (e.g., Serbian/Croatian, Orthodox/Catholic, communist/nationalist), 

especially between Serbs and Croats. The institutional structure and historiography 

of socialist Yugoslavia was initially divided and disunited over the Serb-Croat problem 

but transformed into a totality of religious and ethnic problems, including the Bosnia 

and Kosovo problems. The question of whether the content historians had produced 

had also contributed to the background of conflicts and wars should be noted as having 

been an ongoing debate since the 1990s.

The revival of the revisionist/expansionist historiography and perspective led to the 

acquittal of many people who’d been labeled as World War II criminals, especially in 

previous periods, and also allowed the claim to be made that many had been victimized 

at that time. The harsh policies of Dragoljub Mihailović and Milan Nedić during World 

War II were claimed to have been ignored to protect the brotherhood and unity of Serbs, 

and no voice was claimed to have been heard about the perpetrators who had commit-

ted great injustices such as genocide. This kind of framing was particularly linked to 

the Serbian national identity, which views Croats as the Other, but this case largely re-

bounded with negative consequences for Bosnian Muslims and Kosovo Albanians. The 

official history studies created through the socialist regime, a memorandum written in 

1987 by a group of historians from the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts (SANU), 

and the appointment of certain historians to important political positions (e.g., Vesilije 

Krestić & Milorad Ekmecić became advisors to the President of the Republic of Serbia, 

Radovan Karađić), the privatization of publishing, and history publishing in particular 

led to the beginning of the period that became known as parahistoriography and to 

viewing the study of “so-called official history as a discipline that praised the regime 

and shook confidence in the field. This view largely persisted until around 2005.

The political and economic problems caused by the disintegration and the war between 

1980-2000 also confronted historical research with the problem of resources. Academic 

historiography was unable to respond to the negative nationalistic historiography that 

had developed through popular historiography. The younger generation of academic 

historiographers tried to survive through projects supported by Soros and the inter-

national community in particular, but they preferred not to research many topics from 

recent history. Serbian historiography was unable to develop its strong historical meth-
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odology, theory, and approach within the framework of the historians who’d remained 

in Serbia and those who’d tried to survive abroad (Nielsen, 2020:92).

Although the League of Communists of Yugoslavia decided at its 13th Congress to pro-

mote common historical studies, historians were faced with three basic choices: focus 

on the common socialist history, on the common Yugoslav history, or on studying the 

past state and national origins of the republics. The party insisted on the history of the 

peoples of Yugoslavia and appointed Dušan Bilandzic, Janko Pleterski, and Branko Pe-

tranović as commission members. In the 1980s, these historians attempted to develop 

a historical perspective through national debates, and discussions ensued on funda-

mental issues such as the Chetnik movement, national historiography, and the events 

of World War II. For example, Duretic’s (1985) Saveznici i Jugoslovenska Ratna Drama 

portrayed the Chetniks as victims of British treachery and a conspiracy of Soviet spies. 

Also of note, the cult of Tito was gradually subjected to criticism, and publications 

emerged during this period. Meanwhile, the first parahistoriographical work was Dedi-

jer’s Novi Prioliz za Biografiju Josip Broz Tito, published in three volumes between 1981-

1984 (Milićević & Markovic, 2007:150).

Nielsen divides post-1980 historiography into three periods: 1983-1991, 1991-1997, 

and 1997-2000 and notes that critical publications on Tito between 1983-1991 con-

firmed that, despite the emergence of the Memorandum of Serbian Historians, the 

majority of historians still adhered to the party-state perspective in the face of ethnic 

tensions. However, between 1991 and 1997 when criticism of the former communist 

regime and Tito became vocal, the partisan movement was equated with the Chetnik 

movement. In some cases, the historians denounced the partisans’ actions after World 

War II, such as extrajudicial executions and mass reprisals.

Another important issue in this period was the genocides against Serbs committed by 

the Nezavizna Drzava Hırvatska [Independent Croatian State]. 1997-2000 was a period 

when historians turned away from World War II-based research and focused on Kosovo 

and Serbian-Albanian relations. Dimitrejević focused mainly on studies of the history 

of occupied Serbia and concentration camps (Nielsen, 1991:93).

The influence of Marxist historiography on Balkan, Yugoslav, and Serbian historiogra-

phy was limited and only occurred for a short time. With the introduction of Marxism 

into historiography in the world, some studies were developed on economic history, 
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including agriculture, peasantry, mining, trade, and urban development. However, Ser-

bian historiography did not produce much work in the field of economic or social his-

tory, because the Marxist paradigm focused heavily on the history of the party and the 

history and structure of local labor movements (Milićević & Marković, 2007:154). The 

market for historical studies was formed for the ideological interests of local organiza-

tions such as the revolution and the party, rather than for new methods, approaches, 

or works on academic historiography. The nationalist transition, however, created a 

dichotomy in Serbian historiography due to the political environment, privatization 

of publishing, and international cooperation (Fleming, 2000:1227). Under the influ-

ence of civil war, economic crisis, and isolation, the first group of historians focused 

mainly on new methodological and thematic issues. The impact from politics, politi-

cians, and political history caused dissatisfaction, especially among young research-

ers. Traditional political history studies with strong themes relatively declined, and re-

search on social histories such as everyday life, women, urban history, minorities, and 

family began being published. The second group of historians continued their political 

history research, which was instrumentalized by politics and power to anticipate cur-

rent political conditions.

Parahistoriography, which Andrej Mitrović defined as false historiography, would be 

created by popular historians. Popular history emerged alongside the privatization of 

the history market and the state no longer controlling publications and was produced 

by amateur historians who began to appear in the media and newspapers in opposition 

to academic historiography. By imitating the methods, critical approach, and verifi-

cation standards of historiography without following them, these historians brought 

popular history publications to the forefront. In this process, every group created 

works showing how they’d suffered and become victims under the Yugoslav regime. 

The expansionist and revisionist historians who contributed to Serbian history, such as 

Gligrijević, Dimitrijević, Đurenović, and Pintar, can be noted to have prepared, wheth-

er consciously or unconsciously, the groundwork for the wars in Bosnia and Kosovo by 

denying and personalizing many crimes related to the World War II and by heroizing 

leaders such as Karađorđević and the Chetnik movement (Nielsen, 1991:95-96). For 

example, Predrag Dragić Kijuk’s Catena Mundi was published in 2 volumes based on 

the victims of Serbian history; it intended to prove Serbs as the oldest local people in 

Europe and to prevent the spread of the Vatican’s militant form of Catholicism. Like-
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wise, the demand was made that many of the names that had fallen victim to the ex-

trajudicial executions of the communist regime, especially in 1944-1945, should be re-

tried and their rights restored. On the other hand, attempts also occurred at this time 

to rehabilitate even the most controversial figures in Serbian history, such as Dragoljup 

Mihaijolović and Milan Nedić. In particular, the historians of this group claimed that 

the politicization of the nationalist transition historiography was effective in forming 

the nationalist historical consciousness of the Serbian nation and state.

The younger generation, identified by the young researchers focusing on social history, 

especially in academic historiography, who’d received international grants and project 

support to study, and research in Austria, Germany, and Hungary represents another 

group. Also noteworthy is the work Andrej Mitorvić (Milićević & Marković, 2007:153), 

one of the most important historians leading this young generation, produced in the 

field of theory and methodology. Mitrović published many works during this period 

and focused mainly on concepts and approaches. Ranke presented studies on myths, 

the historical subconscious, the history of science, the three dangers of consciousness, 

and the famous concept of parahistoriography.

The changing institutional framework in Serbia’s political, social, economic, and inter-

national relations after the period of nationalist transition also brought changes to his-

torical institutions, journals, and other historical publications over time. The Serbian 

Academy of Sciences and Arts came to the fore with the memorandum it published as 

the center of traditional historians or official history setting the framework for Serbi-

an revisionist thought. After 1994, the institution focused on conferences and pub-

lished their records. Its official publication was Istoriski Casopis and includes chapters 

on methodology and the history of historiography. The journal Istoriski Glasnik was 

published with contributions from Belgrade University Department of History’s Facul-

ty of Philosophy, carried out traditional historiography based on political and economic 

history during this period, but ceased publication in 1998 due to economic problems.

Institutions, Journals, Historians, and Featured 
Themes

Scientific journals such as Istorija 20. veka and Tokovi Istorije published respectively by 

the Institut za Savremena Istorija [Institute of Contemporary History] and the Institut 



16 Journal of Balkan Studies

za Noviju Istoriju Srbije [Institute of Recent History for Serbia] are important examples 

of the expression of change that began during this period (Popović & Stolić, 2017:13–

25; Pavlović, 2009:9-17). The Institut za Savremena Istorija had 35 researchers between 

1989-2000, 53% of whom had been born post-1940. This institution has been rejuve-

nated as most of its historians retired. While 650 studies and 103 books were published 

by researchers during this period, most of the studies were publications from the older 

generation. Meanwhile, the journal Istorija 20. Veka, attracts attention with the 445 

articles it published between 1989-2000. The journal also specified the institution’s 

position with its special issues on important and sensitive topics such as the Spring of 

1941; the local, ethnic, sectarian, and political boundaries in the history of Yugoslavia; 

the origins of the dissolution of Yugoslavia; and the Kosovo issue (Marković, Ković, & 

Milicević, 2004:287).

The Institute of Recent History for Serbia was another institution that played an im-

portant role until 1992. The Institute became an institution for social history and inter-

disciplinary studies and had the great advantage where 72% of its researchers had been 

born post-1940. Twelve researchers conducted studies on social and economic histo-

ry, 11 on political history, and two on cultural history. Tokovi Istorija, the Institute’s 

journal, published 330 articles in the 1990s. Of these, 50% dealt with Serbian history, 

30% with Yugoslav history, and 15% with international topics. Its special issues stud-

ied the modernization of Serbia. One special issue had 24 studies, of which four dealt 

with women’s issues. Other special issues covered World War II in 1993, Russian and 

Soviet history in 1995, and national minorities in 1999 (Marković, Ković, & Milicević, 

2004:288).

The most valuable work in terms of the nationalist transition historiography is un-

doubtedly the 832-page encyclopedia by Ćirković and Mihaljćić (1997) on Serbian 

historiography. More than 350 authors contributed to the encyclopedia, which was 

published in 1997; which gathered all the persons, institutions, and works related to 

Serbian historiography; and which revealed a very valuable study of the history of his-

toriography. Two years after the encyclopedia’s publication, the same authors made 

a major contribution to the field with their study on the Serbian Middle Ages titled 

“Leksikon Srpskog Srednjeg Veka” (Ćirković & Mihaljćić, 1999). The study involved 

social history, cultural history, daily life, intellectual history, law, and economic history. 

Meanwhile, Dimić and Stanković (1996) raised the studies of Yugoslav historiography 
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to another level with their work (1996) on the Yugoslav historiography published be-

tween 1945 and 1964. At the same time, new editions of works by Jovanović (1990) 

and Corović (1989), also known as outstanding works of Serbian nationalist historiog-

raphy written between the two world wars, found readers.

The church photographs that were used mainly in the new editions attracted attention. 

The Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts thus organized conferences on Novakovic 

and Jovanovic and made efforts to discover these two writers who’d developed a histor-

ical perspective on dynasty, nation, and heroes. The 10-volume Istorija Srpskog Naroda 

(1981-1993), written as a joint effort by 44 historians, covered many aspects of Serbi-

an history up to 1918 and became one of the most fundamental works in uncovering 

the historiography of that period. Likewise, Ekmećić’s (1989) famous work Stvaranje 

Jugoslavije 1790-1918 is considered one of the pioneering works in this field. Addition-

ally, Petranović’s (1988) Istorija Jugoslavije and Ćuretić’s (1985) Saveznici i jugoslovenska 

ratna drama are outstanding works on the history of Yugoslavia.

When looking at the publications from the Jugoslovenska Biblografski Institut in the 

1990s, the nation and the people are seen to be prominent in the published books in-

stead of the themes of the party, war, and revolution. Among the 210 published stud-

ies, the presence of books dealing with the victims of World War II, the Muslim casual-

ties, and the genocide of the partisans is noticeable. Pjanović’s (1990) book Srbi Narod 

Najstarije [The Oldest People: Serbs] is also interesting.

During this period, studies were published on the Middle Ages within the framework 

of the medieval Serbian kingdom and its people. These publications were particular-

ly important for reconstructing the Serbian nation and also reflected the decision to 

turn away from the current political history. While Kalic and Colovic had focused on 

settlement and urban history, Blagojević, Kalić, and Spremić dealt with Nemanjić and 

the Middle Ages, the rulers of the medieval Serbian Kingdom, and its administrative 

structure.1 Meanwhile, the young historian Dušancić published works focusing on the 

political symbolism and ideology of the Middle Ages (Marković, Ković, & Miličević, 

2007:298). Among the biographies, the works on Charles V, Yeğen Osman Pasha, 

Karađorđe Petrović, and Radoš Ljušić are also important (Samarđić, 2001; Katić, 2001; 

Ljušić, 1993-1995).
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Studies on immigration, demography, and church history and influenced by the politi-

cal context of the nationalist transition period also come to the fore. While Samardzic, 

Zivojinović, Ljušić, and Jagodić were interested in immigration and demographic histo-

ry2 Zivjinović, Dimić, Antonović, and Radić were interested in church history. 3

The works on social life include Vuletić’s XIX Century Serbian Family Structure and Mlad-

enivić’s Serbian Village in the Austro-Hungarian Occupation. Studies on daily life were 

done by Mitrović and Ristović. Krestić, Ljušić, Rajić, and Stojanović focused on the 

party, political life, ideologies, democracy, and the political elite of contemporary Ser-

bian life4. The history of modernization and gender studies also began to enter Serbi-

an historiography5 Perović (1998) published “Srbija u Modernizacijskim Procesima 20. 

Veka,” a history of modernization, while Božinović (1998) published “Žensko pitanje 

u Srbiji u 19th i 20th Veku” [Women’s Issues in Serbia in the 19th and 20th Centuries].

Another important feature of the nationalist transition historiography is the prom-

inence of the internationalized market, international funds, and scholarship. Finan-

cial difficulties, international isolation, historians’ inability to access resources and ar-

chives, exchange programs for international projects, and donations played a key role 

for Serbian historians. Although the Milošević government did not like this process, 

the institutional and economic crisis it experienced meant that it could not sufficient-

ly resist internationalization and money transfers, nor could it adequately support its 

own traditional historiography. On the other hand, it created the basis for a different 

historiography to develop for the first time outside of socialist Yugoslavia and beyond 

Milošević’s rule and caused historical studies to be conducted jointly with international 

institutions after 2000. Between 1994-2000 especially, these opportunities that facil-

itated existing conditions arose with the support of historians by most of the institu-

tions of the Soros network. Mitrović draws attention as the one who sent many young 

historians (e.g., Marjanović, Prelić, Spasojević, Dimitrejević, Janjetović, Marković, 

Alekson) to Berlin (Milićević & Marković, 2004:153). When considering the relation-

ship Serbian historiography after the nationalist transition period had with the inter-

national historical schools in this context, its interactions with the Austrian school of 

historical anthropology and the Annales School should be mentioned. The historians 

who were sent to Germany and met with professors such as Jürgen Kocka and Holm 

Sundhaussen established contact with these schools. Meanwhile, Cirković’s (1997) 
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Rabotnici, vojnici, duhovnici, Društva srednjovekovnog Balkana is an important work that 

shows the influence from the Annales school (Marković, Ković, & Milicević, 2007:307).

While the Central European University in Budapest opened its doors to most young 

historians for a year, some researchers completed their postgraduate studies at this 

university and returned to Serbia, and others stayed abroad. The Research Support 

Scheme program has allowed researchers to continue their education and research in 

countries such as Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands with two-year scholarships 

from institutions such as German foundations. Between 1998 and 2000, the study of 

the German Friedrich Naumann Foundation, which brought together Serbian and Croa-

tian historians, published six conferences and four book editions (Milićević & Markov-

ic, 2004:153).

Meanwhile, the Department of Southeast European History at the University of Graz, 

Austria, has worked with the region to develop projects such as Childhood in Southeast 

Europe (Jovanović & Naumović, 2001). The institutions Social History Union, Europe-

an Council, and EUROCLIO focused on history education and signed off on the projects 

History and History Education in Southeast Europe, Joint History Project, National 

Memory, and Southeast European Peoples (Marković, Ković, & Milicević, 2007:290). 

One of the research topics funded by international institutions during this period in-

volved German and Jewish minorities. While Popović, Ristović, and Koljanin studied 

the Jewish community, Janjetovic and Beslin published studies on the Germans in Vo-

jvodina.6

The institutions Udruženje za Društvenu Istoriju and Udruženje za Srpsku Povecni-

cu can be cited as examples of international cooperation with local and international 

institutions focused on the research of 19th and 20th-century social history and histo-

ry education. The positive side of privatization and internationalization of publishing 

is that small publishing houses have translated many works into Serbian. The works 

of prominent names in nationalist literature such as Gellner, Habsbawn, Anderson, 

Smith, Todorova, and Colović were translated and published by 20th-century publish-

ing houses. The publishing houses Zoran Stojanovic and CIO also introduced works 

such as the History of Private Life and the History of Balkan Countries to Serbian litera-

ture (Milićević & Marković, 2004; Žunić, 2002).
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Marković and Milicević addressed the importance of literature, especially historical 

novels, which together with Serbian historiography have influenced Serbs’ historical 

consciousness. Cošić’s novel The Time of Death about the First World War has greatly in-

fluenced the agenda, with half a million copies sold. Also, Drašković’s war trauma novel 

Nož [Knife] about the murder of a Serb family in Herzegovina by their Muslim neigh-

bors on Christmas Eve in 1942, Isaković’s Tren 2, and Selenić’s Ocevi i Oci [Fathers and 

Ancestors)] on communist oppression have also played notable roles in building Ser-

bian national consciousness following the Nationalist-transition period (Milićević & 

Marković, 2004:169).

Serbian Historiography in the Postmodern Era: 
Social Historiography with a National Ethos

In the period of nationalist transition, the state, national identity, and society were 

redefined, and attempts were made to construct them. During this period when wars 

were central, historiography focused on marketization, parahistoriography, and the 

new nationalist paradigm. With the end of Milošević’s rule, democratization and Euro-

peanization were the main components in the construction of the Serbian state-iden-

tity-society to greater or lesser degrees until 2020. Under the strong pressure from 

international institutions, the years 2001-2003 and 2008-2014 represent the periods 

of intense liberalization, democratization, and Europeanization, while 2004-2007 and 

2014-2020 represent a balanced nationalist-conservative period that cooperated with 

international institutions. This institutional framework of the state, society, and iden-

tity that developed in the balance of domestic and foreign politics is reflected in Ser-

bian historiography. In this period, positivist and post-positivist approaches as well as 

nationalist and common history conceptions could appear together. Likewise, research 

was conducted on more topics than had been in other periods. While the presence of 

young researchers in the publications is noticeable, studies on the Middle Ages and 

the 20th-century can also be noted to have come to the fore. Diplomacy, politics, and 

wars as the main topics of the positivist tradition continue to be the main subjects 

of historiography. Comparative studies and studies with new methodological perspec-

tives were also added. Prominent names in this period of Serbian historiography are 

Milan Koljanin, Goran Latinović, Radmila Radić, Slavko Gavrilović, Goran Vasin, Isido-

ra Točanac, Dejan Mikavica, Vesilje Krestić, Aleksandar Krstić, Momilo Pavlović, Dra-
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gana Amedoski, Mirjana Marinković, Ema Miljković, Tatjana Katić, Srdjan Katić, Alek-

sandar Fotić, and Olga Zirojević.

Journals, Historians, Works, and Featured Topics

Focusing on the work of the four main scientific journals of Serbian historiography to 

examine post-2000 historiography in more detail can help at seeing the current trends 

and themes. These journals are Tokovi Istorija, Istorijski Časopis, Istorija 20. Veka, and 

Zbornik Matice Srpske za Istoriju and were published during the period of socialist Yugo-

slavia. Istorijski Časopis emerged in 1949 as the journal of the Historical Institute and 

published one issue per year (except for two issues in 2007 and two in 2008). Istorija 

20. Veka was launched in 1983 as a publication of the Institute of Contemporary Histo-

ry and published biannually between 1991-2021 (except for three issues published in 

2010 and three in 2012). The journal Tokovije Istorija belongs to the Institute of Recent 

History for Serbia and was published biannually between 1997-2005 and thrice a year 

between 2006-2021. Zbornik Matice Srpske za Istoriju is part of the famous Matice 

Srpske publishing house and has been published biannually in Novi Sad since 1970. Be-

tween 2003 and 2020, about 1,200 studies were published in these four journals. 63% 

of which were devoted to topics such as wars, diplomacy/international relations, power, 

political party, political movement, and army, which in traditional historiography are 

treated under the heading of politics. Studies on the economy, modernization, culture, 

education, and printing/publishing under the title of society account for 10% of all 

studies. After 2000 in particular, studies such as language and media, demography, 

historiography, migration, social groups, gender, childhood, religion, memory, every-

day life, and traditions increased under the influence of post-positivist historiography 

and methodology and account for 15% of all studies. A look at the journals shows that 

50% of the studies published in 53 issues of the journal Tokovije Istorija between 2003-

2020 focused mainly on the 20th century and the post-1945 period (Simić, 2017:219), 

while 15% of its studies were on society, and the number of studies dealing mainly with 

comparative research and new research areas accounted for 25% of the total research. 

The journal Istorija 20. Veka published the most research, with 65% of its studies deal-

ing with traditional topics, 10% with social issues, and 25% with new areas. The journal 

Zbornik Matice Srpske za Istoriju focuses on studies of the history of Serbs outside the 

Habsburg Empire, Vojvodina, and Serbia, and its studies dealing with traditional poli-
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tics accounts for 61% of the total research, while studies on society account for 8% and 

other areas for 30%. Finally, the journal Istorijski Časopis was found to devote 53% of all 

its studies to traditional politics, 12% to community studies, and 35% to new areas of 

study. Meanwhile, 95% of the published studies were found to be by local researchers, 

with over 65% of them using the traditional positivist method alongside traditional 

topics and about 10% dealing with new topics/new historical methods. More than 80% 

of the studies were found to not be based on a theoretical framework, while 20% of the 

new researchers avoided citing the old literature.

After 2010, the works from Stanojević, Corović, Mikadica and Krestić as the leading 

historians of post-Romantic and nationalist historiography were republished. Note-

worthily, these works were republished even at a time when the postmodern and post-

positivist period was focused on common culture, daily and social life, and women. In 

this context, one can speak of a strong structure of the post-romantic and nationalist 

historical perspective in Serbian historiography that is self-reproduced in every period.

Traditional political themes are seen to have retained their weight in Serbian historiog-

raphy even after 2000. Topics such as diplomatic/international relations, party move-

ments/ideologies, political elite and their biographies, war-riots, dynasty, state-pow-

er-institutions, army, Serbs, Belgrade, and the Great Wars were grouped under the 

heading of politics. Under the title of diplomatic/international relations, Latinović 

studied Yugoslavia’s relations with countries such as Denmark, Sweden, and Italy. At 

the same time, topics such as the Crnka Ruka organization, the evils of Bulgaria, the Sa-

rajevo assassination, and the Ottoman-Montenegro War were also studied with regard 

to World War I. The number of studies on England noteworthily increased, with Alek-

sandar Rastović in particular having published many studies on this topic after 2014.7

Researchers such as Miloradović, Janjetović, Nikolić, Teinović, and Pešić have engaged 

in studies on political parties and movements, ideology, and political elites.8 As part of 

joint studies, they published papers on the Balkan Wars, World War I, and the Serbs, 

especially under the leadership of Srđan Radić. Meanwhile, Jovanović and Radosavlje-

vić focused on intelligence and weapons in the 20th century.9

Church studies have always been one of the main topics of Serbian historiography. Be-

tween 2001-2020, the quantity and quality of church studies increased significantly, 

with Radić, Koljanin, Radosavljević, and Bulić becoming prominent names through 
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their research. While Radić wrote important works focusing on state and religious in-

stitutions and biographies, Radosavljević did research on churches and patriarchs in 

the 19th century, Koljanin studied the relationship between Jews and the Serbian Or-

thodox Church, and Bulić researched churches in various settlements.10

Studies such as gender, everyday life, and traditions, minority groups/others, history 

of historiography, and cinema in the period 2001-2020 attract attention as new topics 

of study in Serbian historiography. Many researchers who study the history of histo-

riography believe that, while these developments in Serbian historiography are valu-

able, they lag behind current developments in world historiography due to their small 

share in all studies. Nevertheless, one can mention a Serbian historiography that has 

diversified in comparison to the pre-2000 studies, that incorporates comparative an-

alyzes, and that has also put the issues of the post-positivist paradigm on the agenda. 

Within the framework of gender studies, studies on women have greatly expanded and 

deepened under the leadership of Dragana Amedoski, especially during the Ottoman 

period. The women’s studies by Stolić, Škodrić, and Marković have also received atten-

tion.11

Daily life and traditions can be stated to play a role in Serbian historical research, es-

pecially after 2010. Younger researchers have written studies on the basic components 

of daily life at home, in the village, and the city from the 16th-20th centuries. Also, Mil-

jković-Katić, Vuletić, and Fostikov published works on crafts in the medieval Kingdom 

of Serbia.12

Studies on minorities and groups defined as “different” have also come to the fore 

during this period, with Germans and Jews being the most studied groups in this 

sense. While Radovanović focused on the immigration of Jews in Yugoslavia to Israel, 

Antolović published on the German minority, Stojanov on the Gypsies, and Koljanin, 

Ivanković, and Stojanović on anti-Semitism.13

After 2000, many young researchers have written studies on the history of Serbian 

historiography; examined history journals, main themes, trends, and developments of 

world historiography in Serbian historiography; and begun analyzing the content of 

history journals.14 Yugoslav cinema, which occupied an important place in the cultur-

al policies of the Tito period, began to occur in research in the first decade of the new 
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millennium. The works from Pantić (2017:103-124) and Jeknić (2019: 65-84) on this 

topic are noteworthy.

Novaković (2008:460) and Šaljić (2013:345-360) published studies on the Islamic 

Union in Yugoslavia and Serbia. Also, Kosovo continued to be a main topic of Serbi-

an historiography. Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 2008 also had an impact 

on historiography. During the deepening of the Kosovo literature, publications were 

published on topics such as Kosovo politics, Albanian persecution, pre-20th-centurty 

Kosovo, and relations with Albania. Under the heading of Kosovo and politics, Gata-

lović, who’d dealt with the politics of Kosovo during the period of socialist Yugoslavia 

under the title “The Evils of Albanians in Kosovo,” and Antonijević also published stud-

ies in this field. Stijović and Rastović attempted to study the influence of foreign policy 

in 19th-century Kosovo through ambassadors.15

Mirroring Developments in Serbian Historiography: 
Istorija Srpskog Naroda (1981-1993) and Istorija 

Srba (2017)

The Nationalist Transition Period

The Nationalist Transition Period was a period in Serbian historiography when the 

socialist ethos was replaced by the nationalist-conservative ethos, and some import-

ant historians who produced parahistoriography [false history-popular history] in the 

course of marketization advised the politicians on the wars of the 1990s. The most 

fundamental works for Serbian historiography also come from this period and covers 

the years 1981-2000. Istorija Srpskog Naroda is one of the most important works show-

ing the relationship between the nationalist transition historiography and power. 

The work includes historians from the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts such as 

Cirković, Mihaljčić, Mitrović, Stojanočević, Ekmećić, Samarćić, Veselinović, Gavrilović, 

and Medaković. These historians are among the leading names of socialist Yugoslavia 

and the nationalist transition period and contributed to Istorija Srpskog Naroda with 

many articles as well as edited several volumes. Except for Volume 4, a two-part book 

covering the period from the fall of Belgrade to the Great Migration, which was released 

in 1993, the other volumes were published between 1981-1986. In addition, Istorija 

Srpskog Naroda was republished in 1994 and 2000. All but one of the volumes from 
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this work covers a thousand years of Serbian history (the one exception only partially 

covers the topic) and are about the Ottoman Empire.

The current research considers the Ottoman narrative to be an exemplified variable of 

the relationship between power and history in Serbian historiography and history text-

books. The work Istorija Srpskog Naroda is also important because it involves the au-

thors whose works had been published in Yugoslavia during the nationalist transition 

period and shows the transformation between the two periods. The preface to the first 

volume of Istorija Srpskog Naroda states that this work had been planned since 1966 but 

was just published in the 1980s. The work also states that it aims to create a perspective 

on Serbian history by referring to historical sources and artifacts and by taking into ac-

count the methodological developments of world historiography within a Marxist per-

spective removed from the traditional presentation of history, which is far from being 

scientific and especially from a military and political point of view. The 10-volume book 

includes sections on language, literature, art, and architectural developments and has a 

special focus on politics and military developments. While the study attracts attention 

by referencing literature in the Ottoman and Habsburg areas up to the 1980s, it makes 

no mention of any theoretical or methodological framework (Cirković, 1981:7). In ad-

dition to Istorija Srpskog Naroda, other notable works that reveal the basic themes and 

content of the relationship between power and history in Serbian historiography are 

Istorija Srba by Corović (republished in the 1990s), one of the pioneers of nationalist 

historiography at the beginning of the 20th century, Ekmećić’s Stvaranje Jugoslavija, 

and Luković’s Srbi Narod Najstarije .

Volume I of Istorija Srpskog Naroda covers the period from humanity’s beginnings to 

1371, Volume II covers 1371-1537, Volume III covers 1537-1699, Volume IV covers 

1699-1805, Volume V covers 1805-1878 and Volume VI covers 1878-1918. This period-

ization was also made according to the turning points in Serbian history as determined 

by historians. Accordingly, the most fundamental turning points in eight centuries of 

Serbian history are the Battle of Maritsa in 1371, the Fall of Belgrade in 1537, the Great 

Migration in 1699, the First Serbian Uprising in 1805, the establishment of the Serbian 

Kingdom in 1878, the end of World War I in 1918, and the establishment of the Serbi-

an-Croatian-Slovenian Kingdom. Corović, on the other hand, considered the turning 

points in Istorija Srba to be the founding of the Nemanjić dynasty, the defeat in the 

Kosovo War, the fall of Belgrade, and the beginning of the Serbian uprisings.
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At the center of all these historical turning points are the Ottomans (i.e., the Turks). 

Although the developments in language, literature, economy, and art are treated in 

broad sections and an attempt is made to move away from the nationalist narrative in 

the early 20th century and the socialist post-World War II Serbian historical narrative, 

the main themes of wars, uprisings, Serbs between Turks and Hungarians, migrations, 

and occupied Serbian territories are at the center of the narrative. Volume X of Istorija 

Srpskog Naroda starts with the Serbian Kingdom; the Socialist Republic of Serbia; the 

existence of the Serbs outside Serbia; the Serbs living in Bosnia, Montenegro, Croatia, 

and Dalmatia as well as on the military border and in Hungary and evaluates and exam-

ines the Ottoman Empire (Rumelia) within the history of Serbia. Thus, Istorija Srpskog 

Naroda should be noted as having constructed the history and identity of Serbs with 

an essentialist and ethnosymbolic approach. Volume I remarkably conveys the history 

of the region they internalized as Serbian land from 30,000 years in the past to 1371 

and narrates the South Slavs to have settled in the Balkans in the 6th century, to have 

then separated into two ethnic groups (i.e., Serbs and Croats) in the 9th century, and 

finally to have founded the magnificent medieval state under the Nemanjić dynasty in 

the 11th-13th centuries.

The 6000- to 7000-page work considers the Ottomans and Turks to be the same people. 

The first encounter with them takes place during the Battle of Maritsa, which is pre-

sented as the end of the medieval Serbian kingdom, the collapse of the dynasty, an 

unexpected loss, and the key battle of the Ottoman advance in the Balkans. Volume I 

of Istorija Srpskog Naroda (1981:47) deals with the reliability of historical information 

about these wars. Apart from the place, time, and results of the wars, this volume states 

that no reliable information has yet been made available and the information within 

to have been based on myths. The death of Tsar Dušan in 1351 and the death of the 

brothers Uglješ and Vukašin in 1371 are stated to have plunged the 200-year tradition 

of the Nemanjić dynasty into a major crisis. The introduction of Volume II states that 

the 1371 Battle of Maritsa and the 1389 Battle of Kosovo led the Ottomans to settle in 

the region and colonize the territories they had won, moving them to Central Europe. 

After this date, the Serbian territories clearly became important for European coun-

tries, and the struggle between Serbs and Turks became one of the protective pillars 

of European civilization for Serbs. This resistance was made by Serbs long before the 

fall of Istanbul (Istorija Srpskog Naroda, Vol. I, 1981:7). Noteworthily, the Volumes I 
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and II intensively contain pictures of churches and priests. The relations of the medi-

eval rulers with the church and the support of the church can be stated as important 

details in the narrative. The Battle of Kosovo is one of the main themes that have been 

addressed in all eras in terms of its consequences, the end of the medieval Serbian king-

dom, and events such as betrayal. Istorija Srpskog Naroda should be noted to explain in 

detail the period before the Kosovo War, in particular the leadership of Prince Lazar, 

his relationship with the Church, and as a figure who’d revived the Nemanjić tradition. 

An attempt was noteworthily made to draw a framework by referring to many sourc-

es and documents related to the Battle of Kosovo itself. By examining the letters of 

the Bosnian king, Turkish and Byzantine documents, and the works of Constantine 

the Philosopher, the work attempts to provide a comparative perspective on the victor 

of the Battle of Kosovo and the developmental processes. Expressing how the Battle 

of Kosovo had quickly turned into a myth with new elements added, the work states 

Mavro Obrin to have written down the Kosovo myth in Italian for the first time in 1601 

and that it had occurred in the oral tradition as the Heroes of Kosovo in the form of epic 

poems between the 18th-19th centuries (translated from Mihaljćic, 198:46):

Enriched with details from tradition, the Kosovo War had a strong impact on the 

following generations and contributed to the formation of people’s historical con-

sciousness. In people’s minds, this war was and still is the most important and 

fateful event in the entire Serbian history, if not in all history. Likewise, the Battle 

of Kosovo was absolutely crucial for the relationship between Serbs and Turks. 

As a key event, the Battle of Kosovo has become a central point in the tradition-

al historical calendar. Simplified and obscure information about the Serbian past 

was shared in the public consciousness in the period before and after the Battle of 

Kosovo. The Serbian state was believed to have been destroyed by this war, and 

both conflicts were associated with the beginning of centuries of slavery to foreign-

ers. The surrender or betrayal of Kosovo was long denied, but these events have 

not been forgotten, driven by public testimony. The Battle of Kosovo and aware-

ness of it undoubtedly played an important role in the liberation wars of the Ser-

bian people.

Corović, the leading figure of romantic and nationalist historiography, is one of the his-

torians constantly quoted in the post-nationalist transition period. His famous work 

Istorija Srba [History of the Serbs] is one of the main works on Serbian history to have 
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been reprinted repeatedly since the 1990s. The treatment of the Battle of Kosovo in 

his work is noteworthy. Corović addresses the Battle of Kosovo through Prince Lazar, 

Miloš Obilić, epic poems, and the deep traces it left behind, explaining Lazar as having 

viewed the strong relationship between the Church and the Nemanjić dynasty as an 

essential part of Serbian history. According to him, no other catastrophe occurred that 

has affected Serbian history as much as the Kosovo catastrophe, which has lingered for 

quite some time and left deep wounds. Miloš Obilić was a hero, and Corović (1993:260), 

who refrained from the claims of accusing Vuk Branković of treason, deliberately chose 

Lazar’s death to set an example of national freedom and state independence for future 

generations. Reference is made to Prince Lazar’s speech before the war: 

Death may be better for us than survival. I would rather let death come to us than 

remain in the hands of the enemy. We have had enough on Earth, now it is time to 

fight a little to live in heaven forever (Corović, 1993:261).

The work explains the most important issues such as the Serbs’ vassal relationship to 

the Ottoman Empire, the establishment of despotates, and the alliance with the Hun-

garians between 1389-1537 in great detail. The despotates of Stefan Lazarević and 

Đorđe Branković are situated within Serbian history in terms of the re-establishment 

of a state and the assumption of power up to the accession of Mehmet the Conqueror. 

In Đorđe Branković’s words, the fate of Istanbul and the fate of Serbia and the Serbs 

are one. The fall of Serbia after the conquest of Istanbul and the death of Đorđe Bran-

ković as the most important political figure of the Serbs and Christians in 15th-century 

Balkans marked the end of the medieval Kingdom of Serbia. The struggle with the fall 

of Serbia between 1454-1459 and the fall of Belgrade in 1521 are described in the work 

Istorija Srpskog Naroda and given much more space than the Battle of Kosovo:

In 1459, the medieval Serbian kingdom, which had possessed an empire a century 

earlier and was one of the greatest powers, disappeared in the Balkan Peninsula. 

The struggle against the Turks lasted almost a hundred years, from the middle of 

the XIV century to the middle of the XV century. Of all the Balkan peoples, the 

Serbs put up the greatest resistance, but they could not stop the conquests. Nobody 

in Europe could stop the conquests. The united Balkan countries were replaced by a 

single political power, the Turkish Empire. The disintegration of the Serbian state 

could not be stopped either. After the Kosovo War in 1389, the Serbian kingdom 
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became a vassal country of the Sultan, and the region was the scene of wars almost 

all the time. While collecting a huge tribute, the Turks first collapsed the kingdom 

economically, then burned the villages, looted and destroyed the cities until they 

were in ruins. During all this time, the Serbian people were displaced. They were 

scattered across the Sava and Danube rivers. Serbian slaves were taken to the 

East, where they were sold and resold, settling in much of Southeastern Europe 

and Asia Minor. The fall of Smederevo on June 20, 1459, marked the beginning of 

centuries of Serbian enslavement. (Spremic, 1981:313)

The death of the last Serbian despot Pavle Bakić in 1537 after the fall of cities such as 

Belgrade, Mohacs, and Srem represents a new era and a turning point for the direc-

tors of Istorija Srpskog Naroda. This remarkable work was published in 1993 as a single 

volume covering the years 1537-1699 in Serbian history and differs significantly from 

other books written in the 1980s in terms of its Turkish narrative. Chapters such as 

“Turks and Islamization in Serbian History,” written by Radovan Samarđić, are some 

of the most fundamental texts representing the nationalist-conservative historiogra-

phy of the nationalist transition period. Although the footnotes at the beginning of 

the chapter indicate that it was written after the author reviewed 40 years of works 

and the archives of Venice, the Vatican, Vienna, Dubrovnik, and Paris, unlike other vol-

umes published in the 1980s, the work in this volume is noteworthily rarely referenced. 

However, the chapter “Characteristics of the Turkish Administrative System” cites long 

quotations from Halil Inalcık’s classic work on the Ottoman Empire.  Istorija Srpskog 

Naroda covers topics under the headings of “Turks in Serbian History,” “The Penetra-

tion of Islam in Southeastern Europe,” “Basic Features of Turkish Power,” “Serbs and 

the Regime of the Turkish Empire,” “Migration in Serbian History,” “The Serbian Or-

thodox Church,” “Serbs,” and “Wars.” The first topic of Volume III begins with the chap-

ter “Turks in Serbian History” and expresses the relationship Turks have with Islam, 

Sharia, laws, the changes they brought to society, and the change of the Christian world 

in the Balkans in the face of the powerful Turkish Empire, where certain freedoms were 

granted through the religious communities. The  Christian lands under Turkish rule 

had to change their appearance. The new settlers, the Timar system, the Qadis, and 

Islamization changed the ethnic and religious balance not only at the individual level 

but also at large. The Serbs were the largest Christian group to resist the Turks between 

1371-1537 until the death of the despot Đurać after the Maritsa War. According to the 
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Serbs, the Turks were the ones who were repulsive, unreliable, and ultimately hostile; 

they were responsible for the destruction of Kosovo and Metohija, the most developed 

region of medieval Serbian civilization and the Albanian Arbanasi, until the Albanians 

revolted in 1912.

Samarčić (1993:14-15) writes openly in his text about forced Islamization, the devshirme 

[blood tax], and the genocide by the Turks:

No nation in Southeastern Europe has resisted as much as the Serbs. No one had 

been exterminated, killed, exiled, chained to slaves, or forcibly expelled as much as 

the innocent Serbian people. The Serbs had to endure Turkish persecution. With a 

single law, the lands were settled and the legal status of the region was changed. 

The Serbian people were shamelessly disregarded, and their lands were burned 

and destroyed. As a result of persecution and various tortures, people were hu-

miliated, women were slapped in the face, and the laws and rites of the priests 

were slandered. The Turks collected tribute by blood, protected their sultans by 

taking the best and youngest children of the noble families, and strengthened their 

armies, yet undermined the power of the Serbian people and committed genocide.

According to Samarđić (1993:85-86), Islamization was practiced most on the Serbs. 

Although historiography debates whether or not this happened due to oppression, the 

transition from one religion to another can never be explained without it. Most Serbs 

converted to Islam to protect their lives and property. The Turks settled much less in 

the lands of the Serbs compared to other regions, instead bringing the Muslim popu-

lation into existence through Islamization. Samarđić points out the settlement and Is-

lamization of Albanians in Kosovo and Metohija. He explains that the poor population 

in Bosnia chose Islam because the Turks had promised economic and political prosperi-

ty. Likewise, he talks about how Serbs in Bosnia and Kosovo had been expelled from the 

region by various means. Samarđić  (Samarđić, 1993:35-37) interestingly notes that 

the Christians of the region who’d converted to Islam experienced psychological and 

mental changes over time that led to fundamental ethnic differences.

The nationalist-conservative narrative, which claims that Serbs prevailed under foreign 

powers with great vitality and were able to preserve their own identity through con-

stant uprisings, was also used in the 1990s. Migrations have been discussed at length 

as another major trajectory of Serbian history. With the departure of the Nemanjić dy-
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nasty from the historical scene, Serbs became constantly exposed to migration to the 

south and southwest (southern Hungary, Habsburg Empire). The Serbian presence in 

places such as Croatia, Slavonia, Dalmatia, and the military border is argued to have 

been created by these migrations, that the Serbs were used by the Habsburg Empire due 

to their military and strong structure alongside and against the Turks, and that this 

was especially envied by the Croats (Samarđić, 1993:103). On the other hand, the Serbs 

fleeing from the Turks were exposed to the policies of the Roman Catholic Church, 

which wanted to abolish Orthodoxy (Samarđić, 1993:83-84).

Although an attempt has been made to explain the social life of Serbs under Turk-

ish rule through farms, towns, villages, and the Timar system, the main trajectory 

of the narrative about Serbs under Turkish rule involves the period between 1537-

1804 and the vividness of uprisings and wars. Battles like Banat, Budin, Cyprus, the 

Habsburg-Ottoman Wars, and the Sieges of Vienna and personalities like Suleiman the 

Magnificent and Mehmet the Conqueror are the main elements of this narrative.

Volume IV, published in 1983, is about the 17th century. Samarčić also wrote the chap-

ters “Serbs in the Turkish Empire (1699-1804),” “Bosnia and Herzegovina in the 18th 

Century,” and “The Serbian Orthodox Church in the Turkish Empire.” As can be seen 

from these titles, the chapters he’d written in 1993 on the 16th and 17th centuries are 

very similar to the main themes of the historiography of a socialist Yugoslavia devoted 

to Serbian history. These chapters present a framework that focuses on the administra-

tive, social, and economic relations of Belgrade and the Bosnian Pashalik and their rela-

tions with Istanbul. He makes intensive references to Tricković’s  doctoral dissertation 

on the Belgrade Pashalik of 1687-1739.

Meanwhile, Gavrilović (1981:352-353) noted how the Turkish-Russian (1768) and 

Turkish-Austrian (1788) wars had intensified the Serbs’ hopes for freedom and in-

cludes the Russian and Austrian rulers’ and religious leaders’ proposals to the Serbian 

people to fight together against the Turks: 

Christians, churches, and women were severely tortured by the Turks, they were 

severely persecuted by the Turks, they hated them very much. The armies took oil, 

sheep, and more from the houses of the Christians and committed atrocities. The 

poor cried a lot because of anger and pain. Trade was destroyed under this pres-

sure.
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The Battle of Kochana Krajina, the persecution of the Janissaries, and the Selim III’s re-

forms are dealt with extensively in Gavrilović’s narrative, as they played an important 

role in the process that led to the Serbian uprisings of 1804. Volume V deals with the 

Serbian uprisings and the Serbian Revolution between 1804-1878 and tells the story of 

the Janissaries’ daily terror, anarchy, and destruction of political and social order. The 

authors refer to the consequences of the Serbian uprisings as the Serbian Revolution. 

The images used in Volume V are also noteworthy, some of the heavily used ones being 

Cele Kula, Hajdut Veljko, the Tribute to the Janissaries, Vuk Karadžić, Obrenović, and 

the Uprising: 

Before the Second Serbian uprising, the Turkish administration committed terri-

ble atrocities, not only against the insurgents but also against women and power-

less people, under the treatment of slaves, setting fire to every living thing. Jihad 

against Serbia was proclaimed, and most women were taken to the harem of Turk-

ish soldiers. (Stojančević, 1986:96)

Hadži-Prodan’s rebellion was started in 1814 under these conditions, but ended with 

the Turks taking revenge and killing hundreds of villagers, priests, nuns, and princ-

es. Volume V also examines the First and Second Serbian Uprisings, Obrenović’s and 

Karađorđević’s leadership differences, their relations with the Ottoman Empire, and 

their proximity to Russia and Austria in the context of the impact of foreign policy. 

Obrenović gave the Serbs autonomy and a dual structure, laying the foundation for the 

Serbian principality in 1838 and the Serbian kingdom in 1878. After the topic of the 

Serbian uprisings, the volume goes on to deal with the Bosnian Pashalik and the prov-

ince of Rumeli in the chapter “The Serbs Remaining in the Ottoman Empire.” The narra-

tive addresses the relations of the Bosnian Pashalik, Priştine, and Niš Sanjaks with the 

region involved in the First and Second Serbian Uprisings, the uprisings that developed 

in these regions (1809, 1835, and 1841), the terror of the Turkish administration, and 

the positions of the Serbs. The work addresses what had been going on in the borders 

of the Old Serbian geography as determined by Vuk Stefanovic Karadžić and also shows 

the borders of the Serbian State (Stojančević, 1986:217-135). Volume V gives the pop-

ulation figures of the Serbs within the borders of the Ottoman Empire. Statistics re-

ferring to the censuses after 1876 show 43,035 Muslims and 28,091 non-Muslims to 

have been in Pristina and 74,212 Muslim and 24,297 non-Muslim men to have been in 

the Sanjak of Prizren. The work indicates by citing Austro-Hungarian that 1,158,000 
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Bosniaks and 496,000 Serbs were present in Bosnia. Settlements, wars, uprisings, and 

diseases are cited as the main reasons for the changes in the Serbian population (Sto-

jančević, 1986:452-455). According to Stojančević, the expulsion of the Turks from Bel-

grade as a result of the Serbian uprisings had an enormous impact on the social, ma-

terial, and spiritual world of the Serbs and enabled the liberation of the peasants from 

feudal obligations as well as free expression of traditional and religious life, national 

freedom, safety, and economic security.

The Period of EU Interaction

Parallel to the interaction with the EU and the developments in the historiography of 

the postmodern period, new perspectives and fields of study were introduced into Ot-

toman and Habsburg studies. The studies were deepened, and the obstacles to access-

ing the documents available in the archives were removed. When looking at the Otto-

man and Habsburg studies that are increasing daily in the Serbian historiography, new 

institutions, journals, and young researchers are seen to be coming to the fore. These 

new structures and studies deepen and diversify Ottoman and Habsburg studies, un-

derline the quality and objectivity of historical knowledge using methodological tools, 

and lay the foundations for writing new works.

In this regard, examining the extent to which the main works dealing with Serbian 

history reflect this framework is extremely important. In this period focused on de-

mocratization, Europeanization, and market economy, finding an impartial/true repre-

sentation is not easy, as the works in the field of Serbian history can be written within 

the framework of different ideologies. Because the political life and historiography in 

Serbia after 2000 experienced fundamental turning points in 2001 and 2012, one can 

focus as an example on the differing main trajectories of the works published in this 

period on the narratives of Ottoman and Habsburg. Bataković’s (2000; 2010) Nova Is-

torija Srpskog Naroda, Logos’ (2017) Istorija Srbija, and Antić and Kecmanović’s (2016) 

Istorija Republike Srpske added new developments to Serbian history alongside the na-

tionalist view. On the other hand, the works Istorija Srpskog Naroda by Stanojević and 

Istorija Srba by Corović, the main historians of Serbian nationalist historiography re-

spectively in the 1920s-1930s and the 1990s were noteworthily constantly republished 

between 2000-2010.
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When examining the works Nova Istorija Srpskog Naroda (2001) and Istorija Srbija 

(2017), which are based on Serbian history, one can see the traces of Serbian national-

ism and positivist movements in both works. After 2000, Serbian historiography was 

noted to have expanded so as to include a dimension dealing with social and everyday 

life, women, and minority groups, but studies and narratives focusing on politics and 

diplomacy continued. In this context, one can state that these works are good examples 

of this observation. Logos’ Istorija Srbija makes frequent references to the 10-volume 

Istorija Srpskog Naroda from the nationalist transition period, Istorija Srba by Stanoje-

vic, and Istorija Srpskog Naroda by Corović. In addition, Aşıkpaşazade’s work and Çele-

bi’s Seyahatname are drawn from in many places, especially in Istorija Srbija, which 

made some different decisions in periodizing Serbian history and naming these peri-

ods (i.e., Serbs before the Nemanjić dynasty, Serbs from the Nemanjić dynasty to the 

mid-15th century (fall of Serbia), 15th- to 18th-century Serbs, and 19th-century Serbs). 

The turning points are the foundation of the Nemanjić dynasty, the fall of Serbia, and 

the beginning of the Serbian uprisings. He refrains from using descriptive adjectives in 

naming the periods. Bataković’s work Nova Istorija Srpskog Naroda periodizes the eras 

as the settlement in the Balkans, the fall of the Despotates (5th-15th centuries), under 

the power of strangers (16th-18th centuries), struggle for independence and unification 

(19th century), and Serbs in Yugoslavia (1918-1991).

The borders of the medieval Kingdom of Serbia (i.e., Ancient Serbia) are the backbone 

of the Serbian historical narrative, which focuses on Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia, 

Kosovo, Vojvodina, the military border, the military and political history of the Serbs in 

Slavonia, their positions, social structure, economy, and the structures of the empires 

that ruled them. With the influence of postmodern historiography, advances in the 

studies of the Ottomans and Habsburgs, EU relations, and the departure from radical, 

nationalist, and conservative political lines compared to pre-2000, the main theme in 

works on Serbian history can be seen to persists but to also include new approaches and 

themes. As one of the main trajectories, the Battle of Kosovo is explained in terms of 

its development, course, and results as well as through the Kosovo myth. Throughout 

history only the Serbs were stated to have killed the Ottoman Sultan and the war was 

considered a Serbian victory; however, because of its results over time people, defined 

it first as a Pyrrhic victory and then as a Serbian defeat and Turkish victory. Despite the 

lack of information about the Battle of Kosovo in popular poems and developed myths, 



Sevba Abdula
Power and History in the Serbs:Historiography after 1990 35

Branković has been expressed as a traitor, Miloš Obilić as a hero, and Prince Čar Lazar 

as the most important saint in Serbian history with the involvement of the Church. 

This narrative is referred to especially in Mihaljćić’s relevant chapter in Istorija Srpskog 

Naroda (Logos, 2017:326-330) The war tactics of the Ottomans in the Balkans are men-

tioned by referring to Krstić’s works (as cited on p. 352).

Logos discusses the devshirme system and Islamization, which are indispensable 

themes of the narrative about the Ottoman period, through Sokollu Mehmed Pasha. 

The information about Sokollu Mehmet Pasha is much more detailed than the informa-

tion in the works from other eras. His education, family, youth, political life in Istan-

bul, and contributions to Serbian history and to the Ipek Patriarchate are discussed and 

supported with visual materials. On the other hand, Logos describes devshirme in the 

classic narrative as a blood tax and mentions Muslim families who want their Muslim 

children to register as Christians and become a devshirme:

One of the most difficult obligations of the conquered Christian population was 

the devshirme, or blood tax, as it is popularly known. Every five years or so, fam-

ilies had to give some of their 8- to 15-year-old non-Muslim boys. Sometimes as 

many as 3,000 boys were accumulated in a year. Parents tried to prevent their 

children from becoming devshirme by bribing or even mutilating their own chil-

dren. The townspeople and Muslim villagers did not pay their tribute with their 

blood because they were Muslims, but there were cases of poor Muslim children 

being handed over to Christians and made devshirme for a better life. (Logos, 

2017:318-319)

Islamization is central to the narrative of Bosnia and Kosovo and Serbs’ forced emigra-

tion from their homeland. After the Kosovo War, Islamized Albanians were argued to 

have settled in the region and the Serb population living in Bosnia to have been inten-

sively Islamized to prosper under the Ottoman system, especially in the late 15th and 

16th centuries. In the current period of postmodern historiography and the approach 

to the EU in terms of power and politics, the most basic theme that differs in the nar-

rative compared to other periods is the addition of sections on the social, daily, urban, 

and village lives of Serbs in the Ottoman and Habsburg empires. The narrative begins 

with negative examples such as the constant state violence against non-Muslims. This 

violence is evident, for example, in the fact that church bells were not allowed to be 
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rung and important churches had been converted into mosques such as Hagia Sophia 

in Istanbul, St. Dimitri Church in Thessaloniki, and Goddesses of the Thessaloniki and 

Banya churches in Prizren (Logos, 2017:392)

Logos (2017:394) mentions how the Christian populations and Serbs in the cities had 

been Islamized, migrated, or moved away and settled in the suburbs and villages:

The Christian population decreased in the cities. According to the Shari’a, they had 

the right to life and property and could preserve their faith, but they were obliged 

not to interfere in the lives of Muslims. They were not allowed to disturb Muslims 

by ringing church bells or to move on the streets as they pleased. The poor, who had 

hardly anything, had to seek shelter with the Muslims. Non-Muslims were not al-

lowed to ride horses or carry weapons unless they had a special certificate (berat).

Logos (2017:395) states that, since the 16th century, the Muslim population had in-

creased in Serbian cities, and the cities took the form of Eastern architecture and con-

sisted of quarters, bazaars, mosques, madrasas, hammams, and caravanserais:

Hammams, madrasas, and buildings for administrators were built in the cities. 

The streets were winding and dirty, mostly dirt, without cobblestones. Muslims 

mostly built houses of brick and wood, rarely stone. The more modest houses in 

towns had two or three rooms. The houses in the city were one or two stories high. 

The middle part of the floor was the hallway, but there was a sofa. There was space 

for family gatherings and receiving guests, as well as areas for smoking and chat-

ting. The Muslim house consisted of two parts. The male part of the house (selam-

lık) was the part where life happened and was open to visitors. The female part of 

the house (harem) was accessible only to the family. The floors were covered with 

carpets. The windows were located on the wall facing the courtyard.

One of the prominent themes in the narratives about the Ottoman period relating to 

gender studies is that evaluations about women have started to take place. “In the east-

ern cities, women avoided going out and men dominated the streets. But this did not 

mean the complete isolation of women” (Logos, 2017:394). One narrative that makes 

observations about women’s dress in Ottoman society includes the following informa-

tion:
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Women’s shirts are decorated with embroidery on the sleeves, chest, and lower 

hems. The rest of the clothing (belt, skirt, dress, vest) is usually made of sheepskin. 

Women adorn themselves with silver or gold jewelry and do not go out in public 

without a headscarf, hat, or veil. Muslim women must dress in such a way that 

men can mainly only see their eyes, hands, and feet in public. There is also a patri-

archal lifestyle in the villages. (Logos, 2017:394)

On the other hand, Muslims are stated to have made music with wind and percus-

sion instruments when they gather, while Christians mostly use bagpipes, violins, and 

flutes (Logos, 2017:395).

Logos’ (2017:394) Istorija Srbija also contains a narrative about daily life in Serbian vil-

lages in the Ottoman Empire, where most villages are predominantly Christian, that 

they are spread out due to the fear of violence and the arbitrariness of the rulers, and 

that the order consists of desolate and neighboring houses:

The representations of peasant houses in Vojvodina are particularly deplorable. 

They are shelters and semi-shelters. Since the Ottoman conquest, the Serbs have 

lived in small villages and moved away from the Ottoman center, trying to build 

their houses away from the important roads. Unlike the Christians, the Muslim 

villages had more houses. Only the poor population made their own clothes.

Another problem villagers were stated to face in their daily lives was travel, with safety 

problems, uncertainty, the traders having houses along the routes, and the attacks on 

their caravans causing great harm to the villagers.

Conclusion

Before comparatively examining the impact these turning points in ideological and po-

litical power had on the historical narrative through history textbooks, the results need 

to be analyzed in terms of historiography. Obviously, the general trend of the historiog-

raphy of the period in question reveals the main reference texts of official history. For 

this reason, the general trends, framework, ruptures, institutions, and studies of histo-

riography clearly were not developed separately from the basic framework of ideologi-

cal power. The basic texts written in the nationalist transition periods and the histori-

ans can be suggested to have fed the official historiography. The research themes from 

the postpositivist period began to take root in Serbian historiography in parallel with 
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the political and methodological transformations that took place during the period of 

interacting with the EU.

In Serbian historiography, the romantic-nationalist, Marxist, and post-romantic na-

tionalist schools developed by using the positivist scientific historical methodology. 

Therefore, these schools are intertwined with power, ideology, and national interests. 

Post-2000 in particular, the effects of Europeanization, liberalization, democratization, 

and methodological differentiation through the presence of historians trained abroad 

made the existence of the post-positivist school visible through themes such as gender, 

minorities, common history, the other, everyday life, memory, and childhood. During 

the period of nationalist transition, historians who tried to stay away from government 

relations and develop strategies to escape official historiography, as well as young his-

torians who had studied abroad, especially during the Milošević period, paid attention 

to the development of academic historiography and conducted studies on the need for 

a historical methodology. The young historians who were educated during the period 

of nationalist transition and who emphasized academic historiography notably came to 

the fore with their differentiating works in historiography after 2000.

The interventions of ideological power, values, and conception of history in the na-

tionalist transition historiography are clearly observable. Historians were employed, 

active, and prominent in the historical institutions of the state. Clearly the changes in 

the sphere of power and ideological power have affected the general framework of his-

toriography. The most important development in the period from 1980-2000 was the 

Memorandum published by the members of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts 

in 1987. Likewise, historians in the 1990s came to the fore who produced the period of 

fake history/parahistoriography by publishing articles in or addressing the official pub-

lications of the state. The Chetnik movement that had been denounced in the social-

ist period and defined as post-romantic and nationalist historiography was redefined. 

The victims of World War II have been heroized, the oppression from the communist 

regime has been expressed, and the victims have been highlighted. Therefore, the main 

themes of pre-World War I historiography such as the golden age, dynastic history, the 

leadership and protection of the Church, the victimization of the nation, the genocide 

and the subjugation of the Serbs, and the uprisings were replaced with the Marxist ter-

minology and perspective in order to generate the values of ideological power and the 

legitimacy of the new order and the wars.
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Historians such as Cirković, Ekmečić, Mihaljčić, Samarđić, Zirojević, Krestić, Veseli-

nović, and Gavrilović made themselves prominent by participating in and producing 

works on both the socialist and nationalist transition periods. Another common fea-

ture of all these historians is that they had been long-time members of the Serbian 

Academy of Sciences and Arts (SANU), one of the basic institutions of official histo-

riography. Historians such as Miljković, Katić, Fotić, Marinković, and Amedovska are 

also historians who participated in both the nationalist transition period as well as the 

post-2000 interaction period with the EU.

Meanwhile, historians such as Cirković, Ekmečić, Mihaljčić, Samarđić, Krestić, Veseli-

nović, and Gavrilović have written the 10-volume Istorija Srpskog Naroda, which pres-

ents the general trajectories of the historical concept of Socialist Yugoslavia and the 

nationalist transition period. The work was published between 1981-1993 and embod-

ies both positivist and Marxist historiography as well as the spirit of the time when 

historiography had turned into a post-Romantic and nationalist historiography. The 

third volume of Istorija Srpskog Naroda was published in 1993 and consists of texts 

that also include works from Samarđić and Krestić. In contrast to the works published 

between 1981-1986, this third volume contains texts that use nationalist terminology 

the most. Genocide, immigration, blood tax, Kosovo as the homeland, the Serbian Or-

thodox Church, the Serbs in Croatia and Bosnia, and the processes of Catholicization 

and Islamization are strongly emphasized and form the undisputed legitimization for 

wars. Meanwhile, Krestić is also represented in this work and was one of the leading 

authors of the famous SANU Memorandum published in 1987. He authored the book 

Through Genocide to a Greater Croatia and then became an advisor to the Prime Minister 

of the Republic of Serbia. Radovan Karađić was later tried as a war criminal and was an 

ardent supporter of Slobodan Milošević throughout the 1990s until being handed over 

to the Hague. These two historians not only uncovered the basic framework of the his-

torical perspective of official historiography but also provided extremely important ev-

idence to show that ideological power was involved in the main works from that period.

Historians such as Miljković, Zirojević, Katić, Fotić, Marinković, and Amedovska are 

the historians who studied history between 1990-2020 (i.e., the post-Romantic na-

tionalist period and Europeanization and the post-positivist period), and one can see 

differences in the topics and methods they studied during these two periods. While 

Miljković published many studies on Islamization and resettlement in the 1990s, she 
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also worked on topics such as everyday life, Ottoman heritage in the Balkans, Serbian 

society under Ottoman rule, the Ottoman Empire in Serbia, and the Serbs in the Ot-

toman Empire alongside the effects from the change of ideological power after 2000 

and the post-positivist historiography and became one of the historians who enabled 

the transformation between the two periods. In addition, authors such as Zirojević, 

Fotić, and Marinković focused on the Church, converts, Islamization, and waqfs and 

continued their studies after the first decade of the new millennium, producing studies 

that focus on Ottoman archives, documents, and social historiography. While histori-

ans such as Amedovska focused on gender studies, women’s studies, and waqfs, young 

historians such as Todorović and Ristonović wrote studies on such topics as Islamic 

common culture, Islamic holidays and festivals, and the common Ottoman heritage in 

Serbia, topics that first found their place in historical studies after 2000.

The works Istorija Srpskog Naroda and Istrorija Srba on Serbian history were written 

by different authors from different perspectives in two different periods after 1990 

and have significant thematic similarities such as names, subtitles, concepts used in 

the content, periodization, and created differences in terms of the ideological power, 

values, and methodology of each period, and these are reflected in the Serbian histori-

cal narrative in terms of continuities and changes.
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