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Introduction
The Republic of Serbia (Republika Srbija) occupies a strategic position in the Balkans, 
lying at the social, political, and geographic crossroads of Eastern and Western 
Europe.1 For most of the last century, it was a part of Yugoslavia, which also included 
the modern countries of Croatia, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosnia), Kosovo, 
Macedonia, and Montenegro. In 1991, these countries, then constituent states, began 
to declare independence. The end of the short-lived Union of Serbia and Montenegro 
(2003–2006) and the independence of Kosovo (2008) marked the closing chapters in 
Yugoslavia’s turbulent history.2 
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Throughout the centuries, Serbs have experienced strong affiliation and intense 
conflict with ethnic groups that share their cultural roots. When Yugoslavia dissolved, 
ethnicity and religion divided the constituent states. Interethnic conflict and reshaping 
of political boundaries continue in Serbia today. Since the 1995 end of the Bosnian 
War and Kosovo’s independence, an uneasy peace has existed between ethnic groups.3 

Today, Serbia’s population of 7.1 million 
is influenced by Central Europeans 
(Hungarians), Eastern Europeans 
(Bulgarians and Romanians), Southern 
Europeans (Albanians and Greeks), and 
smaller groups such as the Roma and the 
South Slavic ethnic groups of the Balkans 
(Croats, Bosniaks, Slovenes, etc.).4 
Although Serbians (those born in Serbia 
or with family heritage in Serbia) share 
cultural roots with other peoples in the 
area, they are set apart by historical 
experience, religious beliefs, and linguistic differences. The Serbian Orthodox Church 
is a distinguishing cultural identifier for Serbia and Serbians—a constant during the 
many centuries of Serb migrations and displacements. Though many do not practice 
daily, the Serbian Orthodox Church also unifies Serbs (those not born in Serbia but 
with heritage in former Yugoslavia).5

The Serbian government continues to pursue policies to strengthen relations with its 
neighbors and to acknowledge and address atrocities committed in the past.6 In March 
2012, the Republic of Serbia was granted European Union (EU) candidate status.7 
While pursuing EU membership, it has drawn on its cultural and religious bonds to 
Russia, maintaining a strong relationship with Moscow.8, 9

Geographic Divisions
Serbia is part of the Balkan Peninsula, a mountainous region between the Adriatic 
Sea on the west and the Black Sea on the east. Though the country’s total area is 
slightly smaller than South Carolina (77,474 sq km/29,913 sq mi), it is geographically 
diverse. The northern part of Serbia is covered with broad, fertile plains. Mountains 
cut through the remainder of the country.10, 11 Between these two regions, the Danube 
and Sava Rivers have served as geographic and political boundaries for much of Serbian 
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history.12 South of these rivers, in central 
Serbia, the terrain is more hilly than 
mountainous. The Šumadija Hills, which 
range from 600–1,110 m (2,000–3,600 ft), 
are the region’s prominent physical 
feature and the heart of the medieval 
Serbian Empire.13 Up to one-third of 
Serbia is covered in broad-leaved forest, 
mostly oak and beech. There are no lakes 
of any substantial size and many are 
man-made.14

Northern Plains

The Northern Plains, a relatively flat area 
that spreads across northern Serbia’s 
Vojvodina Province, consists of rich soils 
nourished by local rivers. The plains 
extend from around Belgrade to the 
borders of Romania, Hungary, Croatia, 
and Bosnia, merging into the Great 
Hungarian Plain that lies to the north of 
Serbia. This fertile region is the southern 
part of the Pannonian Plain, a remnant 
of an ancient inland sea. The plains rise 
into hills south of Belgrade (and the 
Sava and Danube rivers), soon merging into the mountains that extend through the 
remainder of the country. The Northern Plains, the agricultural heart of Serbia, supply 
much of the country’s wheat and corn (maize).15 Other important crops include sugar 
beets, sunflowers, flax, and hemp. Petroleum and natural gas extraction take place in  
the west.16, 17

Western Mountains

Along Serbia’s western border lie the Zlatibor, Tara, and Kopaonik mountains—all 
eastern sections of the Dinaric Alps (Dinardi) that parallel the Adriatic coast through 
much of the Balkans.18 The Kopaonik Range extends along Serbia’s rocky southwestern 
border with Kosovo.19 The mountains in Serbia’s west have made much of the region 
inaccessible. Throughout history, this rugged geography limited the scope of invasions, 
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migrations, and settlements. The Dinaric Alps and their associated ranges lie at the 
crossroads of what were the Eastern (Byzantine) and Western Roman Empires, giving 
rise to many cultures.20

Eastern Mountains

Covering Serbia’s eastern territory are 
limestone basins and mountain ranges. 
To the southeast, ancient mountains and 
hills run parallel to the eastern bank of 
the Morava River. These are the Balkan 
Mountains, which form a natural border 
between Serbia and the nations to the 
east—Romania and Bulgaria. The Balkan 
Mountains arc from east to west in 
Bulgaria, curving into the eastern side 
of Serbia.21 The country’s highest point 
is located here: Midžor Peak, at 2,169 m 

(7,116 ft).22 At their northern end, the Balkans merge into the Carpathian Mountains, 
which extend north into Romania and then curve to the west.23

Climate
Serbia is landlocked. As a result, warm 
air masses from the Mediterranean 
cannot moderate the country’s weather 
extremes. Serbia’s continental climate 
means that cold, relatively dry winters 
follow warm, humid summers. In northern 
Serbia, winters are extremely arid and 
cold.24 Freezing winds, known as košava, 
often sweep southwesterly through the 
Carpathian Mountains into Serbia. In 
winter, these squalls spread westward 
across the Serbian plains.25 In contrast, 

summers on the plains can be hot and dry, with average temperatures of 22°C (72°F) 
and highs of 45°C (113°F).26, 27 Central Serbia enjoys a continental climate. In Belgrade, 
located on the Pannonian Plain’s southern rim, the average temperature in January is 
0°C (32°F). July is warmer, with an average temperature of 23°C (73°F).28, 29 
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In the mountain regions of the south, temperatures are cooler than in the rest of the 
country, averaging 18°C (64°F).30 Winters are extremely cold and usually marked by 
heavy snowfall. Rainfall varies yearly, measuring 56–190 cm (22–75 in). The country’s 
lowest yearly rainfall occurs in Vojvodina.31, 32

Rivers

Danube 

The Danube River (Dunav) runs through 
Serbia for 588 km (365 mi), the country’s 
longest and its main drainage river.33 The 
river flows south into Serbia from Hungary, 
tracing much of Serbia’s western border 
with Croatia, before turning southeast 
into Serbia’s picturesque Vojvodina 
flatlands. Several rivers join it as it 
winds through the country. On Serbia’s 
eastern side, the Danube River follows 
the Serbian-Romanian border southeast 
and then departs Serbia.34 Where the 

Danube River runs between Serbia and Romania, it flows through narrow, canyon-like 
gorges. Here, the Iron Gate Dam power plant provides energy to both countries. The 
dam, built in 1972, formed the largest lake in Serbia, Lake Đerdap, at 253 sq km  
(98 sq mi).35 Eventually, the Danube empties into the Black Sea.36

The Danube is popular for river cruises because of its scenic course and navigability. 
It flows through wetlands in Vojvodina, the cities of Novi Sad and Belgrade, and the 
deep gorges of Đerdap National Park. A nature reserve, the park also protects several 
historical sites, including the Lepenski Vir Neolithic settlements and the medieval 
fortress of Golubac.37, 38 

During the spring thaw, flooding along the Danube River and its tributaries is a 
recurring problem.39, 40, 41 To defend against flooding, the government constructed 
a canal system stretching 12,700 sq km (4,903 sq mi) between the Danube and the 
Tisa rivers in Vojvodina. Constructed after World War II, the Dunav-Tisa-Dunav canal 
system is also used for irrigation, tourism, and shipping.42, 43
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Sava River, Belgrade
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Tisa 

The most significant Danube tributary 
from the north is the Tisa River (Tisza), 
which flows through Hungary before 
entering Vojvodina. The Tisa joins the 
Danube in its natural course and through 
the Dunav-Tisa-Dunav canal network. The 
Serbian section of the Tisa is 168 km (104 
mi) from its confluence with the Danube 
to the Serbia-Hungary border. When the 
high waters from the Danube and Tisa 
rivers meet, the Tisa waters flow back 
and flood the countryside. Levees along 
its banks control this natural event.44, 45 

Sava

Of the Danube’s tributaries, the longest 
and most important is the Sava River, 
which originates in the Julian Alps of 
Slovenia and flows eastward through 
Croatia and Bosnia before joining the 
Danube River at Belgrade. Here, the river 
forms several large islands including the 
800-hectare (2,000-acre) Ada Ciganlija.46 
The Sava is navigable for small freight 
ships; it is known for its natural  
floodplains and wetlands that support 
rich biological and geological diversity.47, 48, 49 

Drina

The Sava River has several tributaries, the largest of which is the Drina River.50 The 
Drina originates where the Piva and Tara rivers meet in Montenegro and flows north 
for 346 km (215 mi), separating a large section of Serbia from Bosnia. The Drina’s 
course through Serbia is 220 km (137 mi) long.51 The Drina starts as a series of rapids  
flowing through deep gorges. It becomes less turbulent as it reaches the plain, where 
it finally merges into the eastward-flowing Sava River. Several hydroelectric power 
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Drina River, Perućac Village, western Serbia
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stations are on the Drina: Višegrad, Bajina 
Bašta, and Zvornik.52, 53

The Drina River represented a boundary 
between the Western and Eastern Roman 
Empires.54 During World War I, major 
military operations were launched along 
the length of the Drina, then the border 
between the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
and the Kingdom of Serbia.55 

Morava

The Morava River flows through central Serbia, some the country’s most fertile areas 
and most populated regions. The Morava is the longest river to lie entirely within 
Serbian boundaries. With its longer tributary, the Zapadna (West) Morava River, it is 
493 km (306 mi) long and its basin covers 37,500 sq km (14,500 sq mi).56 

The Great Morava (Velika Morava) is formed by the confluence of the Zapadna (West) 
and Juzna (South) Morava rivers, which together create the drainage basin of southern 
Serbia. From this confluence, the Great 
Morava follows a 221-km (137-mi) course 
north, merging into the Danube east of 
Belgrade.57 Historically, all three branches 
of the Morava were navigable, but today 
only about 3 km (1.8 mi) are suitable for 
transportation. Like the Danube and the 
Sava, the Morava is subject to annual 
flooding.58 Three hydroelectric stations 
were built to support growing populations 
in the surrounding valleys and to  
regulate flooding.59

Major Cities

Belgrade 

Located on the southern rim of the Pannonian Plain, Belgrade (Beograd) is Serbia’s 
capital and its largest city. It lies at the meeting point of two navigable rivers, the 
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View of Belgrade from Kalemegdan Park
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Belgrade suburb of Beli Potok
Wikimedia / Plamen

Danube and the Sava, two of Belgrade’s three historically important travel and trade 
routes. The third is to the southeast through the Morava-Vardar River Valley. Edgy 
and fast-paced, Belgrade is Serbia’s educational and cultural center, with museums, 
galleries, theaters, and institutions of higher learning, notably the University  
of Belgrade.60

The heart of Belgrade, Kalemegdan Park, 
bears traces of successive peoples and 
empires going as far back as the Celts. Over 
the centuries, the city and its strategic 
location were fought over in more 
than 100 wars. In the process, multiple 
fortified settlements were constructed 
on the hill overlooking the Sava and 
Danube rivers. Kalemegdan Fortress, 
Belgrade’s most famous landmark, is the 
most recent incarnation and the legacy 
of the struggle between the Austrian 

and Ottoman empires. From the 17th through 19th centuries, the city stood at the 
boundary between these two great powers and it changed hands frequently, often 
being razed in the process.61, 62, 63 

More recently, Belgrade has served 
as the capital for several pan-Slavic 
confederations, including the Kingdom 
of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, and 
later, Yugoslavia.64, 65 In 1999 during the 
Kosovo War, numerous strategic sites in 
Belgrade were attacked by North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) missiles and 
bombs.66 This was roughly 58 years after 
the Nazis leveled much of the city in  
2 days of saturation bombing.67, 68  

Belgrade has developed into an industrial center that produces electrical equipment, 
machinery, processed foods, chemicals, and textiles. The city is divided into 17 
municipalities that support a population of 1.65 million.69, 70 Of these municipalities, 
10 make up the urban core of the city; the remaining municipalities are suburbs and 
more rural regions. Stari Grad, which means “old city,” is one of the smallest of 
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Stari Grad, Novi Sad city center
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these urban municipalities.71 It is the cultural and historical city center and includes 
Kalemegdan Park.72, 73

Novi Sad

Lying on the banks of the Danube River, 
Novi Sad is the country’s second-largest 
city and capital of Vojvodina, Serbia’s 
northern province and main agricultural 
region. Although NATO air strikes 
destroyed parts of the city in the 1999 
Kosovo intervention, many of the oldest 
museums, churches, and other cultural 
sites escaped the bombing. Colorful 
Novi Sad is now a tourist destination, an 
industrial center, and the province’s main 
commercial hub.74 Its industries include 
textiles, processed foods, and electrical equipment.75 In addition, the IT industry in 
Novi Sad has rapidly expanded over the last few years.76, 77

Following large migrations of Serbs from 
Ottoman-controlled regions beginning 
in the 1690s, Novi Sad was the cultural 
center for Serbs during much of the 18th 
and 19th centuries.78 Today, the city has 
a young, ethnically diverse population 
of around 319,000.79 Novi Sad University, 
the second-largest state university in 
Serbia, draws young people from around 
the country and the greater Balkan 
region.80 Reflecting the ethnic diversity 
of the region, the Public Broadcasting 
Service of Vojvodina broadcasts in Serbian, Croatian, Slovak, Hungarian, Romanian, 
Ukrainian, and Romani languages.81, 82 Like Belgrade, Novi Sad has a dynamic arts and 
music scene, numerous restaurants, and a lively café culture. A focal point of the 
entertainment scene is the massive Petrovaradin Fortress, which hosts cultural and 
music events, including EXIT, an international music festival.83, 84, 85
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Niš

Niš is southern Serbia’s principal city and 
one of the oldest in the Balkans. It is 
the birthplace of Constantine the Great, 
who founded the city of Constantinople 
(modern-day Istanbul) as the capital of 
the Eastern Roman Empire. Today, the 
city is a center for industry and culture. 
It is home to the University of Niš, one 
of Serbia’s largest universities outside of 
Belgrade, as well as the National Theater 
and several museums and historical 
monuments.86, 87 The city’s manufacturing 
economy centers around tobacco products, electronics products, rubber products, 
railway and industrial equipment, and processed foods. With over 257,000 residents, 
Niš is the third-largest city in Serbia.88

Niš is located near the union of two Morava River tributaries that serve as transportation 
corridors through the mountains of the southern Balkan Peninsula. This location makes 
it a nexus for road and rail traffic bound for Bulgaria to the east or Macedonia and 
Greece to the south. Besides Belgrade, Niš is the only Serbian city with regularly 
scheduled international flights.89

In Roman times, Niš was a powerful military stronghold and became an important 
economic, military and administrative center under the rule of Constantine the Great. 
Between the 6th and 10th centuries, Niš was repeatedly attacked and held at various 
times by the Huns, Avars, Slavs, Bulgarians, and Hungarians. Its most significant cultural 
and historical attractions include the Mediana, a fourth-century Roman estate, and 
Niš Fortress, the best-preserved Turkish fortress in the central Balkans.90

Kragujevac

Located on the banks of the Lepenica River in central Serbia, Kragujevac is the Šumadija 
region’s principal city. With over 180,000 residents, it is the fourth-largest city in 
Serbia. Between 1818 and 1841, Kragujevac was the capital of the Turkish principality 
of Serbia. It was here that the Serbs first rebelled against Turkish rule and the country’s 
first newspaper was published. By 1851, the city had become the industrial hub of 
Serbia. On 21 October 1941, in retribution for Serbian resistance attacks during World 
War II, Nazi forces indiscriminately executed between 2,300 and 5,000 men and boys 
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Kragujevac, central Serbia
Wikimedia / Mofesty

Holy Trinity monument, Republic Square, Subotica
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in the city. Kragujevac Memorial Park 
commemorates this violent act and 21 
October is an annual national holiday.91, 92 

Industrial and agricultural production—
primarily textiles, weapons, machinery, 
electrical products, and motor vehicles—
drives Kragujevac’s economy.93 Its Zastava 
automobile factory, the only plant that 
produces passenger cars in Serbia, opened 
in 1953. Though the U.S.-imported Yugo 
of the 1980s is mentioned in lists of the 

world’s worst cars, Zastava was one of Yugoslavia’s most successful industrial concerns 
until the wars and trade embargoes of the 1990s crippled production. In 2008, Italian 
auto manufacturer FIAT purchased a majority position in Zastava for EUR 700 million, 
the largest foreign investment in Serbia’s history.94, 95 As of 2017, production at FIAT 
Serbia, as the factory is now called, accounts for 3% of the country’s economic output 
and 8% of exports.96

Subotica

Situated in northern Vojvodina near the 
Hungarian border, Subotica is a major 
city along the rail and road corridor 
between Belgrade and the Hungarian 
capital of Budapest. With a population of 
100,000, it is Serbia’s fifth-most populous 
city. Subotica has the highest percentage 
of Roman Catholics of any Serbian city 
as well as the largest ethnic Hungarian 
population.97, 98 As a result, the Hungarian 
language maintains a strong presence 
in Subotica.99 The city was part of the 
Habsburg Empire of Austria (later Austria-Hungary) during the 18th and 19th centuries, 
unlike southern parts of Serbia that remained part of the Ottoman Empire. Toward the 
end of the 18th century, the city was declared a Free Royal Town by Empress Maria 
Theresa of Austria, spurring a period of growth that continued until World War I.100, 101 

In the 19th century, nearby Lake Palić—Serbia’s largest natural lake—became a popular 
resort and spa destination for the European elite.102
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Riverfront, Belgrade
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After the war, the reshaping of international borders cut off Subotica’s Hungarian 
population from central Europe. Many Hungarians migrated out of Serbia, leaving 
Subotica with a Hungarian-speaking minority of about one-third of the total 
population.103 The city became a border town in the new Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 
and Slovenes (later known as Yugoslavia) and declined in importance.104

Subotica today is a market city for the fertile fields of the Bačka region, the area 
of Vojvodina west of the Tisa River and north of the Danube River. As such, it is 
the marketing hub for produce, including paprika, a regional specialty. The city’s 
architecture is notable for the number of art nouveau buildings, particularly the city 
hall and the synagogue, in addition to buildings that predate the Middle Ages.105, 106 
Subotica is also an industrial center, manufacturing plastics and chemicals. The city’s 
educational institutions specialize in law, economics, and advanced vocational fields.107

History

Introduction

Serbia’s history is inextricably tied to 
that of the Balkans, the region it shares 
with its many neighboring countries. 
Serbs are part of a larger group of people 
called South Slavs, a designation that 
includes Croats, Bosniaks, Montenegrins, 
Slovenes, Macedonians, and Bulgarians. 
South Slavs do not necessarily share the 
same language, religion, or culture, but 
they have sometimes shared homelands 
under foreign domination or lived as 
a unified state, such as Yugoslavia. 

Non-Slavic peoples to the north and south—most notably Turks, Albanians, Hungarians, 
and Austrians—have also played important roles in Serbian and Balkan history.108

Traditionally, Serbia has occupied the region south of the Danube and Sava Rivers. 
Modern Serbia, however, includes Vojvodina, a region north of the Danube and Sava 
Rivers that was historically part of the Hungarian and later Austro-Hungarian empires. 
Because of large Serb migrations over the last half millennium, modern Vojvodina has 
a majority population of ethnic Serbs, although a significant Hungarian population 
lives in the northernmost regions.109
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Nemanjić Dynasty genealogical tree, Gallery 
of Frescoes, Belgrade  wolffchronicles.com

Many Serbs consider Kosovo an essential part of their nation’s history—akin to a Serb 
holy land. Successive migrations of Serbs from Kosovo left the region with a majority 
Albanian population, ultimately fueling divisions that resulted in purges and deadly 
ethnic violence in the late 1990s. Although Kosovo declared its independence in 2008, 
its status remains disputed by the Serbian government.110

Early History and the First Serbian State 

In the sixth and seventh centuries, the Southern Slavic culture spread west from 
the Carpathian Mountains into present Serbia and surrounding regions. The Serbs 
converted to Christianity sometime in the ninth century.111 During their early history, 
continual warfare marked relations between the Serbs and their neighbors, including 
the Greeks, Bulgarians, and Magyars.112

The first stable Serbian state appeared in the 
principality of Raška (present-day western Serbia 
and northern Montenegro) under Stefan I Nemanja, 
who founded the Nemanjić Dynasty in 1170. At 
this time, the Balkan Peninsula was part of the 
Eastern Roman Empire, whose seat of power was 
Constantinople.113 Nemanja remained a vassal of 
the Byzantine emperor and controlled much of the 
Balkans until 1185. His son and successor, Stefan II 
Nemanja, further strengthened Serbia’s position by 
maintaining good relations with Rome yet religious 
loyalty to Constantinople. In 1217, Pope Honorius III 
recognized Serbian political independence and 
gave Stefan Nemanja II the title of “King of Serbia, 
Dalmatia, and Bosnia.”114 The writings of Stefan 
II and his brother Rastko (later canonized as Saint 
Sava and made the first archbishop of the Serbian 

Orthodox Church) were the first works of Serbian literature.115 Rastko’s canonization 
gave the Nemanjić Dynasty the sacred right to rule the Serbian land. His contributions 
to Serbian language and literature furthered the Serb sense of belonging to a common 
ethnic group. The churches built by the Nemanjić Dynasty through the 14th century 
preserved the memory of the Serbian state during the centuries of Turkish rule  
that followed.116, 117
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Battle of Kosovo (1870), by Adam Stefanović
Wikimedia / Adam Stefanović

Serbian Emperor Dušan the Mighty
Wikimedia / Fresco painter of Lesnovo

Dušan “The Mighty” and the Serbian Golden Age

The Nemanjić Dynasty grew stronger, moving its 
frontier southward as Constantinople weakened. 
Under Stefan Dušan (1331–1355) the Nemanjić Dynasty 
reached its peak, and Serbia dominated the Balkans. 
His forces penetrated deep into Byzantine territory, 
eventually incorporating Thessaly, Epirus, Macedonia, 
all of modern Albania and Montenegro, much of 
eastern Bosnia, and an area of Serbia as far north as 
the Danube.118 Dušan proclaimed himself “Emperor 
and Autocrat of the Serbs, Greeks, Bulgarians, 
and Albanians.” He elevated the Serbian Orthodox 
archbishop of Peć to patriarch, and introduced the 
Zakonik, a new legal code combining Byzantine law 
with Serbian customs.119 Dušan is considered the 
greatest ruler of medieval Serbia. Serbs refer to him 
as Dušan Silni (Dušan the Mighty) and consider his 
reign the Serbian Golden Age because it produced masterpieces of religious art that 
combined Western, Byzantine, and local styles.120, 121

The Battle of Kosovo and the Collapse of Serbia

The Great Plague (1347–1351) resulted 
in massive depopulation, weakening 
the Christian Byzantine Empire.122 After 
Dušan’s death in 1355, the Serbian Empire 
began to collapse when rivalries between 
Serbian nobles broke up the state.123 
During this time, the Ottomans (the 
Turkish Islamic Empire), who followed 
Islam, inflicted a series of defeats on 
the declining Byzantine Empire and 
then began their conquest of the Balkan 
Peninsula—a process that spanned nearly 
two centuries.124, 125

On 28 June 1389, Prince Lazar Hrebeljanović, the strongest regional ruler in Serbia, 
led an army that included Serbs, Bosniaks, Albanians, and Hungarians to meet the 
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Smederevo Fortress
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Turkish Ottoman forces of Sultan Murad I at Kosovo Polje (“Field of Blackbirds”). 
After Murad I was killed by a Serbian noble, Murad’s son, Miloš Obilić, surrounded the 
Serbian Army. Prince Lazar was killed, and the Serbs suffered a bitter defeat.126 

The Turkish did not immediately occupy Serbia, but this Battle of Kosovo became a 
legend, a theme of great heroic ballads and Serbian folk literature.127 Prince Lazar 
was immortalized as a saint, Obilić as a hero. Serbian leader Vuk Branković, on the 
other hand, was called a traitor because he withdrew his forces when defeat became 
inevitable (though some historians dispute Branković’s exact role in the defeat).128  
Even today, the battle remains part of the Serbian national consciousness. The 
anniversary of the battle, 28 June, is a national holiday—Vidovdan (St. Vitus Day).129, 130

The First Migration

Constantinople, once the heart of the 
Byzantine Empire, became the capital of 
the Ottoman Empire in 1453. Six years 
later, Serbian resistance to Ottoman rule 
ended with the fall of the last Serbian 
stronghold, the capital at Smederevo. 
With that, the Turks gained control 
over all Serbian territory. In the period 
following the Battle of Kosovo and the 
fall of Smederevo, Serbs migrated from 
present-day northern Kosovo and southern 
Serbia into other Balkan areas, including 
present-day Vojvodina, Bosnia, Montenegro, and Croatia. At this time, Vojvodina was 
a territory of the Kingdom of Hungary. By 1552, the Ottoman Empire had moved 
farther north, taking control of Vojvodina.131

Although some Serbs formed outlaw resistance groups (hajduci), the Serbs remained 
subjects of the Ottoman sultans for the next three centuries. The long period of 
Ottoman rule in the Balkans—nearly 500 years in all—is called the “Turkish Night” by 
many Serb historians. Trade was restricted, and all land was owned by the Sultan.132, 133 

There was, however, little forced conversion to Islam. Five religious millets, 
self-directed and self-governing non-Muslim communities, were recognized throughout 
the Ottoman-controlled Balkans. Most Balkan Christians were Orthodox members of 
the millet headed by the Greek patriarch in Constantinople, which had fallen to the 
Ottoman armies in 1453.134
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Migration of the Serbs (Seoba Srba), by Paja Jovanović
Wikimedia / Paja Jovanović (1859–1957)

Vuk Stefanović Karadžić, by Joseph Kriehuber 
Wikimedia / Sammlung und Foto Peter Geymayer

The Great Migration of 1691 

The resistance of the hajduci and other guerrilla bands to Ottoman authority continued. 
One of the most significant revolts took place in 1690 when the Holy League (Austria, 
Poland, and Venice) incited the Serbs to support an Austrian invasion of neighboring 
Ottoman-controlled areas (the Great War, 1683–1690). The Austrian armies retreated 
across the Sava River, leaving the Serbs exposed to retaliation from the Turks.135

The Austrians invited their recent allies to 
settle in the north as frontier guards. In 
return, the Serbs were granted religious 
freedom and the right to elect their own 
vojvoda, or military governor. The ensuing 
30,000–40,000 migrants from Kosovo  
(“Old Serbia”) and southern Bosnia crossed 
the Danube and settled in the region 
later known as Vojvodina.136 It was the 
first time Orthodox Serbs became part of 
Croatian and Hungarian territories. They 
founded new monasteries that became 

cultural hubs. Called the Great Migration of 1691, it marked a gradual conversion of 
western Kosovo (Kosovo-Metohija) into a predominantly Albanian region. Albanians 
filled the void left by the Serbs.137

Serbian National Consciousness and Formal Independence

By the early 19th century, the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
and a fading Ottoman Empire ruled all of what later 
became Yugoslavia (except Montenegro). Declining 
Ottoman power left the Serbian area unstable. The 
first few decades were marked by violent struggles for 
Serb independence from Ottoman rule. As the century 
progressed, Serbia became increasingly autonomous, 
experienced economic growth, saw the beginnings of 
industrial development, and an elite class emerged.138 

During this time, the Serbian scholar Vuk Stefanović 
Karadžić began to craft a modern, written Serbian 
language based on the spoken dialect, thus distancing 
it from Old Church Slavonic, the literary standard. He 
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revised the Cyrillic alphabet for Serbian use, compiled a grammar book and dictionary, 
and collected Serbian folk songs and poetry. Neither the church nor the state officially 
supported his work.139 But he and Dositej Obradović, who spread Enlightenment to the 
Serbs, advanced Serbian culture and solidified a national identity.140

After an insurrection in Bosnia in 1875, Serbia and Montenegro fought against Turkey 
in support of the Bosnian rebels. When Russia joined the conflict in 1878, the Turks 
were defeated. Subsequently, the Treaty of Berlin granted Serbia formal independence 
and awarded additional territory to Serbia and to Montenegro. This marked the final 
collapse of the Ottoman Empire after three centuries of rule.141

In 1903, a member of the Serbian royal family, Petar Karađorđević, returned from 45 
years of exile to take the throne. During the next 10-plus years, King Petar I advanced 
constitutional, economic, and educational reforms.142 In foreign affairs, he aligned 
Serbia more closely to Russia than Austria-Hungary.143

The Balkan Wars and the Formation of Yugoslavia

As the Ottoman Empire declined, 
Austria-Hungary, Serbia, and other powers 
vied for control of the empire’s remaining 
Balkan lands. In 1908, Austria-Hungary 
formally annexed Bosnia, prompting 
the Serbs to join with Montenegro, 
Bulgaria, and Greece to divide the spoils 
of the Ottoman lands in Europe.144 After 
the Balkan Wars of 1912–1913, Serbia 
gained Kosovo and northern and central 
Macedonia, and divided the Sandžak (a 
geographical region in southwestern Serbia 
and Montenegro) with Montenegro.145

When Austria-Hungary collapsed in 1918, Vojvodina and Montenegro united with 
Serbia, which had become the dominant power in the region. Former South Slavs of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire requested the protection of the Serbian crown within 
the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. It was renamed Yugoslavia (Land of the 
South Slavs) in 1929.146
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Marshall Tito (far right) with other Yugoslav partisans, 1944
Wikimedia / Imperial War Museum 4700-39

The Tito Era

During World War II, a communist partisan group headed by Josip Broz Tito resisted 
German and Italian occupation and the division of Yugoslavia. The Germans responded 
with reprisal killings, leading to a massive loss of life, mostly among the Serbs of Bosnia 
and Croatia. With Soviet and Anglo-American help, all of Yugoslavia was liberated  
by 1944.147

On 29 November 1945, Yugoslavia became a socialist federation under the leadership of 
Prime Minister Tito and the Communist Party of Yugoslavia. It consisted of 6 republics: 
Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia, Slovenia, Macedonia, and Montenegro. It also included two 
autonomous Serbian provinces: Vojvodina and Kosovo.148 

Political life in Yugoslavia was dominated 
by Serbian communists for the next 40 
years. During this time, Serbia evolved 
from an agrarian society into an industrial 
one. Under Tito’s leadership, Yugoslav 
communists pursued socialist reforms and 
maintained close ties with the USSR until 
1948. After the split, Tito established 
a foreign policy of nonalignment and 
a one-party political system. Given 
the cultural and religious diversity of 
the Balkans, historians argue that the 
integrity and modernization of Yugoslavia in the decades following World War II was 
the result of Tito’s unique, dominating personality.149 In 1974, a new constitution gave 
Kosovo and Vojvodina greater independence.150 The office of the Yugoslav presidency—a 
collective headed by Tito—was reduced to eight members: one representative from 
each Yugoslav republic and autonomous province.151

Milošević’s Greater Serbia

After Tito’s death in 1980, Yugoslavia’s economy began to fail, and the communist parties 
divided according to long-standing ethnic differences. This created stronger feelings 
of nationalism among ethnic groups, eventually leading to wars of independence. In 
particular, the ethnic conflict in Kosovo between Serbs and the Albanian majority 
(50% of the population) surfaced. In 1981, Kosovo Albanians demonstrated in favor of 
Albanian sovereignty. The uprisings were put down with force, followed by measures 
designed to discourage future protests.152, 153
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Mural of Ibrahim Rugova, Pristina, Kosovo
Wikimedia / Adam Jones, Ph.D. 

President Slobodan Milošević, 1996
Wikimedia / SSGT Lance Cheung, USAF

In the late 1980s, Slobodan Milošević, 
a former business official, quickly rose 
to power in Serbia. A member of the 
League of Communists of Serbia and 
an ultranationalist, he reignited desire 
among Balkan Serbs for a “Greater 
Serbia,” a movement banned during 
the Tito era. This movement pushed for 
the creation of a Serb state that would 
incorporate all regions of significance to 
Serbs, including regions outside Serbia 
with Serb populations.154 

Milošević resisted political and economic reforms implemented by the other republics 
and the Yugoslav federal government. He also opposed the independence movement 
advocated by other Yugoslav republics; leading members of the federal Yugoslav Army 
agreed with Milošević’s opposition policy.155 In 1989, shortly after becoming president 
of Serbia, he successfully used tensions in Vojvodina and Kosovo to enact constitutional 
changes that stripped the provinces of most of their autonomous powers.156, 157 In 
response, Albanians in Kosovo called for separation from Yugoslavia.158 

Resistance in Kosovo

Milošević’s government took control of the Kosovo provincial government, dissolved 
the Kosovo Assembly, and closed Kosovo schools teaching in Albanian. These and other 
austere measures imposed on the Kosovo Albanian populace resulted in protests and 
nonviolent resistance. In February 1990, Yugoslavia sent troops, tanks, warplanes, and 

2,000 additional police to Kosovo. Despite 
the Yugoslavian forces in the area, Kosovo 
Albanians created political, economic, 
and social institutions of their own. In 
May 1992, they held a secret election 
in which popular Albanian nationalist 
Ibrahim Rugova was elected president of 
the “Republic of Kosovo”; the elections 
and the Republic of Kosovo, however, 
were not recognized by the Serbians or 
any foreign government.159, 160, 161
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Wikimedia / Mladifilozof

The conflict in Kosovo was just one of several secessionist conflicts that spread across 
Yugoslavia beginning in the early 1990s. Public dissatisfaction with the political system 
in Yugoslavia, coupled with the manipulation of nationalist feelings by politicians, 
split each republic along ethnic and religious lines—Serb (Orthodox Christian), Croat 
(Roman Catholic), Bosniak (Muslim).162, 163 While neither Slovenia nor Macedonia had 
significant numbers of Serbs, the situation was different in Croatia and in Bosnia, 
where Serbs constituted 12% and 31% of the population, respectively.164 

On 25 June 1991, Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence and Macedonia 
did the same after a referendum in September 1991.165 Bosnia voted for independence 
in early 1992 in a referendum boycotted mainly by the region’s Serb population.166, 167 The 
collective Yugoslav presidency dissolved, and the command of the Yugoslav People’s 
Army came under Serbia.168

War in Bosnia

On 27 April 1992 in Belgrade, Serbia and Montenegro joined in passing the Constitution 
of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (FRY), creating a country only a fraction of 
its original size.169 The new state was not internationally recognized because of its 
continued military involvement in other republics of the former Yugoslavia. This 
military involvement included ethnic cleansing in Bosnia by Serbian paramilitary 
troops to establish control of areas with mixed populations; this created a flood  
of refugees.170, 171, 172

Some of the worst fighting took place in 
Bosnia. There, with the assistance of the 
Yugoslav Army and Serbia, Bosnian Serb 
militias gained control of several regions 
that were consolidated in March 1992 
into the Serbian Republic of Bosnia.173, 174 

In April 1992, Sarajevo, the Bosnian 
capital, was besieged by Serb forces 
and became a worldwide symbol of the 
brutality of the Yugoslav wars.175, 176 
Almost immediately, the United Nations 
(UN) Security Council imposed strict 
economic sanctions that quickly led to economic decline in FRY. Despite the economic 
hardships, Milošević and his Socialist Party of Serbia managed to win the December 
1992 presidential elections.177, 178
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Slobodan Milošević, after signing the Dayton 
Peace Accord  Wikimedia / NATO

Pontoon ferry replaces NATO-bombed bridges,  
Novi Sad, 1999  Wikimedia / Darko Dozet 

The conflict continued through most of 1995 
and many atrocities were committed, including 
acts of genocide by Bosnian Serbs in Srebrenica, 
a UN-protected safe zone.179, 180 Following the 
systematic killing of over 7,000 Bosniaks there in 
July 1995, NATO began a month-long air campaign 
against Serb forces in Bosnia.181, 182 The bombing 
and the collapse of Bosnian Serb resistance brought 
them to the bargaining table.183 In December 1995 
in Dayton, Ohio, Bosnian Serbs accepted a series of 
agreements with the backing of Milošević. The Dayton 
Peace Accord established two largely autonomous 
political entities: the ethnically Serb-dominated 
Republic of Srpska (49% of the Bosnia territory) and 
the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina (51%). The 
agreement ended hostilities in Bosnia.184 Milošević’s 

support of the Dayton Peace Accord resulted in economic sanctions being lifted in 
FRY.185 Between 1992 and the signing of the peace accord, more than 100,000 people 
were killed and two million people, more than half the population of Bosnia, were 
forced to flee their homes.186

Conflict in Kosovo

The conflict between ethnic Serbs and ethnic 
Albanians was not discussed at the Dayton 
Peace talks, leaving it unresolved. In 1996, 
the pro-independence Kosovo Liberation 
Army, supported by many ethnic Albanians, 
began isolated attacks on Serbian police 
in Kosovo.187 Meanwhile, Serbian special 
police continued their policy of creating 
a depopulated zone in western Kosovo, 
separating the Kosovo Albanian population 
from Albania. More than 300,000 Kosovo 
Albanians were displaced by late 1998.188, 189, 190

Ongoing tensions between ethnic Serbs and ethnic Albanians worsened, escalating 
into a full-scale war in 1999.191, 192 Amid evidence of torture, forced expulsions, and 
other war crimes by Serbian and Yugoslav forces, abuses by the Kosovo Liberation 
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Prime Minister Vojislav Koštunica, Sec. of State Condoleezza Rice, 2006 
Wikimedia / U.S. State Department photo

Army, and Milošević’s rejection of international peace overtures, NATO intervened, 
heavily bombing targets in Kosovo and Serbia.193, 194, 195 According to a U.S. Agency 
for International Development estimate, by May 1999 over 850,000 Kosovo Albanians 
were living as refugees in Albania, Macedonia, or Montenegro.196 As many as 10,000 
people, mainly ethnic Albanians, were killed.197 Although Montenegro was a partner 
with Serbia in what remained of Yugoslavia, Montenegrin leaders distanced themselves 
from Serbia’s approach to the problems in Kosovo.198

The Kumanovo Agreement on 10 June 1999 ended the Kosovo War.199 Serbian and 
Yugoslav governments agreed to transfer military and governmental administration 
of Kosovo to the UN while Kosovo’s political status remained, for the time being, as a 
part of Serbia and Yugoslavia.200 Hundreds of thousands of displaced Kosovo Albanians 
soon began returning to the region, while all but about 120,000 Kosovo Serbs left.201

Milošević’s Ouster

Saddled with renewed trade sanctions 
imposed by the UN, EU, and the United 
States during the Kosovo War, the 
Serbian economy faltered.202 Reflecting 
general dissatisfaction with the Milošević 
government, in September 2000 Serbians 
voted center-right democrat Vojislav 
Koštunica into the presidential office.203 
Initially refusing to leave office, Milošević 
was forced to step down a month later by 
popular uprisings around the country.204 
After a power-sharing agreement with 
Milošević’s Socialist Party of Serbia, Koštunica formed a new government in 2001.205, 206

Within the year, Prime Minister Zoran Đinđić orchestrated Milošević’s arrest for abuse 
of power and later transferred him to The Hague to be tried for war crimes alongside 
Bosnian Serb leaders Ratko Mladic and Radovan Karadžić.207, 208 Milošević was charged 
with genocide in Bosnia and ethnic cleansing in Kosovo. In March 2006, he died of 
a heart attack before the end of his trial. Karadžić and Mladic were found guilty of 
genocide in 2016 and 2017, respectively.209, 210 In 2001, Yugoslavia’s suspension from 
the UN was lifted, and it was once more accepted into UN organizations as the Federal 
Republic of Yugoslavia. The United States and the EU then lifted economic sanctions 
and offered aid.211, 212
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President Aleksandar Vučić in 2012 (then 
Defense Minister)  Wikimedia / Leon E. Panetta

The Republic of Serbia 

In 2003, FRY became the State Union of Serbia 
and Montenegro, a loose federation of the two 
republics.213 In the meantime, violence targeting 
ethnic Serbs in Kosovo in March 2004 renewed efforts 
to address the status of Kosovo.214 In 2006, Montenegro 
formally severed political ties with Serbia, in what 
was one of the least contentious breakups among the 
former Yugoslavian states. Serbia quickly recognized 
Montenegro’s newly independent status and formally 
changed its name to the Republic of Serbia.215

In 2008, after two years of failed negotiations 
between Serbia and Kosovo, the latter declared 
itself independent of Serbia. While Serbia initially 
rejected Kosovo’s independence, the two countries 
reached a series of agreements between 2013 and 
2015.216 As of 2018, Kosovo’s independence was 
recognized by 111 UN member states, including the 

United States. Kosovo and Serbia continue to work toward reconciliation through 
talks facilitated by the EU.217, 218 

Current Events
Aleksandar Vučić, who served two terms as prime 
minister of Serbia (2014–2016 and 2016–2017), was 
elected president in 2017. Once an ultranationalist 
who served as Milošević’s minister of information, 
President Vučić has been an advocate for Serbia’s 
membership to the EU since 2014.219 It was the 
promise of potential EU membership that propelled 
Vučić’s party—the center-right Serbian Progressive 
Party—to gain the majority in the National Assembly 
(Serbia’s parliament) in 2012. At that time, almost 
70% of voters wanted to join the EU. On becoming 
prime minister in 2014, Vučić began making changes 
aimed at meeting EU membership requirements. 
These included reducing Serbia’s debt and budget 
deficit by cutting public sector wages and pensions, 
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instituting budgets reforms, privatizing state-owned companies, and expanding the 
private sector. In June 2017, a month after Vučić took office as president, the National 
Assembly elected Ana Brnabić as Serbia’s first female prime minister.220, 221

Vučić is widely perceived as a stabilizing force in a historically volatile region.222 He has 
promoted normalizing relations between Serbia and Kosovo, worked toward calming 
tensions in neighboring Bosnia, and has succeeded in reducing Serbia’s unemployment 
and debt.223 Still, international observers and liberals in Serbia raise concerns 
over Vučić’s near-complete control over the country’s institutions, which could  
undermine democracy.224, 225

Government
The Republic of Serbia is a parliamentary 
democracy, with three branches of 
government: executive, legislative, and 
judiciary. The functions of the government 
are defined in the Constitution of 
Serbia, which was adopted in 2006 
after the Montenegro Independence 
Referendum.226, 227 The prime minister 
of Serbia is head of the government and 
as such sets the agenda for parliament 
and proposes cabinet ministers to the 
parliament for approval. The president 
of Serbia, who is elected by popular vote, represents the country in international 
contexts. The president also recommends the candidate for prime minster and 
parliament has the final approval. The president holds office for a maximum of two 
5-year terms. The highest court in Serbia is the Supreme Court of Cassation, which is 
the constitutional court and national court of appeals.228, 229

Serbia’s National Assembly (Narodna Skupština) consists of 250 members directly 
elected by the public. The National Assembly has the authority to enact laws, approve 
budgets and cabinet nominees, and select or dismiss the prime minister and other 
ministers. It has the power to declare war and ratify international treaties. Members 
of the National Assembly are elected for a 4-year term with no term limits.230 Currently, 
President Vučić’s party—the Serbian Progressive Party—dominates the National 
Assembly with 90 of the 200 seats.231, 232
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Donja Vrbava, central Serbia
Wikimedia / Grozni Laki

Media
Television is the main source of news 
and information in Serbia. There are 
6 television stations and more than 90 
channels.233 Internet use is unrestricted, 
and as of 2016, there were 4.8 million 
internet users in Serbia. Facebook and 
Instagram are popular social media 
outlets.234, 235

Since 2015, the number of Russian media 
outlets in Serbia has grown. Moscow’s 
two main news networks, Sputnik and RT, 
now offer television programming, online news, and radio broadcasts in Serbian. In 
addition, news is provided via Russian “Beyond the Headlines” supplements scattered 
throughout Serbian media.236

Reporters without Borders ranked Serbia 76th out of 180 countries in its 2018 World 
Press Freedom Index, ahead of most countries in the region.237 But the independence 
and diversity of mass media have declined since 2014.238 Journalists claim that advertising 
revenue is withheld from outlets that run reports that are critical of the government. 
In addition, some reporters claim they have been threatened or intimidated.239, 240, 241

Economy
For most of the region’s history, Serbia’s 
economy was primarily agricultural.242 
Large-scale industrialization began only 
after World War II—much later than in 
the United States or western Europe.243 It 
continued until the tumultuous breakup, 
or “Balkanization,” of Yugoslavia in the 
1990s, when the industrial sector was 
badly weakened.244 The economy suffered 
further from UN economic sanctions 
(1992–1995) and NATO airstrikes (1999), 
which damaged cities and crippled 
national infrastructure.245, 246, 247 
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Coal-fired Kolubara power plant, Belgrade
Flickr / Bankwatch

After 2000, economic changes resumed, 
particularly after the government 
instituted market reforms in preparation 
for joining the EU.248 It joined the World 
Bank and successfully restructured or 
canceled much of its debt.249, 250 It also 
liberalized its trade policies and began 
privatizing business enterprises. Since 
becoming an independent nation, some 
economic challenges persist. Income 
inequality is pronounced; nearly one 
in four Serbians work for state-owned 

businesses or in government, and many are at risk of poverty and social exclusion.251 
Unemployment, which has improved in recent years, remains relatively high (14% in 
2017).252, 253, 254 Business competition is hindered by Serbia’s widespread black market 
activity.255 According to Serbia’s 2015 Labor Force Survey, 20% of the country’s labor 
force was working in the “shadow” economy.256, 257

Serbia continues to import more than 
it exports.258 The EU is its biggest trade 
partner, accounting for over half of 
Serbia’s foreign trade, followed by 
Russia.259 Iron, steel, and copper products 
are Serbia’s leading exports; FIAT is the 
biggest individual exporter.260 Because 
fossil fuels are limited in the country, 
energy resources (mostly oil and natural 
gas) are among Serbia’s largest imports. 
Most crude oil enters Serbia through a 
pipeline from a Croatian port on the 

Adriatic Sea. Natural gas, imported mostly from Russia, supplies most of Serbia’s 
energy needs.261 

Serbia’s economy has proven resilient. In 2017 it grew by 3.5%, a significant increase 
over previous years. Industrial growth is widespread, but strongest in construction, 
manufacturing, and agriculture.262 Serbia continues to implement economic reforms as 
part of the process toward EU membership. According to the World Economic Forum, 
the Serbian economy will continue to grow and is expected to become the economic 
“tiger” of southeastern Europe.263
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Gathering of friends and family, Novi Sad
Flickr / lucianf

Ethnic Groups
With the split of Serbia and Montenegro into separate countries, as well as the 
independence of Kosovo, Serbia has become more ethnically homogeneous.264, 265 The 
primary ethnic communities in Serbia are the Serbs, Hungarians, Roma, and Bosniaks.266, 267 

Serb

Serbs are a Slavic ethnic group and the 
majority population in most parts of Serbia 
today (83.3%). Early references to Serbs 
date back to the sixth century CE during 
Slavic migrations from northeastern 
Europe. By the seventh century, the Serbs 
were settled south of the Carpathian 
Mountains in the Balkan Peninsula. 
Initially dispersed through a large area, 
they lived in tribes and clans dominated 
by župans (nobles) in the empires of 
foreign rulers. Early on, Serb contact 
with the eastern Byzantine Empire around the ninth century led to their conversion 
from a pagan belief system to Christianity.268 

The earliest Serb writings come from the Raška Principality, around the ancient town 
of Ras (present-day Novi Pazar).269, 270, 271 The Nemanjić Dynasty and the founding of 
the Serbian Orthodox Church by Saint Sava were crucial in forging a unified Serbian 
identity.272 These political and religious institutions, along with Serbian folklore in the 
form of epic poetry, formed the core of Serbian historical consciousness.273, 274

Hungarian

Hungarians are the second-largest ethnic group in Serbia (3.5%). They were culturally 
influenced by the Austrians (with whom they held joint power in the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire) and the Turks (who occupied their territory for long periods).275, 276 Hungary 
and Serbia also share a long history, particularly in Vojvodina, the area of modern-day 
Serbia that was part of the Kingdom of Hungary for a large part of the second millennium 
CE. Today, ethnic Hungarians constitute a significant minority in Vojvodina, especially 
in its northern part where 57% of ethnic Hungarians in Serbia live.277, 278 Serbia’s only 
Magyar-language daily newspaper, Magyar Szó, is published in Subotica. Hungarians in 
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Sisters in a Novi Pazar market
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Serbia maintain strong ties to Hungary and it is not uncommon for young Hungarians 
to leave Vojvodina to pursue higher education or look for employment in Budapest.279 
Catholicism is the predominant religion of the Hungarian people.280  

Bosniak

The Bosnian people are descended from the Slavic peoples of Bosnia. During the 
Ottoman-Turkish occupation of the Balkans (between the 15th and 19th centuries), 
large numbers of Bosniaks converted to Islam to avoid religious persecution. Today, 
most of their descendants are Sunni Muslim and represent 2% of Serbia’s population.281 

“Bosnian” refers to any inhabitants or citizens 
of Bosnia (regardless of ethnic origin or religious 
affiliation), but almost all Bosnian Muslims identify 
as “Bosniak.” This term refers to both ethnicity 
and religious affiliation. Since 1993, Bosniak has 
become the official name for “Slav Muslims.”282 For 
centuries, Bosniaks have lived closely among Serbs 
and Croats, who practice Orthodox Christianity and 
Roman Catholicism, respectively.283 

While Bosniaks live throughout Serbia, many are 
concentrated in western Serbia and in the Raška 
area in the southwest of the country.284 Here 
they represent the majority population. In the 
region’s main city, Novi Pazar, three-quarters of 
the population are Bosniak.285, 286 Raška is part of a 
broader historical region known as Sandžak, half of 
which lies in Montenegro.287, 288

Although Raška was spared the worst of the conflicts during the Balkan wars, 
ethnic and political tensions between Serb and Bosniak communities exist.  
Cultural differences and practices include Bosniak women wearing the hijab (head 
covering).289, 290, 291 Bosniaks see themselves as underrepresented in state institutions, 
such as the police.292 Raška’s economy is underdeveloped and unemployment is high. 
Some leading Bosniaks have called for political autonomy for the entire Sandžak 
region, others for better integration and equality with Serbs.293, 294, 295
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Roma in Bujanovac, southern Serbia
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Roma

The Roma are a historically nomadic people who migrated from northern India and 
arrived in the Balkans in the 13th century. They are a diverse community spread 
throughout the country; the Roma may be Orthodox or Muslim and speak the 
language of the local population in addition to Serbian and Romani.296 During the 
Kosovo conflict, as many as 100,000 Roma fled to Serbia because they were seen by 
some Kosovo Albanians as Serb allies.297, 298, 299 Official figures put the current Serbian 
Roma population at 149,000 (2.1%), making them the third-largest ethnic group in 
Serbia, however, estimates suggest that there are at least 500,000 Roma living in 
the country.300

Throughout their history in the 
European continent, Roma have faced 
social stigma.301 Traditionally, they 
were livestock traders, metalsmiths, 
fortune-tellers, and musicians who 
would travel in family units from town to 
town (gypsies). Many have since adopted 
a settled lifestyle, but remain socially 
isolated.302 In Serbia, they face difficult 
living conditions; unemployment among 
Roma is high, and discrimination in 
access to employment, health care, and 
adequate housing are also concerns.303, 304 Most Roma live in informal settlements, 
often without running water or electricity.305, 306, 307 Additionally, 6% of Roma do not 
have national identity cards, effectively barring their access to social assistance. 
In recent years, the Serbian government has enacted laws to address the causes 
of Roma statelessness and the number of those unaccounted for has fallen by half  
since 2010.308, 309

Other Ethnic Groups

Vojvodina is somewhat more ethnically diverse than central Serbia, with ethnic 
minorities making up 45% of the population. Hungarians are the largest minority ethnic 
group (14.3%), followed by Slovaks (2.8%), Croats (2.8%), and Montenegrins (1.75%). 
Romanians and Vlachs—groups who speak the same language and are self-identified 
as equivalent by some, but not all—are the majority in some of the eastern towns of 
Vojvodina and central Serbia, respectively.310, 311
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Serbian Cyrillic alphabet, printed and cursive styles and 
pronunciation  Omniglot / Simon Ager

Regardless of the many population shifts over the past centuries, Serbs and Albanians 
have coexisted in the border area between independent Kosovo and modern  
Serbia.312, 313 Here, Albanians are the majority population in Preševo and Bujanovac. 
Census figures, which indicate there were 61,467 Albanians in Serbia, are outdated 
because Albanians boycotted the 2011 census.314

Languages
There is a continuum of dialects spoken 
in the Balkans that do not align neatly 
within country borders. Where in other 
parts of the world ethnicity is associated 
with an individual’s first language, in 
much of the Balkans the situation is more 
fluid. Similar to the historical tensions 
involved in defining national borders, 
defining national languages in the region 
has been a topic of heated debate and 
political maneuvering.315 From the 
mid-19th century through the early 
21st century, the primary language of today’s Serbia, Bosnia, Kosovo, Croatia, and 
Montenegro was defined as Serbo-Croatian.316 It served as the official language of the 
Kingdom of Yugoslavia and later Yugoslavia.317

Of the many dialects spoken in these countries, Štokavian, the most widespread, is 
the basis for the Serbian language. The national languages in Bosnia, Croatia, and 
Montenegro are also based on Štokavian; the differences are subtle (pronunciation and 
loanwords).318 As such, Serbians, Bosnians, Croats, and Montenegrins can communicate 
with each other with relative ease.319, 320, 321

Serbian is the Eastern variant of Štokavian, and most Serbs in Serbia use it as their 
language standard. Ekavian was originally only spoken in Vojvodina, but it spread 
through Serbia over the centuries to become the most common dialect. There are 
other regional dialects used in Serbia, some with greater dissimilarity.322 As a result, a 
person from Belgrade, for example, may have difficulty understanding someone from 
Niš or Vranje if they are not speaking “standard” Serbian. The difficulty becomes 
greater with regional dialects from other former Yugoslav countries.323, 324

DLIFLC
DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOR E IG N L A NGUAGE C E N T E R



   Chapter 1 | Profile 36

Hungarian alphabet (magyar ábécé) and pronunciation
Omniglot / Simon Ager

The official Serbian writing system is the Cyrillic alphabet. In general, the Latin 
alphabet is used by Croatians and Bosnians, whereas Serbs and Montenegrins use 
modified Cyrillic. The Cyrillic script was created by Eastern Orthodox monks during 
the 7th and 11th centuries BCE, becoming the lingua franca of the Balkans and 
Eastern Europe.325 With the influence of Western culture, Serbs increasingly used 
a modified Latin script (there are four more letters than in the English alphabet), 
particularly in northern Serbia. Many newspapers, magazines, billboards, and menus 
are written in the Latin alphabet. Street signs in Belgrade and Novi Sad use Cyrillic and  
Latin scripts.326, 327

There are several non-Slavic languages 
spoken in Serbia. The Hungarian 
population’s language, Magyar, is part 
of the Finno-Ugric branch of the Uralic 
language family and unrelated to 
Serbian.328 Albanians speak Albanian, an 
Indo-European language believed to be 
the only surviving language descended 
from ancient Illyrian; Albanians use 
Latin script.329, 330 Roma speak Serbian 
and Romani (related to languages 
spoken in northern India), including 
a mixed language referred to as 
Serbian-Romani.331, 332
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Serbian Cultural Orientation

Chapter 1 | Profile
Assessment

1.  The Morava River flows through the most fertile lands of central Serbia.

2.  Serbia’s northern plains are the least fertile area of the country.

3.  The Battle of Kosovo has been immortalized in Serbian folk literature and 
heroic ballads.

4.  Belgrade has been ruled by a number of different political entities over  
the centuries.

5.  After Prime Minister Tito died, the republics of Yugoslavia became more 
closely unified.

Assessment Answers: 1. True; 2. False; 3. True; 4. True; 5. False
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Introduction
The Serbian Orthodox Church is the dominant religious body in Serbia. Besides its 
historical support of collective values, the Church has promoted respect for authority, 
patriarchy, and tradition. These values resonate among the Serbian population today. 
The origins of the Serbian Orthodox Church date back to the consecration of Prince 
Rastko Nemanja (Saint Sava) as archbishop of Serbia in 1219. The Serbian Orthodox 
Church has come to represent Serbian nationalism, most notably during the several 
centuries of Ottoman domination.333, 334 Until 1766, the chief see (religious center) of 
the Serbian Orthodox Church was mostly located in the Kosovo city of Peć, and many 
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Church of Saint Sava, Belgrade  
Flickr / George Groutas
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Debate at the University of Niš
Flickr/ UN International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia

Serbian Scouts are baptized into the Serbian Orthodox faith, 
Šabac, western Serbia  Flickr / Kevin Wallis

Serbs see Kosovo as the cradle of Serbian 
Orthodox civilization.335 For this reason, 
many modern-day Serbs are opposed to 
Kosovo independence.336

Today, religious affiliation is one of the 
defining characteristics of Serbia’s ethnic 
populations—more so than language. 
Ethnic Serbs are primarily members of 
the Serbian Orthodox Church (84.6%); 
Croats and Hungarians, who live mainly 
in the northern province of Vojvodina, 
are predominantly Roman Catholic (5%). Around 3.1% of the population is Muslim, 
including ethnic Albanians in the south, Bosniaks in the Sandžak region (along the  
border with Montenegro), and some Roma.337, 338 Slovaks, who live primarily in 
Vojvodina, are mostly Protestant Christians (1%).339, 340

The Role of Religion in the Government
The Serbian constitution establishes 
freedom of religion, which is generally 
respected.341 At the same time, laws in 
Serbia limit religious practices of some 
groups and give preference to the Serbian 
Orthodox Church. Smaller religious 
groups must register to gain legal status, 
which some claim is too difficult and 
costly to carry out. Unregistered religious 
organizations may not open bank 
accounts, publish religious literature, 
receive tax exemptions, or carry out 
other customary legal and business activities. Members of minority religious groups 
have reported acts of discrimination against them—including negative media reports, 
vandalism, and hate crimes. Public officials have sometimes spoken negatively about 
unapproved religious groups or their members.342 

Religious law in Serbia recognizes seven “traditional” religions that have “historic 
continuity.” Among them are the Serbian Orthodox Church, the Roman Catholic 
Church, the Reformed Christian Church, and the Evangelical Christian Church.343 The 
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Fresco of Saint Sava,  
Studenica Monastery  Wikimedia

Church of the Holy Trinity, Russian Orthodox church in Belgrade 
Flickr / Tamara Polajnar

law also provides the Jewish and Islamic 
communities the right to practice their 
religion. In addition, the law recognizes 
the Russian and Greek Orthodox churches, 
though they have not formally registered 
with the government. But it excludes the 
Orthodox churches of Montenegro and 
Macedonia.344 The Serbian government 
has helped fund construction of Orthodox 
Church buildings, and it declares some 
Orthodox religious celebrations as national 
holidays. Public schools must offer classes 
in either civic education or one of the seven recognized religions.345, 346

Saint Savaism (Svetosavlje)

While Serbian public life is secular, the relationship 
between religion and politics is complex. The Serbian 
Orthodox Church wields conservative and nationalist 
influence by portraying itself as the keeper of Serbian 
identity and stressing the importance of orthodoxy 
in national life.347 Using the ideology of a union 
of religious and state power called Saint Savaism 
(Svetosavlje), the church has become increasingly 
involved in state affairs since the 1990s.348, 349, 350 

In 2001, the government introduced religious 
education into Serbian public schools under Prime 
Minister Zoran Đinđić, whose government was eager 
for the support of the Serbian Orthodox Church.351 
Orthodox Christian rituals are more common in state 
institutions and schools. Some have adopted the 
celebration of patron saints (slava), which was solely a family celebration in communist 
Yugoslavia. In 2018, the Serbian Army celebrated Saint George as its patron saint for 
the first time. One of the most controversial traditions is the nationwide celebration 
day for Saint Sava, the patron saint of Serbian schools.352 

The involvement of the Orthodox Church in secular affairs has growing opposition 
among Serbian intellectuals, who say it represents a breach of the Serbian constitution’s 
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Lighting candles, Church of Saint Sava, Belgrade
Flickr / Magalie L’Abbé

separation of church and state.353 Government officials argue that the changes have 
more to do with national identity than religion, and that it “sends a message that 
Serbia is the country of Serbs first and other citizens second.”354 

In recent years, Serbian Orthodox clerics have been highly critical of the Vučić 
administration’s efforts at compromise over Kosovo’s independence.355 In 2018, the 
Orthodox Church renamed itself the Serbian Orthodox Church—Peć Patriarchate.356

Religion and Daily Life
Although most Serbs identify as members 
of the Serbian Orthodox Church, 
participation in formal religious activities 
is low.357 Church attendance dropped 
significantly during the communist 
era. The official doctrine at that time 
was atheism, and thus, the government 
marginalized formal religion. During the 
1990s, church attendance was estimated at 
less than 10% of the population.358 Even now, 
most people attend church on holidays, 
rather than weekly.359 Overt religious 
practices are not a daily ritual.360, 361 

Historically, religious identification in Serbia has been expressed through nationalism, 
as seen in the Serbia-Kosovo conflict.362 Because the state aligns with the Serbian Orthodox 
Church, members of other religions may suffer discrimination. Recently, there has been 
some progress toward including a wider range of organized religions in Serbia.363

People who live in the countryside are more likely to engage in religious practices 
that affect their everyday lives. Here, people may adhere to folk traditions with 
religious roots. The belief in supernatural beings, such as ghosts or vampires, draws 
anthropologists to the region for study. Rural Serbians may also observe traditional 
religious holidays with more colorful and lively festivals than are typically found in 
the cities.364

Religious Events and Holidays
Many of the major holidays in Serbia are religious and tied to the Serbian Orthodox 
Church calendar.365 Since the Orthodox Church continues to use the Julian calendar, 
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Interior, Church of Saint Sava, Belgrade
Flickr / Antti T. Nissinen

Colored eggs during Easter (Vaskrs)
Wikimedia / Тснена 

rather than the Gregorian calendar adopted by the West, several of these holidays fall 
on different days from those celebrated in Protestant- or Roman Catholic-dominated 
countries. For example, Christmas in Serbia falls on 7 January and Easter is observed 
anywhere from one to five weeks later than its date on the Gregorian calendar.366 

The Serbian government recognizes 
two religion-based national holidays: 
Orthodox Good Friday through Easter 
Monday (4 days), and Christmas Day. 
All Serbians, no matter their religion, 
typically receive Good Friday, the Monday 
following Easter, and Orthodox Christmas 
Day off from work. Only after-hours stores 
and certain institutions remain open 
for business.367 Employees who practice 
other faiths approved by the government 
may also receive time off work to observe 
their religious holidays. These include Catholic Christmas, Good Friday, and Easter; 
Islamic Eid al-Fitr (last day of Ramadan) and Eid al-Adha (Festival of Sacrifice); and 
Jewish Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement).368

Easter (Vaskrs)

The Easter celebration (Vaskrs or Uskrs) 
begins on the Friday before Easter and 
ends one day after Easter. Easter is 
associated with numerous customs, 
rituals, and special dishes. For strict 
Orthodox Serbians, the holiday follows a 
six-week period of Lenten fasting.369 

Families begin preparations for Easter on 
the Friday before, Good Friday. Observant 
families eat only fruits, vegetables, and 
nuts, attend church, and perform religious 
rituals on this most solemn day of the Easter holiday. Regardless of how religious they 
are, most families spend the day boiling and coloring eggs. While eggs can be many 
different colors, the most common is red, as it holds special importance for the holiday. 
Families may keep a red egg in the home as a protective symbol long after Easter.370
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Christmas table in Serbia
Wikimedia / Petar Milošević

On Saturday, families traditionally prepare the meal for the next day when the 
fast ends. Around the country, Serbians hold competitions for the most beautifully 
decorated eggs. On Easter Sunday, families attend church services. After the service, 
it is traditional for families to ask the parish priest to bless their colored eggs.371

Most Serbians spend Easter Sunday visiting friends and family. Colored eggs may be 
exchanged between hosts and guests, who may use the traditional Easter greeting 
“Hristos Vaskrese!” (Christ resurrected!) with a response of “Vaistinu Vaskrese!” 
(Indeed resurrected!).372 Eggs and candy are hidden in yards and around the house for 
children to find. Egg-tapping competitions between siblings is also traditional: each 
player holds a hard-boiled egg that they tap against their opponent’s egg. The player 
whose egg remains intact is the winner.373

Family members share formal dinners together, breaking their fast with specially 
prepared meat dishes, different types of salads made from fresh vegetables, and 
holiday breads.374 In eastern Serbia and some parts of Vojvodina, the Easter bread 
(kovržnjak) is made from dough braided around a single red egg.375

Christmas (Božić)

A national holiday, Orthodox Christmas 
falls on 7 January. The celebration in 
Serbia is a blend of Christian symbols and 
pagan traditions. The Christmas season 
begins weeks before the actual holiday. 
Christmas markets throughout the 
country offer holiday foods, hand-crafted 
items, mulled wine, and local specialties. 
The three Sundays before Christmas 
are dedicated to celebrating children, 
mothers, and fathers, respectively. On 
these days, the celebrated family member 

may be “held captive” and released only after paying a “ransom” of gifts to the other 
family members.376 

Christmas Eve begins with the ritual burning of oak branches (badnjak), followed by 
feasting and celebrating. The burning of the badnjak is a symbolic sacrifice intended 
to bring good fortune in the coming year. In cities, badnjak are sold in markets, but 
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Slava bread (slavski kolač)
Flickr / Ivana Sokolović

in rural areas families will venture into the woods and cut their own. In some homes, 
hay is scattered across the floor, symbolic of Christ’s manger.377

Serbians celebrate Christmas Day with a large meal, typically featuring roast pork 
(pecenica) as the main dish. A central feature of the Christmas meal is česnica, a  
ceremonial, round loaf of bread containing a coin. During the meal, the family  
breaks up the loaf and the person who finds the coin will have good fortune in the 
coming year.378, 379

Patron Saint Day (Krsna Slava)

Krsna Slava or Slava, is considered one of 
the most important holidays for a family. 
The annual Serbian Orthodox feast has 
its roots in the pre-Christian worship of 
ancestors, which played an important 
role in ancient Slavic cultures. With 
the advent of Christianity, patron saints 
replaced ancestor-protectors. Today, 
family members gather with friends and 
neighbors to observe one of 78 saint 
days, or Slavas, annually.380, 381 Each 
household celebrates one patron saint 

as a hereditary family holiday.382 The most celebrated saint day is in honor of Saint 
Nicholas on December 19th (Nikoljdan); about half the population celebrates this 
Slava. All Slava celebration days are working holidays and most workplaces remain 
open. In 2014, the Krsna Slava was inscribed into the UNESCO list of Intangible  
Cultural Heritage.383, 384, 385

Slava began in the ninth century when the Christian religion spread among Serbs. 
Historians believe that either a village or an individual family would choose a patron 
saint as a protector. That saint’s birthday eventually became the date on which family 
members would receive baptism. In successive generations, the saint’s name and 
family celebration date became a yearly tradition passed from father to son; a woman 
claims the saint of her husband.386

There are regional differences in how Serbians celebrate Slava; some may begin with 
a church service, but all involve a ceremonial bread (slavski kolač) and pudding (žito 
or koljivo). A special candle (slavska sveća) also remains lit throughout the day. Meals 
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St. Mark’s Serbian Orthodox church, Belgrade
Wikimedia / Dcabrilo

White Angel of Mileševa Monastery
Flickr / Levan Ramishvili

are generous, and if the Slava falls during a fasting period (posna slava), they may 
consist of salads, fish stew, and roasted fish. The patron saint is usually represented 
at the feast by his or her icon set in a prominent place in the home. The icon serves 
as the focal point for the rest of the celebration.387, 388, 389

Buildings of Worship
Orthodox churches in Serbia share similar 
design patterns. A circular or rectangular 
central section with formal chairs often 
appears near the front, where dignitaries 
or important guests sit. In contrast, the 
general public stands during the services 
because there are no pews or seats. 
Many churches are constructed with a 
dome, symbolizing heaven.390, 391 Frescoes 
reflecting biblical teachings and paintings 
of religious figures adorn church walls 
and interior screens. Ottoman rulers 

often covered these religious scenes with plaster, but the Serbs later restored them.392

There are Serbian Orthodox churches throughout the country. With a capacity of 
10,000 people, Saint Sava Cathedral in Belgrade is the world’s second-largest orthodox 
church and Serbia’s largest.393 Nikolajevska (Saint Nicholas), also in Belgrade, was 
constructed in the 18th century in the baroque style. It contains icons painted by 
Serbia’s most famous icon painter, Dimitrije Bačević, and is said to hold remains of 
Saint Andrew.394, 395 

Christian monasteries also dot the Serbian 
countryside, many of them dating back 
centuries. The 12th-century Studenica 
Monastery, a UNESCO World Heritage 
site, is located in a small village in the 
Raška District.396 The “Western Gate” 
at the entrance is built of stone topped 
with a wooden pyramid-shaped roof. The 
monastery includes a residence hall, a 
dining hall, an old stone building, the 
King’s Church, and the larger Church of 
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The iconostasis, St. Mark’s Serbian Orthodox church, Belgrade  
Wikimedia / Orjen

the Virgin Mary. White marble covers the outer walls; frescoes and paintings depicting 
members of Nemanjić family, the Virgin Mary and child, and Saint Sava adorn the 
interior walls and structures.397, 398

Mileševa Monastery, another famous monastery, is in southwest Serbia. Founded in 
approximately 1234, the body of Saint Sava is entombed here. Turkish forces burned 
the monastery in the 17th century, but it was later rebuilt. In the church, the gravesite 
of Saint Sava is commemorated with lit candles. Paintings of Saint Sava and King 
Vladislav from the 13th century were heavily damaged during the Ottoman period and 
World War II.399, 400

Behavior in Places of Worship
Statues, frescoes, and images of Christ and other Christian figures are sacred and 
should be approached quietly and with respect.401 The Orthodox churches represent 
not only Serbia’s religious background but also its political and cultural heritage.402, 403

Visitors to Serbian churches and 
monasteries should dress modestly 
and avoid wearing revealing or dirty 
clothing. Shorts and miniskirts are not 
appropriate. Proper dress includes 
clean shirts and long pants for men and 
skirts or pants with blouses or sweaters 
for women.404 Visitors should remove 
hats before entering and refrain from 
touching paintings or statues. Although 
men and women may enter churches and 
worship together, women are not allowed 

in the altar space behind the wall or screen that holds religious icons and paintings  
(the iconostasis). All visitors should keep their voices low and refrain from laughing 
loudly or making any remarks that could disturb others.405

May I enter the church?
Visitor: mоgoo lee daa oodyеm oo tsRkvoo? May I enter the church?

Local: daa Yes.
Exchange 1
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When visiting a Muslim mosque, visitors must conduct themselves politely and 
modestly. All clothing should be clean and loose-fitting. Women’s skirts should reach 
the knee and men should wear pants and shirts. It is customary for a woman to cover 
her head with a scarf before entering a mosque, and everyone may be required to 
remove their shoes.406, 407

In general, visitors to any church or building of worship should follow rules posted in 
writing or that local people are observing. Food or drink should not enter a church, 
monastery, or mosque, and visitors should not take photographs inside or outside 
the building unless given permission.408 Times of prayer depend on the protocols of 
individual churches. If visitors enter during a service, they should stand silently to 
observe and not walk around.409, 410

Do I need to cover my head?
Visitor: daa lee mоRаm daa pоkReeyеm 

glаavoo?
Do I need to cover my head?

Local: nе, aalee tyеtе mоzhdaа moRetee ako 
poseteete manasteeR

No, but if you visit a monastery 
you might have to.

Exchange 2

When do you hold services?
Visitor: kaadaa ye sloozhbaa? When do you hold services?

Local: nedelyom On Sundays.
Exchange 3
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Serbian Cultural Orientation

Chapter 2 | Religion
Assessment

1.  There are no clothing restrictions when visiting a Serbian Orthodox Church.

2. The Serbian Constitution does not specify a state religion.

3. Religious education is not taught in public schools.

4. In Serbia today, the participation rate in formal religious activities is low.

5. Family members fast from food and drink during the Serbian Orthodox 
Christmas celebration.

Assessment Answers: 1. False; 2. True; 3. False; 4. True; 5. False
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Introduction
The richness and diversity of Serbian culture owes much to a mixing of nations caused 
by the great migrations and foreign occupations over the centuries. The Roman and 
Byzantine Empires, Greek missionaries, and, for over four centuries, the Ottoman 
Empire all contributed to Serbian culture. From the 12th through the 18th century, 
the mostly Christian Serbian population saw their rights curtailed and their traditions 
suppressed. The occupiers destroyed monasteries and churches—symbols of Serbian 
culture. Yet during this period, and throughout their history, Serbs have fiercely 
guarded their culture through a robust oral tradition of prose, poetry, and song. Today, 
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Slava traditions: slavski kolač bread and slavska sveća candle, which remains lit throughout the day 
Wikimedia / Goran Andjelic



   Chapter 3 | Traditions 67

Prince Lazar Hrebeljanović, Kruševac, central Serbia
Wikimedia / sr:Корисник:Sunrise 

Serbian traditions derive from ancient Slavic belief systems and historical influences, 
which are closely connected to specific events, holidays, and hardships.411, 412 

Honor and Values
Personal and collective pride and honor 
are significant values in Serbian culture. 
“Preserving pride” (sačuvati ponos) is a 
topic of everyday conversation, both in 
the context of politics and on a social 
level.413 Serbians take pride in the 
work they do. Hosts take great pride in 
offering homemade spirits (loza) and 
home-cooked meals to their guests. In 
traditional households, it is a matter of 
pride for the man of the house to perform 
the “masculine” duties of building or 
repairing things around the house, and for a woman to maintain the more “feminine” 
duties of housekeeping and child rearing.414

Serbs have a strong sense of national unity and social collectivism. People tend to 
be extremely loyal toward their friends and family. The importance of “sticking 
together” crosses over to communities and political groups, and Serbs may view any 
attempt to break this as antisocial. Loyalty ultimately influences the way Serbs build 
relationships and conduct business. Historically, the Serbian Orthodox Church has 
encouraged society over the individual, and still serves as an extension of Serbian 
national identity for many people.415

Greetings and Gestures
When a foreign man greets a Serbian man, the two shake hands and look directly 
into the other’s eyes. Direct eye contact is important, regardless of age and gender; 
it communicates respect and a straightforward attitude. Serbians value trust, using 
nonverbal communication such as eye contact, physical distance, and gestures to 
gauge a person’s trustworthiness.416, 417

When a foreign man or woman greets a Serbian woman, the two offer a light handshake 
only. Serbian friends and family members may hug or kiss each other lightly on the 
cheeks, alternating three times. Such expressive behavior, however, is not appropriate 
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U.S. VP Michael Pence and Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić
Wikimedia/Vice President Michael R. Pence

for visitors to the country.418 If seated when being introduced to someone, the guest 
should stand up, especially if the person is a woman or is elderly.419

Foreign visitors should conduct themselves 
conservatively. Address people formally 
and avoid first names unless invited to 
do otherwise. The spoken greeting that 
accompanies a handshake varies. If 
meeting for the first time, it is appropriate 
to say, “Dobaar dan” (Good afternoon) 
or “Dobro jutro” (Good morning). When 
greeting someone you have already met, 
you may say something more casual, such 
as “Kаakо stе?” (How are you?).420, 421

Good afternoon.
Visitor: dоbаaR dаn Good afternoon.

Local: dоbаaR dаn Good afternoon.
Exchange 4

How are you?
Visitor: kаakо stе? How are you?

Local: dоbRо, vеоmа dоbRо Fine, very well.
Exchange 5

Good night!
Visitor: lаkoo nоty! Good night!

Local: lаkoo nоty! Good night!
Exchange 6

Communication Style

A visitor who knows something about Serbian history and shows eagerness to learn 
may be more apt to garner respect. This approach will generally lead to the most 
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Serbian Scouts group from Niš
Flickr / Kevin Wallis

cooperation from locals. That said, visitors should avoid discussing politically sensitive 
topics such as the NATO bombings or the status of Kosovo until a closer relationship 
is established. The best policy is to remain open-minded and friendly, keeping the 
conversation light. Be informed about past and current events and offer opinions 
when asked.422, 423

In casual conversation, Serbs tend to 
be direct, open, and expressive. Their 
sense of humor often contains satire 
and inat, an ingrained cultural trait that 
means “stubbornness” or “defiance.” 
Westerners might describe inat as black 
humor, but Serbs see it as a display of 
strength in adversity.424 

It is common for someone to ask a question 
that could be considered overly personal 
in the United States.425 Visitors should be 

careful not to overreact if queried about their personal life. Because Serbians are 
family oriented, it is appropriate to ask politely about family members during initial 
exchanges. Whether meeting or taking leave of a person or group of people, visitors 
should remember to use clear, polite expressions.426

Hi, Mr. Petrovich! Are you doing well?
Visitor: dоbаaR dаn, gоspоdeenе pеtRоveetyoo! Hi, Mr. Petrovich.

Local: zdRаavо Hello!
Visitor: daa lee stе dоbRо? Are you doing well?

Local: daa Yes.

Exchange 7

How is your family?
Visitor: kаakо vаm yе pоRоdeetsа? How is your family?

Local: hvaаlaа, dоbRо yе They are doing fine, thank you.
Exchange 8
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Sharing dinner at a Belgrade restaurant
Flickr / Tamara Polajnar

Hospitality and Gift Giving
In Serbia, hospitality is an essential part of life, and meals are social events filled 
with small, but important rituals. Lunch and dinner are opportunities for family and 
friends to gather. If invited to a local’s home for a meal or a celebration, observe 
cultural protocols. Punctuality is valued in others, even though Serbians frequently 
do not arrive on time. Given this mixed message, it is advisable for a foreign guest to 
err on the side of caution and arrive on time.427 Guests should dress appropriately in 
clean, reserved clothing, and accept hospitality graciously. It is customary for guests 
to remove their shoes before entering a home and to bring a gift.428 An appropriate 
gift is a box of chocolates, a bottle of wine, or flowers.429

Thank you for your hospitality.
Visitor: zаeestа sаm vаm zаhvаlаn nа 

gоstоpReemstvoo
Thank you for your hospitality.

Local: neeyе tо neeshtа It is nothing. / Don’t mention it.
Exchange 9

This gift is for you.
Visitor: ovo ye vash poklon This gift is for you.

Local: hvaalaa Thank you.
Exchange 10

Serbs are genial, warm hosts who try 
to make their guests feel comfortable. 
They may feel slighted if someone 
refuses an offer of coffee, tea, or any 
other specially prepared food or drink. 
Therefore, guests should politely accept 
what a host offers.430 Often, as a welcome 
to the home, a host will immediately 
serve black coffee, a homemade or local 
rakija (brandy), or a small amount of 
sweet fruit preserves followed by a glass 
of water.431, 432
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Syrian refugees receive a hot meal, Belgrade
Flickr / Kevin Wallis

Eating in a Serbian Home

While dining in a Serbian home, there 
are a few formal rules. Guests wait for 
their host to begin eating before they 
start, usually preceded by “Prijatno!” 
(Bon appetite!).433 Guests should not 
hesitate to ask for more food. Typically, 
soup is the first course, followed by a 
main course, and then dessert. Since 
Serbians take great pride in the food they 
prepare, showing interest in the meal is 
a welcome compliment. Guests should 
also compliment the host on the quality 
of the meal. At the end of the meal, guests should remain seated until the host leaves 
the table.434

If a guest is drinking an alcoholic beverage, the host or hostess will automatically fill 
it when it is empty. Do not empty the glass completely if you do not want more.435 
When toasting each other or someone specific (saying “Živeli!”), it is important for 
those initiating and receiving the toast to maintain direct eye contact.436 To break  
eye contact or avoid looking into the other’s eyes can be misunderstood as disrespect 
or weakness.437

This food is very tasty. 
Visitor: ovaa hRaanaa ye veomaa ookoosnaa This food is very tasty.

Local: hvaalaa zove se sаaRmа Thank you, it’s called sarma.
Exchange 11

What is the name of this dish?
Visitor: kаakо sе zоvе оvо yеlо? What is the name of this dish?

Local: ovо yе geebаneetsа This is gibanica.
Exchange 12
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Serbian politician Jana Ljubičić (right)
Wikimedia / EU2016 SK

Coworkers, Wikipedia Serbia
Wikimedia / Mickey Mystique

Dress 

Traditional Dress

Serbians today dress similarly to their 
counterparts in other European countries, 
and traditional folk dress is mostly 
restricted to Serbian cultural festivals.438 
Historically, Serbs wore clothing that was 
colorful and richly decorated by hand. 
Several items of traditional Serbian dress 
are distinctive and widely marketed 
by modern retailers specializing in folk 
clothing. Among these are opanci—
leather shoes with upturned toes that 
are fastened to the feet by ankle straps. 

The šajkača, a traditional hat characterized by its V-shaped top, is still worn by  
elders in some rural areas. The hat became a symbol of the Serbian Army in World 
War I and resistance fighters during World War II. Later, it was reappropriated as a 
Serbian nationalist symbol by Bosnian Serb commanders during the Bosnian War in  
the 1990s.439, 440

Modern Dress

Clothing in Serbia is like that worn in 
the United States and Western Europe. 
Typically, men and women wear 
conservative business attire at work: 
dark colored suits, or, optionally for 
women, fashionable but muted dresses. 
For a slightly less formal look, men may 
remove their jacket.441, 442 In Vojvodina, 
and in urban areas throughout Serbia, 
people wear trendy clothing.443 For formal 
events, Serbians often wear designer 
styles according to their financial 

means.444, 445 For daily, casual wear, residents of Serbian cities and the countryside 
wear jeans, shirts, T-shirts, sweaters, and athletic or casual leather shoes.446
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Traditional Serbian foods
Flickr / Antonis Gkeka

Is this acceptable to wear? 
Visitor: daa lee yе оvо dоzvоlyеnо daa sе 

nоsee?
Is this acceptable to wear?

Local: daa Yes.
Exchange 13

Cuisine
Serbian cuisine is derived from several culinary traditions, with dishes influenced 
by Greek, Turkish, Italian, Hungarian, German, and Austrian styles.447 Because these 
influences have extended over large parts of the Balkans, many Serbian dishes have 
popular counterparts in adjacent countries.448 

Most Serbians eat three meals daily: 
breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Breakfast 
may include bread, meat, and/or eggs. 
The most popular breakfast meal is burek 
(a savory pastry filled with cheese or 
ground meat) and yogurt.449 Lunch is often 
the largest meal and typically is eaten after 
noon.450 This meal may include several 
courses, such as soup, a main meat dish, 
salad, and dessert. Dinner, eaten around  
5 or 6 p.m., is much lighter.451, 452

Though Serbia is not a large country, regional cuisine variations are noticeable. In 
Vojvodina, for example, Austrian and Hungarian influences are seen in the popularity 
of goulash, dumplings, noodles, kulen (smoked sausage spiced with paprika), and 
buhtle (soft buns filled with jam and other fillings).453

Main Dishes, Creams, and Relishes

Serbian kitchens contain all varieties of preserves, relishes, and food accompaniments, 
many of which are homemade. Ajvar is a red pepper relish or spread, often made 
with eggplant, garlic, and chili peppers. Spicy or mild, it is the most common relish 
in Serbia and families pass on recipes from generation to generation.454, 455 Other 
condiments include kajmak, a specialty of the southwestern mountain regions that 
is similar in texture (though not in flavor) to cream cheese; and kiseli kupus, the 
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Homemade ajvar
Wikimedia / Nikola Škorić

Serbian version of sauerkraut. Sladko, a type of sweetened fruit preserve, is also  
very common.456

Serbian food tends to be spicy and 
meat-based. The most popular national 
dishes are pljeskavica (spicy grilled pork 
or beef patties served with onions) and 
sarma (fermented cabbage leaves filled 
with minced meat and rice). Sarma is 
often served with a side of sour cream and 
a bowl of hearty bean soup (pasulj).457, 458 

Musaka (a baked dish of minced pork 
or beef with eggs and potatoes) and 
podvarak (roasted pork with kiseli kupus 
and onions) are also popular.459

What ingredients are used to make sarma? 
Visitor: kоyе sаsstоykе kоReesteetе zа 

pRаvlyеnyе sаsRmе?
What ingredients are used to 
make sarma?

Local: keesеlee koopoos, leestоvee 
keesеlоg koopoosaа, mlеvеnо mеsо, 
look, yаyе, sо, beebеR, pеRshoon, 
peeReenаch, mlеvеnа tsRvеnаa 
pаpReekaа, slaаneenaа

Shredded sauerkraut and 
sauerkraut leaves, ground meat, 
onion, egg, salt, pepper, parsley, 
rice, paprika, bacon

Exchange 14

Breads and Sweets

Bread has long been a staple of most Serbian meals, and a traditional welcome is to 
offer guests warmpogača (homemade bread) dipped in salt.460 Bread is also associated 
with many Serbian Orthodox religious rituals. Krsna Slava, the celebration of a 
family’s patron saint, is commemorated with slavski kolać, a circular bread loaf on 
which religious and family seals are often imprinted. Gibanica is a cheese pie made 
of thin layers of pastry dough layered with cottage cheese, and proja is a type of  
corn bread.461 

Typical sweets include baklava, a Balkan dessert staple inherited from Serbia’s 
former Ottoman rulers, and palačinke, a crêpe-like pancake served with chocolate 
cream, ground walnuts, ground biscuit, or honey. Pastry shops (poslastičarnica) 
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Serbian beer varieties
Wikimedia / LeeKeoma

often offer coffee with a large selection of pastries (kolač), cakes (torta), and  
strudels (štrudla).462, 463, 464

This food tastes so good. 
Visitor: hRаanа yе yаkо ookoosnаa This food tastes so good.

Local: hvaаlaа Thank you.
Exchange 15

Beverages

Fruit juices and mineral waters are popular in Serbia, as is coffee (kafa) or 
“Turska,” a variation of the Turkish style (water and sugar is boiled with the 
grounds and then poured into a cup). Serbians drink herbal and regular teas 
far less often, consuming them only as the occasional comfort beverage or  
medicinal supplement.465, 466

Beer (pivo) is a favorite alcoholic 
drink in Serbia. There are numerous 
breweries, many of which are now owned 
by international companies such as 
Carlsberg, Heineken, and Efes. Popular 
brands include Apatinsko, Zaječarsko, Lav, 
and Jelen. Homemade and commercial 
fruit brandies, known as rakija, are also 
very popular. One of the most common 
is šljivovica, which is made from plums  
and frequently called the Serbian  
national drink.467, 468

Gender Roles and Relationships 
Serbia’s constitution provides women and men the same legal status and rights. This 
includes equal legal protections and equal access to social services, such as education 
and health care; women are entitled to receive a family pension if widowed and 
sometimes when divorced. Even so, longstanding patriarchal gender patterns remain. 
For example, while women have inheritance rights equal to those of men, it is not 
uncommon for a woman to hand over her share of an inheritance to a brother or 
son. Traditional beliefs hold that men should oversee finances and landholdings for 
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Outdoor market, Pančevo, Vojvodina
Flickr / Olga Pavlovsky

Some personal items of Vuk Stefanović Karadžić, Serbian 
Academy of Sciences and Art  Wikimedia / Intermedichbo

the family; women should find economic 
security through marriage.469 

In the last decade, the Serbian government 
passed laws that promote gender equality 
and strengthen protective measures for 
domestic violence victims. It has also 
implemented a National Strategy for the 
Improvement of the Status of Women.470, 471 
Nevertheless, women lack functional 
equality in both status and position. In 
2017, women earned 20% less per month 
than their male counterparts, experienced slower career advancement, and were 
underrepresented in most professions. At the same time, women spent twice as much 
time in unpaid household work than men.472, 473  

Studies have found that women and Roma are subject to the most discrimination in 
Serbia. One in two women has experienced domestic violence. Child marriage among 
the Roma is prevalent; more than half of all Roma girls marry before age 18.474, 475, 476 
Women’s rights groups also claim that the Serbian Orthodox Church works to influence 
legal reforms and to impose conservative patriarchal social values.477

Quotas have led to greater political participation by women in the National Assembly; 
in 2017, women represented 33% of the National Assembly. Yet their participation in 
decision-making at the local level was significantly lower. In 2017, only 5% of municipal 
presidents or mayors were women.478, 479

Folk Culture and Folklore
Much of Serbia’s rich folklore is embedded 
in the numerous epic poems and folk 
songs that have been passed down for 
centuries. These epic poems and songs 
were originally spoken and sung by 
wandering minstrels (guslars) who played 
a one-stringed instrument known as  
a gusla.480, 481

When Vuk Stefanović Karadžić’s 
collections of these poems and songs 
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Kosovo Maiden (1919) by Uroš Predić
Serbian Wikipedia

were published during the first half of the 19th century, they were a huge success 
throughout Europe. German linguist/folklorist Jacob Grimm (of Grimm’s fairy tales) 
learned Serbian to read the original stories in their native language. Translations were 
carried out by illustrious figures such as the Russian poet Alexander Pushkin and the 
British political economist Sir John Bowring.482

Most famous Serbian epic poems recount 
the 1389 Battle of Kosovo, an actual 
event into which mythological elements 
have been woven. Other epic poems 
cover the period following the Battle of 
Kosovo, when most of what is now central 
Serbia was under Ottoman domination. 
During this time, epic poetry read orally 
became an intrinsic way Serbs preserved 
their historical and cultural identity 
under the assimilative pressures of the 
Ottomans.483 Many of the poems focus on 
resistance against the Turks waged by hajduks and uskoks—raiders that lived within 
the Ottoman-controlled lands and on its borders, respectively.484

Arts and Literature

Music

Traditional folk music has remained popular in Serbia, particularly in more rural areas, 
but Western culture continues to place an indelible stamp on Serbian music. Clubs 
in Belgrade and other large Serbian cities play wildly diverse music styles—from rock 
to blues to jazz to fusion. During the 1990s, Serbia’s own contribution to the fusion 
scene was turbo-folk, a meshing of traditional Serbian folk styles with techno-pop 
dance rhythms. Turbo-folk performers such as Ceca became the most identifiable 
music stars in Serbia. But the music itself has come under attack as many view it as 
a soundtrack for the nationalistic policies of the Milošević era. In the last decade, 
Serbian folk rap has taken on a huge following in the Balkans. A crossbreed of folk 
music with hip-hop, with often violent lyrics that retell stories of drug trafficking, 
murder, and corruption, Serbian folk rap has been called the “most original sound 
to emerge from hip hop in years.”485 Some of the biggest names in the genre are  
Elitni Odredi and Coby.486
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Pop-rock band Eva Braun, Exit Festival
Wikimedia / Goran Vasović

M. Pavić’s Dictionary of the Khazars
Wikimedia

A far more traditional and respected  
Serbian musical genre is blehmuzika, 
a music style dominated by brass 
instruments. Its cadences echo the military 
music of Turkey overlaid on melodies 
that often spring from Roma (gypsy) folk 
tunes. Each August, the small village of 
Guća attracts hundreds of thousands of 
visitors to a music festival that showcases 
blehmuzika bands from across the 
Balkans.487, 488, 489 Blehmuzika’s roots may 
be in folk traditions, but it continues to 

evolve, and some music critics consider it the consummate jazz form of the Balkans. 
Legendary jazz trumpeter Miles Davis, upon hearing the thumping rhythms and feverish 
melodies at Guća, observed, “I didn’t know you could play trumpet that way.”490

Literature

The earliest Serbian literature dates to the medieval era and is mostly church-related. 
Saint Sava and King Stefan II Nemanja wrote about the lives of Orthodox religious 
leaders. In the 19th century, Vuk Stefanović Karadžić, in addition to his collection 
of epic poems and songs, created a standardized Serbian Cyrillic alphabet and  
compiled the first Serbian dictionary.491

Among modern Serbian writers, Milorad Pavić’s 
books have drawn attention for their unique narrative 
constructions. One of the most widely read of these 
is his Dictionary of the Khazars: A Lexicon Novel, first 
published in 1984.492 Dictionary takes the form of three 
cross-referenced encyclopedias containing entries  
about the religious conversion of a fictional version of  
the Khazars, an ancient Asiatic people. It is written 
from the perspective of experts relying on historical  
documents from Christian, Judaic, and Muslim sources, 
respectively. The book also comes in “male” and “female” 
versions that differ in only one significant paragraph. 
Underlying the playful nature of the book’s presentation, 
which may be read in several different ways, are  
questions concerning the complexities of truth.493, 494
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2014 European Water Polo Championships, Serbia vs. Montenegro
Wikimedia / Laslovarga

Milica (left) and Ana Dabović, Serbian national basketball team 
Wikimedia / basketinside.com 

Sports
Serbians are passionate sports enthusiasts, excelling in a variety of fields, as is evident 
in the hundreds of athletic facilities and stadiums across the country.495 Football 
(soccer) is overwhelmingly popular in 
Serbia. The national team, competing 
as Yugoslavia between 1992 and 2003 
and as Serbia and Montenegro from 2003 
until 2006, has had isolated success in 
international competition. The high point 
came in 1998, when the team made the 
second round of the World Cup. As the 
Republic of Serbia, the team qualified for 
the World Cup in 2010 and 2018.496

Basketball is also a favorite sport.497 Serbia 
has sent several of its star players to the 
U.S. National Basketball Association, 
including Vlade Divac, Pedrag Stojaković, 
and Bogdan Bogdanović.498 Tennis has 
gained popularity. Serbian players, 
including Ana Ivanović, Jelena Janković, 
and Nenad Zimonjić, have excelled at 
international competitions.499 Often placed 
in the pantheon of the world’s best 
players, Novak Đoković has won numerous 
international singles titles, most recently 
the 2018 Wimbledon Championships.500, 501 

It should be noted that the men’s national water polo team is Serbia’s most successful 
national team and considered one of the best in the world. In 2016, they won 
the Olympic Gold medal, becoming the first team to hold titles in all five major 
championships: European Championship, World Championship, World Cup, World 
League, and the Olympic Games.502

Nonreligious Celebrations and Public Holidays
Secular public holidays in Serbia include two nonworking days for New Year’s, 
International Labor Day (1 May), Serbian Statehood Day (15 February), and Armistice 
Day (11 November).503 On 1 May, many Serbians spend their day off outside—picnicking 
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Stuffed pork roast, Belgrade
Flickr / julie corsi

and barbecuing in parks and along riverbanks or camping in the mountains. Armistice 
Day commemorates the ceasing of hostilities between the Allies of World War I 
and Germany in 1918.504 Victory Day, held on 9 May, is a working holiday and most 
workplaces remain open. The holiday commemorates Nazi Germany’s defeat in  
World War II, and it is celebrated with military displays around Serbia.505

There is a long history of scheduling important political events on religious holidays in 
Serbia. For example, the Constitution Day holiday (renamed Serbian Statehood Day or 
Dan državnosti Srbije), was moved to 15 February shortly after Serbia and Montenegro 
separated.506 The Serbian Army celebrates Army Day on this day, which also marks a 
significant Serbian Orthodox festival—Candlemas (Sretenje). Serbian Statehood Day 
commemorates the first Serbian uprising against the Ottoman Empire (1804) and the 
ratification of the first constitution (1835), both of which took place on Candlemas.507   

Will you be celebrating Prvi Maj?
Visitor: daa lee tyеtе pRоslаveetee pRvee 

mаay?
Will you be celebrating Prvi Maj?

Local: daa! Yes!
Exchange 16

New Year 

There are two New Year celebrations in 
Serbia. For the Orthodox Church, the new 
year is ushered in on the evening between 
13 and 14 January. Before 1923, this 
was called the Orthodox or “Old” New 
Year; it is now the “Serbian New Year.” 
It is informally celebrated as a holiday 
among many Orthodox Serbs who fast 
for 40 days before Orthodox Christmas  
(7 January).508 

For most of Serbia’s population, however, 
the new year is ushered in with widespread celebrating with friends and family 
between 31 December and 1 January. In households, there is an abundance of food 
and drink, including sarma, spit-roasted pork (prase na ražnju), tortes, strudels, nut 
rolls, and rakija. Families decorate trees and exchange gifts on New Year’s Day rather 

DLIFLC
DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOR E IG N L A NGUAGE C E N T E R


Other

5.9036884




   Chapter 3 | Traditions 81

Monument to the fallen freedom fighters of WWII,  
Vlasotince, southern Serbia  Wikimedia / VI  

Battle of Kosovo (detail of Miloš Obilić), 
Aleksandar Dobrić, Belgrade National  
Museum  Wikimedia/Belgrade National Museum

than Christmas Day. At midnight on New Year’s Eve, Deda Mraz (Grandpa Frost) visits 
homes and leaves presents under the tree.509 In Belgrade and other cities, locals 
attend New Year’s Eve concerts and watch fireworks displays; restaurants, clubs, and 
cafés have live performances.510

Saint Vitus Day (Vidovdan)

Saint Vitus Day (Vidovdan) (28 June) has 
singular significance for Serbians. This 
slava, or feast day, celebrates Saint Vitus 
(Vid), who is widely venerated in South 
Slavic regions. But vastly more important 
is that the day marks the anniversary 
of the Battle of Kosovo in 1389, when 
the Serbian empire collapsed under the 
Ottoman Turk invasion. Although some 
historical sources say the battle took 
place on 15 June, Serbians commemorate 
it on 28 June, which coincides with Saint 
Vitus Day.511

For many Serbians, the Battle of Kosovo expresses a 
division point in their history—the end of the Kingdom 
of Serbia’s Golden Age and the beginning of nearly 
500 years of domination by the Ottoman Empire. The 
battle itself and the many legends associated with 
it have combined to forge a national and historical 
identity.512, 513 It is perhaps the most sacred day on 
the Serbian national calendar, and its importance 
is difficult to overestimate.514 Among other things, 
this day symbolizes Serbian determination to fight 
foreign domination. On 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
which had recently annexed the region, visited 
Sarajevo. Historians argue that the timing inspired 
the outraged Serbian nationalists who assassinated 
Franz. The assassination of the archduke then set in 
motion World War I.515, 516, 517
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Christmas holidays, česnica and rakija
Wikimedia / Petar Milošević

Dos and Don’ts
• Do remove your hat when entering a Serbian Orthodox Church.

• Do not criticize or show any disrespect to Serbian officials, 
citizens, or their country.

• Do not take photographs of police or military installations.

• Do not engage in political 
discussions about Kosovo or 
argue in support of Kosovo 
independence. It is an 
extremely sensitive topic.

• Do not stare at or engage in 
overt expressions of affection 
with the opposite sex.

• Do not point to anybody with 
a finger. Use the entire right 
hand instead.

• Do not point upward with the middle finger. It is obscene in the 
United States and equally so in Serbia.

• Do not use obscene or indecent language. Many Serbians 
understand American slang.

• Do not lump Serbians in with the other nations from the former 
Yugoslavia.
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Serbian Cultural Orientation

Chapter 3 | Traditions
Assessment

1.  Sarma are traditional leather sandals.

2. Eye contact is valued in greetings and all social situations.

3. Visitors to Serbia should avoid politically sensitive topics.

4. In Serbian culture, individualism is highly valued.

5. Victory Day is a working holiday in Serbia.

Assessment Answers: 1. False; 2. True; 3. True; 4. False; 5. True
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Introduction
Serbia’s largest cities have a cosmopolitan environment, with continental-style 
pedestrian areas, cafés and restaurants, galleries, theaters, and museums.518, 519 
Almost any Serbian city offers a variety of entertainment, cultural events, and festivals 
throughout the year.520 Among the most well-known are the Belgrade International 
Theatre Festival, Nišville International Jazz Festival, and the EXIT music festival in 
Novi Sad.521

City dwellers have a wide choice of outdoor venues, from parks and botanical gardens 
to scenic river walkways.522, 523 There are usually several fitness clubs and swimming 
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Sports center, Belgrade
Wikimedia / Mister No

A conversation, Pančevo, Vojvodina
Flickr / Olga Pavlovsky

pools open to the public. Competitive sports are very popular, and cities have at least 
one stadium (in Belgrade there are three).524

Serbs maintain strong social ties and enjoy 
socializing with relatives and friends. Even 
in fast-paced urban centers, people take 
the time to keep in touch with neighbors 
and family members by visiting or calling 
frequently. Serbia’s telecommunications 
network is largely digitized, and people 
rely primarily on cell phones.525, 526 Fewer 
people frequent internet cafés because 
most residents have home computers and 
wi-fi is widely available.527, 528

What is your telephone number?
Visitor: kоyee yе tvоy bRоy tеlеfоnа? What is your telephone number?

Local: mоy bRоy yе noolaa dvaa yedaan pet 
pet pet pedeset pet pedeset pet

My phone number is  
021 555 5555.

Exchange 17

History of Urbanization
Serbian cities grew markedly when Serbia 
was part of Yugoslavia. At the end of 
World War II, close to 80% of the people 
in Yugoslavia lived rurally. Migration 
increased over the next 25 years, when 
around 4.6 million people moved to 
urban areas. Much of this population 
shift stemmed from Yugoslavia’s 
transformation into a socialist state.529 By 
2018, Serbia’s urban population was an 
estimated 56% of the country’s total.530 
Because of this intense growth and the 
need for postwar reconstruction, city planning was minimal, and a housing shortage 
developed.531 Unplanned settlements and shantytowns without running water, sewage 
services, or paved streets appeared around city outskirts.532
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Serbian Police Day, Makiš, Belgrade
Wikimedia / Marko Vucicevic

Factory, Novi Sad
Flickr / Antti T. Nissinen

Other problems associated with rapid 
urban growth included rising drug use 
and emerging drug trafficking from 
Middle Eastern sources into Western 
Europe. This problem has persisted into 
the 21st century. Although the Serbian 
government has passed legislation to 
address this illegal activity, it lacks an 
effective national strategy to control drug 
trafficking.533 Drug production and transit 
take place in cities and the countryside, 
much of it in and around Belgrade.534, 535

Urban Economy 
Industrial jobs, the mainstay of the nation’s economy, are found primarily in and 
around cities. Serbia’s main industries center around machinery, metals, and 
furniture, as well as food production, chemicals, textiles, and pharmaceuticals. Most 
machinery and higher-tech industries are in Belgrade, Niš, and Novi Sad, where there 
is a well-developed infrastructure and a workforce with a high level of education.536 
Modernization efforts in these cities have led to the rapid expansion of industry.537 

Belgrade is the economic heart of the 
country. It is home to most major Serbian 
and international companies, as well 
as the National Bank of Serbia and the 
Belgrade Stock Exchange. Novi Sad is 
the second-largest city and the most 
important economic hub after Belgrade. 
Textile production is prominent there and 
in towns in Vojvodina.538, 539

Other industrial sites are concentrated 
along the western Morava River between 

Užice and Niš. Among the principal products of this area are automobiles, trucks, 
tires, batteries, and radio and television equipment. The FIAT automobile plant is in 
Kragujevac. Production of motor vehicles and trailers, including cars, still accounts 
for most of Serbia’s exports.540 Smederevo, east of Belgrade, has a major iron and 
steel facility.541
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Women’s clinic, Novi Sad
Wikimedia / Micki

Serbia’s oil refineries and coal-burning power plants are among the biggest contributors 
to air pollution. By one estimate, approximately 80% of Serbia’s airborne pollutants 
come from such power plants. In recent years, the government implemented new 
legislation conforming to EU environment and climate change standards. Serbia also 
pledged to cut greenhouse gas emissions 9.8% by 2030.542

Health Care
Serbia’s medical infrastructure is improving; life expectancy has reached 76 years 
and infant mortality is steadily declining (from 14.4% in 1991 to 5.8% in 2017).543, 544 
Still, the system suffers from underfunding, inefficiency, outdated equipment and 
facilities, and long waiting lists for many procedures—for major surgeries, more  
than 90 days.545, 546 

Is Dr. Jovanovich in, sir?
Visitor: daa lee yе too dоktоR Јоvаnоveety? Is Dr. Jovanovich in, sir?

Local: ne No.
Exchange 18

State and private medical facilities provide 
health care that is publicly financed and 
administered through a universal health 
coverage system.547 Private insurance is 
also available for those who can afford 
it. Employers and employed Serbians 
must pay into the national insurance 
fund. The unemployed, retirees, people 
with long-term illnesses, and those on 
maternity leave are exempt from payments. 
This national insurance fund covers most  
routine medical services, services by 
specialists, hospitalization, prescriptions, pregnancy, and rehabilitation. The fund is 
mandated to cover many medical services, but often cannot cover specialist fees.548, 549

Serbia’s largest hospitals are in Belgrade, Novi Sad, and Niš, and all cities have clinics, 
public health institutes, and pharmacies.550 Urgent care clinics and hospitals are 
generally open 24 hours. Urban pharmacies are open daily and some offer 24-hour 
services. A fee is charged for medications and for most medical services, with limited 
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Ambulance, Belgrade
Flickr / Jonathan Davis

exceptions.551 Although the level of care in private clinics is relatively high, medications 
may be difficult to acquire. Visitors who depend on certain medications should bring 
their own supply.552, 553, 554

In 2014, there were about 3 doctors for 
every 1,000 residents, a little less than the 
European average.555 Salaries for health 
care professionals are generally low, and 
patients may give doctors small gifts of 
gratitude.556, 557 Doctors and medical staff, 
however, may solicit bribes to schedule 
specific exams or surgeries.558 As a result, 
many Serbians (81% in 2013) view the 
health care system as corrupt.559, 560

Is there a hospital nearby?
Visitor: pоstоyee lee bоlneetsа oo bleezeenee? Is there a hospital nearby?

Local: daa, oo tsеntRoo gRаdа Yes, in the center of town.
Exchange 19

Do you know what is wrong?
Local: daa lee znаtе shtа neeyе oo Rеdoo? Do you know what is wrong?

Visitor: nе, saamo daa me bole stomaak No, only that my stomach hurts.
Exchange 20

Education
In Serbia, most primary and secondary schools are public and free of charge. Education 
begins with preschool, which is available for children beginning at 6 months of age 
in most urban areas. Part of the preschool program prepares children for 8 years 
of compulsory primary school.561, 562 Nationally, nearly all students transition from 
primary school to secondary school.563, 564 

Students can choose one of two high school tracks: general education, which prepares 
them for university, or vocational. The vocational track leads to a 2-year technical 
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Elementary school classroom, Belgrade
Wikimedia / Vladimir Petrovic

training program in a variety of areas including engineering, agriculture, health, and 
business.565 In 2013, 75% of Serbian students attended the vocational track. In cities, 
students can opt to attend one of numerous music schools, ballet schools, or secondary 
art schools.566 

Higher education in Serbia includes associate’s, 
bachelor’s, master’s, and Ph.D. programs. 
Alternatively, students may attend a theological 
school, military academy, or art school.567, 568 In 
Belgrade, there are several private colleges and two 
state universities. The University of Belgrade is the 
oldest and largest university in Serbia.569, 570

In 2017, the EU allocated EUR 27.4 million for 
education reform in Serbia. The money will be used 
to revamp the system to better meet the needs of 
the Serbian labor market, improve teacher training, 
and support the education of vulnerable minority 
groups, such as Roma.571 Economic hardship, ethnic 
discrimination, and language barriers discourage 
many Roma children from attending school. Girls are 
especially discouraged from attending school, leading to lower rates of literacy among 
women. In 2016, the government adopted a National Strategy for Roma Inclusion to 
increase enrollment of Roma children in preschool.572, 573

Is there a school nearby?
Visitor: pоstоyee lee shkоlа oo bleezeenee? Is there a school nearby?

Local: daa Yes.
Exchange 21

Transportation and Traffic

Transportation Networks

Although Serbia has been a crossroads between Europe and modern-day Turkey for 
centuries, its transportation infrastructure does not match that of its neighbors. 
Geography is a determining factor because southern Serbia is quite mountainous. 
Until recently, this has discouraged expensive road and rail development.574
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Freeway sign outside of Belgrade
Flickr / Jeff Attaway

The central transportation corridor in 
Serbia’s southern regions follows the 
Morava River Valley and connects the 
nation with Macedonia and Greece. At 
Niš, a road and rail corridor branches 
off from the Morava to the southeast, 
providing land connections with the 
Bulgarian capital of Sofia. Roads tend 
to be more developed in the northern 
part of the country, and as of mid-2018, 
approximately 65% of all roads were 
paved.575 Under President Vučić, the government has been investing heavily in 
infrastructure, taking out international loans to repair and expand existing roads and 
rail systems. The most ambitious projects are a high-speed rail link between Belgrade 
and Budapest, and the Pan-European Corridor X, which will run from Serbia’s border 
with Greece and Bulgaria to the Hungarian border.576, 577 This transport and trade 
corridor is part of China’s greater “One Belt, One Road” initiative, which will connect 
China to Germany through Greek ports and the Balkans.578, 579

Most of Serbia’s international air traffic, both passenger and cargo, transits through 
Belgrade’s Nikola Tesla Airport—the hub of Air Serbia, the national air carrier.580 
Serbia’s other international airport is the much smaller Constantine the Great Airport 
outside of Niš.581, 582

Which road leads to the airport?

Visitor: kоyee poot vоdee dо аеRоdRоmа? Which road leads to the airport?

Local: poot pRеmа eestоkoo The road heading east.
Exchange 22

Driving in and around Serbian Cities

Many people in Serbia own cars, and the main highways are in reasonably good 
repair. Roads are poorly marked, however, and driving habits are erratic, leading to 
accidents. Serbia adopted road and traffic safety legislation in 2009. More recently, 
the government established new legislation to conform to EU standards, which has 
reduced the number of traffic accidents and fatalities.583 Serbian cities lack subway 
systems (Belgrade will begin construction of its first metro system in 2020), so traffic 
congestion can be problematic.584 Belgrade is especially notorious for its congested 
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Rush hour, Belgrade
Flickr / Antti T. Nissinen

streets. Roads are often too narrow for larger vehicles, such as city buses and minivans, 
to drive within the marked lanes.585

In Belgrade and Novi Sad, it is easy to 
find car rental agencies, but driving is a 
challenging experience in cities. Impatient 
drivers coupled with high speeds make 
for a dangerous mix.586 Many accidents 
are caused by aggressive driving, driving 
under the influence, and not respecting 
a pedestrian’s right of way.587 Roads, 
including newly built highways, are not 
designed or engineered with safety in 
mind, and many intersections, traffic 
circles, and major highways have few 

merge areas. For American drivers, the multiple intersecting roads may be difficult to 
navigate, and traffic signals may be hard to spot. In winter, snow can paralyze traffic 
on the bridges crossing the Danube and Sava.588 

Parking can be difficult because there are few garages or guarded parking lots. 
Available spaces are often tight, and some drivers park on the sidewalk. But parking 
laws are strictly enforced and regulated by color-coded parking zones; in all major 
cities there are three: red (one hour), yellow (two hours), and green (three hours).589 

Where can I rent a car?
Visitor: gdе mоgoo daa eeznаymeem аootо? Where can I rent a car?

Local: oo gRаdoo Downtown.
Exchange 23

Is there a gas station nearby?
Visitor: daa lee yе bеnzeenskа poompа tаmо 

oo bleezeenee?
Is there a gas station nearby?

Local: daa Yes.
Exchange 24
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Train, original Belgrade railway station
Flickr / Antti T. Nissinen

Public Transportation

Public transportation in cities and 
towns is overcrowded and standards 
are variable, although there have been 
improvements in major cities.590 In 
Belgrade, public transportation includes 
a city railway that is part of the Serbian 
railway system. It provides mass transit 
within the Belgrade metropolitan area. 
The intercity railway service in Serbia 
is considered substandard and generally 
unreliable: trains are often overbooked 
and run late, service is slow, and 
the safety record is poor.591 Intercity trains run regularly but are often extremely  
crowded. Reservations do not guarantee a seat during holidays or other times when 
trains are overfilled.

Belgrade runs trolley and tram services alongside its inner-city bus network, and most 
other major Serbian cities have reliable buses.592, 593 One of the best-organized public 
transport systems is in Novi Sad (bus lines only), which also provides suburban and 
long-distance routes. Fares depend on zones (five zones total).594

Is there a train station nearby?
Visitor: daa lee yе zhеlеzneechkаa stаneetsаa 

oo bleezeenee?
Is there a train station nearby?

Local: ne No.
Exchange 25

Will the bus be here soon?
Visitor: daa lee tyе аootоboos bRzо steetyee? Will the bus be here soon?

Local: ne, oovek kaasnee No, it’s always late.
Exchange 26

Metered taxis are readily available in major cities and can be hailed from most 
street corners. To avoid exorbitant rates, visitors should only use officially marked 
taxis, which display a municipal registration number in addition to the cab  
number. Arranging a cab can be cheaper than hailing one on the street; most  
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Café at night, Pančevo
Flickr / Aris Gionis

operators for the radio taxi phone lines speak English and riders can provide their 
street location.595, 596

Where can I get a cab?
Visitor: gdе mоgoo nаRoocheetee tаksee? Where can I get a cab?

Local: tamo Over there.
Exchange 27

Can you take me there for this much?
Visitor: mоzhеtе lee mе povеstee ovoleeko 

novtsaa?
Can you take me there for this 
much?

Local: daa, mоgoo Yes, I can.
Exchange 28

Restaurants and Marketplace

Dining Out

The pace of dining in Serbia is slower, and 
locals take the opportunity to relax and 
converse with friends and colleagues, 
often lingering over the meal. The main 
daily meal is lunch, which begins at 
around 2 p.m. and can span the course of 
3 or 4 hours. Dinner, which follows in the 
evening, is much lighter.597 

In Belgrade, restaurants range from the 
traditional to the innovative.598 Kafanas—
traditional taverns—are an institution. 

One of the legacies of the Ottoman occupation, these smoke-filled establishments 
serve coffee, beer, and rakija alongside traditional tavern food. They have a near cult 
status among the younger generation.599 International foods, such as Thai, Indian, or 
Mexican, are typically limited to restaurants in Belgrade and Novi Sad. Italian food, 
however, is popular throughout Serbia, even in small towns.600
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What type of meat is this?
Visitor: kоyaа yе оvо vRstaа mеsaа? What type of meat is this?

Local: sveenyеteenаa Pork.
Exchange 29

I’d like soup.
Visitor: zhеlеlaa beeh soopoo I’d like soup.

Local: svaаkaаkо Sure.
Exchange 30

Do you have dessert?
Visitor: daa lee eemаtе dеsеRt? Do you have dessert?

Local: daa eemaamo toRtoo Yes, we have cake.
Exchange 31

Restaurants offer a variety of drinks, such as Turkish coffee, fruit juices, wine,  
and several brandies—including lozovacaorloza (grape brandy) and šljivovica (a  
strong brandy made from plums). It has been said that “smoking is a hobby and drinking 
is a way of life” in Serbia, and it is very rare to find a restaurant where smoking  
is prohibited.601, 602 

Coffee, please.
Visitor: kaafoo, moleem vaas Coffee, please.

Local: svaаkaаkо Sure.
Exchange 32

May I have a mineral water?
Visitor: mоgoo lee daa dоbeeyеm 

meeneRaaloo vоdе?
May I have a mineral water?

Local: daa, оdmаh Yes, right away.
Exchange 33

When dining in a restaurant with a Serbian host, the host pays. Foreign visitors are 
usually considered guests and it is inappropriate for them to insist on paying even 
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part of the bill. Instead, guests can offer to buy a round of drinks. Many restaurants 
in the cities take international credit cards except for American Express, which is 
less accepted. It is necessary to have cash on hand (dinars) in case other payment 
methods do not work. There is no set rule for tipping. In many areas, a few dinars is 
acceptable, while in larger cities frequented by tourists, a 10% tip is more common.603

Put this all in one bill, please.
Visitor: stаveetе svе nа yеdаn Rаchoon Put this all in one bill, please.

Local: oo Rеdoo Okay.
Exchange 34

Bill, please!
Visitor: Rаchoon, moleem vaas! Bill, please!

Local: daa, svаakaаkо Yes, of course.
Exchange 35

Serbian cities, particularly Belgrade, have an active nightlife. Serbians dine late, 
similar to the custom in southern Europe. Many restaurants, cafés, and nightclubs 
serve food late into the night and early morning hours, serving the cities’ many 
club-goers. Belgrade is known for its splavs—floating restaurants and nightclubs that 
are anchored to the Danube or Sava riverbanks (splav and splavovi mean “raft” and 
“barge,” respectively).604  

Are you still serving breakfast?
Visitor: daa lee yоsh oovеk sloozheetе 

dоRoochаk?
Are you still serving breakfast?

Local: daa Yes.
Exchange 36

Marketplace

There are a variety of shopping areas in Serbia’s larger cities, from shopping malls 
and designer stores to farmer’s markets and flea markets. Knez Mihailova Street is the 
epicenter for shopping in Belgrade. Lining the well-trafficked pedestrian street are 
high-end stores and small boutiques offering traditional Serbian handicrafts, such as 
lace, knitted garments, and leather goods, as well as copperware and Serbian crystal.605 
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Knez Mihailova Street, Belgrade
Flickr / Jorge Láscar

Bargain shopping can be found on Bulevar Kralja Aleksandra, which, at 8.2 km (5 mi), 
is the longest street within the capital’s city limits. Snack foods are available to 
purchase at street stalls or small bakeries, which are numerous in Belgrade. The cost 
of food is low, and the quality can be high.606 

Do you sell sirogojno?
Local: daa lee pRоdаyеtе seeRоgоynо 

dgеmpеRе?
Do you sell sirogojno  
(a hand-made sweater)?

Visitor: daa Yes.
Exchange 37

The largest outdoor markets for buying 
souvenirs and crafts are located in 
Belgrade. Dotted around the city, these 
markets offer books, gifts, antiques, and a 
variety of handicrafts in addition to fresh 
meat and produce. The most well-known 
is Kalenić Pijaca, south of Stari Grad in 
the Vračar district. Shoppers can find 
everything from fresh peppers, garlic, 
and seasonal fruit, to cheeses, pastry 
dough, meat, and fish. In most open-air 
markets, purchases can only be made in 
cash and bargaining is expected.607, 608

Is the market nearby?
Visitor: daa lee yе peeyаtsа oo bleezeenee? Is the market nearby?

Local: daa, tаamо nа dеsnо Yes, over there on the right.
Exchange 38

Can I buy an ikone with this much money?
Local: mogoo lee daa koopeem eekony saa 

ovoleeko novtsaa?
Can I buy an ikone (Orthodox 
Byzantine icon) with this  
much money?

Visitor: ne No.
Exchange 39
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Do you accept dollars?
Visitor: daa lee pReehvataate dolaaRe? Do you accept dollars?

Local: nе, sаmо deenаRе No, only dinars.
Exchange 40

How much longer will you be here?
Visitor: kоleekо tyеtе doogо yоsh  

beetee оvdе?
How much longer will you  
be here?

Local: tRee sаtа Three more hours.
Exchange 41

Money
Customers are expected to pay in either dinars or with a credit card. Visa and 
MasterCard are widely accepted. Credit cards can be used to withdraw cash at ATM 
machines located in the shopping areas. International bank cards can be used to make 
transactions at ATMs. Banks, exchange offices, and change machines are available 
in Belgrade to change money to Serbian dinars.609 Exchange rates are similar at all 
three.610 Banking services and currency exchanges in Belgrade and other large cities 
are modern and safe.611 

Can you give me change?
Visitor: mozhete lee mee ooseetneetee 

novaats?
Can you give me change?

Local: ne No.
Exchange 42

Crime and Safety
In Serbian cities, the rate of street crime is relatively low.612 Thieves who resort 
to pickpocketing or stealing purses can be a problem in some areas of Belgrade, 
especially in crowded markets and shopping areas, such as Knez Mihailova Street, 
and on public transportation. Criminals often work in well-orchestrated groups, using 
distraction to steal from unsuspecting victims. Packages left in unattended vehicles 
are an invitation to thieves, who may break in and steal anything, including the 
vehicle itself.613, 614
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Outdoor café, Belgrade
Flickr / Chris Shervey

Beggar, Novi Sad
Flickr / Danijel Sivinjski

Difficult economic conditions have led to a rise in organized crime. While tourists are 
almost never the targets of violence, Mafia-style reprisals have occurred in places 
where tourists gather. There have been several violent and fatal attacks late at night 
near night clubs, bars, and in inner city suburbs.615 A number of splavs are owned 
by Balkan organized crime and serve as social clubs and bases of operation for gang 
members. The splavs Plastic, Splav Slep, and Mr. Stefan Braun have been marked 
off-limits to U.S. Embassy personnel.616, 617

As in any city, visitors should stay clear 
of deserted streets and parking lots at 
night. Avoid political gatherings, protests, 
demonstrations, and road blocks as they 
can turn violent. Most protests remain 
peaceful, but they can turn violent. 
Some nationalist organizations in Serbia 
have varying levels of anti-foreigner  
and anti-American sentiment. Large 
gatherings such as sporting events have 
also turned violent. 618 , 619

Solicitations

Beggars, including Roma people, are 
present in Serbia’s cities. They move to 
cities from poor, rural areas in search of 
jobs, often ending up begging when they 
cannot find work. Most are homeless or 
find shelter in small shanty dwellings. 
Beggars are usually the elderly, women 
with children, and disabled adults—among 
them veterans from the civil war with 
Bosnia and other conflicts of the 1990s.620

It is not uncommon to come across 
unaccompanied children—mostly Roma—washing windshields at streetlights, selling 
flowers, collecting scrap material, singing to entertain passersby, or begging.621 
Children are often forced into such manual labor or begging by their families who 
cannot support them. Some fall prey to criminal groups. Begging is well organized; 
territories are divided and strategic, with well-trafficked locations favored.622 
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Many beggars will attempt to make visitors feel guilty for not giving money. It is 
generally best to ignore beggars, especially if others are around. If someone insists 
on making an unwanted advance or sale, you should directly decline the offer. The 
best interaction may be to apologize, say you have no money, and keep walking.623, 624

Give me money to feed my children.
Visitor: bog vaam pomogaao! seeRomaashnaa 

saam daayte mee paaRaa daa 
nahRaaneem detsoo

God bless you! I’m so poor, give 
me money to feed my children.

Local: nеmаm gаa I don’t have any.
Exchange 43

Please, buy something from me.
Visitor: mоleem vаs, koopeetе nеshtо оd mеnе Please, buy something  

from me.
Local: eezveeneetе, neeyе mee оstаlо nоvtsа Sorry, I have no money left.

Exchange 44
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Assessment

1.  Growth in Serbian cities was not significant until Yugoslavia broke apart. 

2. Public health care is available for all residents in Serbia.

3. High school in Serbia has two tracks: general or vocational education.

4. Serbia’s largest cities provide a broad and rich variety of entertainment  
and cultural events.

5. Restaurants in Serbia commonly offer a wide variety of vegetarian meals.

Assessment Answers: 1. False; 2. True; 3. True; 4. True; 5. False
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Introduction
Serbia is a predominantly rural country. Approximately 85% of its territory is farmland, 
forest, and mountains, with most of the population living in villages and relying on 
agriculture or forestry for their livelihood.625, 626 The country’s richest agricultural 
land is in the low-lying flatlands of Vojvodina, which accounts for 84% of all cultivable 
land. In contrast, central Serbia is hilly and mountainous; arable land is scattered and 
concentrated on low hills and in valleys.627, 628

Just over two-thirds of the country’s arable land is dedicated to growing grains and 
corn—most of this in Vojvodina.629 In hillier regions, livestock production (pigs, cattle, 
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Kopaonik village, municipality of Raška   
Flickr / Andrijana Vasić
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Corn field, southern Serbia
Flickr / Bojan Rantaša

Village of Knićanin, Vojvodina
Wikimedia / Mister No

and chickens) and orchard farming (apples, plums, and cherries) are more prevalent.630 
Forestry and wood processing takes place in the rugged mountainous regions of the 
east and west.631

Compared to urban areas, the general 
quality of life is lower in rural areas, 
and unemployment and poverty are 
higher.632 Although rural households 
are not more conservative than their  
urban counterparts, traditional gender 
and family roles are stronger. Rural 
residents have lower levels of educational 
attainment than people living in cities, 
especially among women. Most of this 
difference, however, is concentrated in 
the older generations. Among younger 
generations, these differences are  
far less.633

Village Life
Life on small farms has kept people 
in Serbian villages closely associated 
with the land, organizing their work 
around the cycles of nature. Farmers 
and farm employees most often make 
do without modern farm equipment and 
supplies, still employing methods from 
the past to care for land and livestock. 
Often, the vegetables and grains they 
cultivate are organic. Many rural Serbs 
follow customs they learned from their 
ancestors, passing on stories and folklore 
and preserving traditional crafts. Rural life is also marked by social events, including 
fairs, competitions, and exhibitions of folk art or cultural displays. Much of the rural 
population is aging. Young people are leaving farms to move to cities where they can 
find work and educational opportunities.634
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Kalenićki Prnjavor village, Šumadija, western Serbia
Wikimedia / Origanum

Did you grow up here?
Visitor: daa lee stе оdRаslee оvdе? Did you grow up here?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 45

Lifestyle and the physical layout of 
villages vary according to region.635 Around 
Šumadija, an upland region in central 
Serbia that was once forested, villages 
are mostly small. They are situated along 
roads that trace high ridges surrounded 
by mountains. The houses are built 
closely together, made of logs or rough 
planks of wood that are often plastered 
on the outside. The roofs are shingled. 
In the northern plains of Vojvodina, the 
construction is quite different. Here, a 

greater distance separates villages. Villages in Vojvodina were built in the 18th and 
19th centuries, much more recently than those of the central upland regions. They 
follow the construction and layout created by military engineers of the Habsburg 
forces. These agricultural villages are relatively large, especially compared to villages 
in central Serbia. Villagers constructed elongated homes joined by walls or fences 
intended to withstand raids by Ottomans coming from the south. Later, after the 
danger from raids passed, they built smaller villages and small, scattered farmsteads 
between the large settlements.636

Migration to Cities

The future of many of Serbia’s villages is threatened. Before World War II, rural areas 
were home to more than three-quarters of the country’s population; today, 44% of 
the population lives in the countryside.637 Migration to richer urban areas with more 
attractive job prospects and higher living standards began with industrialization in 
the 1950s and continues today. From 1961 to 2011, Serbia’s rural population dropped 
by 65%.638 Some village populations shrunk by as much as 90%. Under the Yugoslav 
communist regime, populations were artificially sustained by offering better salaries 
in some rural areas. Now, however, rural Serbs have little motivation to stay.639, 640
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Paune village, western Serbia
Wikimedia / Vladimir Pecikoza

Police officers, Lazarevo, northern Serbia
Flickr / kgbbristol

The closure of businesses and state factories 
over the last 20 years—some of them 
strategically important for agriculture—
has led to higher unemployment in rural 
areas. Joblessness coupled with poor 
infrastructure has resulted in higher 
rates of poverty and substandard living 
conditions, medical services, and 
educational opportunities.641 Of 4,709 
villages in Serbia, 700 of them are left 
with only a small population of the very 
old.642 Most of these settlements lack 
basic public services, such as a library, community center, school, or medical clinic. 
Houses and shops have been abandoned.643, 644 Rural depopulation, worsened by the 
country’s negative birthrate, is one of the largest structural development problems of 
Serbian society.645 

Asking to Speak to a Person in Charge

Within 24 hours of arrival in Serbia, 
foreign visitors must register with the 
local police department. Failure to do this 
can result in expulsion from the country. 
If visitors stay in a hotel, the hotel staff 
will automatically register them with the 
appropriate police department.646

The police are the principal authorities 
throughout Serbia. Even in small villages, 
visitors can ask the police questions or 
for help. Visitors may also go to a church 
and call on a priest for assistance. Every town and village in Serbia has a church, 
and priests are people of authority. As such, they can help with directions and  
small matters.647
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Farming, central Serbia
Flickr / Magalie L’Abbé

Can you take me to the police chief?
Visitor: mozhete lee me odvestee vashem shefoo 

poleetseeye?
Can you take me to the 
police chief?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 46

Sir, we need your help / advice / opinion.
Visitor: gospodeene, tRebaa naam vaashaa pomoty 

/ saavet / meeshlyenye
Sir, we need your help / 
advice / opinion.

Local: svaakaako Sure.
Exchange 47

Economy

Development of Agriculture 

Serbia has been an agricultural society for 
centuries. During the period of Ottoman 
rule, most people lived and worked on 
small family-owned farms, producing just 
enough to support themselves. Towns 
were mainly populated by Turks involved 
in administrative or military work, or 
Greeks and other non-Serbians who 
practiced commerce.648 Some farmers 
inherited Turkish estates and worked 
for the state, renting out land to other 
farmers and gaining some control over 

trade and credit. A middle class eventually developed in the 19th century, but overall, 
the country remained a peasant society.649

During the late 19th century, an influx of migrant farmers from Austria, Germany, 
and other parts of Serbia transformed Vojvodina. As the population soared, land 
reclamation projects and railway construction attracted even more settlers, including 
colonists, officials, and entrepreneurs from Hungary.650 They commercialized many of 
the large estates, and the traditional farming occupations were eventually replaced by 
agricultural wage labor. Vojvodina has retained its agriculturally productive character, 
becoming known as the “breadbasket of the empire.”651 
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Naupare villager, Kruševac, central Serbia
Wikimedia / Gmihail

Farming

Roughly 90% of Serbia’s farmland is privately 
owned and consists of family-run farms of less than  
5 hectares (12 acres). These farms produce crops and 
have a small number of cattle, sheep, or pigs.652, 653 
Because of the small size of their farms, most farmers 
produce only enough to feed their families, selling 
just a small portion of their produce. Consequently, 
many are heavily dependent on off-farm sources of 
income, including jobs in food processing, trade, 
construction, and transport.654

Serbia’s rural infrastructure is undeveloped, with 
agricultural and transportation equipment in need 
of repair. Resources are minimal. To help improve 
these conditions, farmers work through associations, 
networks, unions, and cooperatives to organize their 

work and gain information from others. Networking helps them find new links to 
credit and markets, enabling them to find ways to procure the needed equipment  
and supplies.655, 656

Principal crops include maize, wheat, sugar beets, sunflowers, flax, and hemp.657 
Serbia is also one of the three largest soybean producers in Europe. Agricultural 
biotechnology is extremely unpopular in Serbia, where the cultivation and trade of 
genetically modified products is banned.658 As of 2018, this was an obstacle to World 
Trade Organization membership.659

Rural Tourism

Tourism in Serbia has risen over the last decade, and numerous villages are looking 
to capitalize on this trend.660 Drawing on a rich heritage of geographic beauty and 
traditional customs, foods, and handicrafts, many rural communities have redefined 
themselves as tourist destinations.661 

In Vojvodina and central Serbia, large remote farmsteads (salaši) have been 
transformed into “ethno villages” (etno selo). These oases of traditional lifestyle 
preserve the ethnic heritage while offering tourists a place to stay and explore the 
local culture. Tourist offerings include horseback riding, regional Serbian music, and 
authentic cooking. Online listings and mobile apps list households in remote villages 

DLIFLC
DEFENSE LANGUAGE INSTITUTE
FOR E IG N L A NGUAGE C E N T E R



   Chapter 5 | Rural Life 116

Serbia land use map
University of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin

where travelers can stay, in a format similar to Airbnb.662 Other villages draw on local 
history and folklore to bring tourists from busy cities.663, 664 

Rural tourism is generating a significant amount of income in Serbia, and the hope is 
that it will continue to diversify the rural economy. In 2017, there were more than  
40 ethno villages and 32,000 homestay beds in rural areas across Serbia. It is  
estimated that these generate about 5 billion dinars (USD 50 million) annually.665, 666

Land Ownership and Privatization
In Serbia, land is divided into two 
categories by intended use: agriculture 
or construction. Individuals and public 
entities can own agricultural land.667 
Prior to the adoption of successive new 
land laws after 2006, the state owned 
most land parcels in accordance with 
the socialist government policies of the 
former Yugoslavia. Individual property 
owners were mainly farmers who owned 
small parcels of land.668, 669 

Over the last 20 years, successive measures have reformed land ownership and 
privatized state property and enterprises. The government has returned property 
nationalized during the Tito era or compensated former owners.670 In 2015, the 
government adopted a law that allows usage rights for state-owned property to be 
converted into ownership rights. (Until 2003, owners of nationalized land had only 
rights of use that could not be sold or transferred.)671, 672 

To complicate matters, rural land transactions were seldom legally registered. 
Those that were, are often outdated or incomplete.673 Lack of clear ownership rights 
complicates efforts at restitution of former property rights.674 As a result, a substantial 
amount of land confiscated from former owners remains in state ownership. In 2012, 
state-owned land still encompassed 900,000 hectares (2.2 million acres).675

The Agricultural Land Law of 2006 prohibits foreigners from owning land designated 
for agricultural purposes. In 2017, a law lifted most restrictions on ownership of 
agricultural property for EU citizens.676 Non-EU foreigners may circumvent ownership 
laws by establishing a local company in Serbia and purchasing land through the firm.677 
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Donji Adrovac village, southern Serbia
Wikimedia / Bojan Lazarevic. ZivojinMisic slike

Do you own this land?
Visitor: daa lee pоsеdooyеtе оvoo zеmlyoo? Do you own this land?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 48

Transportation and Roads
A driver in rural Serbia may encounter many dangers on the roads. In the countryside, 
roads are often in disrepair, marked by rocks and potholes, and road signs may be 
nonexistent or incorrect. Driving can be particularly dangerous at night because of 
these structural problems, which are generally worse in the southern part of the 
country. Keep in mind, rural Serbian motorists are known to drive fast and recklessly, 
ignoring speed limits or warning signs.678, 679

In the winter, fog can significantly reduce 
visibility; fog is extremely heavy in the 
Vojvodina region between Belgrade 
and the Hungarian border.680 In the 
mountainous south, snow may not be 
cleared, or roads are closed entirely.681

Traveling by bus is safer and more 
reliable than traveling by car. Buses 
connect most distant towns; stations 
with well-marked timetables are in 
small towns and large metropolitan 

areas. Passengers can buy tickets in the bus station, purchase snacks, and leave 
luggage in designated areas.682, 683

Traveling by rail is cheaper than by bus, but railway service is prone to delays, 
breakdowns, and overbooking. Railway lines connect Belgrade, Niš, Novi Sad, and 
Subotica to small towns across the country.684 Maintenance and investment in the 
system has been limited; in 2017, work to overhaul the Belgrade-Novi Sad-Subotica 
line began.685 Rail can be useful for long, overnight, scenic trips when time is not 
pressing. Otherwise, it is probably better to take the bus. Local police carry out 
random ID checks on trains. Thieves operate on trains, so take care that documents 
and other valuables are safe.686, 687
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U.S. Air Force flight surgeon exams a local Vrtogoš man,
 central Serbia  U.S. Air National Guard

Health Care
Health services are not widely available in rural areas. Although entitled to a wide range 
of health care services, many rural clinics and outpatient facilities were closed due 
to cost-saving reforms during the 2008/2009 economic crisis. Hospitals are found only 
in major cities, and the few rural clinics are often underequipped and understaffed. 
Many people are either forced to travel for treatment or go without.688, 689

In thinly populated areas, especially those 
in Vojvodina, Šumadija, and western 
Serbia, there are a higher number of 
elderly who suffer from poor health and 
chronic illness. While they are covered by 
public health insurance, access to care is a 
challenge. Nearly half of the elderly suffer 
from lack of physical mobility. Securing 
transport to the nearest clinic can be 
difficult because there is no regular bus 
service in some areas. Additionally, many 
people living in rural areas cannot pay 
for private services, private insurance, 
or transportation.690, 691

Is there a medical clinic nearby?
Visitor: daa lee pоstоyee mеdeetseenskа kleeneekа 

oo bleezeenee?
Is there a medical  
clinic nearby?

Local: daa, tаmо Yes, down that road.
Exchange 49

Women in rural areas are impacted disproportionately. Most must travel to cities for 
specialists or for diagnostic procedures. For many of them, it is an enormous cost in 
money and time, so women delay treatment. On average, more than 8% of women in 
southeastern Serbia and rural areas have never visited a gynecologist.692, 693
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Roma family in Vranje, southeast Serbia
Flickr /United Nations Development Programme in Europe and CIS

My arm is broken, can you help me?
Visitor: slоmlyеnа mee yе Rookа, mоzhеtе lee daa 

mee pоmоgnеtе?
My arm is broken, can you 
help me?

Local: daa, podyeete saa mnoom Yes, come with me.
Exchange 50

Education
Outside of Serbia’s urban centers, many children lack access to quality education.694 
While some of the challenges facing Serbia’s education system are seen in rural 
and urban schools (infrastructure in need of repair and insufficient resources and 
equipment), they are felt most acutely in rural areas.695 The presence of fewer 
school-age children and budget cuts have led to school closures and schools with 
multigrade classrooms. Overall, teaching standards in rural elementary schools are 
lower than in urban ones.696 Rural children score lower on achievement tests than 
their urban peers, putting them in a worse position to continue their education.697, 698

Fewer schools also means students must travel greater distances. There are no school 
buses in the country, and about a quarter 
of children do not have access to public 
transportation. Many children walk 4–15 
km to school (2.5–9 mi).699 Primary school 
enrollment rates are lower in rural areas, 
and dropout rates are higher; children 
leave to help at home or on the farm. 
About 20% of students do not attend high 
school, either due to a lack of interest 
or money.700, 701 While Serbia has a high 
literacy rate (99%), rural women over 
50 years of age tend to be illiterate. 

According to the 2011 census, 60% of rural women had only attended elementary school 
or had no education at all. The most common reasons were the family’s belief that 
they did not need to attain higher education, were needed to help in the household, 
or a lack of financial resources.702, 703
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Serbia-Macedonia border
Flickr / William John Gauthier

Border Crossings and Checkpoints
Serbia is bordered by eight neighboring 
countries and, consequently, has the 
largest territory classified as “crossborder 
area” of any country in the Balkan 
Peninsula (60,086 sq km/23,199 sq mi, or 
68% of the total territory).704 Visitors can 
enter Serbia only through official border 
crossings staffed by customs and police 
or military officers. The customs officials 
will stamp passports. Foreigners who try 
to leave the country without a properly 
stamped passports are in violation of the 
law and will incur penalties. It is also illegal for a foreign person to enter Serbia if 
their original entry point was Kosovo.705, 706 Many Serbian car rental companies will 
not allow their vehicles to be driven into neighboring countries because of safety 
concerns.707 There have been a few incidents of Serbian-registered cars being targeted 
in Kosovo.708

More than 25 years since Yugoslavia dissolved, several border disputes remain 
unresolved, including one concerning Serbia’s border with Bosnia and Herzegovina 
along the Drina River. Serbia’s border dispute with Kosovo is contentious and security 
along the border is unpredictable.709 Clashes between security forces and armed groups, 
often associated with separatist movements, have occurred in southern Serbia and at 
border points with Kosovo.710 In 2018, because of heightened tensions in Mitrovica, a 
Serb-dominated northern district in Kosovo, Serbian and Kosovo troops were stationed 
on either side of the border crossing at Jarinje, Kosovo.711, 712

Where is the nearest checkpoint?
Visitor: gdе yе nаaybleezhа kоntRоlnаa 

tаachkаa?
Where is the nearest checkpoint?

Local: dvа keelоmеtRаa It’s two kilometers.
Exchange 51
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Show us the car registration.
Visitor: pоkаzheetе nаm RеgeestRаtseeyoo Show us the car registration.

Local: oo Rеdoo Okay.
Exchange 52

Please get out of the car.
Visitor: mоleem vаas eezаdyeetе eez kоlаa Please get out of the car.

Local: oo Redoo Okay.
Exchange 53

Weapons are prohibited when entering or traveling through Serbia, unless they are used 
for an officially registered hunting trip. If stopped and questioned, hunters carrying 
weapons must provide documentation that the trip was organized by the Hunting 
Association of Serbia—the only government-recognized hunting organization.713

Are you carrying any guns?
Visitor: daa lee nоseetе оRoozhyе? Are you carrying any guns?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 54

Police checkpoints may be located at random points within Serbia. Although the 
country’s security situation has been relatively calm, indiscriminate attacks can 
occur, some in areas with tourists or foreign visitors.714

Is this all the ID you have?
Visitor: daa lee soo оvо svee dоkoomеntee kоyе 

eemаtе?
Is this all the ID you have?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 55

Landmines and Explosive Remnants of War
Two decades after the Balkan wars of the 1990s, the contamination of landmines and 
explosive remnants of war (ERW) is still widespread. Throughout the region, there 
are an estimated 150,000 unexploded pieces of ordnance.715 Since 2007, the United 
States has invested more than $15.7 million in a Conventional Weapons Destruction 
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Sign warning of ERW in Serbian and Albanian, 
Serbia  U.S. Department of State

Efforts program in Serbia, significantly clearing areas 
contaminated with cluster munitions, landmines, and 
other ERW.716, 717 As a result, the number of landmines 
and unexploded ordnance injuries has steadily 
declined from 11 in 2011 to 2 in 2016.718 

In the 1990s, most landmines were placed in 
northwestern Serbia, along the border with Croatia; 
this area has since been cleared according to Serbian 
officials.719 Some mines and ERW remain in other areas 
of the country, including some southern districts. The 
high mountainous area north and east of the Kosovo 
border, including the Mount Kopaonik ski resort, is 
known to contain mines and cluster munitions. They 
may not be marked, heightening the safety risk.720, 721 

In Belgrade, munitions from both world wars remain along the waterfront at depths 
of up to 27 m (89 ft).722, 723

Do you know this area very well?
Visitor: daa lee znаtе dоbRо оvoo оblаst? Do you know this area very well?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 56

Is this area mined?
Visitor: daa lee yе оvа zоnа meeneeRаnа? Is this area mined?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 57
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Chapter 5 | Rural Life
Assessment

1.  Corn, cotton, and alfalfa are the main agricultural crops in Serbia.

2. Most parcels of land in Serbia were individually owned by small farmers 
before 2006.

3. Unexploded land mines, cluster munitions, and other explosive remnants of 
war still exist in parts of Serbia.

4. In rural areas, driving at night can be hazardous.

5. When foreign visitors travel to Serbia, they must register with the  
government of the Republic of Serbia.

Assessment Answers: 1. False; 2. False; 3. True; 4. True; 5. False
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Introduction
The Serbs are a family-oriented peoples who value the mutual support provided by 
members of the nuclear family (pòrodica) and the extended family (familija).724 It is not 
unusual to find three generations living under the same roof in Serbia. Grandparents 
often look after grandchildren while adult children look after their parents as they 
age. The Serbian proverb, “far from the eyes, far from the heart,” reflects a tendency 
among Serbian families to live near each other and maintain emotional bonds.725 
Even distant relatives try to remain in contact with one another, hosting events or 
frequently visiting their extended family members.726 
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Family, Pančevo, near Belgrade
Flickr / Olga Pavlovsky
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Family gathers for Slava, Niš
Flickr / Patrick M

The richness and inclusiveness of Serbian kinship terms echo the importance of family. 
The Serbian word rođak (cousin), for example, is commonly used to differentiate 
relatives from friends and can also be used for a very distant relative. Serbians may 
refer to a cousin as a “brother” or “sister”—brat od tetke (brother on the aunt’s side) 
and sestra od ujaka (sister on the uncle’s side).727

Typical Household and Family Structure
Historically, Serbia has been a nation with communal and patriarchal values. In 
villages, extended families often lived in collective households known as zadruga. 
Property was owned by the group, and men in the family were the heads of 
household.728, 729 These living arrangements meant self-sufficient households that 
had to produce everything to cover their 
personal material needs. Providing for 
the household often involved long work 
hours, crowded living conditions, and 
hardship. Not all rural Serbian families, 
however, followed the zadruga model. 
A wide variety of lifestyles existed, and  
many families lived in smaller  
household units.730, 731

Zadrugas started to break up after the 
1880s, but the cultural dynamic they 
created has remained part of Serbian family life. The zadruga evolved into household 
units where two generations of families lived together. Later, urban family structure 
became even smaller. Following World War II, more people migrated to the cities and 
began living in apartments. Government-constructed and utilitarian, the apartments 
differed markedly from the sprawling family households of the past.732 In rural areas, 
family members built houses next to each other. Regardless of societal changes and 
shifting family size, the Serbian family has retained its patriarchal and communal 
organization through the years.733, 734, 735

Does your family live here?
Visitor: daa lee vаshа pоRоdeetsа zheevee оvdе? Does your family live here?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 58
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Beehives, Belgrade
Flickr / Jeff Attaway

Tending sheep
Flickr / EIFLt

Is this your entire family?
Visitor: daa lee yе оvо vаshа tsеlа pоRоdeetsа? Is this your entire family?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 59

Family Roles for Men and Women
In zadruga households, the agricultural 
labor was divided by age and gender. 
Women did some of the field work, 
though not as much as men. According 
to tradition, women were responsible for 
the domestic work—cooking and cleaning, 
and caring for children. They managed 
gardens, practiced beekeeping, and 
raised and cared for animals. They also 
produced clothing for their families by 
spinning and weaving from raw material 
and then sewing garments from the fabric 
they produced. Men tended the larger livestock and worked intensively in the fields 
and orchards.736

Many of these household patterns and 
divisions of labor exist today in rural 
Serbia. The father represents the head of 
the household and makes all important 
decisions concerning the family. Serbian 
women are hardworking pillars of the 
family; many hold wage-paying jobs and 
are additionally responsible for rearing 
children and household work.737, 738 This 
cultural shift toward women working 
outside the home was established during 
the centuries of conflict, when women 
took on traditional male work while men were away fighting. After World War II, 
women gained some advancements concerning equality in the workplace, education, 
family law, and maternity leave policies.739 Today, women may forgo employment to 
raise children or care for sick relatives, while men work. Mothers expect that their 
daughters will carry on family traditions, such as cooking traditional Serbian food.740
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Guča Trumpet Festival, Lučani, central Serbia
Wikimdia / Petar Milošević

Are you the only person who has a job?
Visitor: daa lee stе vee yеdeenа оsоbа oo vаshоy 

pоRоdeetsee kоyа eemа pоsао?
Are you the only person 
who has a job?

Local: nе, moyaa moozh Raadee taakodye No, my husband works too.
Exchange 60

Status of Children and the Elderly

Children

In Serbia, children are not encouraged to leave home as they grow into young 
adulthood. Parents often provide support until their children achieve financial 
independence—often well into their 20s—or until they marry. Even then, a son who 
marries may bring his wife to live in his family’s home. Parents may also help the new 
couple buy or build a home.741, 742

How many people live in this house?
Visitor: kоleekо lyoodee zheevee oo оvоy kootyee? How many people live in 

this house?
Local: chetvoRo Four.

Exchange 61

Together with the parents, relatives 
have a strong influence over a child’s 
education and upbringing. Children in 
Serbia are taught to help with housework 
at an early age. Daughters traditionally 
sew, cook, clean, and help care for 
babies and household animals. Sons 
traditionally learn to work in the fields, 
care for farm animals, and do mechanical 
work. Children also learn collective 
values under the care of extended family 
members. If a parent is absent, the child 
may live in the home of an uncle or another relative.743 A child of at least 15 years of 
age may legally change his or her name, decide which school to attend, and maintain 
personal contact with an absent parent.744
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Market vendor, Novi Sad
Flickr / Magalie L’Abbé

Are these your children?
Visitor: daa lee soo оvо vаshа dеtsа? Are these your children?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 62

Do your children go to school?
Visitor: daa lee vаshа dеtsаa eedoo oo 

shkоloo?
Do your children go to school?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 63

Elders

Serbia has a large population of people over age 65.745 Through the years, the elderly 
have played an essential role within the household. Children and grandchildren have 
benefitted from close social interactions. Elders pass on traditions of Serbian culture 
by telling stories about Serbian life and sharing folk tales and histories. Grandparents 
also help educate grandchildren about family roles and responsibilities.746

The years of conflict and war changed 
the family structure and the role of the 
elderly. As many young people migrated 
to the cities in search of jobs and 
opportunities, the elderly often remained 
in the countryside to tend small farms 
or a plot of land.747 Consequently, many 
older people live alone without access to 
transportation or health care. They may 
have to walk long distances to obtain 
supplies or medicine. Some may have a 
small pension and supplement their diet 
with food from their gardens.748, 749

The Western practice of removing elders from the family and placing them in facilities 
for the aged is uncommon in Serbia. When younger family members are present, 
and their finances and lifestyle allow, they usually follow the custom of caring for  
elderly relatives.750, 751
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Church wedding, Belgrade
Flickr / Tamara Polajnar

Where do you work, sir?
Visitor: gdе Rаdeetе, gоspоdeenе? Where do you work, sir?

Local: nee raadeem neegde, ya saam 
zemlyoraadneek

I am not employed, I am a farmer.

Exchange 64

Marriage and Divorce 

Marriage

Serbians increasingly have modern 
attitudes about relationships and 
marriage. Young couples are marrying less 
frequently and later in life, having fewer 
children, and are divorcing more often. 
In urban areas, young couples may delay 
marriage until they reach their late 20s 
to early 30s.752, 753 Some couples choose 
to cohabitate rather than marry. Others 
have children without marrying, though 
this is taboo in more conservative parts 
of the country.754 Outside of cities where 

ideas are more traditional, marriage and childbearing are the primary symbols of 
adulthood. Couples marry younger, typically in their early 20s, and immediately start 
a family. Serbian law does not permit marriage between persons of the same sex.755 

According to Serbia’s family code, men and women cannot legally marry until age 18. 
After marriage, the husband and wife individually own any property they held before 
their marriage. If they acquire property during the marriage, it is jointly owned and 
both spouses must agree before they can sell it.756

After marrying, couples may live with their parents. This is partly because young 
people’s income may be low and finding affordable housing can be a challenge.757
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Courthouse in Pirot, southeastern Serbia
Wikimedia / MrPanyGoff

Are you married?
Visitor: daa lee stе оzhеnyеnee? Are you married?

Local: ne No.
Exchange 65

Is this your wife?
Visitor: daa lee оvо vаshа zhеnа? Is this your wife?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 66

Divorce

There is very little stigma associated 
with divorce in Serbia, due in part to 
its acceptance by the Serbian Orthodox 
Church.758 Rates of divorce have 
fluctuated over the years. Between 
1900 and 1950, divorce was relatively 
rare because marriages were stabilized 
by family connections and a strong 
patriarchal structure. During the years 
of the socialist state, divorce laws 
liberalized, women gained more freedom, 
and divorce became more common. The 
rate of divorce fell during the 1990s, the decade of war and instability, when families 
were forced to rely more on each other for survival.759, 760 

While divorce is on the rise again, it remains low by Western standards.761 Statistically, 
one in five marriages ends in divorce, and most divorces occur during the first 3 years 
of marriage.762 The divorce rate is higher in cities than in the countryside.763 

If a woman is granted financial support after divorce, she may receive a family 
pension from the state after age 53.764 If a couple acquires property during marriage 
and later divorces, the court will divide the joint property according to each party’s 
contribution of assets during the marriage. Children 15 years of age or older have the 
right to decide which parent to live with.765, 766
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Wedding ceremony, Belgrade
Flickr / Tamara Polajnar

Family Events and Rites of Passage

Weddings

All couples, regardless of faith, must first be legally married in a civil ceremony at a 
local courthouse. Any religious ceremony occurs afterward. Serbian Orthodox wedding 
traditions vary, depending on the region and the degree to which contemporary 
customs have replaced traditional ones. Wedding customs in Serbia today are like 
those practiced in Western Europe.767

One traditional custom begins on the eve of the wedding. Members of the bridal party 
create corsages of rosemary. The next day the corsages are sold to wedding guests. 
The money from the sale is given to the bride and groom as a wedding gift.768

Traditionally, the bride was not allowed to leave home until her “bride price” was 
successfully negotiated between the groom’s brother and the bride’s father or brother. 
Today, this custom is recognized only as a ceremonial act meant to honor tradition. 
Drinking a toast to the bride and groom is customary.769

An Orthodox ceremony will include choir 
music, often sung by members of the 
wedding party. The couple exchanges vows 
before a priest, who gives a short sermon 
and questions both parties about whether 
they are entering the marriage of their 
own free will. Additional ceremonial rites 
include the priest placing crowns on the 
couple, offering them a sip of ceremonial 
wine, and leading them around an altar 
table three times.770

Guests receive and congratulate the newlyweds as they depart the church, and all 
may join in a circle dance, called the kolo.771 The family holds a reception following 
the wedding, and family members, friends, and guests celebrate with food and drink. 
Attendees offer toasts to the newlyweds and dance to live music. Money is often the 
preferred gift, which helps the married couple begin their new life together.772
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Mother and infant
Flickr / ian_peric

Congratulations on your wedding!
Visitor: chеsteetаm vаm nа 

vеnchаnyoo!
Congratulations on your wedding!

Local: hvaalaa shto ste doshlee Thank you for coming.
Exchange 67

I wish you both happiness.
Visitor: zhеleem vаm оbоmа sRеtyoo I wish you both happiness.

Local: hvaalaa Thank you.
Exchange 68

Birth

The christening, a traditional ceremony for Orthodox 
families, is presided over by a priest. Parents may hold 
the service in a church or at home. The godparents 
(kumovi) provide the baby’s baptism clothing, a 
candle, and a gift for the baby, sometimes a symbolic 
gold or silver coin. From the time of the baptism, the 
godfather (kum) and godmother (kuma) become part 
of the family and assume a permanent role as mentor 
to the child, encouraging the child’s adherence to 
religious faith.773 The terms kum and kuma also 
define the best man and maid of honor at a wedding. 
These are one and the same, as traditionally the 
best man also becomes the godfather of the couple’s  
first child.774, 775

The average couple has 1–2 children, a rate far below the replacement rate needed 
to keep the population from dropping. This has been a subject of concern for many 
years.776, 777 In 2018, the Serbian government developed an ad campaign aimed at 
boosting the birthrate (“Give birth, don’t delay!”); it is currently considering other 
measures, such as providing families a stipend for each child born.778, 779 Government 
officials in Vojvodina, where some of the sharpest declines in births have occurred, 
instituted a financial incentive package for mothers, guaranteeing a monthly income 
for mothers having three or more children until their youngest child turns one  
year old.780
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Zemun Cemetary, Gardoš neighborhood, Belgrade
Wikimedia / Nicolo

Do you have any brothers?
Visitor: daa lee eemаtе bRaаtyе? Do you have any brothers?

Local: daа Yes.
Exchange 69

Practices affecting childbearing and maternity in Serbia have improved over the last 
two decades. Although the nation’s health care system is inadequate in many parts 
of the country, Serbian women have some level of legal protections during pregnancy 
and childbirth. According to the nation’s Labor Law of 2006, after the child is born, 
working women are entitled to take paid maternity leave and a 2-year leave of absence 
to care for the child.781, 782, 783

Funerals

In Serbia, the family typically arranges the funeral within 2 to 3 days of a person’s 
death. Cremation is available only in large cities such as Belgrade and Novi Sad. More 
common among Serbs is an Orthodox Christian burial. A funeral service takes place 
either at the home of a family member or friend, or at a mortuary. The body rests in 
a casket, which is covered with a cross or another religious icon.784 

At an Orthodox church, priests or 
laypeople sing the Orthodox liturgies. 
Family members and friends come to the 
cemetery, where the priest delivers the 
final liturgy.785 At the gravesite, men may 
circulate through the crowd offering a shot 
of rakija “for the ache” and a spoonful of 
honey as a “reminder that life is sweet.” 
Before they leave the cemetery attendees 
wish the family well.786 

Funerals in Serbia may be celebrated 
differently depending on the family’s religious preferences and financial means. 
Some people, for instance, can afford an elaborate casket and flowers for the funeral 
service. Regional and ethnic differences also determine the actual funeral rites and 
how they are organized. Some families may post death notices in public places that 
were related to the life of the deceased. These street obituaries typically feature 
a religious symbol, basic information about the deceased, and a photograph.787, 788 
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Father and daughter, Pirot, southeastern Serbia
Flickr / mladjan nesic

On commemorative days, or Zadušnice (Day for Souls), families may attend church 
services and gather at gravesites, decorating them with flowers and candles.789, 790

I would like to give my condolences.
Visitor: zhеleem daa eezRаazeem sаoochеshtyе 

vаamaа ee vаashоy pоRоdeetsee
I would like to give  
my condolences.

Local: hvaalaa Thank you.
Exchange 70

Be strong.
Visitor: boodee yaak Be strong.

Local: pokooshaatyoo I’ll try.
Exchange 71

Are these people part of your family?
Visitor: daa lee soo оvee lyoodee dео vаashе 

pоRоdeetsе?
Are these people part of 
your family?

Local: ne No.
Exchange 72

Naming Conventions
The naming of a child in Serbia is similar 
to naming practices in the West. The 
parents choose a first (given) name; the 
child’s last name (surname) is that of the 
family, usually from the paternal side. 
Parents may ask the child’s godparents to 
approve the first name, depending on the 
level of religious formality and whether 
godparents are involved. In general, the 
name is the parents’ choice.791

Serbian last names typically end with 
“ić” (Pavlović).792 The -ić suffix, a Slavic diminutive, creates a name derived from the 
father or a paternal ancestor. For example, Pavlović means “the little son of Pavle.” 
Some women take their husband’s last name after marriage, while others add it to 
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their own (e.g., Katarina Nikolić-Pavlović).793 For formal purposes, or in a list, the last 
name may be written before the first name. Informally and in modern usage, the first 
name precedes the last name. Family members and close friends use first names. In 
more distant or formal situations, acquaintances or business associates address each 
other by using the last name with a title. In Vojvodina, which was heavily influenced 
by Hungary, names may follow the Eastern order, with last name followed by the  
first name.794, 795
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Chapter 6 | Family Life
Assessment

1. Traditionally, Serbian men and women share household responsibilities.

2. The zadruga (communal household) of the past influences the collective  
family living style in Serbia today.

3. Godparents play a vital role in the lives of Serbian families.

4. The elderly in Serbia have been marginalized and neglected.

5. Women are entitled to receive a family pension if widowed and  
sometimes when divorced.

Assessment Answers: 1. False; 2.True; 3. True; 4. False; 5. True
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Serbian Cultural Orientation
 
Final Assessment 

1. In conversation, Serbs tend to be very direct and open.

2. The Danube River is Serbia’s longest river.

3. The Serbs first revolted against Turkish rule in the city of Kragujevac.

4. Northern Serbia is more ethnically diverse than central Serbia.

5. After World War II ended, Yugoslavia was reconstituted as a  
democratic nation. 

6. Stefan II became the Serbian Orthodox Church’s first archbishop.

7. Religious identification and nationalism have been closely intertwined in 
Serbian history.

8. Patron Saint Day (Krsna Slava) marks the date on which family members 
received baptism centuries ago.

9. Migration and a low birth rate have resulted in depopulation of rural areas  
in Serbia.

10. Religious law in Serbia recognizes only one “traditional” religion.

11. The Studenica Monastery in Serbia is a UNESCO World Heritage site.

12. The Serbian Orthodox Church is part of Serbia’s national identity.

13. The šljivovica is a special candle families light on Patron Saint Day  
(Krsna Slava).
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14. Visitors to Serbia are welcome to discuss controversial topics.

15. Serbia’s president is the head of government and its prime minster  
represents the country in international contexts.

16. Saint Vitus Day (Vidovdan) celebrates the anniversary of the Battle of Kosovo.

17. In the decades following World War II, a housing shortage developed  
in Serbian cities.

18. In 2012, the Republic of Serbia became an official candidate for European 
Union membership.

19. Serbs are not likely to feel slighted at the refusal of an invitation.

20. Croats are the second-largest ethnic group in Serbia.

21. MasterCard and Visa are commonly accepted.

22. It is common for guests to pool finances to help the host pay for a  
restaurant meal.

23. In the past, all rural land transactions were legally registered.

24. Recent efforts have eliminated the ethnic discrimination that once kept  
Roma children from receiving an education.

25. Bosniak is the official name for “Slav Muslim.”

26. Foreigners may legally enter Serbia from any border location.

27. Serbian women have inheritance rights equal to those of men.

28. Women in Serbia have equality in both status and position.
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29. Many older people live alone without access to transportation  
or health care.

30. Flooding is uncommon in Serbia.
Assessment Answers: 1. True; 2. True; 3. True; 4. True; 5. False; 6. False; 7. True; 8. True; 9. True;  

10. False; 11. True; 12. True; 13. False; 14. False; 15. False; 16. True; 17. True; 18. True; 19. False;  

20. False; 21. True; 22. False; 23. False; 24. False; 25. True; 26. False; 27. True; 28. False; 29.True; 30. False
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