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Initial Expectations and State Identity: An Opening Study on 
Montenegro 

Péter Marton 
 

1. Foreword 
The slogan ’back to the future’  has since the 1990s come to be emblematic of 

the on-going debate in IR (International Relations) discourse between realists and 
constructivists, in large part as a legacy of studies written by Mearsheimer and 
Katzenstein1. In a nutshell: in the beginning of the 1990s Mearsheimer, a realist 
thinker, predicted a kind of ‘return to normalcy’ in European states’ relations, back to 
the power struggles of the past in the future. He expected rapid nuclear proliferation, 
which he claimed we would only be able to control to a certain extent at best. 
Counter to his expectations constructivists emphasised the role of norms, traditions 
and culture-bound conventional wisdom as a determining factor in states’ behaviour, 
and so they have come to totally different conclusions regarding post-Cold War 
Germany’s future, expecting that Germany would continue to find its existence 
comfortable as an integrated European nation-state. So far of course they have 
reason to believe they were right. 

What was recently of most interest to me in the context of this debate, was with 
what sort of state identity we should have been expecting Montenegro to have its 
rebirth, in case it was to become a fully sovereign, independent country as a result of 
the 2006 May independence referendum (as it eventually happened), and how we 
could have expected this identity to be shaped in the wider European context, by the 
challenges of European integration.2 

Wendt writes of states’ endogenously forming interests in an offensive against 
realist thinkers’ conception of rational state actors having their interests defined 
before entering into interaction with others (and thus having those interests 
‘exogenously’ given). Referring to others, Wendt also points out, however, that the 
debate between constructivists and rationalists can also be paraphrased as one on 
whether states are guided by prices/constraints or by tastes.3 An interesting way to 
continue with that pattern of thought is to assume that  a major part of that ‘taste’ is 
also ‘exogenously given’. 

To arrive at conclusions or rather to generate hypotheses about the ‘exogenously 
given’ (the pre-interactional impact) part of Montenegrin state identity (‘taste’), I 
spent three weeks in Podgorica, Montenegro, from mid-March to mid-April and 
conducted there fifteen interviews, together with my fellow Hungarian PhD student, 
József Kovács. In the following study I’m subjecting the content of these interviews 

                                                
1 Mearsheimer, John J.: Back to the Future: Instability in Europe After the Cold War. International 

Security, Vol. 15., No. 1., Summer, 1990, p.5-56.; Katzenstein, Peter J.: ’Introduction: Alternative 
Perspectives on National Security’. In: Katzenstein, P.J., ed.: The Culture of National Security: 
Norms and Identity in World Politics, New York: Columbia University Press, 1996. 

2 I was doing research in Podgorica, Montenegro, from mid-March, 2006 to the beginning of April, 
2006. I finished writing this study shortly after the independence referendum in Montenegro. 

3 Wendt, Alexander: Collective Identity Formation and the International State. American Political 
Science Review, Vol. 88, No. 2., June, 1994, p. 384-396. 
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to discourse analysis, to identify key recurring elements, regular patterns and 
underlying statements in our (save for one exception) either neutral/outsider or pro-
independence interviewees’ talk. As Talja4 writes: 
 

‘The first phase [in discourse analysis of interviews] consists of the analysis of 
inconsistencies and internal contradictions in the answers of one participant. The second 
phase consists of the identification of regular patterns in the variability of accounts: 
repeatedly occurring descriptions, explanations, and arguments, in different participants’ 
talk. The third phase consists of identifying the basic assumptions and starting points (in 
Foucauldian language, “statements”), which underlie a particular way of talking about a 
phenomenon.’ 

 
By all that I aim at identifying initial expectations about Montenegro’s future, 

which will, with Montenegro’s independence, come into play as not just my own 
working hypotheses, but in effect as those of pro-independence Montenegrins as 
well. Moreover, my main hypothesis is that these initial expectations are likely to play 
a part in forming state identity. Regarding whether this assumption is correct, or 
rather to see exactly how initial expectations influence the evolution of state identity 
in Montenegro’s case, I’m planning on carrying out follow-up studies in the future (to 
examine at a t1,2… n point in time what we have found at a t0 point in time). 

Following this methodology I grouped interview elements around the next 
questions, informed by my own initial research hypotheses as well. 1) Can 
multiculturalism have solid roots in Montenegrin ground, given that it’s seemingly 
indispensable for a country with significant ethnic diversity?; 2) How should we 
assess and interpret the narrative, which presents Montenegro as a refuge area 
during the time of the Balkan wars?; 3) How are relations between ‘Serbians’ and 
‘Montenegrins’ (people of whatever ethnic affiliation living in Serbia and in 
Montenegro, respectively) changing in the current situation?; 4) What effect does the 
challenge of European integration and what effect do relations with the EU have on 
Montenegrin identity?; 5) Finally, what sort of general economic prospects does 
Montenegro have as an independent state? 

I will not be able to name our interview sources in most instances. We had 
honest discussions with our interviewees, and it has always been evident in the 
process that a price of this would be anonymity. I can, however, include at the end 
of this study a description of our sample – referring to our interviewees simply by 
definition of what status they were of. Meanwhile though, throughout the study I will 
also bring in arguments from other, written sources, which I will use in a 
complementary or explanatory role in outlining the analysis of collected interview 
content, thus not relying exclusively on the interviews we conducted.  
 

2. Fitting multiculturalism 
Multiculturalism is obviously a new word in the Montenegrin independence 

discourse, but it has come up during most of our interviews. The essence of its 
meaning in the Montenegrin context is that ‘here different ethnic groups can live 
together’. Knowing, however, how these ethnic groups in Montenegro formed during 
                                                
4 Talja, Sanna: Analyzing Qualitative Interview Data: The Discourse Analytic Method (p.8.). [Date of 

publishing not indicated.] Accessible at: www.uta.fi/~sanna.talja/LISR%5B1%5D.pdf [cit.: 
2006.04.12.] 
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the course of history, with religion playing a significant role in the process, means 
that it is necessarily about more than just the co-existence of different nationalities. 

To underscore that, one may point to the example of Albanians living in 
Montenegro. Religion divides them, and there are hardly any mixed marriages 
between Albanians of different religious background. Two years ago CEDEM (Centar 
za demokratiju i ljudska prava), a Montenegrin public opinion research institute 
conducted surveys on ‘ethnic distance’, to see how much different ethnic groups 
within Montenegrin society tolerate each other, on the basis of a revised version of 
the Bogardus social distance scale.5 Unfortunately, though, they haven’t presented 
data on such distance between Catholic and Muslim Albanians, which would have 
obviously let us have an even more accurate picture of Montenegrin society in this 
respect. 

Religion surely does matter, however, and if we substitute the word ‘culture’ for 
‘civilisation’, in its Anglo-Saxon interpretation as ‘larger cultural entity’, we may even 
talk of a ‘multi-civilisational’ society, which, if Huntington would have it right, would 
not remain a society for long. So how did our interviewees judge the issue of 
multiculturalism in Montenegro? 

Several interviewees opined that ‘attitudes towards multiculturalism in 
Montenegro are generally much better than elsewhere in the region’, thus 
emphasising a notion of multiculturalism that is relative in the regional context (this 
makes it clear that what happened during the time of the Balkan wars in the 1990s 
has significance – see the next sub-chapter concerning that). 

As an illustration of the generally good situation, one interviewee pointed out 
that a Bosniak-Muslim intellectual like historian Šerbo Rastoder can be a prominent, 
respected public figure in Montenegro. In their study on Montenegrin national 
minorities, Šistek and Dimitrovová note several more examples, too. Still, it’s 
Rastoder’s example that shows the most clearly that here we are dealing with more 
than merely a bunch of positive individual examples. Rastoder is one of the most 
influential historians in Montenegro, and as an ethnic Montenegrin interviewee 
pointed it out to us with some amusement, ‘Serb historians just can’t take it that a 
Bosniak-Muslim is writing Montenegro’s history’. To illustrate Rastoder’s prominence, 
let me add that in a volume of studies about Montenegro published in Germany in 
2003, edited by Florian Bieber,6 out of the seven studies included in it one was 
written by Rastoder himself, while another one was co-authored by Bohdana 
Dimitrovová, who wrote her PhD dissertation with – among others’ – Rastoder’s 
supervision. Given that there still aren’t that many English-language studies available 
about Montenegro, that shows that minorities do have access to forming discourse 
on Montenegrin history and are therefore not mere objects of that discourse. 

The interesting thing about the general belief in multiculturalism is that it is 
projected back to the past as well. It is emphasised by some that Montenegrins and 
Albanians traditionally have a lot of respect for each other out of an overlap in 
shared norms and patriarchal values. There are also a bunch of family anecdotes 
meant to be confirming that this harmonious co-existence is in fact deep-rooted. 
 

                                                
5 ’Value orientations and ethnical distance’. Podgorica: CEDEM, May, 2004. 
6 Bieber, Florian, ed.: Montenegro in Transition: Problems of Identity and Statehood. Baden-Baden: 

Nomos, 2003. 
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According to one such anecdote I heard from the member of an influential Montenegrin 
family, the interviewee’s grandfather was wounded on his arm in the battle for Shkodra, 
in 1913. After the battle, when he was received by King Nikola, he couldn’t properly 
make the sign of the cross for which he received some teasing remarks from the king. 
Feeling a little offended, he replied: ‘I can still make the sign of the cross better than him 
sitting there’ – referring to a Muslim guest sitting at Nikola’s right. The king then had him 
thrown out of the court. But later he donated a house to the wounded veteran in 
appreciation of his sacrifice in battle. 

 
While of course one may see in such anecdotes the potential of religion to 

produce tensions, they also provide proof of the existence of practices and norms of 
community-level face-saving. 

Nevertheless, there is also an acknowledgement of non-perfection in the current 
situation among Montenegrin interviewees – the realisation that ‘multiculturalism still 
has to be completed in the heads’. One illustration cited to show that was the under-
representation of minorities in state institutions, e.g. the police. Out of concern about 
the effects of this non-perfection on minorities’ calculations, one interviewee felt that 
some Bosniak-Muslims may not turn out to vote at the 2006 May referendum, while 
another considered the same possibility in the case of Albanian voters working 
abroad.  

Still, a majority of interviewees emphasised that minorities support Montenegro’s 
independence even more than majority ethnic Montenegrins (confirmed by CEDEM’s 
findings7) – the interesting thing about that is that there was no suspicion voiced 
concerning whether this could be just one possible means of breaking out of a Serb 
nation-state. Views may be summarised so that our interviewees considered the pro-
independence stance not merely as a tactically right way for minorities to get out of 
a Serb nation-state, but the strategically right one – of course one may discover the 
underlying statement here that they believe that achieving Montenegro’s 
independence is the end-game for minorities. 

As a re-assurance of harmonious future co-existence interviewees also cited that 
the majority of Montenegrin Albanians have no reservations about speaking in 
Serbian even in municipalities where they form the majority, and no reservations 
about participating in state institutions, in sharp contrast to the situation of Kosovo in 
the 1990s (relating judgement to the regional context again); and that Montenegro’s 
generally more open borders also reduce the attraction of any separatist thinking, 
e.g. among Albanians (raising the opportunity cost of fighting for secession to above 
a critical level). There is concern at the same time, though, that Albanians live quite 
detached from the Montenegrin state, and that most of the them who go on to 
university, for instance, receive higher education at Albanian universities in Prishtina, 
Kosovo or Shkodra, Albania – which might be translated as a concern about a 
meaninglessness of the common state and how that bodes for the future. 

There is much more concern, however, about the ethnic Serb segment of 
Montenegrin society, labelled an ‘arrogant minority’ by one interviewee, regarded by 
a majority of interviewees essentially as Belgrade’s long arm reaching inside 
Montenegro. An activist of the Movement for an Independent and European 
Montenegro (Pokret za nezavisnu evropsku Crnu Goru) declared to us that in his view 
‘building multiculturalism with Belgrade is not possible’. His statement matched the 
                                                
7 ’Primary Social Identities State Symbols Position Regarding Statehood Issue – Public opinion survey 

report’. Podgorica: CEDEM (‘Department for Empiric researches’), 2004. 

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com


 
 

5 

one included in his organisation’s country-wide distributed manifesto entitled ‘Ten 
reasons for independence’. I will include here the relevant passage from the English 
version I received a copy of: 
 

‘Montenegro is a society of different nations, religions and cultures. Our multi-ethnic, 
multi-confessional and multi-cultural identity is an immeasurable value of Montenegro. 
The idea of Montenegrin state is based on affirmation and protection of all cultures, 
nations and religions. We cannot accept anyone’s cultural hegemony and the assimilation 
policy which is the key feature of the big-Serbian policy hiding behind the political 
concept of the state union. Right to difference and freedom of identity is cornerstone of 
the independent Montenegro. In addition to that, establishment of civic society in which 
there will be no privileged nations guarantees stable and democratic development of 
Montenegro.’ 

 
The 2005 summer incident at the Mount Rumija, a kind of ecumenical place of 

pilgrimage for Catholics, Orthodox Christians and Muslims, was referred to by many 
as one underscoring the correctness of the above cited statement about Belgrade. 
(What happened was that at the initiative of the Serbian Orthodox Church the state 
union army lifted a ready-made Orthodox chapel by helicopter to the mountaintop, 
with the obvious aim of sending a message about which religion shall predominate in 
the country.8) Interviewees also found the idea propagated by Serb politicians in 
Serbia and Montenegro, that Milo Ðukanović and his political circles are essentially 
paid activists of the Great Albania project, laughable but troubling. 
 

The daily Dan paper, for instance, presented in April, 2006 a caricature on its website 
depicting a befooled Montenegrin voter running towards independence literally blinded by 
an Albanian flag blown in his face by the wind; later another showing Prime Minister 
Ðukanović running to pick up a ringing phone, thinking ‘it must be Washington’, only to 
find that Prishtina (Kosovo) is calling.9 

 
But this campaign doesn’t seem to have had an impact on our interviewees, 

apart from amusement, and it seemed that on their part no confidence gap has 
opened up towards minorities. To sum up, the existence of multiculturalism is 
something that one may read out at the end-point of the mainstream narrative of 
Montenegrin history from an already-given favourable constellation of pre-conditions, 
although in the case of Montenegrin-Albanian relations there are concerns that this 
may not be more than a semi-empty shell of living side by side. At the same time 
there is also evidence that Montenegrin multiculturalism is being re-founded on an 
anti-Serb footing (vs. a Serb ‘Other’). 
 

3. Refuge area with refugees disinclined to give refuge 
Montenegro’s role as a peaceful refuge area during the time of the 1990s, in the 

context of the wars that followed the dissolution of Yugoslavia, was emphasised by a 

                                                
8 See in connection with this e.g.: International Crisis Group (ICG): Montenegro’s Independence Drive. 

Europe Report N°169, December 7th, 2005. Belgrade, Podgorica, Brussels (p.17.). Accessible at 
(reg. req.): http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=3823&l=1 [cit.: May 12th 2006].  

9 The caricatures are accessible at: 
http://www.dan.cg.yu/karikature.php?start=560&selected_id=611; 
http://www.dan.cg.yu/karikature.php?start=555&selected_id=595. [cit.: May 16th 2006] 
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number of our interviewees. The importance of remembering Montenegro in this role 
is primarily, as I pointed out in advance, an important element of the narrative 
presenting Montenegro as a country where multiculturalism can thrive (especially 
relatively, in the wider regional context). While not arguing that the statement about 
Montenegro is based on flawed calculations – it probably isn’t – there are of course 
cases one can mention, that show a more mixed record concerning Montenegro’s 
functioning as a refuge area. 

Several studies have already highlighted these ‘mistakes’ or ‘exceptions’ in the 
desired collective memory, detailing the ethnic cleansing that took place in the 
Bukovica region (neighbouring to the Republika Srpska in Bosnia); the case of the 
extradition from several Montenegrin towns (including the seaside resort of Herceg 
Novi) of Bosniaks from Bosnia sought by the Republika Srpska authorities (despite 
that some of them had already acquired refugee status and leading to these 
extraditees’ death or disappearance eventually); the intimidation and harassment of 
Pljevlja’s Muslim residents by Serb paramilitary forces briefly occupying the town in 
August, 1992; or the incident when the Yugoslav Army fired at a column of Kosovar 
refugees in Montenegrin territory during the Kosovo war. 

Our interviewees, independently from each other, were straightforward in 
mentioning all of these incidents, quoting these cases almost as one, codified 
collection of cases. There was no outright denial of responsibility for what happened, 
but there was one mitigating excuse cited regularly, namely that none of these 
incidents happened ‘without some major involvement of Serbia’. In the case of the 
Yugoslav Army one might refer to the near-exclusive control Belgrade exercised over 
it; in the case of the Bukovica ethnic cleansing what happened may be attributed 
primarily to Serb paramilitary forces coming in from Bosnia and so on. 

Of the above mentioned studies, Šistek and Dimitrovová point,10 though, to the 
trial and subsequent sentencing to prison terms of Bosniak politicians of the SDA 
(Stranka demokratska akcije; Party of Democratic Action) for alleged separatist 
activities, while Srđa Pavlović for his part examines Montenegro’s siege of (or attack 
on) Dubrovnik, detailing the anti-Croatian campaign that preceded and accompanied 
it, as well.11 So there are in fact less excusable flaws, too, in the image of the 
peaceful refuge area, for which the currently pro-independence segments of the 
Montenegrin elite bear much responsibility (e.g. Prime Minister Đukanović for his role 
in the anti-Croatian campaign). A legacy of ‘the Dubrovnik exception’ is a less-than-
harmonious people-to-people relationship between Montenegrins and Croatians. One 
interviewee told us that cars with Montenegrin license plates may be damaged if left 
unguarded in Dubrovnik, while another, an official of the education ministry, could 
recall only one Montenegrin student going to study in Zagreb since 1991, and said 
that even that single student had some unpleasant experiences there, having to do 
with being a Montenegrin in Zagreb. 

To sum up, in relation to the issue of Montenegro as a refuge area of the 1990s, 
evidence again built up that Montenegrin attitudes towards multiculturalism are 

                                                
10 Šistek, František and Dimitrovová, Bohdana: National minorities in Montenegro after the break-up of 

Yugoslavia. In: Bieber, Florian, ed.: Montenegro in Transition: Problems of Identity and Statehood. 
Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2003, p.159-179. 

11 Pavlovic, Srdja: Reckoning: The 1991 Siege of Dubrovnik and the Consequences of the “War for 
Peace”. Spaces of Identity, Vol. 5., No. 1., Vienna: Univeristy of Vienna, April, 2005. Accessible at: 
www.univie.ac.at/spacesofidentity/ _Vol_5_1/_PDF/Pavlovic.pdf [cit.: March 21st 2006] 
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shaped by a Serb ‘Other’. A problematic consequence of that is obviously the 
potential for the rise of social tension, for even if we were to accept that everything 
wrong was done by the ‘Other’ (which of course we shouldn’t), this Serb ‘Other’ 
would still be internal to Montenegrin society. For instance there is the case of those 
Serb refugees from Bosnia that have settled in and took control of seaside towns like 
Herceg Novi and are showing less and less tolerance for other ethnic groups living in 
the area – those refugees that are disinclined to give refuge to other groups. 
 

4. Ties (being untied) to Serbia 
The complexity of Serb-Montenegrin relations, when not discussed in detail by a 

given source, is usually presented using one of the three following schemes. The 
most commonly used one refers to a stand-off going back to an unspecified length in 
time, between ‘Greens’ and ‘Whites’, the pro-independence and pro-union factions 
within Montenegrin society, respectively. Another scheme describes being 
Montenegrin or being a Serb as two ends of a continuum along which someone in 
Serbia or Montenegro alike may take up a position he or she fancies. For instance 
Calhoun’s account uses this scheme12: 
 

“Some describe the relationship of the Montenegrins and Serbs as "two eyes in the same 
head." Milija Komatina writes, "There was no initial question about the existence of a 
separate Montenegrin state after the union with Serbia in 1918. In fact, the Montenegrins 
considered themselves the 'most pure' of the Serbs." This notion of pure Serbdom in 
Montenegro stems from the centuries-long Montenegrin resistance to Ottoman Turkish 
rule. In the eyes of the Montenegrins, Serb culture remained preserved in the highlands 
during the period of Turkish occupation of Serbia.  
    Some Montenegrins do identify culturally with Serbs but see themselves as braver and 
more heroic than their lowland cousins. Other Montenegrins, however, distrust Serbian 
motives. As the remnants of the Serbian army retreated to Corfu during World War I, it 
was the Montenegrins who covered their retreat. The Montenegrin saying that "Serbs will 
fight until the last Montenegrin dies," reflects how Montenegrins still feel used by their 
Serb brothers. Finally, at the other end of the spectrum are those who harbor resentment 
toward the Serbs for what they believe was the unlawful annexation of the Montenegrin 
nation in 1918 and its repression by Serb authorities. In Montenegro, whether one is a 
Serb, a Montenegrin or both can be a source of open debate” [citation marks omitted]. 

 
A third variation on this portrayal scheme, the closest to empirically verifiable 

truth, identifies two major groups among Montenegrins: those who declare 
themselves distinctly Montenegrin and those who, while also having a Montenegrin 
identity, feel that it overlaps with being a Serb; in addition this scheme also takes 
account of Serbs who came to Montenegro largely during Tito’s time (though for 
instance a lot of ex-military pensioners as well as refugees decided to settle by the 
sea in Montenegro since the 1990s, too), people who thus don’t identify at all with 
the idea of a Montenegrin state.13 This being the empirically more or less verifiable 
truth refers to one thing: at the time of the 2003 census, beside those who declared 
themselves ‘Montenegrin’ in a written reply to the survey question about ethnicity, 

                                                
12 Calhoun, Steven C.: Montenegro’s Tribal Legacy. Military Review, July-August, 2000. Accessible at: 

http://fmso.leavenworth.army.mil/documents/Montenegro/Montenegro.htm. [cit.: May 21st 2006] 
13 This scheme used by e.g. Nadazdin, Draginja and Niedźwiecki, Maciej: Czarnogóra: Fiord na 

Adriatyku. Kraków: Wydawnictwo Bezdroża, 2003, p. 57-62. 
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among those who were eventually counted as ‘Serbs’, there was a presumably larger 
group of people who declared themselves ‘Serb-Montenegrin’, and a smaller group of 
those who said they are ‘Serbs’. This, being the empirically verifiable truth, though, is 
not ‘Truth’ as such of course, but rather what we might call the inter-subjective 
social reality. 

Of course, as Srđa Pavlović notes, current tensions originate from the attempt on 
both sides of the current independence debate, to project back in time social 
concepts (of nation and nationality) that hadn’t been formed yet at the point in time 
they are projected to.14 Therefore both the view that >people in Montenegro who 
think themselves to be distinct from Serbs are merely deceived Serbs<, or the 
opposing view that >people in Montenegro who think themselves to be Serb are 
simply deceived Montenegrins<, are of course mistaken. Identity is a shifting, inter-
subjective concept which is never so fixed as politicians for their practical purposes 
would prefer to have it. 

This difference in viewing the problem appeared in our interviews, too. A high-
ranking Montenegrin government official told us that ‘Montenegro is a small country, 
so here you can’t hide’, meaning that one has to declare a stance on the issue of 
independence in one way or another; the official then added that ‘the last ten years 
meant a significant improvement with regards to Montenegrin identity, but if we 
would lose at the up-coming referendum, which I don’t believe at all, that could 
mean losing our identity forever’. While there is significant polarisation in 
Montenegrin society as a result of clashing identity politics between the leadership in 
Podgorica and the leadership in Belgrade, even strongly pro-independence 
interviewees haven’t denied that ‘Serbs and Montenegrins are very close to each 
other’, reiterating, though, that Montenegrins have ‘as distinct a language as 
Croatians, one that is in fact closer to Croatian than to Serbian’ [Montenegrins speak 
the ijekavski dialect], and that they have their own distinct history ‘which has the 
virtue of continuity, unlike Serbian history’ [referring here to the period of void in the 
Serbian state’s history].15 

‘I spent six of my best years in Belgrade, I have nothing against Belgrade [the 
people or the town], but still I always wanted Montenegro to be independent’ – an 
activist of the Movement for an Independent and European Montenegro told us. 
‘Yugoslavia was a very good place to live together, but since its dissolution I wanted 
independence rather’ – declared another interviewee, who was pro-independence 
before Milo Đukanović turned pro-independence. A third interviewee, instead of 
bringing up historical arguments, emphasised the role of what happened in the 
recent past, in the 1990s, the sanctions against the Former Republic of Yugoslavia 
and Montenegro’s drive for breaking out of isolation by establishing an independent 
economy – quite rightly drawing attention to a possible reversal of the supposed 
cause-effect relationship between an independent identity and independent 
statehood. The significance of the times of isolation during the 1990s has to be seen 
to be important based on arguments heard, such as: ‘Podgorica could be good 
enough to be a capital and, you know, exaggerating a little, one wouldn’t have to go 
to Belgrade to see a stranger anymore’; or that ‘the mental map is changing, now we 

                                                
14 Pavlovic, Srdja: Who are Montenegrins? Statehood, Identity and Civic Society. In: Bieber, Florian, 

ed.: Montenegro in Transition: Problems of Identity and Statehood. Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2003. 
15 See the study by Pavlovic, cited above, for a take on that. 
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see the road to Europe not through Belgrade, but rather in the more logical direction 
of the Mediterranean’. 

Still, polarisation on the people-to-people level, too, was significant indeed. Rifts 
based on identity choice appear within families, as well. Two of our interviewees told 
us openly about such rifts within their family (one of them has to deal with a serious 
father-son conflict as a result) – I have to add that we haven’t asked this question 
ourselves for fearing it to be too sensitive. According to one of our sources, tensions 
appeared during the time preceding the independence campaign even in the ranks of 
the local staff of international governmental organisations running activities in 
Montenegro. 

One of the most important factors heating this polarisation was the crash course 
taken by the Montenegrin and the Serbian leadership regarding future relations 
between the two in case Montenegro was to become independent. The Montenegrin 
government promised ameliorating relations after separation and fully liberal regimes 
for the free movement of people through new state borders – the Serbian 
government did the opposite, predicting an inevitable worsening of relations having 
consequences for Montenegrins learning, working or being medically treated in 
Serbia. Clearly, the former strategy was aiming at minimising expected future loss in 
‘Montenegrin-Serb’ relations, while the latter was aiming at maximising such 
expected loss in ‘Serb-Serb’ relations. 

Our interviewees in general showed inconsistency with regards to believing it 
possible or not to find a sensible agreement with Belgrade. ‘We can live without a 
strong border with Serbia’ – declared one interviewee; while others stressed that the 
events at the Serbia and Montenegro Eurovision song contest, when the Serbian 
audience turned furious at the win of a Montenegrin band (which won as a result of 
consistent voting in its favour by the Montenegrin jury), ‘demonstrated that Serbia 
and Montenegro can’t possibly be a union of equal partners, because people in 
Belgrade will never accept that’. 

It is at this point important to draw attention to the fact that the question of 
future relations between Serbia and Montenegro in case of a break-up was important 
to the group of Bosniak-Muslims as well. A lot of them live in the area of the 
historical Novi Pazar sanjak, which is now shared between Serbia and Montenegro 
and nowadays referred to simply as the ‘Sanjak’ by outside observers. It has been a 
consistently used argument by pro-union forces that the historical Bosniak-Muslim 
community of the Sanjak will be irrevocably divided if an international border is 
established between Serbia and Montenegro. 

A standard interviewee response to raising this issue was that ties between the 
Serbian and the Montenegrin part of the Sanjak aren’t so dense, as ‘the Novi Pazar 
elite’ – as they referred to the Bosniak-Muslim political elite in Serbia – claims. At 
times we got emotional reactions as well. A sociologist replied to our questions about 
the Sanjak’s future by saying ‘When they say “Sanjak”, I don’t even know what they 
are talking about’; a Bosniak-Muslim historian asked: ‘The sanjak? That used to be 
an administrative unit of the Ottoman Empire! Belgrade, Budapest and Podgorica all 
used to be within a sanjak!’. We were reminded then that 1) in Montenegro, Muslims 
have their own Islamic community or mešihat, which is weakly challenged for 
influence in Montenegro by the Islamic community of the Serbian Sanjak, which has 
its center in Novi Pazar; 2) that Montenegrin Bosniak-Muslims identify with the 
Montenegrin state even stronger than majority Montenegrins; 3) that there is reason 
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to believe that a part of Montenegrin Bosniak-Muslims declared themselves simply 
‘Montenegrins’ at the 2003 census. Two underlying statements can be identified 
looking at these arguments: 1) in the  interviewees’ opinion the Novi Pazar Bosniak-
Muslims were doing service to Belgrade willingly or unwillingly during the referendum 
campaign; 2) in their view that service couldn’t have been expected to be of much 
use to the Serbian leadership. Finally, one interviewee pointed it out with annoyance 
that ‘[Serbian Prime Minister] Koštunica more readily accepts the existence of a 
Bosniak-Muslim nation [in the Sanjak] than that of a Montenegrin one’. 

To sum up, interviewees generally didn’t voice that much concern about the 
possibility of a serious deterioration in relations between Serbia and Montenegro (or 
between Serbs and Montenegrins), nor, for that matter, about much change at all, 
although, showing some inconsistency in this regard, they also remarked that in their 
view the Serbian leadership’s attitudes are cynical (e.g. in the case of Bosniak-
Muslims in the Sanjak), and that they would never be able to treat Montenegro as an 
even partner. 
 

5. Ties to the EU 
A brief overview of EU-Montenegrin relations16 has first to mention the attempt 

by what was then the EC, the European Communities, to create a rift between Serbia 
and Montenegro already in 1991. Along with EC financial assistance, Italy proposed 
significant bilateral development projects to Montenegro, which at the time seemed 
to be aimed at getting Montenegro to vote in favour of the Carrington Plan. Serbian 
President Slobodan Milošević thought to have secured control over the Montenegrin 
vote, and thus effective direct or indirect control over more than half of the seats on 
the Yugoslav Federal Presidency, but at an October 18 meeting of the Hague 
conference Montenegro did indicate some backing to the Carrington Plan. That 
backing was later withdrawn when Milošević and his at first shocked circles turned up 
the pressure on Montenegro. Nevertheless, the ‘incident’ was indicative of what was 
to come. During the 1990s the EC and later the EU, together with the U.S., worked 
on opening up this rift – an opening for which may be regarded to have been created 
in 1991.17 

Even sanctions-busting smuggling activities in Montenegro, save for arms 
shipments, were tolerated  by the international community, as well as later on, even 
if reluctantly, the creation of an offshore trading and banking centre in the country, 
which existed there between 1996 and 2002 and is referred to by Dragan Đurić as 
Montenegro’s ‘[attempted] shortcut to heaven’.18 When milk shipments to 
Montenegro from Serbia were interrupted at a number of times, the EU even 
delivered about a thousand milking cows to capital-poor Montenegrin farmers who 
later on still received additional EU financial assistance to be able to make the switch 
to dairy production. 

                                                
16 I will shortly summarise here an article I have written for the on-line foreign policy journal ’Grotius’ 

entitled „Montenegro a népítélet előtt” (the site currently waiting to be launched; my study thus 
awaiting publishing). 

17 For a description of the ’incident’ see: Silber, Laura and Little, Allan: The Death of Yugoslavia. 
London: Penguin Books, BBC Books, 1996 (revised edition), p.193-196. 

18 Djuric, Dragan: The Economic Development of Montenegro. In: Bieber, Florian, ed.: Montenegro in 
Transition: Problems of Identity and Statehood. Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2003. 
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Significant EU financial assistance flowed to Montenegro. In 1998 rapid short-
term assistance worth 3 million ECUs was decided on by the European Council. Later 
that year the Commission and Montenegro agreed on another assistance program 
worth five million ECUs ‘to promote and provide further impulse to the process of 
political and economic reform in Montenegro’.19 In 1999 Montenegro received €13 
million in aid to cover for costs associated with the inflow of refugees from Kosovo – 
with which the EU effectively bought itself a refuge area (to refer back to the chapter 
on the refuge area image) –, as well as aid to compensate for war damages and 
direct budgetary assistance to improve Montenegro’s balance of payment situation. 
Meanwhile, since already a large amount of Deutsche Marks was in use in the 
Montenegrin economy, Montenegro started using the German currency as the legal 
tender instead of the Serbian dinar, which set it on course to switching to the euro 
along with the Eurozone countries in 2002. 

EU aid flow hasn’t stopped with the ouster of Milošević from power in Serbia. 
Financial assistance continued most significantly within the framework of the CARDS 
program (Community Assistance for Reconstruction, Development and Stabilisation), 
with the latter started in 2000 as the main financial instrument of the EU’s new 
Stabilisation and Association Process for countries of the Western Balkans. It was 
managed on the ground along with other programmes by the European Agency for 
Reconstruction (the latter created in 2000, having opened its offices in Podgorica in 
February, 2001). The EU continued to give extensive policy advice as well, through 
the mechanism of the Enhanced Permanent Dialogue, which took the place of the 
work done by the EU-Former Republic of Yugoslavia Consultative Task Force (EU-FRY 
CTF). 

Nevertheless, when Milošević was gone, it did prove to be a turning point in that 
for instance smuggling was no longer tolerated, especially cigarette smuggling, the 
issue of which was raised as a complaint many times before by Italy, while the 
offshore trading and banking centre also came under criticism based on charges of 
money laundering – which eventually, in the post-9-11 context (after September 11, 
2001) led to its closing down. Most notably, however, the EU stopped giving positive 
signals about Montenegrin independence and later on, under some activist brokerage 
by its High Representative for CFSP Javier Solana, the Belgrade Agreement was 
signed by Serbia and Montenegro, in March, 2002. The Montenegrin pro-
independence camp’s dismay felt at the (re)birth of the state union wasn’t mitigated 
much by the possibility of the dual-track approach in Stabilisation and Association 
Agreement talks, declared open since the Maastricht, September, 2004 informal 
council of EU foreign ministers. 

What concerned the pro-independence camp was, after all this, not only the 
question of whether Montenegro would in the future become a member of the EU or 
not, but also when that would happen and in what status Montenegro would become 
a member. To put it even more accurately, what concerned them was the possible 
causal relationship between status and the time of accession – e.g. because of 
Serbia’s problems in co-operating with the ICTY (International Criminal Tribunal for 
Yugoslavia) in the Hague, which was expected to cause serious political problems, 

                                                
19 Exact wording on the following site, accessible at: 

http://www.ear.eu.int/montenegro/montenegro.htm. (Europaen Agency for Reconstruction: The 
European Union in Montenegro.) [cit.: April 29 2006] 

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com

http://www.ear.eu.int/montenegro/montenegro.htm
http://www.pdffactory.com
http://www.pdffactory.com


 
 

12 

just like the strong position of industry trade unions and the significance of the 
agricultural sector in Serbia, which, as a stimulus for protectionism and welfare 
measures, may slow down any reform like trade liberalisation or privatisation. These 
are all points our interviewees made. One interviewee, referring to the possibility of 
radical forces seizing power in elections in Serbia, said that ‘Serbia might still need to 
drink the rest of the hemlock [reference to the poisonous drink accepted by Socrates 
when he chose death over exile]’. This, the interviewee added, is in a way reference 
to the EU’s perceived strategy of supporting Prime Minister Koštunica’s government 
as a ‘least bad option’ as well. 

The 55% thresh-old of ‘yes’ votes for international acceptance of Montenegro’s 
independence after the May referendum, insisted on by the EU, was clearly seen as a 
result of unfair EU pressure on Montenegro by our interviewees, even though pro-
union parties as well as the Serbian government originally demanded an even higher 
thresh-old, or, that the 55% percent criterium be applied to the whole of the 
electorate and not just those turning out to vote. Pro-independence supporters, while 
conceding that the legitimacy of a victory for them in these circumstances will be 
greater, stressed that the principle of the equality of votes was in this case 
abandoned. The most radical statement concerning the EU in connection with that 
was that ‘apparently the EU wants to give Montenegro as food to Serbia’. Another 
interviewee pointed to pro-union parties’ voters’ attitudes towards the EU and 
concluded in the light of poll questions that their attitudes are so positive towards 
the EU (in sharp contrast to their attitudes towards NATO for instance) in part 
because the EU is perceived not to be supporting the break-up of the state union. 

Still, all that doesn’t mean that in Montenegro’s case one would have to fear 
people disappointing in an idea of European-ness as a result of the EU’s referendum 
policy, or anti-EU attitudes becoming a part of Montenegrin identity. On the one 
hand, as one interviewee put it, ‘the EU is perceived not as some exclusive source of 
European-ness, but rather as a political-economic giant’, with which Montenegro 
needs close ties self-evidently, and hence this need wasn’t to be questioned in case 
Montenegro were to proceed in EU negotiations together with Serbia. On the other 
hand, all throughout the 1990s a desire for the end to international isolation was 
what drove the Montenegrin pro-independence camp and thus it would have been 
fairly unlikely to expect public opinion among pro-independence voters turning 
against the EU. 
 

6. Economically viable 
The issue of whether Montenegro is economically viable, was one that had some 

influence even on the international stage in the debate about policy options to be 
considered regarding Montenegro’s drive for independence. For example, Le Figaro, 
on December 22, 2002, trying to grasp the essence of the Montenegrin situation, 
wrote: 
 

‘Are we going to have another supplementary state on the European continent? If yes, 
will it be a state characterised by the rule of law, or a little, semi-despotic, semi-criminal 
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[mi-mafieuse in the original French version – P.M.] republic, matching the image of the 
majority of states born of the explosion of the Soviet Union?’20 

 
– writing in a way that could be said to be typical in the Western press in preceding 
years. By devoting space to it here in this study, I wouldn’t like to indicate any 
agreement at all with the thesis that Montenegro wouldn’t be economically viable as 
an independent state. Rather, I brought up the issue during our interviews because 
of its prominence in the independence discourse. 

Our interviewees never shied away from reckoning with the fact that Montenegro 
is a very small country. ‘Our population is only so big as that of some big city 
elsewhere’ – was a typical way of putting this; one source even named the Belgrade 
suburb of Novi Beograd as having a number of inhabitants equal to Montenegro’s. 
But none of our interviewees, save for our only anti-independence interviewee, 
showed for a moment hesitation about whether Montenegro could be economically 
viable in the future. ‘We are already independent economically’ – an economist 
pointed it out to us, showing strong disapproval of the question itself. ‘When we 
have started creating our economic independence, we of course reckoned with the 
fact that economic independence can function helping the development of an 
independent identity. But there is another link between identity and the economy. 
One of the reasons why we started towards independence was that the economic 
situation was so bad in rump-Yugoslavia, because of Milošević of course’ – this 
economist added. 

The main problem interviewees cited was actually connected to not being 
independent: the remaining uncertainty surrounding Montenegro’s future status, 
which in their perception was clearly discouraging investors. In the case of a ‘grey 
zone result of a share of ‘yes’ votes between 50 and 55%’, meaning at least three 
more years of the uncertainty of status, they considered prospects to be significantly 
worse than in case of achieving independence at the referendum. On the other hand, 
in case of Montenegro becoming independent, and especially following the autumn 
parliamentary elections, they predicted an end to ‘a lost year of development’ and 
fast in-flow of investments. 

After the parliamentary elections they also predicted further steps restricting the 
remaining role of trade unions in Montenegro – because trade unions, still, at an 
82% level of privatisation, could be considered significant. In their perception that 
was to be a positive factor in the development of Montenegro’s economy, which 
doesn’t have such sectors, such as the Serbian economy, that would need a high 
level of protection, or where trade union obstruction to structural reform should be 
tolerated. That being a factor that can slow down Serbia’s European integration 
progress, thus, should the state union have continued to exist, would have of course 
slowed down Montenegro as well, our interviewees opined. The high level of 
protection in place in the case of Serbian agriculture is what one interviewee 
characterised as resulting in a trade regime between Serbia and Montenegro actually 
hurting Montenegrin interests, because of subsidised Serbian products entering the 
Montenegrin market and, on the other hand, these subsidies pushing out 
Montenegrin products from the Serbian market. 

                                                
20 Girard, Renaud: Election présidentielle dans un climat sulfureux au Montenegro. Le Figaro, 22nd of 

February, 2002, p.5. 
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As to concretely what was to be regarded as the way forward for the 
Montenegrin economy, more or less consistently our interviewees named quality 
beverage production, the services sector and tourism as the key areas. Tourism’s 
great potential was remarked by one interviewee by referring to the example of the 
Tara Canyon, a kind of natural wonder of Montenegro that is relatively less known, 
e.g. in comparison to the Montenegrin seaside resorts: ‘if Tara Canyon would be in 
the U.S., 370,000 people would definitely be working there [around the number of 
active earners in Montenegro]’, the interviewee said. Government officials for their 
part, while also expecting much of tourism, emphasised that the best strategy for 
Montenegro is to support SMEs (small and medium enterprises), this being the best 
way to boost non-public sector employment, which could also be a pre-condition for 
developing a streamlined and more efficient state administration. These SMEs were 
of course not to be supported solely in the tourism sector, but actually in whichever 
sector or sub-sector of the economy. Parallel to that, importance was attributed to 
infrastructure development. One interviewee pointed out that for instance the railway 
network clearly reflected earlier times’ approach to infrastructural development being 
founded upon treating Montenegro not as a part of Yugoslavia, but simply as a part 
of Serbia, e.g. there not being a railway line connecting Sarajevo to Podgorica. 
Finally, this same interviewee, while others put the number of professional soldiers 
needed for a future Montenegrin army at around 1,500, actually declared that 
Montenegro doesn’t need any kind of standing army. 
 

7. Conclusions concerning Montenegrin state identity 
Christopher Boehm, in his quest to identify trans-cultural (and also trans-

temporal) ideal-types of society, once gave the following description of pre-19th 
century Montenegro. The country was in his view a ‘geographical fortress’. Its area, 
though, had only marginal economic importance, and thus, because of the potential 
costliness of territorial conquest, the Ottoman forces occupying the surrounding area 
at the time had a very low propensity to even attempt such conquest there. 
Montenegrins on the other hand, in the midst of difficult circumstances, relied on 
mobile sources of subsistence, on raiding surrounding areas and then taking refuge 
after these raids, as well as on herding flocks that could be quickly evacuated in case 
of danger. Boehm considers Montenegrins’ tribal and clan-based social structure as 
that what best suited the need for fast mobilisation in case of an incursion by some 
enemy force. In his view inter-tribal consensus-making mechanisms assured the 
possibility of united response in such situations. Blood feud in Boehm’s functionalist 
analysis was an institution that, along with raiding, served training purposes for a 
society that depended for survival on militancy. Heroic songs, passed on orally from 
generation to generation, provided a means of transferring crucial values of a warrior 
society, as well as for transferring the technology of efficient warfare, by exact 
descriptions of how great deeds in battle can be carried out. Thus drew up Boehm 
the picture of what he termed a refuge area warrior society.21 

Obviously, there is no ‘return to the future’, meaning a return to this ancient 
image of Montenegrin society. To highlight the most important changes that one may 

                                                
21 Boehm, Christopher: Blood Revenge: The Anthropology of Feuding in Montenegro and Other Tribal 

Societies. University of Pennsylvania, 1987, p. 39-50. 
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cite as reason for that, I will name three of those. 1) Montenegro’s defence 
dominance has evaporated during the first half of the 19th century, with the 
combination of the rugged terrain, good knowledge of it and hit-and-run tactics no 
longer being sufficient for victory against well-organised armies invading with strong 
artillery support. That’s why Montenegro had to create a standing army, in the 
process also overcoming the tradition of the blood feud at least to a degree, which 
by then in fact was rather dysfunctional. 2) Montenegro, as a result of territorial 
conquests, ended up turning into a multi-ethnic state, taking in significant Muslim 
populations in areas. 3) Urbanisation. During the course of the second half of the 
20th century the proportion of the urban populace rose from 14.2% in 1953, to 
58.2% in 1991 (and on to 62% by 2003).22 

One sociologist we spoke to, claimed that right up till the 1990s urbanisation 
went along with a kind of ‘ruralisation’ of urban areas, with people moving into towns 
taking their traditions with them and even passing them on to the next generations. 
Even this sociologist acknowledged though, that globalisation will strongly affect that 
tendency, in case there is such a tendency any more. But as far as respect for 
traditions is concerned, already in a 1977 issue of the National Geographic, one can 
find the following passage in an article23 on Montenegro, in which an old ex-partisan 
complains that: 
 

“In the old days a man was considered poor if he didn’t have a pistol. Now he’s poor if he 
doesn’t have a car. The young are going to the cities. They are forgetting that nature 
makes man humane. When he loses touch with the soil, he loses his soul.” 

 
So, when looking for signs concerning what one was to expect about the 

evolution of Montenegrin state identity, this more traditional image of Montenegro 
outlined above in Boehm’s interpretation is definitely not the best starting point. 
Rather, Montenegro at the beginning of the 20th century, having a multi-ethnic or 
multi-cultural society as a result of fresh territorial conquest and thus tentatively 
looking for social integrity, while also having a special relationship connecting it to 
Serbia, might be a better basis for drawing normative conclusions. 

Montenegro needs to be a country with open borders. Open Croatian-Croatian, 
Bosniak-Bosniak, Serb-Serb and Albanian-Albanian borders, one may add, because 
one of the main reasons for having open borders (not ones without control of 
course) is to provide minorities with the chance to freely maintain ties to their fellow 
nationality members – something that might be essential for social peace. 
Montenegrin Serbs may not find that fortunate for example in relation to Albanians, 
but terming them – Montenegrin Serbs – an ‘arrogant minority’ to shove their 
resistance aside, might create the new problem of increasing social polarisation along 
identity lines between ‘Montenegrins’ and ‘Serbs’. In fact, it is this Montenegrin 
identity crisis that is perhaps the most easily recognisable feature from the past. 
Dealing with it is the most important challenge perhaps, and therefore it is exactly in 

                                                
22 Source of 1953 and 1991 data: Rastoder, Šerbo: A Short Review of the History of Montenegro. In: 

Bieber, Florian, ed.: Montenegro in Transition: Problems of Identity and Statehood. Baden-Baden: 
Nomos, 2003. Here figures the similarly telling change in the rate of illiteracy, which moved from 
56.1% before 1941, down to 5.6% by 1991. 

23 Hodgson, Bryan: Montenegro: Yugoslavia’s Black Mountain. The National Geographic, November, 
1977, p. 662-683. (p.672.). 
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Montenegrin/Serb-Serb relations that the European Union needs to play a very 
important facilitator role to make sure that Serbia and Montenegro, even as separate 
states, maintain liberal regimes for the flow of persons across borders. It can have 
an influence in minimising any loss or even achieving gains in Montenegrin/Serb-Serb 
relations by providing to the parties the MEO (mutually enticing opportunity) of the 
perspective of European integration. Meanwhile, to handle confidence gaps between 
minority groups and majority Montenegrins, the EU’s role is to solve any possible 
credible commitment problem between the parties by keeping all relevant actors’ 
policies within ‘Euro-conform’ frames. In a famous anecdote about small states’ 
foreign policy options, a foreign ministry official of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy 
once asked a Czech diplomat in Vienna, ‘So why do you want independence? To do 
the lobbying in Berlin rather than in Vienna?’. The reply to such a question among 
the currently ruling Montenegrin government circles or among minority groups would 
obviously be ‘in Brussels instead of Belgrade’. But it seems that even pro-state union 
political forces in Montenegro are devoted to the idea of European integration, just 
as mainstream politicians in Serbia, too. So the EU does have significant influence 
over future developments. 

The question is whether the EU will always be able to give coherent and positive 
signals in the future. At a council meeting of EU home and justice ministers on April 
27, 2006, the decision was adopted that the Schengen Visa fee shall be raised to €60 
from January 1, 2007, upon the introduction of the use of biometric data in visa. 
Paying that amount of money for entering the Schengen bloc effectively isolates 
societies in the Western Balkans, where only a narrower layer of society will be able 
to afford paying the fee. This is of course just one illustration of how the EU may 
mismanage its relations with the Western Balkans, and in fact there is a chance at 
the time when I’m writing this study, that there might be future measures to mitigate 
the burden of the increased visa fee for countries in the Western Balkans. But 
clearly, a ‘€60 visa fee EU’ – a more and more isolationist EU – would be in a weaker 
position to normatively frame political developments in the region. 

Quite clearly that would be a pity in the case of Montenegro, because of the 
country’s potential to set a positive example of handling multi-ethnic co-existence 
(e.g. for Kosovo, whether or not the latter becomes fully independent). Montenegro 
at the same time can also play a positive role in regional co-operation, given that, 
based on the initial expectations identified in this study and using Arnold Wolfers’ 
famous distinction24, in its foreign policy it doesn’t have ‘possession goals’; rather it 
has only ‘milieu goals’ right now (open borders, free trade, along with an interest in 
regional stability and region-wide economic growth). 
 

8. Some general theoretical conclusions and a summary of 
findings 
This study on the question of Montenegrin identity might again illustrate that 

identity is not of such exclusive nature as subjects of politics (politicians, essentially) 
would wish to have it, desiring fuller control over objects of their politics (the 
masses, essentially). On the other hand, we might add though, that there do exist 

                                                
24 Wolfers, Arnold: Discord and Collaboration: Essays on International Politics. Baltimore: The Johns 

Hopkins Press, 1962, p. 73-77. 
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inter-subjective group identities that politicians couldn’t ignore even if they wished to 
do so. In Montenegro’s case this implies that now, when the current polarisation 
between adherents of a Montenegrin and those of a Serb identity is encoded in the 
situation, while it is also played on by politicians, it is something that couldn’t be 
ignored, either. And it also implies that once referendum politics come to an end, the 
masses might find a way back to the old Montenegrin equilibrium situation of having 
a significant segment of society defining itself and its identity by multiple identity 
labels, in a whole network of national identities (Montenegrin, Serb, Slav etc.). 

This then is something that may help us realise something close-to-obvious with 
regards to one of the only seeming contradictions of rationalist and constructivist 
approaches to IR theory. Yes, national identities are social facts: social constructs 
that are ever-changing results of inter-subjective processes originating largely within 
elite discourses. However, when we conclude that national identity influences policy 
decisions, it shouldn’t necessarily imply that the given decision is inevitably irrational. 
Rational choice by a decision-maker has to rest upon social facts as well, even if one 
may call it bounded rationality (but that already is a step towards a heated 
epistemological debate). To illustrate what I have just outlined, let me pose the 
question: would it be ‘rational’ for any European head of state to start identifying 
himself or herself exclusively as a ‘European citizen’? Without giving an outright 
answer, one may point out simply that that rationality would of course be subject to 
inter-subjective consent about it. 

One possible objection to my theses about decision-makers could be that IR 
theories are actually not theories about decision-makers’ actions, but state actions. 
But it is exactly this objection which can be turned against conservative IR theory 
and used to the end of its deconstruction. Saying that states do this or that based on 
either rational considerations or shared belief in certain norms is in fact tantamount 
to, as Ferguson puts it, anthropomorphising states. In defence of those IR theories 
one can only say that in fact debates among IR scholars are about consensual, inter-
subjective re-ifications which over time may constitute social facts themselves, by 
becoming part of public thinking, and thus turn into ‘structural existents’. 

Taking account of these reservations voiced above, of the reificative character of 
the research question, in my study I examined what sort of state identity we could 
have expected in Montenegro’s case, in case Montenegro was to become 
independent after the May 21, 2006 referendum on her independence. For this 
purpose I carried out interviews on the ground between March 13 and April 2. 
Primarily I was looking to be able to answer the following questions: “1) Can 
multiculturalism have solid roots in Montenegrin ground, given that it’s seemingly 
indispensable for a country with significant ethnic diversity?; 2) How should we 
assess and interpret the narrative, which presents Montenegro as a refuge area 
during the time of the Balkan wars?; 3) How are relations between ‘Serbians’ and 
‘Montenegrins’ (people of whatever ethnic affiliation living in Serbia and in 
Montenegro, respectively) changing in the current situation?; 4) What effect does the 
challenge of European integration and what effect do relations with the EU have on 
Montenegrin identity?; 5) Finally, what sort of general economic prospects does 
Montenegro have as an independent state?” 

Regarding multiculturalism, while our interviewees emphasized that they 
interpreted and evaluated it in relative terms, in the regional context, they all found 
the prospects for multicultural co-existence quite good. They cited several positive 
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individual examples which – especially through historian Šerbo Rastoder’s example – 
might show that minorities have access to forming Montenegrin social and political 
discourses, including the discourse on Montenegro’s history. Thus minorities are not 
mere objects of the latter discourse. Several anecdotes and an emphasis on similar 
patriarchal values of different ethnic groups serve to project this multicultural 
harmony back in time, too. I cited one of these anecdotes to illustrate that one may 
find in that past really existing norms and practices of community-level face-saving. 
However, there is also a recognition of the non-perfection of the current situation, 
and that more positive changes are needed to ensure an harmonious social order for 
the future. At least on our interviewees’ part there was no suspicion voiced about 
whether the strongly pro-independence stance of minority groups in Montenegro 
might be merely a tactically right way for them to get out of a Serb nation-state. In 
that one may discover the underlying statement/belief that achieving Montenegro’s 
independence is in fact the end-game for minorities, and thus for them it is rather a 
strategically right way to get out of a Serb nation-state. The expectation is that 
Montenegro’s generally more open borders can actually reduce the attraction of any 
separatist thinking, though at the same time some concern might be sensed about 
the meaninglessness of the common state, with Albanians having such significant 
cross-border ties towards Albania and Kosovo. Meanwhile clear concern was voiced 
about whether ‘it is possible to build multiculturalism with Belgrade’. 

Signs that Montenegrin multiculturalism is conceptualised more and more in the 
face of a Serb ‘Other’ can also be seen in the case of the narrative presenting 
Montenegro as a refuge area and an island of peace in the Balkans during the wars 
associated with the disintegration of the former Yugoslavia. There clearly are several 
‘mistakes’ in this collective memory, and our interviewees recited these exceptions 
with great consistency, almost as one codified collection of cases. One mitigating 
excuse also regularly cited, though, was that all these incidents took place with some 
involvement by Serbs or Serbia. While on a case-by-case basis one may see truth in 
this point, two problems should also be seen. One is that there are also less 
excusable exceptions, most notably the ‘Dubrovnik exception’, while the other is that 
even if we would accept that only the Serb segment of Montenegrin society is to be 
blamed for any inter-ethnic tension nowadays, the conceptualisation of a Serb ‘Other’ 
would be clearly pointless or harmful, given that it is in fact internal to Montenegrin 
society. 

Nevertheless, even though there is significant polarisation in Montenegrin society 
as a result of the clash of identity politics between Podgorica and Belgrade, identity is 
a shifting, inter-subjective concept and it is not exclusive in character, so once 
referendum politics are over, the question of whether someone identifies oneself in 
Montenegro as a Serb or a Montenegrin might again be just that of what that person 
places on top within one’s network of identities. Montenegrin identity within 
Montenegrins’ network of identities was affirmed in response to the growing isolation 
of rump-Yugoslavia on the international stage. One interviewee, an influential 
economist, was even ready to reckon to a degree with a reversed cause-effect 
relationship between an independent Montenegrin identity and an (economically 
already) independent Montenegro. Still, tensions shall not be underestimated at a 
time when rifts appear within families as well, as a result of the identity crisis 
detailed hereby. 
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With regards to European integration, the possibility of a causal relationship 
between in what status and when they can join the EU was of the most concern to 
interviewees – the possibility that Serbia might slow down Montenegro’s integration 
process. The 55% thresh-old for international/EU recognition of Montenegro’s 
independence at the May 21 referendum was seen as accepted under unfair pressure 
on Montenegro, even though interviewees did count with that in this way referendum 
results were to have more legitimacy. Still, there was clearly no anti-EU public 
opinion backlash expected, given that Montenegro’s drive for independence was so 
much triggered by a desire to give up isolation in the 1990s as well as because the 
EU is perceived as a political-economic giant, with which Montenegro needs close ties 
self-evidently (together or not with Serbia). 

At the same time, while reckoning with the fact that Montenegro is a very small 
country, none of our interviewees, save for our only anti-independence interviewee, 
showed for a moment hesitation about whether Montenegro could be economically 
viable in the future. The only concern cited in connection with the question of 
economic prospects was that if there was to remain uncertainty about Montenegro’s 
future status after the referendum, that would continue to discourage investors and 
thus slow down economic development. 
 

Supplement: the interview sample 
o Nine university professors 
o Three government officials (overlap: two of them university professors) 
o An economist of a local think tank 
o A local IGO employee 
o An ‘international’ IGO employee 
o The spokesperson of the main independence movement NGO 
o A Podgorica-based diplomat 
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