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A CONCISE HISTORY OF SERBIA

This accessible and engaging book covers the full span of 
Serbia’s history, from the sixth-century Slav migrations up to 
the present day. It traces key developments surrounding the 
medieval and modern polities associated with Serbs, reveal-
ing a fascinating history of entanglements and communication 
between south-eastern and wider Europe, sometimes with 
global implications. This is a history of Serb states, institutions 
and societies, which also gives voice to individual experiences 
in an attempt to understand how the events described impacted 
the people who lived through them. Although no real continu-
ity between the pre-modern and modern periods exists, Dejan 
Djoki� draws out several common themes, including migra-
tions, the Serbs’ relations with neighbouring empires and peo-
ples, Serbia as a society formed in the imperial borderlands and 
the polycentricity of Serbia. The volume also highlights the 
surprising vitality of Serb identity, and how it has survived in 
different incarnations over the centuries through reinvention.

Dejan Djoki�   is Professor of History at Goldsmiths, 
University of London. He is the author of three monographs, 
(co-)editor of four books and recipient of prestigious grants 
and fellowships from the Arts and Humanities Research Coun-
cil, The British Academy, The Leverhulme Trust, Alexander 
von Humboldt Foundation, Columbia University in the City 
of New York and the Woodrow Wilson Center, Washington, 
DC. He is the founding director of the Centre for the Study of 
the Balkans at Goldsmiths.
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This is a series of illustrated ‘concise histories’ of selected  
individual countries, intended both as university and college textbooks 

and as general historical introductions for general readers, travellers, and 
members of the business community.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at:  
www.cambridge.org/concisehistories

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

A CONCISE HISTORY OF 
SERBIA

DEJAN DJOKI�

Goldsmiths, University of London

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

University Printing House, Cambridge cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,  
New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107028388

doi: 10.1017/9781139236140

© Dejan Djoki� 2023

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception  
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,  
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written  

permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2023

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Djoki�, Dejan, author.

Title: A concise history of Serbia / Dejan Djoki�, Goldsmiths, 
University of London.

Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, ny : Cambridge 
University Press, 2023. | Series: Cambridge concise histories | Includes 

bibliographical references and index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2022025384 | ISBN 9781107028388 (hardback) | 

ISBN 9781107630215 (paperback) | ISBN 9781139236140 (ebook)
Subjects: LCSH: Serbia – History. 

Classification: LCC DR1965 .D58 2023 | DDC 949.71–dc23/eng/20220527 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022025384

isbn 978-1-107-02838-8 Hardback
isbn 978-1-107-63021-5 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of  
URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication  

and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,  
accurate or appropriate.

Every effort has been made to trace the owners of copyright material included in  
this book. The publishers would be grateful for any omissions brought to their  

notice for acknowledgement in future editions of the book.

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

For my mother

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

vii

CONTENTS

List of Figures page viii
List of Maps xi
List of Tables xii
List of Boxes xiii
Acknowledgements xiv
List of Abbreviations xvii

Introduction 1

1 Migration (up to c.1150) 50

2 Empire (c.1170–1459) 83

3 Borderland (1450–1800) 140

4 Revolution (1788–1858) 204

5 Independence (1860–1914) 275

6 War and Interwar (1914–1944) 332

7 Federation to Fragmentation (1945–1990) 412

8 Ruin and Recovery (after 1990) 464

Further Reading 534
Index 541

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

viii

FIGURES

1.1 Remnants of the medieval town of Ras,  
south-western Serbia  page 70

2.1 St Sava and St Simeon (Stefan Nemanja), c.1314,  
King’s Church, Studenica Monastery, south-western  
Serbia 93

2.2 (a) The Sopo�ani Monastery (built 1259–70)  
and (b) The Graanica Monastery (built 1321)  103

2.3 Alphonse Mucha, The Coronation of Serbian Tsar  
Stefan Duaan as East Roman Emperor (1926) 113

3.1 The Coat of Arms of the ‘Turkish Empire’, Konrad 
Grünenberg of Constance (c.1483) 147

3.2 Paja Jovanovi�, Migration of the Serbs (c.1896) 179
4.1 The Oraaac Assembly (1804), a nineteenth-century 

illustration by an unknown author 217
4.2 Dositej Obradovi�, lithograph by Anastas  

Jovanovi�, 1852 236
4.3 Vuk Karad�i�, lithograph by an unknown author,  

c.1850 237
4.4 Portrait of Prince Miloa Obrenovi� by Josef Brandt,  

probably painted in Constantinople/Istanbul, 1835 252
4.5 Princess Persida Karadjordjevi� (1813–73), consort  

of Prince Aleksandar. Portrait by Uroš Kneževi�,  
1855 261

4.6 Pavle Simi�, Serbian National Assembly, 1 May 1848  
(1848) 266

5.1 Prince Mihailo Obrenovi�, c.1850 279
5.2 Draga Ljoi� (1855–1926), Serbia’s �rst female  

doctor 296
5.3 Serbian peasants from the Belgrade district, Serbia 318

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

ix

List of Figures

5.4 Young girls dressed as soldiers in the Serbian army at 
a Purim Party, Belgrade, early twentieth century 328

6.1 Nikola Paši�, Prime Minister of Serbia,  
23 July 1914 347

6.2 Civilians �eeing the Habsburg army invasion  
of Serbia, c.1914 351

6.3 A Serbian soldier being shaved in a trench by one of 
his comrades at the Macedonian front, c.1916 357

6.4 Zenit, No. 17–18, September–October 1922,  
cover design El Lissitzky 374

6.5 Milena Pavlovi� Barilli, self-portrait, 1938 375
6.6 King Aleksandar [Karadjordjevi�] (1888–1934)  

and Queen Marie of Yugoslavia (1900–61) attend the 
unveiling of a sculpture on Armistice Day in Belgrade, 
created as a tribute to France by sculptor Ivan  
Meštrovi�, 11 November 1930 385

6.7 Hitler’s birthday present, 1941 395
6.8 The Partisan leadership, Jajce, Bosnia, November  

1943: Ivo Lola Ribar, Aleksandar Rankovi�,  
Milovan Djilas, Tito, Sreten Žujovi�, Andrija  
Hebrang, Moša Pijade and Edvard Kardelj 407

6.9 General Mihailovi� between two Allied of�cers,  
Colonel Bailey and Brigadier Armstrong, eastern  
Bosnia?, c.1942–43 409

7.1 (a) Coat of arms of Socialist Republic of Serbia  
(1947392). (b) Coat of arms of the Principality  
of Serbia (1835382)  423

7.2 Jovanka Broz, Tito and President Nasser of Egypt, 
Belgrade, 1961 432

7.3 Film director Želimir Žilnik and actress Milja  
Vujanovi�, the Berlin �lm festival, 1969 438

7.4 Post-punk band aarlo akrobata performing  
at the Student Cultural Centre, Belgrade,  
November 1980 448

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

x

7.5 Slobodan Miloševi� faces a crowd of cameramen 
and photographers on 17 October 1988 in Belgrade  
prior to the opening session of the party  
plenum meeting 460

7.6 Ethnic Albanians pray in front of cof�n of a young 
man killed during demonstrations on 2 February 
1990 in Podujevo, Kosovo 460

8.1 Anti-government protests, Belgrade, 9 March 1991  473
8.2 Women in Black, anti-war demonstrations,  

Belgrade, 1992 476
8.3 Serb reservists return from the Croatian front,  

December 1991 487
8.4 Croatian Serb refugees wait for a train in Bijeljina,  

north-east Bosnia, August 1995  499
8.5 Citizens of Belgrade queue for free bread distributed  

by the state, 6 January 1994 (the Orthodox  
Christmas Eve) 503

8.6 Vojislav Koštunica and Zoran Djindji�, celebrating  
election victory, Belgrade, 27 September 2000 515

8.7 President Aleksandar Vui� walks in front of a  
23-metre-tall statue to Grand Župan Stefan Nemanja 
unveiled in Belgrade on 27 January 2021  
(St Sava Day) 526

8.8 Festival goers leave after day three of the Exit Festival 
at the Petrovaradin Fortress, Novi Sad,  
11 July 2021 531

List of Figures

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xi

0.1 Serbia and its neighbours in 2022 page 4
1.1 Probable borders of ‘Baptized Serbia’ and its  

neighbours, c.950 71
2.1 Serbia under the Nemanji� dynasty, late twelfth  

to mid-fourteenth centuries 89
3.1 Habsburg Military Border, late eighteenth century 150
3.2 Jurisdiction of the Serbian (Pe�) Patriarchate,  

mid-seventeenth century 174
5.1 Serbia’s territorial expansion, 1804–1913 329
6.1 The formation of Yugoslavia in 1918 361
6.2 Yugoslavia’s administrative division, 1929–41 381
6.3 Axis occupation and partition of Yugoslavia  

in the Second World War 398
7.1 Administrative and ‘ethnic’ boundaries of  

Yugoslavia’s republics and provinces, 1945–91  415

MAPS

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xii

4.1 Population of Serbia, 1815–1874 page 241
6.1 Population of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and  

Slovenes by ethnicity, 1921 363

TABLES

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xiii

BOXES

2.1 Raška or Serbia? page 85
6.1 Yugoslavia’s war deaths, 1941–45 411

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xiv

I would not have written this book without Elizabeth Friend-
Smith, my Cambridge University Press editor. Liz commissioned 
the book, having persuaded me I was the person to write it, and 
then patiently supported me throughout the manuscript comple-
tion, which took longer than either of us had planned. I should like 
to thank four anonymous readers commissioned by Cambridge 
University Press for their comments and suggestions on an early 
outline and the �nal manuscript. Late Stevan K. Pavlowitch 
encouraged me to take on the project when I doubted I was up to 
it, as did Richard Clogg, whose history of Greece remains one of 
the best books in the series in which this book appears. The origi-
nal research and writing would not have been possible without the 
Alexander von Humboldt Foundation Fellowship for Experienced 
Researchers that I held at Humboldt University of Berlin in 2015–16.  
It was at the same institution where I completed the manuscript 
in 2020–21. Hannes Grandits was a generous host during my both 
stays at his Chair for South-East European History at Humboldt 
University, home to a stimulating community of early career 
scholars and of the Berlin Colloquium for South-East European 
History, where I presented my research in progress. Hannes read 
the �nal draft and made numerous helpful and reassuring com-
ments. Nada Zeevi� read the medieval and early modern chap-
ters, sel�essly sharing her knowledge about pre-modern Balkans 
and Europe. I am grateful to Veljko Vujai�, whose comments and 
suggestions improved the introduction and the ‘modern’ chapters. 
Last but not least, Jasna Dragovi�-Soso made many helpful sug-
gestions on the �nal chapter.

I should like to thank Lucy Riall, Tom Buchanan and Martin 
Conway for inviting me to present preliminary thoughts about a 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgements

xv

book I had yet to begin writing at, respectively, Department of 
History and Civilization, European University Institute, Florence 
and Modern European History seminar at Oxford University. A 
number of colleagues and friends have encouraged me to write and 
persevere with this book, shared their knowledge and sources, and 
helped me understand Serbia in broader contexts. They include, 
in alphabetical order: Catherine Baker, Mile Bjelajac, Xavier 
Bougarel, Marie-Janine Calic, Cathie Carmichael, Nathalie 
Clayer, Dragan Cvetkovi�, Aleksa Djilas, Emir O. Filipovi�, 
Christian Goeschel, Vesna Goldsworthy, Dejan Jovi�, Pieter 
M. Judson, Predrag J. Markovi�, Milan Nikoli�, Jan Plamper, 
Christina Pribi�evi�-Zori�, Lucy Riall, late Nobuhiro Shiba, 
Naoko Shimazu, Peter Siani-Davies, Danilo Šarenac, Ana Stoli�, 
Milan Ristovi�, Milica Uvali�, late Ljubinka Trgovevi� and Tara 
Zahra. Needless to say, I bear sole responsibility for the book’s 
content, including any errors of fact or interpretation.

Apart from my home and university of�ces in Berlin and 
London, most of the research and writing took place at the 
British Library, London and Staatsbibliothek, Berlin (Berlin State 
Library) (mainly the West building). I would like to thank the 
helpful, in their own different ‘London’ and ‘Berlin ways’, staff 
of these two incredible institutions. I am also grateful to the staff 
of the Archives of Yugoslavia, Belgrade; Jacob-und-Wilhelm-
Grimm-Zentrum and Zweigbibliothek Fremdsprachliche 
Philologien (Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm Centre University 
Library and Foreign Languages and Literatures Branch Library), 
both Humboldt University of Berlin; School of Slavonic and East 
European Studies Library, University College London; and to 
Wayne Kempton of Archives of the Episcopal Diocese of New 
York. Special thanks to Goranka Mati�, Serbia’s foremost pho-
tographer, who generously granted permission to use photographs 
from her private collection, and also to the following persons 
and institutions for their help in obtaining images reproduced in 
the book: Simona Benyamini, The Oster Visual Documentation 

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgements

xvi

Center, ANU – Museum of the Jewish People, Tel Aviv; Angelika 
Betz and Alisa Fowler, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek (Bavarian 
State Library), Munich; Jelena Jovanovi�-Simi�, Museum of the 
Serbian Medical Society, Belgrade; Nemanja Kalezi�, National 
Library of Serbia, Belgrade; Slobodan Mandi�, Historical Archives 
of Belgrade; Ivana Panteli�, Institute of Contemporary History, 
Belgrade; Borislav Radanovi�, Matica srpska Gallery, Novi Sad; 
Archimandrite Tihon (Raki�evi�), Studenica Monastery, Serbia; 
and Helmut Selzer, Wien Museum, Vienna. History Department 
at Goldsmiths generously funded image reproduction costs.

Jonna, Simon and Lia have been with me for almost as long as 
this project. I hope they will be pleased when I present them with 
a copy of the book and thus �nally answer Lia’s question ‘Dejan, 
why did you come home so late?!’, asked repeatedly when I was 
making the �nal push. They have provided me with a home at the 
time I did not think I would �nd it and have somehow remained 
with me despite my being at times intolerable while working on 
this manuscript (at least I would like to think the book was to 
blame).

My family back in Serbia remains the foundation of everything 
I do, even if they may not always realize how grateful I am to them 
because I have been so absent for so long. I know that not all of 
them will like the book. One reader will, I am sure, have no objec-
tions – my mother Desanka Djoki� (née Obrenovi�), to whom I 
dedicate the book. Apart from never failing to provide love and 
support, she taught me, without perhaps realising it, that we all 
have one mother and that she is neither the nation nor the state. 
What an incredible gift, and not just for a historian. %64?4 <4<4.

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-107-02838-8 — A Concise History of Serbia
Dejan Djokić
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

xvii

DAI Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De Administrando 
Imperio, Greek text ed. by Gy. Moravcsik, 
translated by R. J. H. Jenkins, Dumbarton Oaks, 
Washington, DC, 1967

DokKSHS Dokumenti o postanku Kraljevine Srba, Hrvata 
i Slovenaca 191431919, compiled by F. Šiši�, 
Zagreb, 1920

DokSPKS Dokumenti o spoljnoj politici kraljevine Srbije,  
vol. VII-2, Belgrade, 1980

ISN Istorija srpskog naroda, 2nd edn, vols 1–6/II, 
Belgrade, 1994

VIINJ Vizantijski izvori za istoriju naroda Jugoslavije, vols 
1–6, Belgrade, 1955–1986

ABBREVIATIONS

www.cambridge.org/9781107028388
www.cambridge.org

