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GLOSSARY








	aga:

	Ottoman Muslim lord, lower in status than a bey (q.v.)




	anterija:

	long, embroidered, wide-sleeved Turkish gown




	Arnaut:

	Albanian




	ayan:

	senior Ottoman Muslim town official




	baba:

	granny




	baklava:

	sweet made with layered pastry, nuts and syrup eaten in (post-)Ottoman Balkans




	ban:

	ruler or governor of Croatia or Bosnia (-Hercegovina); governor of a banovina (q.v.)




	banovina:

	Yugoslav province governed by a ban (q.v.)




	bashibazouk:

	Ottoman irregular soldier




	bastinado:

	whipping of the soles of the feet




	beg:

	see bey




	berat:

	decree of the Sultan




	bey, beg:

	Ottoman Muslim lord, in particular a sipahi (q.v.)




	beyler-bey:

	governor of a beylerbeylik (q.v.)




	beylerbeylik, eyalet, pashalik:

	the largest Ottoman unit of territorial administration




	beylik:

	fiefdom of a bey (q.v.)




	buljubaša:

	commander of fifty men




	čaksire:

	traditional Serbian men’s trousers, baggy above the knee but tight from the knee down




	čarsija:

	elite or bourgeoisie of a (post-)Ottoman town




	chetnik:

	member of an armed band; Serb guerrilla or irregular soldier




	chibouk:

	Turkish tobacco pipe




	chiftlik:

	heritable landholding owned outright




	cift:

	plot of arable land




	Cincar:

	member of the Vlach ethnic group living among Serbs




	dahija:

	see dey




	danak:

	local tax




	desetak:

	tenth; payment in kind owed by peasants to their Ottoman lord




	devşirme:

	blood levy of Christian boys




	dey, dahija:

	commander of janissaries (q.v.)




	dimije:

	baggy Turkish britches




	dinar:

	Serbian national currency




	domnitor:

	prince of Romania




	Drang nach Osten:

	drive to the east (by German imperialism)




	ducat:

	coin used in the Habsburg Empire




	džumruk:

	tariffs for produce sold at town market




	eyalet:

	see beylerbeylik




	firman:

	Sultan’s written command




	freikorps:

	Austrian auxiliary soldiers




	glavarina, harač:

	head tax




	great national parliament:

	Serbian parliament convened for exceptional purposes, with about three or four times the usual number of delegates




	great župan:

	ruler of medieval Raška (Serbia); governor of an oblast in the Yugoslav kingdom




	groschen:

	monetary unit equal to one tenth of a thaler (q.v.)




	gusle:

	Serb one-stringed musical instrument




	hacılık:

	hajj; pilgrimage to Jerusalem if Orthodox or Mecca if Muslim




	hadži:

	denoting someone who has made the hacılık (q.v.)




	hajduk:

	brigand




	hajj:

	see hacılık




	harač:

	see glavarina




	has:

	large estate held by beyler-bey (q.v.) or sanjak-bey (q.v.)




	hatt-ı şerif:

	Sultan’s written decree




	hećimi:

	traditional travelling folk healers




	hodja:

	Muslim cleric




	hospodar:

	prince or governor of Wallachia or Moldavia




	internuncius:

	Austrian envoy at the Ottoman court




	janissary:

	Ottoman infantryman originally recruited as a slave from the Christian subject population




	kadi:

	Islamic law judge




	kadiluk:

	jurisdiction of a kadi (q.v.)




	kajmakam:

	Ottoman governor or regent




	kajmakamlije:

	jurisdiction of a kajmakam (q.v.)




	kapetan:

	Ottoman military governor




	kapetanija:

	jurisdiction of a kapetan (q.v.)




	kara (adj.):

	black




	kmet:

	village headman or head of a municipality




	knez:

	leader of the Serb population in a given locality or territory; prince




	knežina:

	jurisdiction of a knez (q.v.), equivalent to srez (q.v.)




	kođabaša:

	Ottoman Christian notable




	komitadji, komita:

	guerrilla in Macedonia




	komovica:

	grape brandy




	konak:

	palace or tavern




	krajina:

	borderland




	kuluk:

	corvée; labour duty owed by a peasant to his Ottoman lord




	kum:

	best man at wedding; god-brother




	Kutzovlach:

	see Vlach




	Magyar:

	ethnic Hungarian




	mekteb:

	Islamic seminary




	metropolitan:

	senior Orthodox bishop




	millet:

	Christian or Jewish community enjoying autonomous rights in the Ottoman Empire




	millet-başi:

	head of a millet (q.v.), e.g. the Orthodox Patriarch




	muezzin:

	one who calls Muslims to prayer




	muhafiz:

	Ottoman fortress commander




	müsellim, mütesellim:

	Ottoman military governor of a nahija (q.v.)




	nahija:

	large Ottoman administrative district equivalent to okrug (q.v.)




	Nemačkari:

	derogatory Serbian term for Serbs from the Habsburg Empire




	oblast:

	large administrative district, equal to or larger than an okrug (q.v.)




	obor-knez:

	a knez (q.v.) with jurisdiction over a nahija (q.v.)




	okrug:

	large administrative district, larger than a srez (q.v.)




	open city:

	a city declared in wartime to be undefended, so exempt from enemy destruction under international law




	opština:

	municipality




	pandur:

	Serb soldier in Ottoman or Habsburg service; derogatory Serbian term for a policeman




	pasha:

	Ottoman lord or governor




	pashalik:

	domain of a pasha (q.v.), in particular a beylerbeylik (q.v.)




	Patriarch:

	head of the Orthodox Church




	Porte, Sublime:

	government of the Ottoman Empire (from the ‘High Gate’ to its premises)




	posela:

	social gathering of the post-Ottoman Serbian urban elite




	prečani:

	Serbs who come ‘from across’ (the Sava and Danube rivers), from present-day Vojvodina, Croatia, Hungary or Romania




	raya:

	Christian commoners under Ottoman rule




	reis-ul-ulema:

	head of the Bosnian or Yugoslav Islamic religious community




	ruskoslovenski:

	Russian Church Slavonic; script used by Serbian Orthodox Church




	sabor:

	Croatian parliament




	salvare:

	baggy Turkish britches




	sanjak:

	Ottoman province, smaller than a beylerbeylik (q.v.) but larger than a nahija (q.v.)




	sanjak-bey:

	Ottoman governor of a sanjak (q.v.)




	scudi:

	Italian coins




	sejmeni:

	body of Ottoman troops or gendarmes




	serdar:

	Serbian governor of an oblast (q.v.)




	serhat:

	Ottoman border region with a particular military organisation




	sipahi:

	Ottoman cavalryman supported by a timar (q.v.); later simply a landlord




	slava:

	celebration of a saint’s day




	slavenosrpski:

	Serbian script blending non-standardised vernacular and Russian Church Slavonic




	šljivovica:

	plum brandy




	srez:

	district, smaller than an okrug (q.v.)




	subaşa:

	Ottoman territorial commander of a larger settlement; zaim (q.v.)




	Sublime Porte:

	see Porte




	tekke:

	dervish lodge; Sufi monastery




	thaler:

	monetary unit equal to ten groschen (q.v.)




	timar:

	fief supporting, but not owned outright by, a sipahi (q.v.)




	unitarism:

	the principle that the state be organised as a single unit with a uniform administration and power devolved from the centre, rather than as a federation




	Ustasha:

	rebel; Croat fascist




	vakif:

	Ottoman charitable endowment




	vilayet:

	eyalet (q.v.) or beylerbeylik (q.v.) from 1864




	vizier:

	Ottoman governor




	Vlach:

	member of a Latin ethnic group descended from pre-Slavic inhabitants of the Balkans




	vladika:

	Montenegrin prince-bishop




	vojvoda:

	senior Serb military leader




	yataghan:

	Turkish sabre




	zadruga:

	pre-modern Balkan rural commune based on the extended family




	zaim:

	commander of a group of sipahis (q.v.), holding a zeâmet (q.v.)




	zeâmet:

	larger timar (q.v.) held by a zaim (q.v.)




	župa:

	medieval South Slav fiefdom ruled by a župan (q.v.)




	župan:

	medieval South Slavic chieftain ruling a župa (q.v.)









LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS








	CUP:

	Committee of Union and Progress; Young Turks




	HRSS:

	Croat Republican Peasant Party




	HSS:

	Croat Peasant Party




	JMO:

	Yugoslav Muslim Organisation




	JNS:

	Yugoslav National Party




	JRSD:

	Yugoslav Radical Peasant Democracy




	JRZ:

	Yugoslav Radical Union




	JUGORAS:

	Yugoslav Workers’ Union




	KPJ:

	Communist Party of Yugoslavia




	NCO:

	non-commissioned officer




	ORJUNA:

	Organisation of Yugoslav Nationalists




	SKK:

	Serb Cultural Club




	SLS:

	Slovene People’s Party




	SOE:

	Special Operations Executive




	SPC:

	Serbian Orthodox Church




	VMRO:

	Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation




	ZBOR:

	Cooperative, Combative, Association, Work
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1

INTRODUCTION

RISE AND FALL OF THE FIRST MODERN SERBIA

Serbia is a country that has inspired exceptional intellectual interest. It was centrally involved in the crises marking both the start and the end of Europe’s twentieth century: the outbreak of World War I in 1914 and the Wars of Yugoslav Succession beginning in 1991. Yet this interest has not translated into a large English-language historiography of the country. There is no substantial general English-language history of Serbia; existing short histories provide only an introductory overview.1 The best introduction to modern Serbian history for an English-language reader is Michael Boro Petrovich’s two-volume History of Modern Serbia, now over forty-five years old and covering the period only up to 1918.2 It is beautifully written and acquaints the reader unforgettably with the main events and characters in modern Serbian history, though it left the present author still wondering how to explain it. A more recent attempt by a foreign author is Holm Sundhaussen’s A History of Serbia from the 19th to the 21st Centuries, published first in German in 2007 and in Serbian translation the following year.3 It contains some valuable observations but also significant factual errors and omissions. Most recently, there is Dejan Djokić’s A Concise History of Serbia, published in 2023. It successfully identifies many interesting historical details and key secondary sources but appears overwhelmed by them; its narrative has little structure or coherent analysis and also significant errors and omissions.4 For example, both Sundaussen and Djokić barely touch upon the era of King Aleksandar of Serbia (r. 1889–1903), when the country not only acquired an effective modern army but also witnessed the birth of the military-praetorian phenomenon that conditioned the subsequent four decades of its history. Neither author carried out or digested sufficient research for such a monumental project.

Most serious research and writing on modern Serbian history is, and has always been, the work of Serbian historians writing in Serbian. The reader of Serbian can choose from numerous works providing an introduction to modern Serbian history, often extending to the pre-modern period and to the history of the entire Serb people (i.e. including the Serbs outside Serbia). They range from short summaries to weighty multi-author, multi-volume collections.5 The quality of these works is variable but generally high. The present author does not seek to rival the efforts of such Serbian historians. Instead, my aim has been to synthesise as much as possible of their findings so as to transmit them to the English-language reader, while providing a foreign historian’s alternative perspective. This Serbian-language historiography is vast, and attempting to master it has taken me many years. A further difficulty is that until 1919 Serbia used the Julian rather than the Gregorian calendar (the two have a disparity of 12–13 days in this period), but not all its historians say which calendar they are using. The present author has used the Gregorian calendar but noted dates in the Julian where necessary.

This book aims to explain what were the principal determinants of Serbia’s political evolution and its principal long-term political trends. It examines the period 1804–1941: from the start of the First Serbian Uprising, which began the process of constructing the first modern Serbia, to the fall of this state—in its extended, Yugoslav form—through conquest by Nazi Germany. The People’s Republic of Serbia, which arose from the Communist-led revolution in Yugoslavia during and immediately after World War II and evolved into the Serbia of today, was a state reconstituted by new forces with new rules, so should be considered effectively a second modern Serbia requiring a separate volume, although the question of how much continuity there was between the first and second modern Serbias is fascinating.

The period 1804–1941 constitutes a unity, insofar as the birth of modern Serbian statehood after 1804 set forces in motion that played themselves out over the next century and a third, culminating in the catastrophe of 1941. This catastrophe was not predestined by Serbia’s internal nature: Nazi Germany’s readiness and ability to conquer such countries was, from Serbia’s perspective, a historical accident. Yet internal forces at work in Serbia led to not just one but two such catastrophes of defeat and foreign occupation; the first being Serbia’s conquest by the Central Powers of Germany, Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria during World War I. This was no coincidence: to be dragged into one world war by one’s internal conflicts may be regarded as a misfortune, but to be dragged into both, as Lady Bracknell might have noted, suggests something more. This book challenges the view prevalent in the West that modern Serbia’s history has been driven primarily by nationalism and expansionism, and instead interprets these as subordinate to conditions and conflicts within the country. Serbia’s nationalism and expansionism were less about the strategies of Serbian leaders, politicians and intellectuals in relation to the outside world and more about their mutual power struggles and conflicting visions of what it meant to be Serb. That is why they proved so self-destructive.

Serbia was wiped off the map of Europe by its conquest by the Ottoman Empire in the fifteenth century, which destroyed not only its statehood and borders but its native, Christian elite, turning the Serbian nation into a nation of peasants. Serbia re-emerged following uprisings against the Ottomans in 1804–1815 and was formally recognised by the Sultan as an autonomous state within the empire in 1830. This reborn Serbia was built upon the limited institutions permitted the Serbs under Ottoman rule, and its founder and first prince, Miloš Obrenović, the first of five monarchs of the Obrenović dynasty, resembled an Ottoman pasha in his style of rule. The new state supported itself by taxing the peasants, who made up most of its population, in much the same way that the Ottomans had taxed them, consequently it was widely perceived by the peasants as embodying not so much national liberation as the continuation of Ottoman oppression. Serbia’s standing army was created less to defend it from foreign foes than to keep its peasant population down. As the youthful Serbian elite increasingly adopted the culture of central and western Europe, it catalysed the rise of a populist nationalism directed against its oppression, exploitation and seemingly alien values. The division extended to foreign policy, for the monarchical regime looked to the Habsburg Austrian Empire, later Austria-Hungary, while the populist nationalists eventually looked to Russia.

The populist-nationalist reaction eventually coalesced in the 1870s and 1880s as the People’s Radical Party under Nikola Pašić, which formed a counter-elite opposing the original Serbian elite. Considering themselves the only true representative of the Serbian peasant nation, the Radicals regarded the Serbian state as alien and parasitical and other parties as unnational and illegitimate. But though this Radical counter-elite won the loyalty of the overwhelming majority of Serbians, it could not overthrow the old elite headed by the Obrenović monarch controlling the army. Instead, from the second half of the 1880s, the court began to co-opt the Radical counter-elite, leading to the gradual establishment of a synthetic or composite elite, whereby monarchs came to rule in partnership with the Radicals or factions of them. This was a partnership of an authoritarian monarchy and an anti-pluralist party that left little space for constitutional political alternatives. Serbia adopted its first constitutions in 1835 and 1838, a form of controlled parliamentary government with its constitution of 1869, and something closer to formal liberal democracy with its constitutions of 1889 and 1903, but the new state lacked long-established constitutional norms and procedures that commanded respect and obedience. This meant the political struggle did not remain within constitutional bounds but would bend or break Serbia’s institutions. Serbia’s frequent, usually extra-constitutional changes of ruler, dynasty and constitution during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, for which it was notorious, reflected rather than caused its internal divisions. The institution whose warping by politics from the 1890s would prove most fateful was the army.

The emerging synthetic elite of court and Radicals from the 1890s engendered opponents ‘on the left’, in the form of purist or ‘Independent’ Radicals opposed to any alliance with the court, and ‘on the right’, in the form of the most authoritarian, anti-Radical, Austrophile elements of the old elite. These two groups would, somewhat paradoxically, eventually coalesce into a counter-synthesis, united by opposition to the regime. Consequently, in 1903, a clique of army officers, allied to anti-Radical hardline politicians yet fired by the Independents’ denunciations of royal ‘tyranny’, murdered Serbia’s last Obrenović ruler in a grisly putsch that restored to the throne the rival Karađorđević dynasty. Yet the power struggle continued: some of the putschist officers sought to control Serbian political life after 1903 and resisted government by the Radicals, eventually constituting themselves as a political-militarist organisation known as the Black Hand. Its power struggle with the Radicals extended to the field of foreign policy, contributing decisively to the outbreak of war between Serbia and Austria-Hungary in 1914, which began World War I.

Serbia emerged as an autonomous state in 1830 and became formally independent in 1878, but most ethnic Serbs as well as other South Slavs whom its elites perceived either as Serbs or as kindred peoples—Croats, Muslim Bosniaks, Slovenes, Montenegrins, Macedonians, Bulgarians—inhabited lands still under foreign rule, either Habsburg or Ottoman. Increasingly after 1844, with Ilija Garašanin’s famous ‘Plan’, and especially after 1858, when a dynastic revolution catalysed by liberal nationalism triumphed, the goal of Serbia’s princes, kings, ministers and politicians was expansion and unification with some or most of these lands, the precise combination varying. Serbia’s internal conflict superimposed itself upon this national mission. Eventually, after the 1903 putsch, it manifested itself in a difference between what could, to simplify somewhat, be referred to as a ‘Great Serbian’ and a ‘Yugoslav’ strategy. This was not so much a difference in the lands to be unified, which tended to be broadly the same in both cases: those inhabited by Serbs, Croats, Muslim Bosniaks and Montenegrins plus part of Macedonia, with the Slovenes sometimes included. It was rather a difference over whether to impose Serbia’s political order on the unified state, as Pašić’s more conservative or ‘Old’ Radicals wished, or whether to submerge Serbia in a new, ‘Yugoslav’ whole for the purpose of overturning this order, as the more liberal Independents wished. The political opponents of Pašić and the Old Radicals, above all the Independents, sought allies among the South Slavs in Austria-Hungary to counter their hegemony in Serbia. Thus, as World War I drew to a close and the South Slav lands moved toward unification, and particularly after the common state (Yugoslavia) was established in 1918 under Serbia’s leadership, Serbia’s political factions co-opted political factions in the lands joined to Serbia—Montenegro, Vojvodina, Bosnia-Hercegovina, Dalmatia, Croatia-Slavonia and Slovenia—and the Serbian power struggle continued much as before.

The Yugoslavia established in 1918 was a centralised monarchy on the Serbian model, essentially an expanded Serbia under the same Karađorđević dynasty. The creation of a much larger political arena for Serbia’s power struggle, with many more competing factions, weakened the position of Serbia’s parties—Radicals and Democrats (heirs to the Independent Radicals)—and rejuvenated the monarch’s power, which had been crippled by the 1903 putsch. Yugoslavia’s ruler, the Prince Regent later King Aleksandar Karađorđević, successfully played Yugoslavia’s mutually hostile factions off against each other to increase his own power, breaking Pašić and the Radicals and eventually establishing a royal dictatorship in 1929 that reconstituted the authoritarian regime of his Obrenović predecessors. He sought to bend Serbia and Yugoslavia as a whole to his rule by building a new regime from co-opted factions of Radicals, Democrats and others, and promoting a homogeneous ‘Yugoslav’ national identity in place of the narrower identities of the Serbs, Croats and his other South Slav subjects, which were to be suppressed. Yet this merely meant that the decisive reaction in Serbia against the regime would take a form that was both Serb nationalist and extra-parliamentary.

The Karađorđević regime liberalised somewhat following Aleksandar’s assassination in 1934, but it remained a form of controlled parliamentarism on Serbia’s traditional model. It was finally overthrown in 1941 in a putsch by largely the same combination that had brought down the Obrenović regime in 1903: praetorian army officers from the Black Hand tradition encouraged by politicians and other civilians from the anti-Radical tradition. As the 1903 putsch unleashed forces that dragged Serbia into World War I, so the 1941 putsch hurled Serbia into World War II, ending the life of the first Yugoslavia and, by extension, the first modern Serbia. The army, supposed to defend the country from foreign enemies, for the second time in 27 years was the cause of its conquest by foreign enemies. For all that the first Yugoslavia’s failure is frequently blamed on its national conflict, particularly between Serbs and Croats, the putsch that triggered its destruction involved Serb putschists from Serbia overthrowing a regime dominated by Serbs from Serbia. It represented the latest blow in a struggle predating Yugoslavia—the outcome of a long-term historical process that this book traces.

This is a history of the first modern Serbia, meaning the state that arose in 1804–1815 and the country and people it encompassed. It is primarily a political history, in which social, economic and cultural developments are discussed to provide context to political developments, while developments in art, literature and science are mostly outside its scope. The history of the Serbs outside Serbia and of the other South Slav lands is considered only insofar as it impacts upon the history of Serbia. The Yugoslav state that existed between 1918 and 1941 was effectively an extension of Serbia, but the focus remains on the political classes, institutions and territory of pre-1912 Serbia and on their relationship to territories that were in some sense ‘Serbian’ or ‘Serb’ by virtue of conquest, annexation or ethnicity, over and above being Yugoslav (Macedonia, Kosovo, Montenegro, Vojvodina, Bosnia-Hercegovina). In general, the adjective or noun ‘Serbian’ (srbijanski, Srbijanac, Srbijanka) pertains to the land of Serbia and its inhabitants while ‘Serb’ (srpski, Srbin, Srpkinja) pertains to the Serb people irrespective of land; for example, Serbs from Bosnia were ‘Serb’ but not ‘Serbian’. That these terminological distinctions are not absolute is reflective of the blurred borders of the reality. The book is divided into three parts corresponding to three periods in the history of the first modern Serbia: the first part concerns Serbia as an autonomous principality within the Ottoman Empire, the second the independent Principallity and Kingdom of Serbia, and the third Serbia within the Yugoslav kingdom. Each of these periods was launched by an armed struggle against a foreign enemy with which the corresponding part of the book begins.

Serbia is a country with which I fell in love during my PhD research and in whose capital city I lived for over two years, from the end of 1998 until the start of 2001, including, for over a month, during its bombardment by NATO in 1999. Too often today, the history of Serbia is reduced to the background to the Wars of Yugoslav Succession in the 1990s. I hope that, while this book may throw some light on those wars, it will also contribute to a better understanding of the country by looking at history that is distant from those wars. The reader familiar with contemporary Serbia may recognise, in this history, facts about the country that remain true today: a remarkably egalitarian culture; a popular suspicion of state authority; a socialist tradition that embraces rather than opposes nationalism. I seek to explain such phenomena. But this is also a story of a world that is lost. And the resulting sense of loss is central to the story.




PART I

SERBIA IN THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE
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SERBIA AND THE SERBS BEFORE THE
NINETEENTH CENTURY


Medieval Serbia arose with the Roman Empire’s decline and the accompanying migrations of so-called barbarians—Slavs and Serbs—into Roman territory. It rose to become the most powerful state in the Balkans by the first half of the fourteenth century, then declined, finally disappearing from the map of Europe when conquered by the Ottoman Empire in the mid-fifteenth. The modern Serbian state that arose in the early nineteenth century was not straightforwardly the continuation of medieval Serbia, but the latter left a foundation on which the former could be built. The long Ottoman occupation added a layer to this foundation, decisively shaping the character of the eventual modern nation-state.

Rise of medieval Serbia

Before the arrival of the Romans, the northern and central Balkans had been primarily inhabited by peoples referred to in ancient sources as Illyrians, Dacians and Thracians, themselves heterogeneous groups. The land that eventually became Serbia was a borderland between the closely related Illyrians and Dacians. Other peoples migrated through the Balkans, in particular Celts during the fourth and third centuries BC. Rome’s conquest of the Balkans, beginning in the third century BC, romanised the languages of the Balkan peoples, except for the forerunners of modern Albanians and Greeks. Roman veterans settled in the Balkans, adding to the genetic mix.1 The Romans in 378 were heavily defeated at the Battle of Adrianople by the Goths, who were consequently permitted to remain in the Roman Balkans. Goths were one of several ‘barbarian’ peoples to conquer the Roman city of Singidunum, the future Belgrade, in the following centuries; others included Huns, Sarmatians, Gepids and Avars.2 The Goths were finally expelled from the Balkans by Emperor Justinian (r. 527–565). They, too, may have added to the region’s genetic mix.3

Justinian launched major wars to reconquer territories lost to ‘barbarian’ invaders, above all in North Africa and Italy and including the city of Rome itself. This exhausted the empire and diverted resources away from the defence of the Balkans, enabling their invasion by barbarian peoples from further north that copied the Romans’ own military techniques.4 These included Turkic Avars, who left traces of their presence in the region’s nomenclature, but the most significant were Slavs, who began arriving in the sixth century AD. Whereas the empire, in its prime, could Romanise ‘barbarian’ peoples like the Illyrians, Thracians and Gauls, in its decline it could not do so with the Slavs.5 Consequently, the lands today comprising Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Hercegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, Macedonia and Bulgaria acquired the Slavic languages spoken by most of their inhabitants.

The original Serbs were not part of the first Slavic invasion; along with a related people, the Croats, they migrated to the territory of the future Yugoslavia in the seventh century AD, during Emperor Heraclius’s reign (610–641). Like the Croats, they may originally have been an Iranian people that assumed leadership of part of the Slavs and migrated with them to the Balkans, eventually being assimilated by them but bequeathing them their name. Another Slavic group fell under a Turkic people, the Bulgars, which they likewise assimilated, so that the three South Slav nations that eventually emerged—Croats, Serbs and Bulgarians—may have all derived their names from non-Slavic peoples which originally ruled them. The origins of the Serb name are disputed, however: scholars have variously speculated that it may have derived from a word ‘ser’ (pl. ‘ser-b’) in a Caucasian language meaning ‘man’ or ‘people’; or from an Indo-European root (‘ser’, ‘serv’) meaning ‘guard’ or ‘protect’, relating in particular to herds or flocks of domesticated animals; or to the Slavic root ‘srb-’, ‘sbf’, related to the drinking of fluids, hence ‘those who sucked the same maternal milk’, hence ‘members of the same family or tribal community’.6 According to the mid-tenth-century historical account of Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus (r. 913–959), the Serbs originally dwelt north of the Balkans, adjacent to Francia, land of the Franks. ‘But when two brothers succeeded their father in the rule of Serbia, one of them, taking one half of the folk, claimed the protection of Heraclius, the emperor of the Romans, and the same emperor Heraclius received him and gave him a place in the province of Thessalonica to settle in, namely Serbia, which from that time has acquired this denomination.’7 While historians do not accept all of Constantine’s account, traces of the presence of those original Serbs survive today in place names in eastern Germany and Poland and most notably in the name of the Sorbs, a small Slavic minority inhabiting the region of Lusatia, in Germany adjacent to Poland.8 Though Constantine referred to ‘Serbia’, this name was only slowly adopted by its rulers and people.

The Serbs settled in the area between the Lim River in the east and the Pliva River in the west, an area later known as ‘Baptised Serbia’, roughly corresponding to present-day eastern and central Bosnia, eastern Hercegovina, western Serbia, southern Dalmatia, Montenegro and the Sanjak.9 Locally, power among the Serbs was divided between clans under chieftains—župans—whose territories were called župas. As some župans dominated others, they left to them or granted them lands and prerogatives in exchange for recognition of their authority and military support. Thus was Serbian feudalism founded.10 The Serbs did not initially form a single state; the dominant župans recognised Roman (Byzantine) overlordship, so that in the mid-ninth century the principalities of Duklja, Hum and Raška were established, roughly corresponding to modern Montenegro, Hercegovina and Serbia. Raška emerged from eastern Baptised Serbia, centred on the town of Ras (probably located near the town of Novi Pazar in modern Serbia’s Sanjak region), during the first half of the ninth century under a prince (župan or knez) called Vlastimir, in response to the threat from Bulgaria, as a counterweight to which the Byzantines encouraged its unity.11

The pre-Slavic, Romance-speaking population retreated to the mountainous interior to escape the Slavic invaders, eventually acquiring the name Vlachs. They based their society on animal husbandry and were gradually slavicised over centuries while bequeathing the Slavs some cultural traits, such as inhabiting stone houses. As the historian Vladimir Ćorović notes, ‘the Vlach animal husbandmen intermingled completely with the Serbs’.12 Eventually, the Ottoman conquest from the fifteenth century would in turn drive Serbs into the mountainous regions to which the Vlachs had previously retreated, outnumbering them and mostly completing their assimilation.13 The modern populations of the South Slav lands are thus syntheses of their pre-Slavic, Slavic and other inhabitants, though on account of their languages they have been referred to in modern times simply as ‘South Slavic’. The ethnic heterogeneity and chequered history of barbarian invasion bequeathed to Balkan feudalism a diverse nomenclature: the term ‘župan’ may have derived from the Huns; the title of Bosnia’s ruler, ‘ban’, from the Avars; and the Serbian word for king, ‘kralj’, from Charlemagne.14

The Byzantine Empire in the last third of the ninth century reaffirmed its authority over the eastern Adriatic coast, which catalysed the interior’s conversion to Christianity.15 The Byzantine missionaries Constantine and Methodius, subsequently canonised as SS Cyril and Methodius, undertook in 863 a mission to Great Moravia, to Serbia’s north, at its prince’s request, aimed at resisting the Frankish Roman clergy’s spiritual influence. To this end, they founded a literary language, today called Old Church Slavonic, probably based on the Slavic dialect of the hinterland of Thessalonika, their home town, which they bolstered with Greek words and grammatical forms. They devised a new alphabet, the Glagolitic, to enable them to translate the Bible and other religious texts into this language. This facilitated the conversion of the Serbs; Raška was Christian from about 870. The bishopric of Ras was founded soon after 871.16 Somewhat later, following the establishment of Bulgaria’s capital in Preslav in 893, scholars there devised the Cyrillic alphabet, based on the Greek uncial script adapted to the needs of Slavic.17 Named after St Cyril, this emerged as the principal Serbian, Bulgarian and Russian alphabet. With the Eastern and Western Christian churches definitely separating in 1054, Serbia fell firmly on the Eastern, Byzantine side.

Powerful Bulgaria made Raška its vassal in 897 and fully conquered it by 924. But Byzantine–Bulgarian conflict facilitated its escape from Bulgarian domination. Following the death of Bulgaria’s strong ruler Simeon I in 927, Raška reasserted its independence under Časlav Klonimirović, accepting Byzantine overlordship. In the 930s, it extended its authority to the River Sava and began Serbianising the adjacent territory immediately to its south.18 Traditional historiography claims Časlav’s rule extended also over Bosnia, based on Constantine Porphyrogenitus’s account, though this claim has been challenged.19 Nevertheless, following Časlav’s death in 960, Duklja emerged as the leading Serb state. The Pope recognised its ruler Mihailo as king in 1077.20 Byzantium’s conflict with Duklja allowed Raška to escape Duklja’s domination and emerge as the most powerful Serb state by the eleventh century’s end under Great Župan Vukan, centred on the area around modern Novi Pazar.

In the twelfth century, frequent warfare between Hungary and Byzantium permitted Raška, as a borderland, to achieve some independence. In 1165, Emperor Manuel I Comnenus (r. 1143–1180) arrested his vassal Desa, great župan of Raška, for collaboration with Hungary. He replaced him in 1168 with a relative of previous great župans, Tihomir, required to rule together with his brothers Sracimir, Miroslav and Nemanja. Each ruled part of the territory, with Nemanja ruling in eastern Raška, probably in the Toplica region. Nemanja attacked Tihomir’s domain in 1169 and killed him in battle at Pantino, near Zvečan in present-day northern Kosovo, after which his other brothers recognised him as great župan of Raška. Encouraged by Venice and supported by Hungary, Nemanja then warred against Manuel in 1172 to free himself from Byzantium’s domination, but his support from his allies collapsed and he was forced to surrender: ‘he came and approached the tribunal, with head uncovered and arms bare to the elbow, his feet unshod; a rope haltered his neck and a sword in his hand. He offered himself to the emperor for whatever treatment he desired.’ Captured and paraded by Manuel in his triumphal procession in Constantinople, he was nevertheless released and returned to Raška.21

Following Manuel’s death in 1180, Nemanja asserted his independence from Byzantium, exploiting civil conflict there and allied with Hungary. He expanded his domain over such territories as the plains of Kosovo including Prizren, part of northern Macedonia including Skopje, and the coastal towns of Kotor, Ulcinj and Bar in present-day Montenegro. He also expanded north-east along the River Morava and established Niš as his capital by 1188. An attack on Ragusa (Dubrovnik) in 1185 failed, but Zeta (Duklja) was conquered by 1189 and his son Vukan appointed to rule it, while his brother Miroslav was appointed to rule Hum. This period also witnessed Bulgaria’s successful revolt against Byzantium and restoration of its independence, recognised in 1188, after which Raška’s independence was recognised in 1190. Although Byzantium defeated Nemanja in battle in 1191 or 1192 and forced him to acknowledge its supreme authority, Raška remained effectively independent. This was confirmed following the Latin conquest of Constantinople in 1204, which precipitated the collapse of Byzantine power in the Balkans. The fact that Nemanja’s state was founded in rebellion against Byzantium conditioned its expansion for the subsequent century and a half: southwards, into Byzantine territory, ultimately including the part inhabited by Albanians and Greeks, instead of westwards into ethnically kindred Bosnia, which was consequently lost to Serbian statehood—permanently as it turned out.22

Nemanja abdicated in 1196 in favour of his son Stefan Nemanjić, taking monastic vows along with his younger son Ratko, who adopted the name Sava. Travelling to Mt Athos in present-day Greece, Nemanja was granted the Hilandar monastery there by the emperor and, along with Sava, restored and expanded it, making it the principal Serbian cultural centre.23 Nemanja died in 1199 on Mt Athos and was canonised the following year as St Simeon, known as the ‘myrrh-bearer’ in the cult established around him. His relics were returned to Serbia, to the monastery of Studenica which he had founded. Both his sons, Stefan and Sava, authored lives of St Simeon; Sava’s described him as ‘our lord and autocrat, and ruler of the entire Serbian land’. These two lives formed the basis for the cult of Nemanja, viewed as having founded a ‘dynasty of sacred roots’. This precluded further partitioning of Raška between the ruling family’s members, making possible its subsequent rise.24 Zeta, under first Vukan, then his son, sought independence from Raška. Vukan in 1202 actually deposed Stefan and himself assumed the title of great župan of Raška. In return for Hungary’s support, he recognised its suzerainty. This foreshadowed the rivalry between Serbia’s and Montenegro’s dynasties in modern times. But Stefan subsequently regained Raška and by 1216 Zeta was fully integrated into it, its separatism crushed.25 Meanwhile, the conflict between Vukan and Stefan enabled Bulgaria to attack Serbia in 1203 and occupy Niš, Skopje and Prizren.

Stefan was granted the title of autocrat by the Pope in 1217. He called himself ‘First-Crowned’, hence was viewed subsequently as Serbia’s first king, though this was disputed by Hungary’s king, who had claimed the title since 1202. To affirm Raška’s independence, Sava succeeded in 1219 in persuading the Orthodox Patriarch to make him primate and archbishop of an autocephalous Serbian Orthodox archbishopric, freeing Raška from the authority of the archbishopric of Ohrid, which was then rebelling against the Patriarch. The Patriarch was in a weak position, having been expelled to Nicaea in Anatolia following the Latin conquest of Constantinople, so was ready to recognise Serbian autocephaly in return for the Serbian church’s recognition of his supremacy, which boosted the prestige of both parties. The arrangement militated against any Catholic influence in Serbia and consolidated the Serb identity in Stefan’s lands, including Zeta and Hum.26 Sava established his see at the Žiča monastery near Kraljevo, whose construction Stefan had begun. The establishment of an autocephalous Serbian archbishopric facilitated expansion of the Orthodox Church’s authority westward at the expense of the Papacy’s, up to the River Neretva and the Adriatic coast.

Confluence of state and church in Serbia consolidated foundations for the Serb nation. To achieve his soul’s salvation, each Serbian king built at least one monastery church and tended to be generous in his endowments to the church. The church reciprocated by supporting the dynasty, endowing it with a sacred aura greater than that of any other royal dynasty in Eastern Europe.27 The name ‘Serbia’ itself was first used in the country in relation to Sava’s burial at the Mileševa monastery in 1237.28 Because Serbia before Sava had been a borderland between the Catholic and Orthodox churches, the Serbian church did not consolidate itself along the lines of either and its hierarchy remained underdeveloped; it never attained the economic power or independence from the state of its counterparts elsewhere in Europe. This militated against any church–state conflict, consolidated the church’s ‘national’ character and ensured its subordination to the dynasty. It also permitted it to remain closer to the pagan-influenced folkloric Christianity of the ordinary people, who consequently identified readily with it. It was not the Serbian Orthodox Church that determined the Serbian nation’s character, but the nation that determined the church’s character.29

Stefan First-Crowned’s title was ‘Crowned first king of all Serb lands, Dioklitije [Duklja] and Travunija [Trebinje] and Dalmatia and Zahumlje [Hum]’; his son Vladislav, upon becoming king, bore the title ‘King of all Raška’s lands and Dioklitije and Dalmatia and Travunija and Zahumlje’, suggesting that ‘Serb lands’ and ‘Raška’s lands’ were initially viewed by Serbia’s rulers as coterminous. Serb nationhood in Raška’s lands was consolidated in 1219, when Sava founded eight bishoprics—Moravica, Toplica, Raška, Dabar, Hvosno, Hum, Zeta, Budimlja—roughly corresponding to modern central and southern Serbia, Sanjak, northern Kosovo, eastern Hercegovina and Montenegro.30 The Serb national character of these lands consequently largely survived the medieval period, Ottoman conquest and, to an extent, up to the present. Conversely, in Bosnia, where members of the original Serb people had settled from the seventh century but which was not encompassed by Stefan’s state or Sava’s church, the Serb identity died out by the late Middle Ages.31 The modern Bosnian Serb identity arose not from primordial medieval ethnicity but from expansion of the Serbian church into Bosnia following the Ottoman conquest.

Serbia underwent economic growth from the mid-thirteenth until well into the fourteenth century thanks to the opening of silver mines in the region of the upper Lim River. Under Uroš I, king from 1243, old family appanages like Zeta and Hum lost all remnants of their former autonomy.32 Uroš dropped all reference to Hum, Zeta and Travunija from his title and called himself simply ‘King of all Serbian land and the Coast’. To centralise his realm, he did not create appanages for his sons.33 Yet Serbian feudalism at its height was characterised by powerful nobles; without a strong monarch, the state was prone to degenerate into squabbling between them. Serfs meanwhile enjoyed security of hereditary tenure of their plots, shaping the Serbian peasantry’s identity. Meanwhile, a population of Vlachs inhabited pastoral villages in feudal Serbia; enjoying a nomadic or quasi-nomadic life, they remained free of feudal obligations and had their status legally recognised.34 Other minorities with recognised legal statuses included Ragusan merchants, Saxon miners and Albanian shepherds. Indeed, in medieval Serbia, which from the late twelfth century included present-day Kosovo, Serbs and Albanians were not wholly distinct and widely intermarried.35 Uroš was overthrown in 1276 by his son Stefan Dragutin, who became king but who was then himself forced to abdicate in 1282 and replaced as king by his younger brother Stefan Milutin.

The city of Belgrade—‘White City’—is first mentioned in the historical records in 878 under that name, which it probably received from the limestone used originally to build it which, particularly in sunlight, appeared white. It came under a Serb ruler for the first time in 1284, when along with other territories it was passed to former Serbian king Stefan Dragutin by his father-in-law, Hungary’s king. Dragutin now became king of Srem (Syrmia) and Hungary’s vassal.36 Milutin and Dragutin gained mastery of Braničevo some years later, thereby moving the border of the Serbian-ruled lands to the Sava and Danube rivers. Milutin also expanded southwards to establish Serbian control of northern Macedonia and, by marrying a daughter of the Byzantine emperor in 1299, was permitted to keep these conquests as dowry. Milutin by 1315–1317 had subordinated Dragutin’s Serbian lands and occupied the Adriatic coast as far south as Durrës, making him the most powerful ruler in the Balkans.37 He oriented Serbia much more toward Byzantium, copied its institutions and court life, and undertook an ambitious church-building process, laying the foundations for a Serbian empire.38 Following Dragutin’s death, Belgrade came under the rule of Serbia itself for the first time in 1316, though only briefly, as Milutin tried to claim all his deceased brother’s lands.39 Belgrade remained a contested border outpost between Serbia and Hungary.

Milutin died in 1321 and, following a brief civil war between his sons, was succeeded in 1322 by one of them, Stefan Dečanski, whose name derives from the Visoko Dečani monastery in present-day Kosovo, which he built. Dynastic conflict continued, weakening the kingdom and permitting neighbouring Bosnia to annex the Serbian part of Hum in 1326, laying the basis for the eventual Bosnia-Hercegovina. Dečanski and his son Stefan Dušan crushingly defeated the Bulgarians at the Battle of Velbužd on 28 July 1330, ensuring Serbian control of Macedonia and pre-eminence in the Balkans more generally. But the following year Stefan Dečanski was overthrown, apparently due to his unwillingness to war against Byzantium, which alienated the warlike nobility.40 Under Dušan, who replaced him as king as Stefan Uroš IV Dušan (r. 1331–1355), medieval Serbia reached its apogee. Exploiting civil war in Byzantium, Dušan, who focused on southern expansion, conquered the rest of Macedonia, almost all present-day Albania and most of mainland Greece, plus part of present-day Bulgaria. His empire was multinational, above all Serbian, Greek and Albanian; different laws applied in his Serbian and Greek lands while the Albanians were largely left under their chiefs to manage their lands according to their customs. The army he used to conquer northern Greece was mostly Albanians; he also employed German mercenaries.41

Dušan was an ambitious state- and empire-builder. He added Albania to his title in 1340, becoming ‘King of Serbia, Albania and the Coast’. Three years later, he also proclaimed himself king of the Romans.42 He convened in 1346, at his capital of Skopje, an assembly of senior Orthodox clergy, including the Bulgarian Patriarch, which promoted the Serbian primate—the Archbishop of Peć—to Patriarch of Serbia. Simultaneously, several bishoprics were promoted to metropolitanates (including Zeta, laying another foundation stone of modern Montenegro). To copy and rival Byzantium’s emperor, Dušan then had himself crowned ‘Emperor of the Serbs and Greeks’ by the Serbian Patriarch in the same year at a synod held at Skopje, becoming recorded for posterity as Tsar Stefan Dušan ‘the Mighty’. Dušan’s son Uroš was then named king (kralj) of the Serbian lands, though in practice Dušan governed them himself. Dušan was eventually recognised as Emperor of the Serbs by Byzantium’s emperor in 1352. Near the end of his life he was apparently planning to conquer Constantinople, but could not do so since he lacked a fleet.43 He convened parliaments, comprising representatives of the aristocracy, clergy and government officials, relatively frequently with much pomp and solemnity, but purely to ratify his decisions.44 He issued a state law-code for his Serbian lands in 1349 aimed at consolidating his realm—practically the first Serbian code of public law. A greatly expanded version was issued in 1354. His forces also fought and lost the Serbs’ first battle with the Ottomans, at Demotika in Thrace in 1352, after which he recognised the threat they posed and attempted unsuccessfully to assemble a European coalition against them. Nevertheless Dušan, though successful in his own lifetime, laid the basis for medieval Serbia’s subsequent decline. In Ćorović’s words, ‘Carried away by victories, Dušan encompassed a much larger circle of territories than that which he could have, without major crisis, joined and assimilated to the new state. His politics were too imperialistic.’ Territorial over-expansion produced a more heterogeneous and less cohesive population and state under a weaker central authority.45 It portended Serbia’s twentieth-century experience.

Battle of Kosovo and Ottoman conquest

Serbia declined under Dušan’s son and successor, Tsar Uroš V ‘the Weak’. Dušan’s southern territories seceded, including most of his Greek and Albanian lands, so Uroš’s realm was reduced to central Serbia, Zeta and the greater part of Macedonia. Furthermore, the regional lords successfully asserted their power, defying his authority. Lords emerged who would play a central role in Serbian national mythology. Prince Lazar Hrebeljanović, subsequently the Kosovo legend’s hero, made Kruševac in present-day central Serbia his base. A Serbian lord called Branko took control of part of Macedonia; his son would be Vuk Branković, also of the Kosovo legend. Uroš appointed one of his officials, Vukašin Mrnjavčević, from a family from Hum, as his subordinate co-ruler, crowning him king of the Serbian lands in 1365 while Uroš remained tsar. Vukašin’s son would be Kraljević Marko, one of Serbian folklore’s most important heroes, albeit as the Ottoman Sultan’s warrior.46 Though Tsar Uroš was in principle more senior, King Vukašin dominated the partnership.47

The Ottomans emerged as a new, overwhelming force on mainland Europe in 1354 with their capture of Kallipolis (Gallipoli). Vukašin and his brother Uglješa, despot of Serres in Macedonia, marched against them but were crushingly defeated on 26 September 1371 at the Battle of Maritsa near Chernomen, near where today Greece, Bulgaria and Turkey meet; both were killed. The defeat was due to the weakening of the state and rise of lordly independence following Dušan’s death; Serbian lords mostly failed to follow their king into battle. Maritsa broke Serbia, which lost half its territory. Uroš died shortly afterwards, ending the Nemanjid dynasty. The new king, Marko, lacked authority; the lords encroached upon his domains and fought among themselves, leaving the country vulnerable to Ottoman conquest.48 Marko recognised Ottoman suzerainty after Maritsa, as did Bulgaria and Byzantium in the years following. Prince Lazar established himself as Serbia’s dominant lord in the uncertain situation following Uroš’s death, aided by Kruševac’s relative distance from the Ottomans, whose ravages he was consequently spared until the mid-1380s. This shifted the centre of power in Serbia northwards.49

Lazar renounced the Serbs’ right to hold the imperial title in 1375 in return for the Patriarch of Constantinople’s recognition of the Serbian Patriarch and the Serbian church’s autocephaly. Bosnia’s ruler Tvrtko, a Hungarian vassal, in 1377 crowned himself ‘King of Bosnia and Serbia’, but Serbia’s real ruler remained Lazar, though he recognised Tvrtko’s overlordship. Lazar did not seek the title of king for himself but accurately adopted the title ‘Lord of the Serbs’, and when in 1378 the Serbian church honoured him for ending the schism with Constantinople, it crowned him ‘Lord of the Serbs and the Danube, Stefan Prince Lazar, autocrat of all the Serbs’.50 But at the legendary Battle of Kosovo, usually dated to 28 June 1389, which was less militarily significant than Maritsa, both Lazar and Ottoman Sultan Murad I were killed. The historical battle was probably a tactical draw, but Serbia’s losses at Kosovo left it unable to resist the Ottomans further, so it became an Ottoman vassal under the regency of Lazar’s widow, Princess Milica, on behalf of her young son Stefan Lazarević, while she married her daughter Olivera to Murad’s son and successor, Bayezid I (‘the Thunderbolt’).

The Ottomans’ military success owed much to their relatively generous treatment of the soldiers and subjects of the Christian states. They removed the right of the increasingly exploitative Christian feudal lords to determine peasant dues and transferred it to the central Ottoman administration, which considerably lightened them. Whereas Dušan’s law-code had determined that the peasant should provide his lord with two days’ labour service (corvée) a week, Ottoman regulations reduced this to only three days a year. Thousands of Serbian and other Christian soldiers were retained in Ottoman service and permitted to enjoy the usufruct of state land and exemption from taxation, while Orthodoxy was tolerated.51 Conversely, Serbia loyally contributed troops, led by Stefan himself, to Ottoman campaigns. Under Bayezid these were successful against Christian opponents, and in 1393 the Ottomans completed Bulgaria’s conquest. But at the Battle of Ankara on 20 July 1402, Bayezid was defeated and captured by the Mongol emperor Timur (‘Tamerlane’). The latter’s forces included 32 Indian elephants, but Bayezid was defeated partly because not all his Muslim troops would fight fellow Muslims; recent unwilling Seljuk conscripts from Anatolia deserted, although the regular Ottoman corps fought well. The Serbian contingent under Stefan, Bayezid’s brother-in-law, fought bravely and loyally; witnessing this, Timur allegedly exclaimed, ‘The wretches fight like lions!’52 When Bayezid was captured in the battle, Stefan valiantly but unsuccessfully tried thrice to free him.53

Stefan visited Byzantium’s emperor following the defeat at Ankara and was granted the title of despot; the Principality of Serbia thus became the Despotate of Serbia. With the Ottoman Empire in chaos following Bayezid’s death after the battle, Stefan became vassal in 1404 to Sigismund, king of Hungary, who awarded him Belgrade, which became Serbia’s capital for the first time, distant as it was from the Ottomans. However, the Ottomans continued to benefit from internal Serbian divisions and allied with Stefan’s nephew Đurađ Branković against him. Stefan himself returned to Ottoman vassalage in 1409. He recognised the suzerainty of both Hungary and the Ottomans to avoid trouble from both. Sigismund awarded him in 1411 the Bosnian town of Srebrenica (‘Silver Mine’) with its rich silver mines, creating a territorial dispute between Serbia and Bosnia that prevented them uniting against the Ottomans.54 Stefan, with Ottoman support, suppressed the unruly nobles and effectively centralised state power under himself. Serbia thus experienced a temporary resurgence.

Stefan was a patron of the church and of literature and built several monasteries, including Manasija. Literary revival was spurred by the influx of Greek and Bulgarian émigrés fleeing Ottoman conquest. Both church and intelligentsia promoted the cult of Stefan’s dynasty, focusing on the legend of the Battle of Kosovo at which his father had died heroically, in what was interpreted as martyrdom. Conversely, chronicles from this period negatively portrayed the dynasty’s rivals, the Branković family and Marko Kraljević. The more important Battle of Maritsa, at which Marko’s father and uncle had died heroically, was neglected in favour of Kosovo, while Vuk Branković became the traitor of the Kosovo legend, blamed for Serbia’s defeat; his name remains today a Serbian byword for treachery, although the historical Branković had fought loyally and heroically.55 There was less interest in sustaining the cult of Lazar and Kosovo following the Lazarević dynasty’s extinction in 1427, and by the end of the seventeenth century the Ravanica monastery, which Lazar had founded, was the only place where his cult was still celebrated.56 The foundations were nevertheless laid of the Kosovo legend that became central to the Serb identity. The legend was nurtured through oral folklore, above all of Serbs who fled westwards and northwards from the Ottoman advance over subsequent centuries. It was recounted and reworked by writers from outside Serbia, including Benedikt Kuripešić, a Latin translator to the Austrian embassy in Constantinople, who heard it from soldiers on the Habsburg Military Border, and Ludovik Crijević and Mavro Orbini, historians from the Republic of Ragusa, and was brought to southern Hungary (present-day Vojvodina) by Serb refugees in the early eighteenth century, where it assumed roughly its final form.57 The legend may have been influenced by the events of the second Battle of Kosovo in 1448, when the Ottomans, with assistance from Branković’s son Đurađ, defeated a Hungarian–Wallachian army under János Hunyadi; this may be a reason for the unjustified identification of the older Branković as a traitor in the first battle.58

The Kosovo legend was thus shaped by the Catholic frontier states facing the Ottomans—Venice, Hungary, Austria—which appropriated the heritage of the Serb struggle against the Ottomans. The legend was not created by Serbs living under direct Ottoman rule, for whom such a story was less relevant. It was then reimported into the Ottoman Serb world during the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, via the Serbs of southern Hungary, autonomous Montenegro and, above all, the Bay of Kotor, a Venetian territory inhabited by South Slavs, adjacent to Montenegro, that Austria acquired in the Napoleonic Wars and which Vuk Stefanović Karadžić (1787–1864), the great anthologist of Serb poems, eventually visited in 1835.59 By the time the First Serbian Uprising erupted in 1804, the Kosovo legend formed a major part of the consciousness of Orthodox priests and monks in what was to become modern Serbia, something of which they would frequently remind their peasant flock.60 The association of the battle with St Vitus’s Day, 28 June in the Gregorian calendar, was a late accretion dating from the eighteenth century and the beginnings of Serb national awakening and resistance; it drew upon folk memory of Dajbog, the pagan god of war and the sun, associated with St Vitus and with Miloš Obilić, the Kosovo legend’s principal hero, embodying martial prowess and valour appropriate to the age.61

According to the legend in its ultimate form, Lazar was visited by a grey falcon on the eve of the battle, which transformed into St Elias and delivered him a message from the Mother of God, containing a question:

Tsar Lazar, noble prince!

Which empire will you conquer?

Either you love the earthly kingdom,

Or you love the heavenly kingdom,

If you love the earthly kingdom,

Saddle the horses, buckle the belts,

Gird the swords of your knights,

And charge into the Turks,

All the Turkish army will perish;

But if you love the heavenly kingdom,

And you build a church at Kosovo,

Its foundations not built of marble,

But of pure silk and scarlet,

And take communion and command your army,

All your army will perish,

And you will, prince, be slain with them.

To which Lazar concluded:

The earthly kingdom is but fleeting

But the heavenly is always and forever.62

Another key part of the legend concerns Lazar’s son-in-law Vuk Branković slandering Miloš Obilić, his other son-in-law, accusing him of treachery. Consequently, at the banquet on the eve of the battle, Lazar accused Obilić: ‘Tomorrow you will betray me at Kosovo; And flee to the Turkish emperor Murat.’ To which Obilić replied: ‘I have never been a renegade; Neither have I been, nor will I ever be; But tomorrow I intend to die for the Christian faith … I will go tomorrow at Kosovo; And I shall slay the Turkish emperor Murat.’63 True to his word, he assassinated the Sultan at the end of the battle, which was lost through Branković’s treachery.

The Kosovo legend was preserved both by the Serbian Orthodox Church and in popular epic poetry, but these would interpret it differently. While the church canonised Lazar and built the myth around his person, thereby memorialising the Serbian medieval state in explicitly religious form, popular epic poetry would eventually focus primarily on Obilić, who was, unlike Lazar, a hero rather than a saint, thus of greater popular appeal.64 He was a possibly mythical figure first mentioned in a short addition to a 1390 epic poem by the Turkish poet Ahmedi, as an unnamed but cowardly assassin, later by a Bulgarian writing in the period 1413–1421, who presented him as a hero called Miloš, subsequently named Miloš Kobila in 1497 by the Bosnian chronicler Konstantin Mihailović, then living in Poland and writing for the Polish and Hungarian kings, under the influence of renewed conflict between vassal Serbia and the Ottomans in the second half of the fifteenth century, with the aim of making propaganda for an anti-Ottoman crusade. The actual name ‘Miloš Obilić’ was an eighteenth-century innovation. Obilić is also claimed as a hero by the Albanians, who attribute Albanian origin to him under the name of Millosh Kopiliq, and his home as the Albanian village of Kopiliq in Kosovo’s Drenica region. In reality, there is no historical evidence that he was either Serb or Albanian, and the ethnic border between the two peoples in pre-modern times was blurred. The legend may have been based on a Hungarian knight who, some accounts suggest, killed Murat; the legend’s Miloš Obilić was Lazar’s son-in-law, and the historical Lazar had a Hungarian son-in-law who likely contributed a contingent to his army.65

Serbia in its final years served as a battlefield in the long struggle between the Ottomans and Hungary; its ruling elite torn between them.66 The Ottomans in 1425 resumed incursions into Serbia, which Stefan and his successors attempted to stall through conciliation and collaboration. Stefan died in 1427 and was succeeded by his nephew Đurađ Branković, while the Ottomans invaded Serbia and seized several towns. Đurađ had to return Belgrade to Hungary, so transferred his capital to nearby Smederevo on the Danube. Threatened with invasion, Đurađ in 1435 married his daughter Mara to Ottoman Sultan Murad II, while for balance he married his other daughter, Catherine, to a leading Hungarian nobleman. The Ottomans nevertheless resumed their incursions and by 1441 had occupied all Serbia except Zeta, installing their first governor of the country the following year. Serbia having fallen, Zeta effectively re-emerged as an independent state, increasingly referred to as Montenegro. Meanwhile, the Ottomans abducted many Serbs into slavery, above all in Anatolia; according to a contemporary Franciscan source, 60,000 were so abducted from Serbia in 1438 alone. Emulating this, Hungary’s king and his allied Serb magnates evacuated large numbers of Serbs to Hungary as part of their military campaigns, peaking in 1480–1481, when 110,000 were so removed.67 These actions and counter-actions depopulated large areas of the country, permanently changing its social and demographic character.

A Polish–Hungarian–Serbian crusade in 1443, sponsored by the Pope, liberated much of Serbia and reached Sofia. Consequently, Đurađ won restoration of a small Despotate of Serbia, including Smederevo, from the Ottomans at the Peace of Szeged in 1444. Murad agreed to this in return for Đurađ’s abandonment of the Hungarian alliance. Đurađ refused to support the continuation of the Polish–Hungarian crusade when it resumed later that year, facilitating its crushing defeat by the Ottomans at Varna on 10 November. He then collaborated in the subsequent Ottoman warfare against the Hungarians and, with his detachment numbering 1,500, assisted Sultan Mehmed II’s conquest of Constantinople in 1453.68 However, Mehmed resumed the offensive against Serbia the following year and steadily conquered it. Đurađ died in 1456 and Stjepan Tomašević, son of King Tomaš of Bosnia, became despot in 1459. Mehmed then completed the conquest of Serbia by capturing Smederevo on 20 June. The Sanjak of Smederevo was established as an Ottoman administrative unit in place of the Serbian state, within the framework of the Eyalet of Rumelia (‘Land of the Romans’).

Serbia under Ottoman rule and creation of a Serb diaspora

Ottoman occupation of the Balkans forged the modern Serb nation. Unlike neighbouring Bosnia, Serbia did not continue to exist as an Ottoman administrative unit. The conquest destroyed not only medieval Serbia’s statehood and borders but its ruling elite and social structure. The Ottoman Empire was an Islamic empire based upon Muslim supremacy, in which non-Muslims were generally second-class subjects. Consequently, the Christian Serbian nobility was destroyed and replaced by a new, predominantly Muslim ruling elite. Many members of the Serbian nobility were absorbed into the latter by converting to Islam; thus, Mahmud-pasha Anđelović, a scion of the Byzantine–Serbian nobility from Novo Brdo in present-day Kosovo, was captured as a youth by the Ottomans, converted to Islam and raised by them, becoming head of the Ottoman government by late 1453 and going on to be the longest-serving grand vizier in the empire’s history, serving altogether seventeen years. Similarly, Gedik Ahmed Pasha, appointed grand vizier in 1473 by Sultan Mehmed II, had been a member of the lesser Serbian aristocracy from near Vranje. The Ottoman state authority and administrative presence were centred on the towns, which were consequently much more solidly Islamised than the countryside. The towns—in terms of size, mostly little more than villages—thus became inhabited primarily by non-Serbs and their inhabitants owed fewer fiscal or other obligations. These were mostly Muslims, but included Jews, gypsies, Greeks, Cincars, Armenians and others, engaging in trade and craft and coexisting economically with the dominant Muslims. The Serbian Orthodox population became ruralised; the bulk of it inhabited the countryside and tended to view the towns as alien, non-Serb territory.

In the Balkan countryside, land was divided into plots held in trust for the Sultan by a hierarchy of Muslim landlords, whose duties were also military and administrative. The basic rank of landlord was a sipahi or bey: a cavalryman who received his fiefdom (timar) with its mostly Christian tenants in return for military service to the Sultan and collection of imperial taxes, part of which he would retain for himself. By the mid-eighteenth century there were about 900 timars in the Smederevo sanjak, mostly covering the territory of one village each, occasionally two. This figure did not change until they were finally abolished in the 1830s.69 Although Christian sipahis were permitted to exist in some parts of the empire, they were almost everywhere in the minority and often converted to Islam to secure their positions. The last Christian sipahis in the territory of the former Despotate of Serbia are recorded in the first half of the seventeenth century.70 Larger landholdings were called zeâmets, held by zaims—commanders of groups of sipahis. Alongside these landlords were local Islamic judges (kadis), each responsible for administering sharia law in a territory called a kadiluk, each of which could cover multiple nahijas (large districts), whose governors were from the eighteenth century called mütesellim or müsellim. A group of nahijas formed a sanjak (‘flag’), such as the Sanjak of Smederevo. Sanjaks were administered by sanjak-beys, in turn subordinate to beyler-beys (‘beys of beys’), who governed beylerbeyliks (eyalets, pashaliks)—large provinces such as Rumelia or, from 1580, Bosnia. Sanjak-beys and beyler-beys held estates still larger than zeâmets, called ‘has’.71 Thus, a new, Muslim ruling elite emerged in Ottoman Serbia. Religious and class distinctions overlapped.

The subordinate peasantry (raya) owned their own houses and gardens and had hereditary tenure over plots of arable land (cift). In return for use of these they owed various taxes and duties. To the Sultan, they owed a head-tax (harač or glavarina), legally originating as payment in lieu of military service which, as non-Muslims, they were spared, but which also symbolised their subordination, as Christians, to Muslim rule. To the sipahi they owed a share of their harvest, formally about a tenth (desetak) but often more; another head-tax; labour services (kuluk or corvée); an inheritance tax, to enable them to pass their family plots to their heirs; and additional minor fees. Serb women were required to perform labour services—‘women’s work’ such as washing, knitting, embroidering and the like—at the sipahis’ homes, where they were often subject to rape and other abuse.72 An institution that caused particular trauma and won lasting notoriety in folk memory was the janissaries: elite Ottoman infantrymen recruited in part through the devşirme—the blood levy of Christian boys aged between about ten and twenty, forcibly taken from their families and converted to Islam. The last such levy was exacted in Serbia in 1638.73 Muslim peasants also owed taxes and duties, but they were lighter than for Christians.

With the Ottoman conquest of the independent Balkan states effectively completed and the devşirme system fully established, the Serbian nobility’s recruitment into the Ottoman elite tailed off from the early sixteenth century and senior positions in the administration were instead filled with former Christian peasant children converted to Islam. Whereas the reigns of Mehmed II, Bayezid II and Selim I between 1451 and 1520 saw several grand viziers of Serbian or Bosnian noble descent, 1536–1579 was a period of pre-eminence of South Slavs from humble backgrounds at the Ottoman court, in particular with grand viziers Rustem-pasha Okupović (in office 1544–1553, 1555–1561), who was from Bosnia or Croatia and was described as Serb or Croat, and Mehmed-pasha Sokolović (in office 1565–1579), from a Bosnian Orthodox family.74 Yet whether of noble or peasant background, Ottoman Muslim officials recruited from Serbia and the other Balkan peoples became indistinguishable from other Ottoman Muslim officials and lost their native national identities.75 The Serbian Orthodox Church nevertheless obstructed Serbia’s Islamisation, in contrast to neighbouring Bosnia, which lacked a unifying national church and whose Christian population was more confessionally fragmented. Thus, in 1520–1535, 97.8 per cent of households in the Sanjak of Smederevo were Christian and 2.2 per cent Muslim, compared with 54 per cent and 46 per cent respectively in the Sanjak of Bosnia.76

Christians were not allowed legally to testify against Muslims. They could not erect new churches or use church bells. Although the burden on the Ottoman Christian peasantry was initially lighter than for peasants in Christian Europe, their discriminatory treatment, in relation to Muslims, would stimulate the emergence of their nationalism, which consequently took an anti-Muslim form. Nevertheless, the Serbian Orthodox community, along with other Ottoman Christian and Jewish communities, was permitted some autonomy: the right to administer its own tax collection and justice involving its members and manage its churches and eventually, where they existed, schools. Historians have sometimes called such Christian and Jewish autonomy under Muslim supremacy the millet system—a ‘millet’ being a non-Muslim religious community. It provided an institutional basis upon which the autonomous statehoods of Serbs and other Christian subject peoples (Greeks, Bulgarians) was eventually built.

Vlach communities, not subject to feudal obligations in medieval Serbia, remained privileged following the Ottoman conquest and did not originally pay the head-tax or perform kuluk but paid lighter taxes in money or kind. By around 1516 there were over 12,000 Vlach households in the Smederevo sanjak, suggesting the Ottoman authorities deliberately settled them there for military and strategic reasons given the territory’s depopulation.77 Their elders representing them before the Ottoman authorities were called knezes (knezovi). Following the Ottoman conquest of most of Hungary in 1526, when the Smederevo sanjak ceased to be a frontier territory, and the transition of the Vlachs in the Smederevo sanjak from animal husbandmen into farmers, they were subsumed within the Christian raya, with the Vlach status formally abolished in 1536. The institution of knez as a hereditary office was territorialised and extended to the raya generally, with jurisdiction over groups of villages or localities. Knez was originally a senior rank but the term gradually came to denote Christian community leaders of different levels, whether representing municipalities or whole districts. Knezes had to guarantee order in areas under their jurisdiction and raise soldiers from the households and families there for service in the empire’s wars. These troops remained free of the head-tax; they were from the end of the sixteenth century known as panduri—a word that survives in Serbia today as a derogatory term for policemen, similar to ‘pigs’ in English. A grand vizier’s report from 1602 records thousands of these troops from the Smederevo sanjak being sent to fight the Austrians.78 Because there were relatively few Muslims in this sanjak compared with other Ottoman territories, knezes there performed the administrative and military functions that were, in Bosnia for example, performed by Muslim officials (ayans).79

The Ottomans continued to expand westward and northward following their conquest of Serbia. They captured Belgrade from the Hungarians in 1521, to which the seat of the Smederevo sanjak was then transferred; the city was renamed Dar ul Jihad (‘House of Holy War’).80 This laid the basis for Belgrade becoming modern Serbia’s capital. It marked also the definite origins of Serbia’s Jewish community, in the form of Sephardim expelled from Spain in 1492 who arrived in Belgrade following the Ottoman conquest; they spoke their own language, Ladino, derived from medieval Spanish, predominantly retaining it as their first language until the twentieth century. Favourably located at the confluence of the Sava and Danube rivers, Belgrade thrived under Ottoman rule. The Prussian traveller Reinhold Lubenau noted at the end of the sixteenth century, ‘Belgrade now has mostly low houses, the roads are of mud, but nevertheless long and broad … The whole town is full of little shops, caravanserais and pretty mosques and Turkish churches, as well as various Christian churches and Jewish synagogues. It is similarly full of wonderful fountains and baths, and everything a person could want can be bought in the shops, just as in the most ordinary towns of Spain or Germany.’81 The Ottoman explorer Evliya Çelebi, who visited Belgrade repeatedly in the second half of the seventeenth century, described it as ‘beautiful as a jewel in a ring’ and noted its Turkish cuisine: ‘Such baklava as we ate at the Belgrade feasts we truly had seen nowhere, neither in Rumelia nor in Arabia nor in Persia. Belgrade itself is the Egypt of Rumelia.’82 Serbian scholar Milan Đakov Milićević, writing in 1876, noted: ‘Several decades ago, the principal town of Serbia was partly Turkish, partly Greek, partly cosmopolitan, and probably least of all Serbian. In the streets were spoken Turkish and corrupted Serbian, in the shops principally Greek, and in the churches and schools more Greek than Serbian. Houses, shops, workshops, clothes, way of life and all customs were eastern.’83

The Ottomans completed the conquest and destruction of the Kingdom of Bosnia in 1463, conquered most of Hungary following the Battle of Mohács in 1526 and besieged Vienna in 1529. Following their capture of the Hungarian town of Buda in 1541, they established the Eyalet of Buda as an administrative unit encompassing primarily Hungarian territory and transferred to it the Smederevo sanjak. The Ottomans occupied a large part of what was then Croatia, and these territories would form the westernmost outpost of the modern Serb nationality. Perhaps 200,000 Orthodox Christian refugees fleeing Ottoman conquest settled in Slavonia and Srem, in present-day northern Croatia and western Vojvodina, by 1483, and by the early sixteenth century the first Orthodox settlements were established in unoccupied Croatia around Ogulin, Otok and Modruša, where their security and certain rights were recognised by Emperor Ferdinand I in May 1540.84 These refugees were not just Slavs but also Vlachs, who retained their distinct language and identity but who in Croatia would be assimilated into the Serbs by the nineteenth century. Vlachs in Ottoman Serbia and Serb areas of the Habsburg Empire were called Cincars. Their strength peaked in the 1780s and 1790s, and in the town of Temesvár (Timișoara), a major centre of Serb life in historic Hungary, the town assembly was the scene of a major clash in 1790 between Cincar and Serb demands relating to the financing of schools and churches, but thereafter Cincar strength declined as the group increasingly and smoothly assimilated into the Serbs, providing many of Serbia’s leading political figures and families, though a small minority of self-identifying Cincars still exists in Serbia today.85

Following the Hungarian king’s death at the Battle of Mohács in 1526, Hungary’s crown passed to the Habsburg dynasty, as did Croatia’s the following year. The Habsburgs’ military weakness in Croatia led them to co-opt the Orthodox refugees for their defence. The refugee forces were subordinated to Habsburg command, which by 1553 placed them under its own appointed officers and integrated them into the state service. In that year, Archduke Ferdinand of Austria, younger brother of Emperor Charles V, appointed a general officer to command the two borderland military districts in Croatia and Slavonia. Thus arose the institution of the Austrian Military Border, whose strongest portion lay in Habsburg Croatia. It not only guarded the Habsburg border from the Ottomans but provided troops for Habsburg campaigns elsewhere. Orthodox migrants continued arriving in Croatia throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; those settling in what is today central Croatia in the 1660s were granted favourable conditions by Emperor Leopold I in July 1659.86 The Military Border’s population was granted extensive autonomy in the election of its own captains (vojvodas) and magistrates (knezes) and was freed from regular feudal obligations. This borderland and refugee population was both Catholic and Orthodox; Orthodox freedom of worship was recognised. These privileges attracted more Orthodox settlers. Administration of the Croatian and Slavonian Borders was exclusively under the Habsburg crown rather than the Croatian civil authorities; the frontiersmen’s privileges led them to resist full incorporation into Croatia.87 Although the Croatian and Hungarian nobility resisted recognising the privileges of the Orthodox settlers, the Habsburg emperors enforced them; for example, by the Statuta Valachorum, which confirmed the rights of Orthodox settlers in the Varaždin frontier region. Although the Military Border was not a nationally Serb institution and its population not solely Orthodox, it obstructed Croatian assimilation of its Orthodox population.

Under the Ottoman umbrella, the Serbian church expanded its jurisdiction over the Orthodox population west of the River Drina—inhabitants of territories that would be incorporated into the Eyalet of Bosnia, formed in 1580, which included large parts of what is today Croatia. From the first decades of the Ottoman conquest of Bosnia and Serbia, with the encouragement of the new rulers, Orthodox herdsmen from Raška, Zeta, Hercegovina and East Bosnia migrated to settle in what is today Serbia’s heartland as well as parts of Bosnia, Croatia and Dalmatia. In Bosnia, they settled in first the northern and north-central and subsequently north-western parts of the country, territory depopulated by the Austro-Turkish warfare and indigenous Catholic population’s exodus. These settlers were ethnic Vlachs and Serbs who merged to form a single ethno-national group through their shared Orthodoxy. This produced a Serb majority that persists in north-western Bosnia today. This Orthodox population was important to the Ottomans as a frontier people against the Christian states; for example, the Ottoman commander of the offensive into Banat in Hungary in 1551, Mehmed-pasha Sokolović, relied on Serb troops, who fought very effectively. In these circumstances, Ottoman occupation produced widespread conversion from Catholicism to Orthodoxy; the Ottomans favoured the Orthodox Church, which they controlled through the Patriarch in Constantinople, over the Catholic Church—the church of the Habsburg enemy, independent under the Pope.88 Bosnians in Ottoman service, in particular, promoted a pro-Orthodox policy in Bosnia to exploit Catholic–Orthodox antagonism in the country.89 In the nineteenth century, particularly following Austria-Hungary’s occupation of Bosnia-Hercegovina in 1878 and the resulting exodus of the Muslim population, Orthodox Serbs would emerge as the largest nationality in the country, remaining so until after World War II.

The Serbian Patriarchate effectively ceased to exist following the Serbian Despotate’s fall in 1459 and the death of Patriarch Arsenios II in 1463. Its dioceses eventually reverted, probably in the 1520s, to the original authority of the archbishopric of Ohrid, subordinate to the Patriarch in Constantinople, in what is today Macedonia.90 The Serbian church nevertheless resisted Ohrid’s authority, culminating in an unsuccessful attempt in the early 1530s by Pavle, bishop of Smederevo, unilaterally to re-establish Serbian church independence. The Ottomans sought to appease their Serb subjects, and at Sokolović’s initiative, after he became third vizier in 1555, the Serbian Patriarchate was re-established in 1557, with its see in Peć in present-day Kosovo. Sokolović used his own familial links to facilitate this policy; the re-established Patriarchate’s first Patriarch was his cousin Makarije Sokolović.91 Mehmed-pasha became grand vizier in 1565. The Patriarchate’s re-establishment produced something of a Serb spiritual and national revival over the next thirty-five years, coinciding somewhat with Europe’s Renaissance.92 The restored Serbian Patriarch was a fully-fledged ethnarch, or millet-başi, whose authority extended beyond the Ottoman border to the Orthodox inhabiting the Military Border and Venetian Dalmatia. Consequently, Orthodox monks from the Military Border regularly claimed they came from ‘Serb lands’.93 In Ćorović’s words: ‘Only under the government of the Peć Patriarchate was for the first time the unification achieved of the Serb nation on the whole of its ethnic territory, for its government reached everywhere where they went, among the Serbs, in the borders of the Turkish state. Never up till then had the Serb borders, either of the state or of the church, coincided with the territory of the whole of the Serb nation.’94 The Ottoman Empire thus provided an umbrella under which a Serb people with a shared national consciousness emerged, descended from Slavs, Vlachs and others and stretching into present-day Bosnia-Hercegovina, Croatia and Vojvodina.

The Serbian church preserved the memory of the Serbian medieval state, canonised Serbian kings and promoted the cult of its founder, St Sava. Priests and monks transmitted the memory of Serbian national independence before the Ottoman conquest to the people. The Patriarch was sometimes referred to in the church as ‘Lord of the Serbs’, as the only remnant of the former medieval state, while at the Porte the institution was recorded as ‘the Patriarchate of the Serb unbelievers in the oblast of Peć’ (‘and in the Buda, Temeşvar, Bosnian, Győr, Eğri and Kanizsa eyalets, and the Shkodër and Prizren sanjaks, and the oblasts that fall to them’).95 The Orthodox religion and heritage of medieval statehood therefore became inseparable parts of Serb national identity under Ottoman rule. Kuripešić, who travelled through Serbia in 1530, noted: ‘The land of Serbia (Seruia), which we Germans call Surffen, has its own language that is called Serbian (surffisch). That is likewise a Slavic (Wendian) language. The people in this country are very God-fearing (pious) and protect themselves (as much as that is possible) from evil and sin.’96 Nevertheless, Serb national identity was far from fully formed. Dress, speech and music differed between regions and local identity was strong. A peasant’s native village could be identified by the clothes he or she wore. As the historian Milorad Ekmečić notes, ‘Even in Serbia itself, the transformation of peasants into Serbs was not completed by 1914.’97

Ottoman decline and origins of the Serbian revolution

From the late sixteenth century, Ottoman expansion into Europe stalled and the empire began stagnating. The Ottoman military and landholding elite evolved into a more sedentary class. Serb soldiers were increasingly excluded from its armies and Serb sipahis and knezes from its elite. There were no longer plentiful conquered territories to distribute to the sipahi class, whose members had increasingly to subdivide existing timars among their descendants. They came to view themselves less as soldiers and more as landowners; their lordship over their Christian tenants became more exploitative as they sought to maximise their revenue from their landholdings, in part by converting them into hereditable property (chiftliks). Frano Stojimirović, bishop of Prizren, noted in 1652: ‘the Christians are every day burdened with new taxes and tributes, because of which the poor flee hither and thither’.98 Peasants resisted their loss of a legally guaranteed status and demotion to mere private tenants on landlord-dictated terms.99 This process was paralleled by the degeneration of the janissary corps from soldiers feared by the empire’s enemies into militarily worthless gangs of local mafiosi feared only by the empire’s own populace, particularly non-Muslims, whom they terrorised and from whom they extorted tribute. Furthermore, the empire after 1577 sharply increased the head-tax on its Christian subjects, which did not stabilise until after 1690.100 The Serbian Patriarchate increasingly sought protection from foreign Christian powers, conducting its own foreign policy with the Habsburgs, the Russians, the Pope and others.101 Consequently, Ottoman Christians were increasingly likely to look upon invading Christian powers as liberators.

The Ottoman Empire’s siege of Vienna of 1683 marked its last attempt at significant expansion in Europe and was a turning point also for its relationship with its Serb subjects. As in previous wars, the Ottomans mobilised Serbs under their knezes to fight for them. But when the Holy Roman Empire’s forces, after repelling the siege, decisively defeated the Ottomans at the second Battle of Mohács on 12 August 1687 (close to today’s Hungarian border with Vojvodina), liberated Hungary and in 1688 went on to invade the land that would become Serbia, thousands of Serbs flocked to join them, driven by worsening oppression at Ottoman hands. These Serbs were organised into a militia, led from 1689 by Pavle Nestorović Deak and Antonije Znorić, which fought alongside the Holy Roman Empire’s regular army. The Austrians also toyed with a pretender, Ðorđe Branković, a minor Hungarian Serb nobleman who claimed to be Ðorđe II, legitimate heir to the Despotate of Serbia. He wanted the Habsburgs’ support to re-establish the Serbian state, and they made him a duke following their capture of Belgrade on 6 September 1688, hoping he could encourage further Serb rebellion. He failed at this, and they came to view him as a threat, arrested him and removed him from the region. He nevertheless won considerable support from the Serbs of Hungary and remained inspirational for later Serb rebels.102 Meanwhile, local Ottoman forces responded to the Serb rebellion with large-scale massacres of the Serb population. The situation was worsened for both the Serbs and the Porte by the fact that Belgrade’s governor (serdar) appointed in 1688, Yeğen Osman-pasha, resisted Constantinople’s authority and treated the area as his personal fiefdom. He persecuted the Serbian church, whose bishops were accused of inciting rebellion in collusion with the Habsburgs, causing several of them to flee to Vienna, and extorted money from the Patriarch, Arsenije III Čarnojević.103 Yeğen Osman-pasha was the prototype for future rebellious Ottoman officials, up to and including Ali Pasha of Janina and the dahijas (deys) in Serbia, whose misrule there would eventually provoke full-scale national revolution.104

The administrative seat of what was left of the former Eyalet of Buda was transferred to Belgrade in December 1687, marking the establishment of what became known informally as the ‘Belgrade pashaluk’. Its core was the Sanjak of Smederevo and what was left of the Sanjak of Srem.105 These were formally transferred to the Eyalet of Temeşvar, while Belgrade remained formally merely the seat of the Smederevo sanjak, but, given the city’s central strategic importance as a serhat (border territory), its administrative authority was greater than this in practice. Although the Smederevo sanjak’s sanjak-bey was lord of only this sanjak, as military commander (muhafiz) his authority extended into three other sanjaks.106 Under him, a Belgrade chancellery was subsequently established and the treasuries of the former Buda, Eğri and Kanizsa eyalets absorbed into it, and it was the recipient also of state income from a wide area to support the corresponding fortresses and garrisons; as a result the sanjak-bey had a degree of military authority similar to an actual beyler-bey, or pasha, hence the nickname ‘Belgrade pashaluk’.107 For the next half-century, Serbia would be a central battlefield of the Habsburg–Ottoman struggle. After capturing Belgrade, which they would hold for two years, Habsburg forces penetrated deep into the Ottoman Balkans. The imperial forces defeated the Ottomans at the Battle of Batočina in present-day central Serbia on 29 August 1689, with Nestorović’s Serb militia defeating an Ottoman vanguard unit. The imperial army defeated the Ottomans again at Niš on 24 September 1689 to capture the city, then reached Macedonia and present-day Bulgaria. Meanwhile, Russia under Tsar Peter I (‘the Great’) entered the anti-Ottoman war. Serbs began looking to it as a potential saviour preferable to Austria.108

The Holy Roman Emperor Leopold I, on 6 April 1690 called upon ‘all peoples who inhabit Albania, Serbia, Mizija, Bulgaria, Silistria, Illyria, Macedonia and Rajcija, and other lands that once depended on our Kingdom of Hungary, and all other peoples that suffer under the Turkish yoke’, to join his imperial army.109 Patriarch Arsenije avoided collaborating with the invaders, but when the Ottomans counter-attacked and began expelling the imperial forces from the future Serbia, he and the Serbs faced the prospect of their bloody retribution. Consequently, a gathering of Serbian religious and national leaders, under Arsenije’s stewardship, met in Belgrade on 18 June 1690 and resolved to recognise Leopold as king of Serbia, in response to the emperor’s exhortation. Leopold recognised the Serbian Orthodox Church on 21 August 1690 as a separate legal body within his empire. Then, in what became known as the Great Migration, approximately 60,000–70,000 Serbs under Arsenije retreated alongside the Austrian forces and settled in the Habsburg lands, mostly in Hungary, while the Ottomans retook Niš on 6 September and Belgrade on 8 October 1690. Arsenije was pilloried for this by later Serbian nationalists, on the grounds that it contributed to the Serb demographic loss of territory in and around present-day Kosovo. Yet the exodus was not the result of a conscious decision on his part but a spontaneous flight in terror of death over which he had little control and little choice but to participate.110

The great imperial victory at Slankamen, just north of Belgrade, on 19 October 1691 ended the Ottoman recovery. The war continued, with Eugene of Savoy’s great victory at Zenta, in what is today northern Vojvodina, on 11 September 1697 clinching the Habsburg triumph. Their expansion southward gave the Habsburgs possession of Hungary and turned Belgrade into a border town, which it would remain until World War I. The peace treaty was signed on 26 January 1699 at Sremski Karlovci (Karlowitz), in Srem in Habsburg Croatia. The Serb community in Hungary would thenceforth be swelled by refugees following subsequent Habsburg incursions into, and retreats from, the Ottoman Balkans. Unlike earlier waves of Orthodox refugees, those arriving in the 1690s possessed a definite Serb ethnic consciousness centred on the Patriarch who came with them, while the Habsburg emperor, in four decrees between 1690 and 1695, for the first time recognised the right of the Serbian church to minister to its flock throughout the empire.111

Responding to imperial efforts at mobilising them to fight the Ottomans, the Serbs in Hungary requested the right to elect themselves a military leader (vojvoda) and the Habsburg court permitted them to convene an assembly for this purpose, which occurred on 20–22 March 1691. However, the assembly chose the imprisoned pretender Branković and sought to proclaim him not merely vojvoda but despot. This was unacceptable to the court, which instead imposed an officer of the imperial army of Cincar background, Jovan Monasterlija, as Serb military leader with the title ‘vice-vojvoda’.112 The Serb province that eventually emerged in southern Hungary would consequently be called Vojvodina. Southern Hungary thus became the principal centre of Serb national life until the nineteenth century, though owing to Habsburg colonisation policies the Serbs would share the region with diverse other peoples. A Serbian Orthodox metropolitanate for the Habsburg lands was eventually established in 1708 at Krušedol and moved in 1713 to Sremski Karlovci; its autonomy was recognised by the Patriarch in Peć. It was in this period, the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century, when Serb literary life in the Habsburg Empire was undergoing a renaissance, that the term ‘Serbia’ first came to be widely used by educated Austrian Serbs, though not yet by Serbs in the Ottoman Empire.113 Among those migrating to Hungary were the monks of Ravanica monastery, who brought with them Prince Lazar’s remains. There, the cult of St Lazar was rejuvenated.114

Another centre of Serbian national life lay in Montenegro, broadly corresponding to medieval Zeta, previously Duklja. Its ruler, Ivan Crnojević, formally accepted the Ottomans’ suzerainty in 1470 but resisted them until finally crushed and forced to accept their rule over the tiny territory left to him as their vassal. He established his capital in 1482 at the village of Cetinje, which would become Montenegro’s capital, and founded a monastery. The Metropolitan of Zeta moved his seat to Cetinje in 1485; the bishopric would provide the backbone of the future Montenegrin state. Though the Ottomans converted Montenegro into a sanjak by 1513 under Ivan’s son, an Islamic convert,115 it retained in practice broad autonomy not enjoyed by Serbia. The regular Ottoman administrative system based on timars was not imposed on Montenegro; Ottoman suzerainty involved little more than irregular payment of a tribute. The Metropolitan of Cetinje, elected by the monastery of Cetinje’s monks following the last Crnojević ruler’s disappearance, became prince-bishop (vladika) in 1516, a major step toward Montenegrin statehood. The vladikas were elected by an assembly representing all Montenegro’s tribes, subject to confirmation prior to 1766 by the Patriarch of Peć. The prince-bishopric became hereditary in the Petrović family from the Njegoš tribe from 1697.116 Autonomous Montenegro became the increasing object of international diplomatic efforts as the empire declined.

The Ottoman loss in the war of territories in Hungary, Croatia and Dalmatia to the Christian powers led to the expulsion of large numbers of sipahis, janissaries and other Ottoman officials to Bosnia and Serbia in the Ottoman Balkan rump. There they sought to acquire or expropriate a shrinking share of fiefdoms of exploitable land, joining the ranks of the Serbs’ oppressors and fuelling Serb resistance.117 Serb peasants responded to this increased oppression with migration, either into the mountains of the interior or to the Habsburg lands to the north and west. Some peasants turned to brigandage, becoming hajduks, a group that entered popular legend for its resistance to Ottoman authority. Meanwhile, the Austrian incursion into Serbia of the 1680s and 1690s showed the population there that Ottoman rule would not last forever.

In the Habsburg–Ottoman war of 1716–1718, the Austrians were again militarily successful. Eugene defeated the Ottomans at Petrovaradin, to the north of Belgrade in present-day Vojvodina, on 5 August 1716, capturing Belgrade on 17 August 1717. In the subsequent Treaty of Passarowitz (Požarevac in present-day Serbia) of 21 July 1718, they annexed Belgrade and the surrounding territory, which they administered as the Kingdom of Serbia. It was at the time, according to Mary Montague, the British envoy’s wife, ‘a beautiful, abandoned country, all just forests and mountains … We travelled through whole regions of Serbia, almost completely covered in forests, though the land is naturally fertile.’118 The Habsburgs kept northern Serbia for two decades until the Habsburg–Ottoman war of 1737–1739, while the Ottomans transferred the seat of the Belgrade pashaluk to the town of Niš, which consequently grew. During their two decades of rule in northern Serbia, the Habsburgs divided the country into fifteen to seventeen districts, each presided over by a leader called an obor-knez, beneath which were junior knezes. Through these, the Serbian population enjoyed significant self-management of its communal affairs, establishing a tradition that decisively shaped its future national character and politics.119 The Serbian Orthodox Church in the new Kingdom of Serbia was recognised by the Habsburgs as an autonomous metropolitanate of Belgrade separate from the metropolitanate of Sremski Karlovci and recognised by the Serbian Patriarch in Peć. Mojsije Petrović was elected metropolitan of the combined metropolitanates of Belgrade and Sremski Karlovci on 7 February 1726, thereby unifying the Serbian church on Habsburg territory.120 A new palace was built for him in Belgrade. He did not live to see its completion, but he noted that Belgrade had become the ‘celebrated and leading place in our country and fatherland’. Thus, the city began to be perceived as the Serb national centre.121

The Serbian Patriarch’s defection to the Habsburgs during the Vienna War began the re-subordination of the Serbian church in the Ottoman Empire to the Patriarch in Constantinople. A Greek was appointed Patriarch in Arsenije III’s place; the Serbian bishops refused to support him and unity was restored only when a Serb was again appointed. But the Serbian church was increasingly crushed by Ottoman financial demands. Consequently, upon the war’s renewal, when the Austrians advanced south from Belgrade in 1737, they met on 24 July near Niš a joint Orthodox–Catholic delegation led by the Serbian Patriarch Arsenije IV Jovanović Šakabenta, who pledged his support. The Austrians captured Niš on the 28th, by which time the Serbian church establishment was apparently united in believing that the war was an opportunity for liberation from the Ottomans.122 But the Ottoman victory at Banja Luka in Bosnia on 4 August turned the war’s tide and the Austrians abandoned Niš again in October. Following their victories, the Ottomans regained Belgrade by the Treaty of Belgrade of 18 September 1739.

The Austrians destroyed many Belgrade mosques during their 22-year rule, and largely demolished the city before returning it to the Ottomans who, consequently angered, destroyed all Catholic and Orthodox churches and many other buildings that the Austrians had built, including the Belgrade metropolitan’s new palace. They heavily damaged the Orthodox cathedral in its vicinity and converted the new Church of St John the Baptist into a mosque dedicated to the victorious grand vizier.123 The Serbs did not remember Austrian rule fondly; the Belgrade metropolitan Viđentije Jovanović wrote: ‘Of the aberrations and impositions carried out by the Austrian generals Valis and Najpreg and other generals, commanders and even soldiers—that is not something that a human tongue can relate, and that is the case both in the homes and other properties and in the churches; furthermore, they did not leave in peace even the dead, but they dug them out of their graves and took from them everything of value that they found.’ In their treatment of the Serbian poor, the Austrians ‘dishonoured their girls, raped women and committed other misdeeds. Not a single fortress, not a single town, not a single village, moreover not a single church was safe from them.’124 Nevertheless, the Austrian administrative system of large districts (nahijas) and obor-knezes was mostly retained following the Ottoman reoccupation. Given the weakness of the restored Ottoman system, the Serbs were permitted to retain their system of communal self-management. Four more nahijas were added to produce a sanjak of 21 nahijas; a structure persisting until the late eighteenth century.125 The Smederevo sanjak was now definitely reincorporated into the Eyalet of Rumelia, of which it remained part until the early nineteenth-century Serbian uprisings.

Restoration of Ottoman rule prompted another great migration of Serbs to Habsburg territory, which augmented their numbers there. The renewed Serbian defection to the Austrians strengthened the Greeks’ hand in the struggle for control of the Serbian church; a Greek Patriarch was again installed. The Serbian church was absorbed into the patronage system of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, which exploited the Serbian clergy mercilessly. By 1760, according to one source, the Serbian Patriarch was paying 10,000 scudi a year to the Patriarch in Constantinople. The last Serb to head the Patriarchate, Vasilije Jovanović-Brkić, was denounced before the Sultan by his Greek rival Kalinik and exiled to Cyprus, but this did not end the Serbian church’s exploitation. To escape this, Kalinik, who succeeded to the Patriarchate as Kalinik II, and several Serbian bishops petitioned the Sultan in 1766 for their church’s formal reintegration with the Orthodox Church under the Patriarch of Constantinople.126 Consequently, in September, and at the latter’s request too, the Ottomans abolished the Patriarchate of Peć, replaced the Serbian bishops with Greeks and ended the Serbian church’s autonomy. This meant future Serbian uprisings could not be led by a Serbian national church but would have secular leadership. Nevertheless, the Greek ethnicity of the new church hierarchy separated it from the lower clergy, whose identification consequently increased with the Serb peasantry,127 from which it was not culturally distinct. In the 1830s, one eyewitness testified that the monks included ‘criminals, bandits, murderers, pimps, homosexuals, drunkards, thugs; beggars who beg without leave and for their own account and who curse if they are not given; and charlatans who heal [patients] without any [medical] knowledge and take the money’.128

As the Serbian church in the Ottoman Empire declined, so in the Habsburg Empire it flourished under Sremski Karlovci’s metropolitanate. The Serbs’ demands for a specific territory and secular government of their own within the empire were not granted, but they were permitted to convene an assembly concerned with exercising and affirming their privileges and relations within the Serb community. It elected the metropolitan as the community’s head. Composition of the assembly from 1749 was regulated to comprise the bishops and 25 additional clergymen, 25 representatives of the Military Border and 25 representatives of other territories and towns.129 When Serb rights clashed with Hungarian rights, the Serbs appealed to the emperor. In 1745 Empress Maria Theresa (Queen of Hungary and Croatia, 1717–1780) established the Illyrian Court Commission, renamed Deputation in 1747, to safeguard Serb rights. The Serbian coat of arms was legalised within the Habsburg Empire in 1776, although the Deputation was abolished under Hungarian pressure in 1777.

Twilight of Ottoman rule in Serbia

Increasing Ottoman oppression in the Sanjak of Smederevo in the second half of the eighteenth century ensured a steady flow of refugees into the Habsburg Empire, where as many as 18,000 may have volunteered to fight against the Ottomans. In the last Habsburg–Ottoman war of 1788–1791, the Austrians infiltrated the territory of the Smederevo sanjak with agents tasked with surveying the terrain and winning over the local population to collaboration, ‘above all priests and monks, and after that some of the more minor merchants’. Local priests distributed Austrian proclamations to the Serbs.130 Local Serbs fought alongside the Austrians in unsuccessful attempts to capture Belgrade in late 1787 and early 1788, after which they retreated with them onto Austrian territory and formed the basis of a Serb ‘Free Corps’, organised by the Austrians and fighting under their command, which eventually grew to over 10,000 men, recruited with the Serb clergy’s assistance. This was a proto-national movement spearheaded by Serbs from the Habsburg Empire, in which, for the first time, the area today corresponding approximately to Serbia, Bosnia, Slavonia, Vojvodina and Montenegro was treated as Serb ethnic territory.

The Free Corps’ activity gained its participants valuable military experience; many of its veterans went on to active roles in the First Serbian Uprising of 1804–1813, providing the majority of its leaders, in particular Karađorđe Petrović.131 The Austrians appointed as captain a distinguished Serb fighter, Koča Anđeljković, and sent him to wage guerrilla warfare in the Smederevo sanjak. He established the rebel territory his men called ‘Koča’s Krajina’ (Koča’s Borderland). He liberated Požarevac and Kragujevac, encouraging uprisings in several areas of northern Serbia, and was awarded a gold medal by the Austrian emperor, though the Ottomans counter-attacked and killed him on 7 September 1788. The outbreak of the French Revolution the following year may have further encouraged Serb belief in rebellion and liberty; once again, Serbs of the Habsburg Empire, conscious of events beyond the Balkans, transmitted this seditious spirit to their brethren in the Smederevo sanjak.132 The Austrians, assisted by the Free Corps, now under Mihailo Mihaljević, took Belgrade on 8 October 1789, followed by Smederevo, Ćuprija and Paraćin, and occupied the whole of the territory soon known as Serbia.133 They held it until the Treaty of Sistova of 4 August 1791, which restored it to Ottoman rule and required both sides to maintain order on their respective sides of the border, which the Ottomans attempted to do by banning the janissaries’ return to the Belgrade pashaluk. Serbs who had rebelled against the Ottomans were granted amnesty and those who had fled to Austria were recognised as Habsburg subjects. Allegedly, when one Ottoman official beheld a Serbian troop march out of a fortress due to be returned by the Austrians, he exclaimed, ‘Neighbours! What have you made of our Raya?’134 The treaty was the first that referred to the contested territory as ‘Serbia’, thereby linking the name for the first time to the Sanjak of Smederevo—until then, there was no definite understanding of what territory it referred to; it had more generally been associated with land further south, corresponding to medieval Serbia’s heartland.135

The treaty was viewed as a betrayal by Serbs from Serbia who had fought with the Austrians; Free Corps Lieutenant Aleksa Nenadović told Mihaljević he would ‘go from monastery to monastery and call upon every monk and priest to write in every monastery: that nobody who is Serb should ever again trust a German’.136 Another wave of Serb refugees left Ottoman for Austrian territory during and after this war. Mihaljević later fought in Austria’s war against Revolutionary France and was killed in 1794. Nevertheless, the fact that the Austrians had largely fought their war using Serbs, who had temporarily freed their homeland, boosted their self-confidence and belief that national liberation could be near. Meanwhile, the constant occupation and reoccupation of the Smederevo sanjak by Habsburg and Ottoman armies in 1688–1792 had uprooted its Muslim population, which consequently numbered only about 40,000 by 1804, weakening the foundations there of Ottoman statehood. This marked a difference with the neighbouring Eyalet of Bosnia, which the Ottomans and local Muslims more successfully defended and which was consequently much more firmly rooted by the nineteenth century’s start. Hence, the Smederevo sanjak would prove a more conducive location for founding Serb statehood than Bosnia, even though the latter’s Serb population was of comparable size to the former’s and may at one point have exceeded it.137

Hopes for Serbia’s liberation were accompanied by awakened Serb political activity in Hungary. Under the enlightened emperors Joseph II (King of Hungary and Croatia, 1780–1790) and Leopold II (King of Hungary and Croatia, 1790–1792), the Orthodox Church’s rights in the Habsburg lands were improved.138 At the initiative of the Serbian metropolitan, an assembly of a hundred Serb representatives, including some from the Smederevo sanjak, was held at Temesvár between 26 August and 22 November 1790 with the Habsburg court’s blessing. It submitted a demand to the emperor for Serb equality with Germans and Hungarians and territorial autonomy for Banat in Hungary as a Serb unit. This was not granted so as not to offend the Hungarians, but the emperor did restore the Deputation as the Illyrian Court Chancellery. Although abolished again in 1792, it was a step on the road to the formation of Vojvodina; politically conscious Serbs at this time saw their national centre as this area within Habsburg Hungary rather than as the Ottoman territory that would emerge as Serbia. Unable to grant their Serb subjects’ national demands at home, the Habsburgs considered appeasing them by liberating Serbian territory in the Ottoman Empire.139 Briefly but crucially, the Habsburgs supported the Serb national cause. Permitted by the emperor their own gymnasium, printing press and newspapers, the Habsburg Serbs underwent a new renaissance whose sons would contribute significantly to building the future Serbian state. Dositej Obradović (1739–1811), a Serb from Banat, promoted Serb educational institutions and Western learning in Hungary and became education minister in Serbia’s rebel government shortly before his death. He was the pioneer of the modern Serb intellectual.
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THE SERBIAN UPRISINGS

1804–1815


Modern Serbia arose from the Sanjak of Smederevo. This Ottoman administrative unit roughly corresponded to the region of Šumadija (‘Sylvania’, or ‘Land of Forest’), modern Serbia’s heartland. The social, economic and geopolitical circumstances of this region, on the Habsburg Empire’s border, combined explosively: its Orthodox Serbs were increasingly oppressed, exploited and fractious yet retained the residual communal autonomy granted them by the Ottomans—a starting point for their bid for statehood. Meanwhile, across the border in Austria, Serb national life flourished. Austria, which since 1687 incorporated Hungary and which in 1804 would be formally constituted as the Empire of Austria, served as a wrecking ball to weaken Ottoman rule in the sanjak while mobilising Serbs to fight it. These factors produced a revolution in the sanjak in the first two decades of the nineteenth century. Historiography traditionally divides this into the First and Second Serbian Uprisings, though they formed a continuous process of resistance divided by a briefly successful episode of Ottoman repression. When this revolution began, the name ‘Serbia’ itself was not used by the inhabitants to refer to their country; they referred to themselves simply as the Serb people (srpski narod). In the nineteenth-century Serbian scholar Vladimir Karić’s words, ‘the name “Serbia” was unknown, almost until the start of this century, not only to the Serb people around our contemporary kingdom but to those Serbs who lived at the time in this bit of the Serb Lands.’1 ‘Serbia’ as a concept in its modern sense was created by these uprisings.

Serbia on the eve of the uprisings

Šumadija was, at the nineteenth century’s start, socially and economically underdeveloped by European standards. It almost wholly lacked proper roads, and the oak forests covering it were full of wolves, bears and other wild animals, but were ideal for farming pigs, which lived off the acorns; this formed the basis of livelihood for much of the Serbian Orthodox population. Decades of Ottoman–Serbian warfare had driven many peasants to shift from agricultural to pastoral husbandry, allowing them to migrate with their animals to the mountains to avoid the violence.2 The great Serbian ethnographer Jovan Cvijić (1865–1927) calculated that in the nineteenth century only 20 per cent of Serbia’s population was indigenous, the rest having migrated there from neighbouring lands since the start of the eighteenth, reducing any sense of difference between Serbs in Serbia and those in the neighbouring regions today comprising Bosnia, Hercegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo and Macedonia. Šumadija, depopulated by the war ending in 1739, with a weak Ottoman administration, few Muslims outside the towns and forests suitable for grazing, attracted the migrant husbandmen, many coming from mountainous areas where Ottoman authority had been weak, from which they brought the tradition of freer communal life.3

Šumadija’s villages were small, rarely larger than twenty homes, usually dispersed over a wide area of up to five or six kilometres; houses in neighbouring villages were often closer to each other than houses in the same village.4 Karadžić noted that ‘some villages of forty houses are larger than Vienna’, reflecting the husbandmen’s needs.5 Animal husbandry, primarily involving pigs, sheep, goats and to a lesser extent cattle, was largely subsistence, though those living closer to the Sava and Danube rivers in the north had greater opportunities for livestock trade. Most peasant huts were made of logs or bark with thatched roofs and a single room; windows were small apertures covered with oiled paper when available. Furniture was mostly unknown apart from three-legged stools by the hearth. Peasants followed the Turkish practice of sleeping and eating on the floor, using wooden spoons, with the whole family eating from the same pot. The inner walls were hung with firearms, tools and food like slabs of bacon, strings of peppers and wreaths of garlic. Stables were often attached to the house for warmth. Multiple rooms, furniture, ceramic roof tiles and glass windows began to appear during the 1830s. Peasants tended to begin each day with a shot of home-brewed šljivovica (plum brandy); the more prosperous ones had orchards to produce it.6 The primitive nature of farming in Šumadija made it highly vulnerable to the weather; drought in 1802 and 1803 produced widespread hunger, more people becoming hajduks (brigands) and greater popular rebelliousness.

Rural society centred on the zadruga, or extended family commune, in which different generations of the same family and multiple married brothers, averaging four or five married men, cohabited in a homestead with a meticulous division of labour, creating communal self-sufficiency.7 Since Ottoman taxes and kuluk duties were imposed on homesteads rather than on individuals or married couples, zadrugas lightened the burden.8 The zadruga protected its members from loneliness, economic insecurity and material hardship, giving them a social support network and status.9 The senior male from every zadruga of a village, or more rarely the village’s entire male population, would periodically assemble to discuss and determine village business, such as election of a kmet (headman), distribution of taxes, management of communal property, resolution of disputes between villagers, punishment of miscreants, maintenance of public morality and relations with the Ottoman authorities.10 The calendar was marked by saints’ days which had once numbered 170 per year, the majority of them holidays when peasants did not work. The Serbian church’s canonisation of its saints by 1787 reduced these holidays to 81 per year, while there were at least 55 others when peasants did not work for reasons of folk religion, though many of these were in the winter when peasants could not work in the fields anyway.11 Serbs individually prayed to God in the morning when awaking, together as a family before supper and again individually at bedtime.12 Lingering pagan influence on folk Christianity was strong; the pagan practice whereby each household paid tribute to a household god had evolved into worship of a household patron saint, the celebration of whose saint’s day—‘slava’—was a major event in every Serbian family’s year and largely remains so today. Each village also had its patron saint, whose day was celebrated and who was supposed to protect it and bring it a bountiful year. The Serbian custom of eating roast pork for Christmas dinner may also have originated in pagan times, with the sacrificing of pigs to the sun god, Dajbog, although another theory is that it was adopted under the Ottomans to prevent Turkish lords entering Serb homes during Christmas and appropriating the meal.13

Zadrugas were rigidly hierarchical by age and sex. Fathers were due enormous respect; sons in their presence were required to be quiet and calm, avoid expressions of merriment, not to smoke or look at their wives or sit without their permission, and had to keep some steps behind them when out walking. Women were entirely subordinate to men: considered unclean, they rarely appeared in the streets and never at public gatherings. They could not enter churches until 1730 and adulteresses were sometimes stoned to death. In the zadruga, all adult men were considered senior to all women. Wives, like children, were considered property of their husbands, who could legitimately beat them. It was considered disgraceful for a wife to refer to her husband by name; she could refer to him only as ‘he’. Wives were widely required to kiss the hands and wash the feet of male relatives, particularly fathers-in-law, and of visitors; children also had to kiss adults’ hands. Like Ottoman Muslims, Serb Christians sometimes practised polygamy and, if of sufficient status, kept harems. Serb Christian women, like Muslim women, were required by Ottoman law until 1830 to veil their faces and keep their shoulders and bodies covered in public.14 When Serb women in Belgrade left the house, they would dress to be as inconspicuous as possible and take the backstreets to avoid the male gaze; foreign visitors remarked how rare it was to see women in the street, particularly Christian women.15 When European-style furniture was introduced into Serbian homes in the 1830s, women initially could not eat at the table alongside males, but were required to wait upon them and were seated apart in the Ottoman manner. Young women were nevertheless protected and valued as marriage partners; monetary purchase and abduction of girls were widespread, while a young man who impregnated his unmarried lover would probably be pressed by the community into marrying her.16

There were no qualified doctors in Šumadija until 1819; for medical treatment, people relied upon folk healers or so-called hećimi—Ottoman Muslim or ethnic-Greek travelling doctors of often dubious medical proficiency.17 The habit, introduced by the Turks, of smoking tobacco in pipes (chibouks) was widespread, and combined with the lack of proper medical care helps explain why, until the twentieth century, even Serbian statesmen tended to die before they reached their seventies. Even today, Serbians are among Europe’s heaviest smokers.18 Alongside the church there existed a lively and colourful set of folk beliefs and superstitions, some of which originated in pagan times. People believed in spirits, vampires, fairies, witches and other supernatural beings, and there were cases of witch-burning until 1803. Common customs included opening doors and windows of a house following a death to allow the spirit to leave, and burying money alongside the dead to allow their souls to pay for crossing the river in the underworld. It was widely believed that spirits of the dead could either aid or punish the living, depending on how respectfully their mortal remains were treated and their memory preserved.19 Epic poems, recounting the exploits of legendary or mythical heroes of the Middle Ages and early Ottoman era and sung by bards while playing the gusle, a one-stringed instrument, provided escape from the reality of peasant life under the Ottomans, while preserving, in mythologised form, folk memory of medieval Serbia.20 The practice of making a pilgrimage to Jerusalem arose among Serbs and other Balkan Orthodox Christians in emulation of the Muslim hajj to Mecca; they referred to it by the Turkish word for its Muslim counterpart, hacılık.21 Serbs who had made the hajj added the prefix ‘Hadži’ to their name, for example Hadži Milutin Savić Garašanin, father of the famous nineteenth-century statesman Ilija Garašanin.

Tyranny of the deys

Selim III was Sultan from 1789. Following the disastrous losses of the war ending in 1791, primarily to the Russians, he resolved to reform the Ottoman Empire. Given the empire’s poor military performance and the perennial readiness of Ottoman Christians to revolt in support of its foreign enemies, he sought both to reform the Ottoman armed forces and improve conditions for the Christian peasantry. This meant attacking the vested interests of some segments of the Ottoman establishment and population, above all the janissaries. These had degenerated by the end of the eighteenth century into a parasitic class, swollen by the influx of Muslim poor seeking to evade civilian taxes. It terrorised and exploited ordinary people—both Christians and Muslims—and obstructed the government and state.22 What followed was a power struggle in the empire between Selim and the reformers on the one hand and the janissaries and other conservative elements on the other, in which the Serbs and other Christian subjects became involved.

Following the Treaty of Sistova, the muhafiz of Belgrade’s jurisdiction was reduced to the Sanjak of Smederevo and the town of Šabac; the so-called Belgrade pashaluk now corresponded almost completely to this single sanjak. This was organised as twelve nahijas, each with a müsellim commanding a body of troops (sejmeni) and a kadi with a scribe. Each nahija was divided into knežinas, each headed by a knez. Selim appointed the reformer Abu-Bekir Pasha governor of the Smederevo sanjak in 1793, mandated to mobilise the Serbs behind his goal of restoring Constantinople’s authority over the janissaries. Abu-Bekir consequently forbade the janissaries to reside in the sanjak, amnestied Serbs who had supported the Habsburgs in the war, promised to restore the possessions of those who returned to their homes and generally took steps to improve conditions for the Christians. The knežinas were granted autonomy (‘self-management’) over their own affairs by a firman (decree) of the Sultan in 1793. Thus, each village elected a kmet, while groups of villages elected a knez, though the post tended in practice to become hereditary. The knezes presided over popular assemblies at the knežina level, composed of kmets and other local notables and genuinely representative of local opinion, where matters such as tax collection, maintenance of religious buildings and relations with the Ottoman authorities were discussed. The knezes in 1739–1804 were not landlords as in earlier times; they ‘were peasants and in their domestic lives differed little from the other peasants’, according to Karadžić.23 The obor-knezes, likewise elected by the populace, served as intermediaries between the Serbs and Ottoman authorities. The knezes and obor-knezes were confirmed in office by the pasha. Taxes were reduced and capped and Muslims forbidden to enter Serb villages. In principle, Serbs could accuse their knezes of wrongdoing before the müsellims or the vizier in Belgrade, but unsurprisingly this was rare. New firmans in 1794 banned the sipahis in the pashalik from residing anywhere outside Belgrade, and Serbs were permitted to build churches in all areas where they resided. This led to the building or renewal of ten churches or monasteries in the following six years.24

The janissaries and their supporters counter-attacked. Abu-Bekir Pasha was replaced in 1795 by Shashit Pasha, who moved to restore janissary authority in the Smederevo sanjak. This was but a brief interlude, however, as Selim used the knezes’ complaints in July of that year to replace Shashit with Hadži Mustafa Pasha, who had previously served as Belgrade’s custodian, when he mobilised the Serbs to resist the janissaries. His reign would be fondly remembered by the Serbs; he was popularly dubbed ‘Serb mother’.25 Another firman in 1796 reaffirmed knežina autonomy and transferred to the knezes the right to collect the Sultan’s tribute. According to an Austrian report, a majority of the sanjak’s knezes gathered in April 1796 and elected a ‘supreme knez’—a certain Petar, probably from Ćuprija. 26 Janissaries fled the sanjak in large numbers, many of them taking refuge with Pasvanoglu Osman Pasha, the conservative governor of Vidin in what is today Bulgaria. There followed a virtual civil war in the region between conservatives and reformists, in which Pasvanoglu raided the sanjak and was then attacked by loyalist Ottoman forces led by the governor of Rumelia.27 In 1797–1798, Serbian knezes were permitted to collect their own taxes and raise a militia, which came to number 15,000–16,000, armed with muskets, pistols and yataghans (sabres), to help the governor maintain order against the janissaries.

Mustafa Pasha supplied munitions to the Serb militia and ordered town criers to announce in all marketplaces on market day, ‘Hear men! Whoever is a Serb and has not a long musket, two pistols and a long knife, let him sell a cow and buy himself arms. Whoever does not obey shall receive 50 strokes of the bastinado and pay 50 groschen in fine. Hear and heed well, for this is the vizier’s command!’28 He rewarded Serbs with a bounty of two ducats for the head of every rebel janissary they delivered and four ducats for a live rebel.29 The militia was organised on the basis of the sanjak’s twelve nahijas, under overall command of Stanko Arambašić. It would form the basis of the future Serb rebel army and the Serbian autonomous state that would emerge from it. Meanwhile, the reforms improved social conditions, enabling prosperous Serb peasants to engage profitably in the export trade, producing between the early 1790s and early 1800s a new class of pig and cattle merchants, who exported yearly around 4,000 heads of cattle and 160,000 pigs to Austria and central Germany. Their prosperity compared with that of ordinary peasants led them to consider themselves the most important members of the community. This class provided many leaders of the rebellion beginning in 1804, such as Karađorđe Petrović, Miloš Obrenović and Hajduk Veljko (Petrović).30

However, a conservative reaction in Constantinople and the danger represented by Pasvanoglu’s fractious activities led to a reversal of Ottoman policy. Arambašić was murdered in 1798 and the following year Mustafa Pasha was forced to permit the janissaries to return and increase taxes on the Christians. This produced a tyranny of the janissaries, headed by their four dahijas (deys)—Küçük-Ali, Aganlija Husein Bayraktar, Mehmed Foça-oglu and Mülla Yusuf—who divided the sanjak between themselves. In 1800–1801, after Ottoman forces had been transferred from the Balkans to counter the French invasion of Egypt, Pasvanoglu attacked the sanjak, capturing Požarevac, Smederevo and Belgrade except the citadel, where Mustafa Pasha held out. Serb forces under the knezes then counter-attacked, driving the janissaries from the sanjak and restoring Mustafa Pasha’s authority.31 Resentment at the deys’ behaviour united Christians and Muslims; the bey of the village of Urovci near Belgrade allegedly told Knez Aleksa Nenadović, a Free Corps veteran and member of the powerful Nenadović family: ‘You see, knez, what those four dogs are doing both to the raya and to the honourable Turks … if they could, they would take this village from me and appropriate it for themselves, but the flint in me is still strong. I tell you: they will not last long.’32 Nevertheless, under pressure from domestic conservatives, Selim was forced to pardon the janissaries and permit them to return to Belgrade. They seized the city on 20 August 1801 and, after Pasvanoglu’s forces had intervened to ensure their victory, captured the citadel and murdered Mustafa Pasha. He died with plans formulated for a joint movement of Serbs and Turks loyal to the Sultan to resist the deys, while the deys, having crushed their Turkish opponents, now prepared to move against the Serbs.33

The janissaries terrorised and killed both Serb Christians and sipahis. Self-management of the knežinas was once again abolished. Serbs complained to the Sultan who, following the end of his war with France, sent an expedition to restore order in the Smederevo sanjak, inviting the Serbs to join him in crushing the rebellious janissaries and restoring his rule. Consequently, from early 1803, the Serbs began preparing for an uprising; in February of that year, all twelve obor-knezes met for this purpose. The deys learned that this would enjoy the Sultan’s support, so sought to pre-empt this by a systematic massacre of all potential Serb rebel leaders, subsequently known as the ‘chopping of the knezes’. They hoped to replace the Sanjak’s administration by knezes with a tighter Muslim order, as in neighbouring Bosnia, in which they would become ayans.34 On 4–10 February 1804 they killed about 140 Serb notables—obor-knezes, knezes, buljubašas (a buljubaša being a commander of fifty men), kmets, priests, monks and merchants—including Aleksa Nenadović, who had been at the centre of resistance preparations. This prompted other intended victims to flee to the woods to join the hajduks, who spearheaded the armed resistance under Stanoje Glavaš, Hajduk Veljko and others. Thus, the First Serbian Uprising began as part of a conflict between Ottoman factions, with the Serbs defending the reforming Sultan’s authority against local reactionaries defying it.

Rebellion against the deys

The figure of pig-trader Karađorđe Petrović (1768?–1817), from the village of Viševac near Topola, would become synonymous with the uprising as rebel Serbia’s ‘Chief’. His family had migrated to the Smederevo sanjak from Montenegro in the first half of the eighteenth century. There is great disagreement among historians about when he was born; the year 1768 is perhaps most likely, but estimates range from 1749 to 1770.35 His nickname Karađorđe meant ‘Black Đorđe’—‘kara’ being a Turkish loanword. Prior to leading the uprising, his biography exemplified the experience of his generation of Serbs. He had married in autumn 1785 or spring 1786, and his Muslim landlord had apparently wanted to sleep with his bride; either to avoid this, or because he actually killed the landlord and wanted to avoid punishment, he trekked with his family across the border into Srem in Austria, accompanied by some other families. An incident on this trek, highlighting his steely character, occurred when his father abandoned the refugee column. According to folk legend, his mother Marica then said: ‘Đorđe, you dishonour the milk that you suckled from these breasts if you do not kill that dog. Kill him so that he does not inform on us to the Turks. Better that he alone should die than that thirty souls should fall into slavery.’ Karađorđe consequently killed his father. But a decade later, returning from exile, he sought the church’s forgiveness for doing so. This he received in the presence of many people from his locality, who knew what he had done and whom he needed to witness his penitence. He distributed to the crowd a large quantity of brandy, wine and bread, which they consumed, saying, ‘May God forgive him for having, out of necessity, ordered the killing of his father.’ The archimandrite read the pardon and received five ducats from Karađorđe, who also donated an ox to the monastery.36

Karađorđe consequently made a natural recruit for Austria’s Free Corps.37 He served with distinction against the Ottomans and the Austrians decorated him for bravery. This gained him both status and military experience. When the Austrians withdrew from Ottoman territory, he continued the struggle as a hajduk and was known to kidnap Serb women as wives for his men, in which he was resisted by Aleksa Nenadović. Muslim janissaries and Christian hajduks collaborated against the Ottoman authorities and in terrorising the Serb population, but with the Peace of Sistova, Karađorđe switched sides and joined Mustafa Pasha’s militia to fight for the knezes against the hajduks. He attained senior rank but, following Arambašić’s murder, returned to brigandage.38 As a mere hajduk rather than a knez, Karađorđe was not targeted by the deys during the chopping of the knezes, which may have saved him. Nevertheless, after janissaries attacked his home, he formed a rebel band on 11 February. Leaders of the Serbs in his locality, driven into rebellion by the massacre, gathered in Orašac near Aranđelovac in mid-February, probably on the 14th, to elect a commander; the first choice, hajduk leader Stanoje Glavaš, declined in the belief that he lacked the appropriate military experience, while the second choice, Teodosije Maričević, knez of Orašac, declined on the grounds that he was a knez, not a hajduk leader. Karađorđe was elected as the third choice; he allegedly tried to decline, on the grounds that ‘I am a person angry and wicked, and whoever doesn’t obey me, or goes off to one side, or tries to push his own thing, I will kill that person, and you will hate me for that and everyone for their part will try to undermine me, so that there will be nothing left of us, and the Turks will be only waiting for this, so that we will collapse worse than before’, to which the refrain came from the assembly, ‘We want you and we need someone like you, and if we have such a strict chief, we will all help you in everything.’39 Archpriest Mateja Nenadović, son of murdered Aleksa, who himself became an important rebel leader, provided the rebels on 15 February with what was probably their first flag: the banner of his church in Brankovina, of red, white and blue muslin with three crosses.40

The Sultan’s firman arrived in the sanjak on 12 March, legitimising resistance to the janissaries and inviting all Ottoman officials and Serb and Muslim inhabitants to join the rebels. Arms flowed to the rebels from the loyalist Ottoman authorities and from Serbs in the Habsburg Empire, whose officials acquiesced, given the ‘rebellion’ was defending the Sultan’s authority.41 As Ekmečić writes, ‘When it broke out in 1804, the Serbian revolution was not exclusively Serb nor exclusively peasant. Part of the Muslim population joined the uprising and with the Christians fought against the janissaries. The Sultan himself, initially, gave support to this movement.’42 Within a month, the rebels had liberated almost all Šumadija. Their leaders held an assembly at Ostružnica near Belgrade during May to formulate their demands to the deys. These centred on restoration of the Serbs’ autonomous rights conceded in the 1790s, the end of the deys’ rule in the sanjak, and the election of a supreme knez as the Serbs’ representative before the Sultan. On this occasion, Maričević, apparently regretting ceding the rebellion’s leadership to Karađorđe, whom he despised as an illiterate hajduk, and after prolonged tension between the two, openly challenged him. This led to a gunfight in which Karađorđe killed Maričević, which served as a warning to other Serb notables and confirmed the leader’s authority.43

Negotiations between the Serbs and Ottomans, mediated by the Austrians, occurred on 10 May at Zemun, a town in Austria across the river from Belgrade, resulting in the Ottomans accepting the Serb demands. But the deys rejected them and continued fighting.44 The rebels under Karađorđe and Jakov Nenadović captured Požarevac in mid-June. Abu-Bekir Pasha, now vizier of Bosnia, intervened with his army against the deys on 12 July and, with his blessing, the latter were pursued to the Danubian island of Ada Kaleh by Karađorđe’s officer Milenko Stojković. The island’s Ottoman commander informed the Serbs of their arrival, and, with his assistance, all four were executed on 5–6 August after a fierce struggle. Their heads were cut off as proof of the act; when the gypsy tasked with washing the heads accidentally let Aganlija’s be washed away by the river, the Serbs beat him so badly in punishment that he died.45 That summer, all of the Smederevo sanjak except Belgrade was in Serb rebel hands, although with the destruction of the janissaries, the rebels were abandoned by the sipahis. The rebels and Ottomans were by September able to agree on most points: Karađorđe’s recognition as Serb supreme knez; complete Serb autonomy in taxation; a ban on Muslims residing in the sanjak outside Belgrade without Karađorđe’s permission; all Ottoman customs and justice officials to be replaced by Serbs; all forts in the sanjak to be garrisoned by equal numbers of Serb and Ottoman troops; Karađorđe to be permitted a 500-strong personal guard; and the Serbs to pay the Sultan an annual tribute of half a million piasters and provide sufficient money to maintain the governor’s administration. But the Ottomans were unable to accept the rebels’ demand that the terms be guaranteed by a foreign power. They attempted to appease the Serbs by unilaterally implementing their demands for autonomy of tax collection in the sanjak under the knezes and confinement of the sipahis to the towns. But Selim also demanded that the rebels lay down their arms and rely for protection on the new vizier, Süleyman Pasha, and on 4 October his firman was read in Belgrade demanding the rebels go home. In refusing to do so, the rebels defied the Sultan’s will for the first time, transforming a rebellion in defence of his authority into a rebellion against him.46 Nevertheless, negotiations continued, and in December 1804 the Serbs conceded the sipahis’ right to continue exploiting their estates.

Rebellion against the Sultan

Selim was under increasing pressure from conservatives at home to cease supporting the Serb rebels, particularly given the rebellion’s spread southward to the towns of Kruševac and Niš, while the rebels were turning for support to foreign powers. The Serbs had appealed to the Habsburg emperor for protection already in April 1804, and Serb Free Corps veterans arrived from Austria to join the uprising as officers. Since the Austrians would not intervene, Karađorđe sent a delegation to St Petersburg in September to seek the Tsar’s support. Both the Sultan and the rebels from late May or June 1805 were preparing for war against each other; the rebels captured Kruševac on 15 June and Karanovac (Kraljevo) on 11 July. Consequently, with the rebels planning to extend the uprising beyond the Smederevo sanjak, Selim in August 1805 ordered their suppression, thereby transforming the anti-dey rebellion into a Serbian war of independence. The first battle, at Ivankovac near Ćuprija on 18 August, occurred when the rebels attempted to prevent the newly appointed vizier of Belgrade moving there from Skopje, which he intended to do as prelude to the planned offensive against them. The rebels won the battle, killing the vizier, and Selim proclaimed a holy war against them.

The rebels held an assembly or parliament at Borak on 27 August 1805 which established a Governing Council, whose name was subsequently shortened simply to ‘Council’, intended to comprise elected representatives of all twelve nahijas of their embryonic state. Archpriest Mateja, a member of the delegation to St Petersburg, was behind this move, which he subsequently claimed had been suggested to him by Russia’s foreign minister. Russia would consistently, for the next few decades, support such an institution in Serbia, believing it could be more reliably manipulated to support Russian policy than an individual Serbian autocrat. Similarly, Archpriest Mateja and other notables, including his uncle Jakov Nenadović, Milan Obrenović and Sima Marković, hoped to use the Council to curtail Karađorđe’s power and maximise their own. Archpriest Mateja was supported by Boža Grujović (real name, Todor Filipović), a doctor of law and professor of legal history from the Austrian Empire, who arrived on rebel territory from Russia alongside Mateja. He favoured the Council, believing it would shape the fledgling state both on the Hungarian administrative model and in the spirit of French Revolutionary ideas of justice and legality. The Council’s establishment was backed furthermore by Stefan Stratimirović, Metropolitan of Karlovac in the Austrian Empire and an ally of Jakov’s, and by Karađorđe himself, to provide the rebellion with proper government. Thus, the Council, an institution destined to play a central role in Serbian politics over the next half-century, was from the start intended to fulfil conflicting purposes by its various supporters.47 Its first members, only four in number and representing only the four nahijas from which it was possible to select candidates at this time, were chosen by Archpriest Mateja on Karađorđe’s authority. It expanded to ten members by autumn.

The Council’s first seat was Voljavča monastery near Kragujevac, chosen by Karađorđe because it was in his own nahija. However, it soon moved to Bogovađa monastery, further to the north-west, where on 16 October it elected Karađorđe as its president, tasked with implementing its decisions, which had no validity without his signature. On 22 October, it decreed an inventory of the nation’s wealth so as to apportion taxes, and the following day established a system of courts at the village, knežina, nahija and national level—the last being the Council itself—with a parallel system of religious courts.48 The Council was transferred to Smederevo following its liberation on 20 November 1805; there, in the first half of December, a major assembly or parliament convened of the most prominent rebel leaders. On the 1st, it resolved to establish a national army. The head-tax was to be collected from both Serbs and Turks to finance it. Indeed, the Ottoman system of taxation was largely retained, with Serbs in part paying the traditional taxes to the rebel state rather than to the Ottomans, and in part to individual rebel commanders. These commanders frequently aspired to the privileges previously enjoyed by the former Muslim elite, and frequently similarly abused the peasants; for example, by extracting from them kuluk for their personal needs. As the historian Dragoslav Janković writes, ‘almost all the warlords—some more, some less—behaved inhumanely with the people, oppressing and plundering them’.49

The Serbian people, meanwhile, were given a voice through assemblies periodically summoned and initially dominated by the knezes and kmets but increasingly by the same, often abusive rebel commanders. The question was therefore posed (and remained relevant for decades) whether or to what extent the new order based on Serb national freedom was an improvement on the old Ottoman order. Accounts differ over whether a struggle occurred at this time between Karađorđe and the Council, occasioned by the opposition’s attempts to have the Council proclaimed supreme authority over the rebellion, and it almost led Karađorđe to abandon the parliament. Nevertheless, it was agreed on 7 December that Karađorđe would be supreme commander with Archpriest Mateja as Council president; the division of competencies between them was unclear. The Council consequently proclaimed its supreme authority over the land. The parliament dissolved itself after sending appeals to the Tsar and Sultan, whose authority it still formally recognised; the latter appeal was signed by Karađorđe as ‘supreme commander of the Serbs’, by Nenadović as Council president and by five other Council members representing the Valjevo, Belgrade, Požarevac, Šabac and Rudnik nahijas. In practice, Karađorđe’s leadership over Council, parliament and rebellion was generally supreme.50

Karađorđe’s rebel army was spearheaded by hajduks and Free Corps veterans, its principal instructors being Serbs from the Military Border and elsewhere in the Habsburg Empire. But the army was organised on the basis of the traditional Ottoman administration. Thus, each of the Smederevo sanjak’s twelve nahijas had one rebel army, organised into forces corresponding to the knežinas and under their knezes. In turn, each village in a knežina contributed a band of about ten to twelve men.51 Thus, the Serbian rebellion represented a synthesis of the influences of the two empires, Habsburg and Ottoman. Although the two Serbian bishops of the dioceses of Belgrade and Šabac were Greeks who did not identify with the rebellion, a particular role in it was played by more junior Serbian Orthodox clergy: religious buildings were used as rebel bases, church flags became rebel flags, and priests blessed the rebels and themselves became leading rebel fighters and leaders, including Archpriest Mateja, Archimandrite Melentije Nikšić, the Reverend Luka Lazarević and others.52 Archpriest Mateja recalled, ‘When our army [in April 1806] gathered at the inn at Ub, I saw among our soldiers many sabres, bloody and battered knives, gun-butts likewise battered and broken, and every plunder taken from the Turks. Then I was very sorry that I had not managed to make it to the battle. But thanks to God and to our brother Serbs, we avenged our church and our homes.’53

Karađorđe brutally enforced martial discipline; he periodically beat, shot and killed his own chieftains and men to assert his authority. He humiliated cowardly Serbs by hanging Turks on the thresholds of their homes. He punished one defiant Serb by killing not only him but all his children as well. He did not discriminate; in June 1806, he made an example of his own brother Marinko, who was frequently guilty of acts of violence and theft, after a woman apparently complained to him that Marinko had assaulted her daughter: ‘You are driving the Turks from Serbia, yet you’ve left behind in Topola Marinko, who is worse than any Turk.’ The allusion to Turkish rapes of Serb women shamed Karađorđe; he hanged Marinko himself in the family courtyard in Topola. Marinko apparently did not attempt to deny the accusations, seek forgiveness or defend himself, although he was physically as strong as his brother. According to one account, Karađorđe then asked their mother what the punishment for rapists should be; she replied that only hanging could satisfy justice, so he pointed out her hanged son through the window. He allegedly banned his mother, wife and children from mourning his brother’s death, threatening that anyone who did would suffer the same fate.54 He then invited the Council, his military chieftains and a metropolitan to dine at his house with the corpse dangling outside.55 Despite, or perhaps partly because of such brutality, his rebel army was highly successful; under his command, it defeated the Ottoman Bosnian army on 12–15 August 1806 at the Battle of Mišar. By summer 1806, it had liberated almost the entire sanjak. In September, it defeated a large Ottoman force under the vizier of Shkodër, Ibrahim Pasha, at the Battle of Deligrad. After a long siege, it finally captured Belgrade on 13 December, though not its fortress. Karađorđe’s biographer Milenko Vukičević wrote in 1912: ‘After so many hundred years, the Serbs had again become masters of the town that constituted for them the door at the entrance from Central Europe to the Balkan peninsula.’56

The rebels continued to pay lip service to their loyalty to the Sultan; in the summer of 1806, rebuked for his disloyalty during negotiations with the Ottoman authorities in Bosnia, Archpriest Mateja replied, ‘We are everywhere obedient to our emperor as our grandfathers and fathers were … But all the lords and all Bosnia know, how the deys became; they killed Hadži Mustafa Pasha …’57 But this fiction was becoming harder to sustain. The transition from a war against the deys to a war against the Sultan ended rebel collaboration with sympathetic Muslims, who instead were killed in large-scale massacres. This was opposed by the great scholar Dositej Obradović, who wrote to the rebels on 10 August 1806: ‘I advise you not to drive out and expel from your homeland all those Turks who are not soldiers (that is, janissaries and sipahis) … ordinary Turks, peaceful traders, craftsmen, farmers, paupers and every Turk who lives for themselves and does not wish to rule over the raya; leave them to live in their homeland, as they have up till now, only place them under your administration, government and court, as you have up till now been under theirs.’58 This advice was disregarded. In his history of the uprising, written with Karadžić’s help, the great German historian Leopold von Ranke describes the intentions of the Serbian rebels, as they prepared to occupy Belgrade in late 1806: ‘Nevertheless, it is probable that even at this time all the Turks were destined to be put to death.’59

The uprising became bound up with Great Power politics during 1806 as Selim adopted a pro-French policy, Napoleon penetrated the Balkan peninsula by annexing Dalmatia to his Kingdom of Italy, and Russia responded by occupying the Danubian Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia. French officers advised the Ottoman commanders on operations against the Serbs. But when the Ottomans declared war on Russia in December 1806, Selim was prompted to conciliate them. A peace agreement had been negotiated in June and July by the rebels’ diplomat Petar Ičko in Constantinople (‘Ičko’s Peace’), issued to the Serbs in August and accepted by their parliament in November; this was now ratified by the Sultan and the Serbs on 27 January 1807. Selim gave his blessing to the surrender to them of the Belgrade fortress, which they seized from the recalcitrant vizier Süleyman Pasha on 6–8 January, and of the Šabac fortress, which was delivered to them in February. The agreement granted the rebels amnesty; turned over Serbia to the administration of the knezes under the supreme knez, whose position would be hereditary; pledged the removal of all janissaries from the sanjak and all Ottoman troops except for a token force in the Belgrade citadel, and the removal of all sipahis from the countryside; granted the Serbs complete religious freedom with the right to found and restore churches, monasteries and schools; and turned over tax collection in the sanjak exclusively to the Serbian administration. In return, the Serbs would recognise the Sultan’s suzerainty and pay him an annual tribute.

This peace agreement granted the Serbs their key demands but was undermined by Russian diplomacy, which sought to keep them fighting the Ottomans. The Serbian parliament was convened in Belgrade from 25 February to 6 March 1807 and resolved to repudiate the agreement, declare full independence and resume fighting alongside Russia. Consequently, on 6 March 1807 Karađorđe’s forces attacked and massacred the vizier Süleyman Pasha and his entourage, after which most adult Turks in Belgrade and Šabac were massacred other than converts to Christianity, breaking their promise of a safe evacuation.60 In Vukičević’s words: ‘There immediately then erupted on all sides an attack on the remaining Turks in Belgrade and on their families, sparing neither old nor young, male nor female, apart from those who agreed to be christened. The same such fate befell the remaining Turks in Šabac …’61 Muslims not slaughtered were expelled or forcibly converted to Christianity.62 So were Jews, who, as an ethnically and religiously alien minority inhabiting the towns alongside the Muslims, were conflated with them by the rebels.63 The massacre was encouraged by Russia’s representatives with the rebels, to drive a permanent wedge between them and the Porte.64 As many as 6,000 Muslims and Jews may have been forcibly converted to Christianity at this time, including Aganlija’s principal widow, who changed her name from Runisha to Ljubica.65 Most mosques in Belgrade and other towns held by the rebels were converted into churches.66 In Belgrade, Muslims, Jews, Cincars and Greeks were conscripted into forced labour while Muslim girls were widely made available to young Serb men.67 Some Muslim women and girls were taken into slavery: Milenko Stojković acquired many of them, relatives and wives of the men killed, and established his own harem for which he became famous.68 The city changed demographically from Ottoman to Serb.

Russia sent officers, troops and funds to Serbia to help it establish a functioning army and administration; the Serbs launched offensives to link up with Russia’s army in the Danubian Principalities. Serbian forces advanced on several fronts; on 18 July they captured Užice, in the fighting for which Miloš Obrenović, Serbia’s future ruler, was heavily wounded. Meanwhile, Selim was overthrown by his conservative opponents on 29 May and replaced by Mustafa IV, and the regime in Constantinople descended into chaos. Russia’s envoy Philip Paulucci travelled to Negotin and secured the rebels’ signature for a Russo-Serbian convention on 10 July 1807 whose goal was a nominally independent Serbia under Russian protection and administration. A Russian gubernator was to organise the state and grant it a constitution in the name of the Tsar, in whose name all civilian and military officials would also be appointed, while Serbia’s military occupation and control by Russia was also envisaged. Karađorđe opposed this since it envisaged his displacement in favour of the gubernator, while the opposition under Stojković supported it for that very reason. Karađorđe nevertheless felt unable to resist this alliance between the Russians and Serbian opposition, and abandoned Negotin for the front, allowing his opponents to sign the convention in his absence. According to the historian Radoš Ljušić, ‘Paulucci’s convention brought to the fore Karađorđe’s flaws: lack of tenacity in political talks, weakness in the face of Russian officials and military figures and insufficient motivation in the struggle with opponents from the opposition.’69

Karađorđe signed on 20 August 1807 the draft ‘Foundation of a Serbian Administration’ brought to Belgrade by another Russian agent, Konstantin Rodofinikin, which recognised him, as prince, merely as head of the Senate, not as the supreme executive power. This amounted to his capitulation before the Serbian opposition, while the draft’s recognition of Serbia as remaining in the Ottoman Empire as an autonomous principality amounted to a major rebel climbdown. However, by this time, Napoleon had decisively defeated the Russians at the Battle of Friedland and signed with them the Treaty of Tilsit on 7 July, requiring them to end offensive operations against the Ottomans. Consequently, the Tsar no longer needed military cooperation with the Serbs, who were not mentioned at Tilsit, and did not sign the convention brought him by Paulucci, or Rodofinikin’s draft.70 Russia signed a truce with the Ottomans at Slobozia on 25 August. This period nevertheless came to be viewed as a duumvirate of Rodofinikin and Karađorđe; the Serbian priesthood began to speak of the Tsar as Serbia’s ruler. Karađorđe was grateful for Rodofinikin’s assistance, since ‘my job is to wage war against the Turks; I don’t understand other things’; he tended to leave management of the civilian administration to Rodofinikin while he concentrated on military affairs.71 Consequently, Mladen Milovanović, who became Council president, emerged as the principal opposition to Rodofinikin and Russian hegemony. On Milovanović’s prompting, the Serbs looked for support, in place of Russia, to Austria, which, it was hoped, would among other things help them alleviate Serbia’s chronic food shortage. Karađorđe negotiated on 4 April 1808 with Austria’s representative for Serbia’s annexation to the Habsburg Empire. The Serbs divided into pro-Austrian and pro-Russian factions. But Russian diplomacy led by Rodofinikin counter-attacked and the vacillating Karađorđe quickly repudiated the mooted Austrian protectorate.

Ottoman military operations in 1808 were paralysed by the chaos convulsing Constantinople: Mustafa IV was overthrown in July by supporters of the reformist faction under Mustafa Pasha Bayraktar and replaced by Mahmud II. Mustafa Pasha Bayraktar became grand vizier, but the janissaries then counter-attacked in November and killed him. The Ottomans were consequently again ready to recognise most Serb demands, but negotiations failed on 4 December on account of Serb insistence that any agreement be guaranteed by Russia. In encouraging Serb intransigence on this point, the Russians, through Rodofinikin, once again torpedoed a peace settlement.72 The Russians sought to determine Serbia’s internal organisation and external relations, given their contempt for the Serb leaders. As Rodofinikin wrote to Russia’s commander-in-chief, Alexander Prozorovsky, in November 1808, ‘Almost all the native chiefs, except two or three, as I had the honour of reporting to Your Excellency, were previously hajduks or swine-herds, who have not left the forest and whose ideas are very limited. These people now, by force of circumstance, are ruling Serbia, and, I can say, ruling as they want.’ Rodofinikin believed it necessary to remove Karađorđe and Milovanović from Serbia before a proper state order could be introduced.73 Nevertheless, the Council strove to establish a uniform system of courts and town commanders across the entire country, enforce the rule of law against unruly elders, impose universal military service, take control of the property of expelled Muslims, and regulate the clergy’s income. It approved and funded the establishment by Jovan Savić, known as Ivan Jugović, a Serb from Sombor in Hungary, of a college for the training of state officials, known as the ‘Great School’ and modelled on the Hungarian Royal Academy, in Belgrade on 12 September 1808. Its first director was Dositej Obradović. Its students, numbering twenty in its first year and forty the next, were largely sons and nephews of members of the rebel elite, including Karađorđe’s son Aleksa. Karadžić studied there too.74

Opposition to Karađorđe’s increasingly arbitrary lordship meanwhile grew among the leading Serbian notables such as Milovanović, Jakov and Mateja Nenadović, and Stojković. The opposition was spurred by tales of his periodic murders. Once, a penniless widow complained to him that a priest had refused to bury her husband without financial reimbursement, so Karađorđe apparently went to the village, ordered two graves to be dug at his own expense, ordered the priest to bury the deceased in one of them, then ordered those present to bury the priest alive in the other. On another occasion, Karađorđe caught a pauper growing corn on one of his unused fields, so shot him dead; when the man’s wife then screamed at him, he killed her with his sabre, leaving their six children orphaned. On a third occasion, he apparently permitted the killing of three of his baptised Turkish mistress’s children and two other Turkish women by his secretary and the throwing of their bodies into the Danube at night. Whether or not the details of all these murders were accurate, they reflected the essence of Karađorđe’s behaviour. Miloš Obrenović later recalled that there was not a single rebel commander, himself included, who did not ‘shiver in his britches’ when summoned before Karađorđe.75 At the request of Rodofinikin, under pressure from the terrified and angry Council members, Prozorovsky wrote to Karađorđe on 25 May 1808, ordering that nobody could be punished without a trial.76 Increasingly isolated among the rebellion’s top figures, Karađorđe depended for his survival on the loyalty of his military commanders such as Petar Dobrnjac, Hajduk Veljko and Stanoje Glavaš.

Karađorđe and Council president Milovanović united to assert their leadership over the uprising in the face of Russian domination. A Serbian rebel parliament was convened at Topola on 7–12 December 1808 which proclaimed Karađorđe hereditary ‘Supreme National Serb Leader’; all orders were to be given by him and the Council acting in agreement, and to pass from the leader through the Council to the subordinate commanders. The conservative scholar and statesman Stojan Novaković later characterised this as a ‘coup d’état’ and ‘the first act of a modern centralised monarchical order’ in Serbia.77 With centrally appointed commanders as the senior officials at the nahija and knežina level, the traditional self-management of the Serbian people was ended in favour of a centralised national military leadership.78 This was a strike against the influence of the Russians and their supporters among the rebels, depriving them of the power to influence who the leader of Serbia would be.79 These decisions were confirmed on 26 December by the Council, which was reduced to a pliant body in Karađorđe’s hands. These moves established in principle his absolute mastery over rebel Serbia, though in practice the rebel chieftains remained autonomous in their own localities.

Russia announced the resumption of offensive operations against the Ottomans in April 1809 and encouraged Serbia to fight alongside it. Seeking full independence, the Serbs consequently resumed offensive operations, ending a period of military inactivity by both sides since autumn 1807. They advanced in four directions: toward Vidin, under Stojković’s command, into what is today the Sanjak of Novi Pazar, where forces under Karađorđe’s personal command captured Stari Vlah, Nova Varoš, Sjenica, Prijepolje and Novi Pazar (except for the fortress); across the Drina into Bosnia, where Jakov Nenadović’s forces seized Višegrad, Srebrenica, Janj and Bijeljina; and toward Niš. Alongside the rebel forces organised by locality, Karađorđe’s leadership established a regular uniformed army which peaked at just over 4,300 troops in summer 1812.80 Serbian forces may have peaked at somewhere between 38,000 and 49,000. Karađorđe in this period attempted to restrain his forces from massacring Muslim civilians so as to encourage the Ottoman surrender of strongholds, though massacres continued occurring against his wishes. Meanwhile, Napoleon signed the Treaty of Schönbrunn with Austria on 14 October 1809 and established the Illyrian Provinces, primarily from Slovene and Croatian territory taken from the Habsburgs, as a counterweight to rebel Serbia.81

This period of the uprising was memorable for several reasons. Filip Višnjić, a blind gusle player, joined the rebels following their incursion into Bosnia and became the uprising’s bard: ‘Ha, heroes! All for the holy guns. You with guns, and I with the gusle …’ Advancing on Niš, the Serbs were decisively defeated on 31 May at the Battle of Čegar; after fierce fighting, their commander, Vojvoda Stevan Sinđelić, realising further resistance was futile, fired into his own powder store, ‘and went into the sky along with many Serbs and Turks’. Following this victory, the Ottoman commander, Huršid Ahmed Pasha, built the notorious ‘Skull Tower’ of Niš with the skulls of 952 slain rebels, to cow the local population. On another occasion, after the Serbs retreated from a village following an Ottoman counter-attack, abandoning fifty wounded whom the Ottomans immediately decapitated, Karađorđe blamed Milovanović and personally beat him up in front of the rebel leaders. Ljušić notes: ‘The beating up of the second figure of the state left a terrible impression, not only among the elders but among the soldiers.’82 Karađorđe ended by drawing his pistol and shooting Milovanović, narrowly failing to kill him but severely wounding him in the scrotum, after which he could not perform sexually or have children.83

Karađorđe’s relations with the Russians broke down during 1809 in the face of the Ottoman victory at Čegar and recapture of Deligrad and Čuprija and due to increasing rebel disillusionment with the Russian army’s failure to defend Serbia. The Russians were blamed for preventing the Serbs from accepting the Ottomans’ offers of amnesty and peace terms. The Council, under Karađorđe’s and Milovanović’s leadership, increasingly resisted Rodofinikin. After Rodofinikin learned that Karađorđe had said of him, ‘I’m going to Belgrade to kill that dog,’ he fled Serbia for Austrian territory in August and himself plotted Karađorđe’s assassination.84 The Russians became a pole of attraction for the swelling opposition to Karađorđe, embracing Stojković, Dobrnjac, Hajduk Veljko, Jakov and Mateja Nenadović and, eventually, Milan Obrenović; the Council re-emerged as a body in opposition to him. Encouraged by the Russians, Karađorđe’s opponents among the local commanders withheld taxes and even resisted his officials by force; Stojković claimed he did not recognise Karađorđe’s authority, but only the Tsar’s. Karađorđe responded by sending on 28 August 1809 simultaneous offers to both France and Austria of a protectorate over Serbia. The offer to Austria was subsequently repeated on 10 January 1810, but none of these was accepted. Internationally isolated and facing growing domestic opposition, Karađorđe had to summon a parliament, which assembled in Belgrade in late November and early December and forced him to retreat; he had to dismiss his principal supporters, Milovanović and Miloje Petrović, accept Jakov Nenadović as the new Council president, and sign a new appeal to the Russians for military assistance. Nenadović now appeared to have gained the upper hand over Karađorđe and become the most powerful man in Serbia.85 The Serbian parliament on 13 May 1810 forced Karađorđe to renounce any further intention of seeking Austrian protection. It required him instead to send Serbia’s forces to join the Russians in their operations against the Ottomans. Russian and Serbian forces consequently met on the Danube on 17 June and proceeded to attack Ottoman positions in the region, liberating Prahovo, Kladovo, Negotin, Banja, Knjaževac and the whole of the Timok region, and, with Karađorđe in command of the Serbs, defeating the Ottomans at Varvarin on 18–22 September. The Ottomans were then pushed across the Drina.

Taking advantage in autumn 1810 of the fortuitous absence, incapacity or death of several leading members of the opposition including Stojković, Dobrnjac, Jakov Nenadović, Milan Obrenović and Hajduk Veljko, Karađorđe retaliated, purging its members from the Council and replacing them with his supporters, so that this body now definitely became simply an instrument of his rule. His absolute authority was then confirmed in a rebel parliament—the most representative one of the entire uprising—that convened in 19–25 January 1811. A small opposition current was represented by Luka Lazarević, Vujica Vuličević and Miloš Obrenović, but Karađorđe manipulated the body to do his bidding. He pledged before it to maintain the Russian alliance in perpetuity and govern on the basis of agreement with the (neutered) Council, now named once again the ‘Governing Council’. This body now became a government with Karađorđe himself as president (prime minister), while other members had specific ministries: Milovanović became war minister; Stojković foreign minister; Obradović education minister; Jakov Nenadović interior minister; Marković finance minister; and Petar Todorović justice minister. Its premises displayed the imperial Russian coat of arms with the Serbian coat of arms beneath it.86 The idea for such a government had originated with Mihailo Grujović, an ally of Karađorđe and Milovanović, who aimed thereby to limit the power of the Council and the assembly of rebel leaders, so as to strengthen Karađorđe’s authority.87 But while Karađorđe remained unassailable, he failed to reconcile his opponents among the warlords or maintain rebel unity.

The assembly bestowed on Karađorđe the power to appoint all military commanders at the level of town and knežina. Thus, the Serbian state-building process evolved into an assault on the very system of local autonomy that the Serbs had risen against the deys to defend. Two of Karađorđe’s remaining opponents, Stojković and Dobrnjac, summoned the assembly of the Požarevac nahija in late February 1811, immediately to Belgrade’s east, sparking a rebellion against him, which Karađorđe pacified, after which the pair fled Serbia permanently for exile in Wallachia. Karađorđe’s attempt in March 1812 to recruit a contingent of Serbs to act as armed escort to the Russian commander, Mikhail Kutuzov, sparked a rebellion at the village of Garaši, near Kragujevac. Karađorđe crushed the rebellion and burned down the family home of the rebellion’s leader, Hadži Milutin Savić Garašanin, whose family, including his two-month-old son, Ilija, was forced to relocate to Belgrade. But widespread resistance to the recruitment nevertheless prevented Karađorđe from providing the escort to Kutuzov.88 Meanwhile, Serbs living in Ottoman-held territories—Montenegro, Kosovo and Macedonia and, to a lesser extent, Bosnia and Hercegovina—fled Ottoman terror in huge numbers to take refuge in rebel Serbia, joined by Serbs from Austria wishing to join the national struggle; the population of rebel Serbia may have increased from 180,000 at the uprising’s start to about half a million by 1811. This helped dissolve local particularism among Serbs and consolidate their sense of common identity, even as Karađorđe’s tyranny undermined the struggle.89

Ottoman reconquest

Russia ended its war against the Ottomans with the Treaty of Bucharest on 28 May 1812. Despite its victory, its impending invasion by Napoleon forced it to offer moderate terms. The Ottomans granted an amnesty to the Serb rebels but were permitted to reoccupy the Serbian towns. The Serbs gained a legally recognised status and a vague promise of autonomy, but without any mechanism or oversight to guarantee Ottoman compliance. Autonomous Serbia was to include six nahijas that were not part of the Sanjak of Smederevo but that had been encompassed by the uprising. When Napoleon’s Grande Armée the following month invaded Russia, the latter withdrew its forces from Serbia in August. Sultan Mahmud then saw no reason to abide by the terms of the treaty. Although the French invasion collapsed by December when Napoleon’s last troops left Russia, the Russians remained preoccupied with the war against him; as late as August 1813 he scored a great victory over them and their allies at the Battle of Dresden. Mahmud consequently commenced a full-scale reconquest of Serbia in July 1813 while the Serbs were demoralised and weakened by the conflict between Karađorđe and the opposition.90

Karađorđe and the Governing Council fled Serbia in October as part of another large exodus of Serbs numbering about 110,000. Karađorđe crossed on the 3rd to Zemun, two days before the Ottomans retook Belgrade. The rebellion was drowned in blood. The Ottomans carried out the systematic mass extermination of Serbian males and mass enslavement of women and children. Approximately another 100,000 Serbs may have disappeared from Serbia as a result; Mahmud Pasha of Prizren sent about 300 Serb children to Constantinople as gifts to dignitaries of the Porte and kept up to 30 women and children for himself, while in a single day in Belgrade in October 1,800 women and children were exhibited for sale.91 Almost the entire Serb population fled Belgrade. Gibbets and decapitated rebel heads were displayed everywhere in and around the city. Visiting in 1829, the Prussian travel-writer Otto Ferdinand Dubislav von Pirch noted: ‘The old town of Belgrade was burned down and is so ruined that, apart from one or two houses, only ruins of the old buildings built of stone are to be seen. Such as it is now, Belgrade does not look like towns such as we see in civilised lands …’92

The Ottoman ancien régime was harshly reimposed on Serbia; knezes and obor-knezes were restored as mere Ottoman functionaries, without self-management for the knežinas or nahijas. Karađorđe’s revolution thus ended in disaster. His defeat and flight irreparably destroyed his and his commanders’ standing among the Serbian population, ensuring they would never hold power in Serbia again.93 Most rebel leaders fled to Austria, and as regards those who remained, ‘They were not thought of well by the people either; they hid from the people as from the Turks; blame for the past and for the suffering of misfortune was heaped upon the elders; they were everywhere followed by curses and the desire for revenge’.94 From exile, Karađorđe accepted responsibility for the disaster, in part because of his rebels’ brutality towards the Ottoman Muslims: ‘If we had not killed the pasha at Emekluk [behind Belgrade]; if we had not Christened Turks; if we had not taken their wives and girls for our Serbs; and if we had not gone to Sjenica, we would not have collapsed, nor would we have so enraged the Turks.’95 But one rebel commander who refused to flee and bravely remained in Serbia, Miloš Obrenović, was thenceforth favourably compared with Karađorđe and would replace him as the Serbian national leader.96

Karađorđe became an archetype for future Serb rebels and nationalists: fearless, charismatic, brutal and terrifying. Vladimir Stojančević, a leading Serbian historian of nineteenth-century Serbia, displays typical reverence:

Of all the personal strengths and qualities that Karađorđe manifested during the First Insurrection, three were outstanding—manliness, military genius and statesmanship. In the historical tradition of the Serbian people, Karađorđe has been regarded as a man of exceptionally great courage. He was tall, slightly stooped in the shoulders, and had powerful biceps … On the battlefield Karađorđe personified the collective will of the Serbian people and their perseverance in the centuries-long struggle with the Turks. Regardless of the degree of danger posed by the presence of hostile forces, the ‘supreme leader’ remained fearless and confident of the outcome. According to contemporary accounts, Karađorđe decisively and boldly engaged the Turks in battle, and so excelled in fierce combat with a yatagan, rifle and pistol that among contemporaries he had no equal.97

But he was self-destructive and destined to heroic failure, while his ready use of brutality in pursuit of the national interest set a dangerous precedent. He was an ambiguous role model.

The catastrophe of 1813 cost Serbia about a third of its population, which in 1815 numbered around 300,000 inhabiting about 1,400 settlements. The Sanjak of Smederevo was reduced to its original size, without the six nahijas. The catastrophe had one benefit for the Serbs: the exodus of many rebel leaders allowed the subsequent concentration of national leadership in fewer and more capable hands, namely those of Miloš Obrenović (1780–1860). He was born in the village of Gornja Dobrinja near Požega in western Serbia to parents of Hercegovinian descent whose families had migrated to the region in the late seventeenth or early eighteenth century. As his father died when he was very young, leaving his mother a widow for the second time, Miloš grew up in extreme poverty and worked as a farmhand and eventually a salesman for his older half-brother Milan, a livestock trader, whose surname he took, from Milan’s father Obren Martinović, Miloš’s mother’s first husband. Despite his humble beginnings, he became a skilled livestock trader in his own right and a self-made man. His work during his youth took him to towns across the Sanjak of Smederevo, Bosnia and the Adriatic coast, including Sarajevo, Zadar, Dubrovnik and, perhaps, Venice.98 He fought in the First Serbian Uprising alongside Milan until the latter’s death in late 1810, and was appointed commander of south-western Serbia by Karađorđe, who had been kum (best man) at his wedding. However, relations between the two soured after Miloš quarrelled with another prominent rebel who had lost Miloš’s horse during a battle with the Turks; Karađorđe was so angered by Miloš’s small-mindedness that he warned him, ‘If I hear you once more, in any way, mention the horse to him again, I’ll cut your head off.’ Miloš was not given the rewards under Karađorđe he felt he deserved, and may have suspected him of having his brother murdered. He joined the opposition to Karađorđe and was arrested by him in 1811 for plotting rebellion, tried before the Council but pardoned, though he remained in disfavour, and Karađorđe sent back the medal awarded Miloš by the Tsar.99

Miloš refused to flee into exile following the rebellion’s defeat, instead surrendering to the vizier Ali-aga Serčesmi, who spared his life, guaranteed his safety and, as a token of respect, permitted him to keep his weapons except for his sabre. He was then appointed obor-knez of the Rudnik nahija and persuaded other Serb rebels to surrender.100 Belgrade’s new vizier, Süleyman Pasha Skopljak, even adopted Miloš as his son. He immediately made himself useful to the Ottomans by joining a mission of prominent Serbs sent in February 1814 to Austria to arrange the return of the refugees who had fled the Ottoman reconquest. These were living in terrible poverty and feared being conscripted to serve in Austria’s wars against France, while the Ottomans wanted to restore the Smederevo sanjak’s economy and eliminate the potential threat posed by having so many of their subjects in Austrian hands. The mission facilitated the return of 30,000 refugees with their livestock by April.101 Meanwhile, the Russians had arranged Karađorđe’s release from Austrian prison and his transport to Bessarabia, and it was expected they would employ him for further intrigues. Miloš, fearing both Karađorđe and Ottoman reprisal, wrote to the Tsar, telling him the Serbian people would never accept back Karađorđe and his elders, who had been ‘worse than the Turks’.102

The situation in reconquered Serbia was unstable. The Ottomans feared a renewed attack by Austria and Russia and viewed the discontented Serbian population as a security threat, while efforts at collaboration between Turks and Serbs were undermined by mutual mistrust. A key incident involved Hadži Prodan Gligorijević, a rebel who surrendered to the Ottomans and who was rewarded with a pardon, becoming a collaborator of the müsellim of Čačak in the Požega nahija. When men led by his cousin captured and robbed some Turks at the village of Trnava on 26 September 1814, he secured their release, but the Ottomans believed him responsible while local Serbs gathered around him, so that he was reluctantly compelled to head the new spontaneous revolt. Miloš refused the invitation to join it, instead assisting the Ottomans in suppressing it, encouraging the local population to remain calm and joining a combined Serb–Ottoman force to pursue the rebels. At the town of Knić in central Šumadija, he persuaded a group of about a thousand rebels to surrender or disperse.103 He was rewarded by being made obor-knez also of the Kragujevac and Požega nahijas.

Nevertheless, the repression that followed the defeat of Hadži Prodan’s uprising encompassed even Serbian collaborators. Miloš led a delegation of knezes to Belgrade in November, only to be told by Süleyman Pasha: ‘These are all culprits!’ Miloš replied, ‘There are some who are guilty, but not all.’ The knezes were required to provide names of all who were inciting disorder and collectively to guarantee the peace. Over a hundred prisoners, including women and children, taken following the collapse of the revolt, were massacred in Belgrade in January 1815.104 A new reign of terror descended on Serbia as the Turks attempted to instil docility through murders and torture. A man was roasted alive in the Kragujevac nahija to force him to reveal his hidden weapons. In Ranke’s words, ‘the Turks would fill bags, like those out of which horses eat, with ashes, tie them under the chins of the women, and, by beating upon them, cause the dust to ascend into their mouths and nostrils. Some were bound hand and foot, and thus suspended by the extremities, with heavy stones hung from the middle of their bodies. Some were flogged to death; others roasted alive on spits.’105 Turks spoke openly of a new ‘chopping of the knezes’ to encompass everyone who had fought under Karađorđe. Miloš and other collaborators were caught between desperate people seeking their protection and Ottoman authorities seeking blood.106 In February, Süleyman Pasha had Stanoje Glavaš murdered; he was a great hajduk commander of the First Serbian Uprising who had, like Miloš, surrendered to the Ottomans and become their loyal collaborator. Knezes feared that if someone like Glavaš could be murdered, then any of them could be next.

When Miloš and other knezes in February answered a summons to Belgrade from Süleyman Pasha, he noticed Glavaš’s head displayed at the city gate. A Turkish friend warned him that his head could be next, to which Miloš claimed he replied, ‘I put my head in a bag ages ago and I am already wearing someone else’s!’ He noticed another twenty or so heads similarly displayed and saw the writing on the wall.107 He was kept hostage by Süleyman Pasha while the other knezes were released after pledging they would write to the Sultan to request his mercy. At a meeting at Rudovci to the south of Belgrade, representatives of the Belgrade, Valjevo and Rudnik nahijas, among them Garašanin, resolved to offer Miloš leadership of a new uprising, not because they were particularly devoted to him but because they recognised his popular standing. A second rebel gathering, at the nearby settlement of Breoci, resolved to seek help from the Austrians. Miloš thus faced a choice: be killed by Süleyman Pasha, join with him in crushing the new impending revolt or lead the revolt himself. He consequently escaped to join the rebels.

Second Serbian Uprising

Miloš announced the revolt on 23 April 1815 at a popular gathering before the church of the village of Takovo in the Rudnik nahija, with the support of the elders of several neighbouring nahijas.108 The revolt was presented as against not the Porte but merely Süleyman Pasha’s brutality. Nevertheless, some knezes initially remained loyal to the vizier and fought with him against the rebels, including the Belgrade nahija’s knez. In May, the rebels won an important victory at Palež, giving them access to the Austrian border through which munitions then reached them along with further recruits from among the émigré former rebels from the first uprising. The vizier sent his forces to crush the rebels, but they were surrounded at Čačak. The revolt rapidly spread throughout the Smederevo sanjak. The rebels succeeded by July in defeating Süleyman Pasha’s forces in the sanjak, confining him to Belgrade. Miloš treated captured Muslim civilians and Ottoman soldiers relatively humanely and threatened punishment against rebels who harmed them, as Karadžić noted. This encouraged Turks to surrender to him and won him sympathy from Muslim civilians and goodwill and respect from the Ottoman commanders.109 It laid the basis for Miloš’s strategy of collaboration with the Ottomans, resulting in his uprising succeeding where Karađorđe’s had failed. He treated captured Ottoman commander Ibrahim Pasha with great respect and courtesy while explaining to him the legitimacy of the Serbs’ grievances, turning him from an enemy into a partner in the quest for a negotiated peace.110

The Porte responded to Miloš’s defeat of Süleyman Pasha by ordering the Ottoman forces under the beyler-beys of Bosnia and Rumelia, Huršid Pasha and Maraşli Ali Pasha, to move against him. However, with Ibrahim Pasha’s blessing, Miloš visited Huršid Pasha with a delegation of his knezes and kmets and negotiated with him over a period of four days in August, after which the beyler-bey granted him a twenty-day ceasefire. He then negotiated a peace agreement with Maraşli Ali. The rebels permitted the latter to send a detachment into Belgrade while they maintained their positions and sent a delegation to Constantinople led by Archimandrite Melentije Nikšić, on Maraşli Ali’s recommendation, to request that Maraşli Ali replace Süleyman Pasha as vizier of Belgrade and that the rebellion be pardoned. Miloš’s delegation assured the Sultan of his loyalty, blamed the 1807 peace agreement’s failure on ‘swindling by the Russians’, and denounced Karađorđe.111 The requests were granted. However, one of his demands, that he be named ‘Great Knez’, with the position hereditary in his family and with the right in conjunction with the vizier to select the obor-knezes, was removed by Nikšić from the list of demands before it was submitted, since he did not wish to empower Miloš further.112 The delegation returned triumphantly in September.

Napoleon’s final defeat at Waterloo on 18 June 1815 freed Russia to renew pressure on the Porte, giving the latter an incentive to settle the Serbian question promptly. Consequently, it appointed Maraşli Ali governor of Belgrade. Following an agreement between the latter and Miloš, probably on 5 November 1815, the two entered the city’s Kalemegdan fortress together; Miloš sacrificed several rams in the Muslim Kurban style to honour the agreement. Maraşli Ali transferred tax collection in the Smederevo sanjak to the Serb knezes’ exclusive authority, in which the Ottoman authorities would not interfere. A Serb obor-knez would be elected to every nahija alongside the müsellim; without him the latter would not be permitted to prosecute Serbs. The sipahis would be banned from extracting from their tenants more than their legal entitlement. Bosniaks and Albanians would be barred from the sanjak-bey’s service. A National Chancellery would be established, comprising the twelve obor-knezes, which would prosecute Serbs for major crimes, sentence them to death where necessary and deliver to the vizier the taxes, customs duties and other monies owed. Serbs were permitted to carry small arms. In December, Maraşli Ali authorised Miloš to announce the uprising’s end and organise the organs of government in the nahijas to maintain law and order.113 These terms were then broadly confirmed and elaborated upon in a series of decrees issued by the Porte in February 1816.

Maraşli Ali had, from his perspective, simply reaffirmed Ottoman authority in the Smederevo sanjak based on the traditional arrangement with the knezes, with abuses curbed in the interest of stability and efficiency. He undertook to ensure that all Ottoman customs, taxes and dues would be exacted only in the legally prescribed way; that the Ottoman garrisons would be limited to the towns and would not burden the populace, with the janissaries (Bosniaks and Albanians) excluded from the garrisons with their families and their place taken by actual Turks; that Serbs would be permitted to travel and trade throughout the empire; that in the towns, a Serb knez would sit beside the Turkish officials to assist them in their duties; that the National Chancellery would be constituted as a permanent body; and that the Serbs would be pardoned for all past actions. The head-tax was reduced from thirteen to three groschen. The purely oral arrangement suited him since it promised smooth collection of taxes and dues and their steady flow into his coffers, which was his primary concern; the losers were the janissaries and other lower Ottoman officials who had milked the Christian population and siphoned off money due to the governor and state.114

Miloš became the vizier’s top tax-collector and policeman. He was wary of Belgrade, seat of the vizier and his garrison and home to a heterogeneous population including thousands of Muslims, Jews and other non-Serbs.115 Consequently, he chose for his capital Kragujevac, which was more safely in Serbian hands and at the geographical heart of his state; it was then little more than a village, with 193 houses, 378 head-tax payers and about 1,300 inhabitants overall.116 It remained the capital until the end of his reign, though he maintained also a court in Požarevac where his family lived. He ruled from 1815 until 1839 and is the single most significant figure in Serbia’s modern history. He embodied the Ottoman Serb past: he was, like Karađorđe, a pig-trader and remained illiterate all his life. With limited experience of the world outside Serbia, he learned his governing style from his former masters, ruling like an Ottoman pasha, his Serbia resembling an Ottoman pashalik run by Christians. Meanwhile, completion of the uprising and establishment of an autonomous Serbia began the process of differentiating it as a land from neighbouring Ottoman lands. In Ekmečić’s words, ‘Only the great battles of the Serbian revolution divided, in a political sense, Serbia from Bosnia, Old Serbia and Bulgaria. The chain of great war zones will, in the consciousness of the subsequent nation, create a conception of a border. Before them, that border was only administrative and geographic, not ethnic, cultural and linguistic.’117 The name ‘Serbia’ was not immediately used by ordinary people after 1815 but was increasingly imported by educated Austrian Serbs recruited to staff the fledgling state’s bureaucracy, and it gradually diffused into the population’s consciousness.118

The Serbs in 1815 formally settled for much less than the Treaty of Bucharest had promised, but in practice the change was more radical than it seemed. Miloš succeeded in subordinating not only the knezes and Serbs generally but also the Muslim civilians and officials—sipahis, müsellim and kadis—whom the vizier would dismiss at his request. The sipahis, numbering approximately 500 at the time of the agreement, were aggressively encouraged to migrate from the countryside under Miloš’s control to the Ottoman garrison towns. This was achieved by imposing a legal regime that invariably took the side of their Christian tenants against them, cutting their dues from tenants to below even what they were legally entitled to and, where necessary, even physically assaulting them. Although Miloš did not have the right to arrest Muslims, he could and did frequently intervene with the Ottoman authorities to have them arrested. The next five years, until the outbreak of the Greek War of independence in 1821, would be, in the words of Miloš’s biographer Mihailo Gavrilović, ‘a golden age of Serb–Muslim relations’ in Serbia, as the country’s two rulers, Maraşli Ali and Miloš, collaborated to ensure that neither group hurt the other; Miloš even repaired the mosque at Jagodina.119 The newly liberated Serbs now began to wear Turkish dress previously forbidden to Christians: men and women in the towns wore, in the Turkish style, long, embroidered, wide-sleeved gowns (anterije) and baggy britches (salvare, dimije) while men also wore turbans. The Porte complained about the Serb appropriation of the turban; Miloš, who himself long dressed in the Turkish style, replied that ‘by wearing the cloth, we speak, and show to the whole world the freedom that the Sultan has gifted us’.120 Years later, in 1830, the Russian diplomat Alexander Ribeaupierre complained to Miloš’s envoy Dimitrije Davidović about his master’s habit of always wearing Turkish dress. He recommended that he adopt European-style dress and introduce uniforms for his officials while allowing his ordinary subjects to continue to dress as they had always done.121 The fledgling Serbian state was very Ottoman.

Reborn Serbian statehood began as little more than limited autonomy based on the existing Ottoman framework and its traditional Serb institutions, whose enhancement the Ottomans permitted so as to re-establish order. This did not, at the time, seem a radical break with the existing order. The Serbs could have obtained a settlement soon after the start of their struggle similar to what Miloš ultimately achieved, had not Karađorđe pursued more radical goals. The dilemma was therefore posed and would remain with the Serbs for the next hundred years: whether to achieve their national goals slowly and incrementally, through collaboration with the imperial hegemon, or to try to achieve them much more quickly and fully through radical, aggressive action. Miloš’s achievement suggested the first approach was superior, and his successors would continue to pursue Serbian national goals by collaborating with the Ottomans and, later, with the Austrians. Yet for future radicals disappointed by a Serbian state that seemed to combine authoritarianism at home with collaborationism abroad, the example of Karađorđe and the 1804 uprising remained inspirational.122
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