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Abstract. The 1999 NATO aggression on Yugoslavia represents a major trauma in modern Serbian
society. This article examines the public narratives and commemorative practices surrounding this
event employed by the Serbian state governments and the Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC), tracing
their evolution from the conflict’s end until 2024, with a focus on the years between 2015 and 2024.
In the early 2000s, a clear divergence emerged. Post-2000 governments, focused on integration
into Western-dominated institutions, like the European Union, downplayed and sidelined the
remembrance of the NATO aggression. Conversely, the SOC consistently upheld a narrative
of injustice and victimhood. After 2015, the Serbian government began adopting a more assertive
commemorative policy. The state narrative became increasingly complex, oscillating between
calls for reconciliation and outright defiance. Throughout this period, the SOC’s discourse
remained steadfast, emphasizing victimhood and heroic sacrifice. Ultimately, the state’s narrative
has converged with the Church’s, forming a symbiotic relationship. This partnership combines
the state’s organizational power with the public trust enjoyed by the Church, particularly among
younger generations, skeptical of government officials. This relationship has made the narrative
of victimhood increasingly prominent within Serbian public consciousness.
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Cep6cKoe rocyaapcTBo 1 LLepKoBb:
KOHKYpMpYyoLwe HappaTuBbl NamMmATN
06 arpeccun HATO npotus lOrocnasun

H. Crenaunos

HanuonanbHbli ncciienoBarenbckuil yausepcurer “Briciias nikona s3koHoMUKH”, Mockea,
Poccuiickas ®edepayus
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Annorauus. Arpeccust HATO npotus FOrocnasuu B 1999 r. ctana cepbe3Hoi TpaBMOit 1 co-
BpeMEHHOTO cepOckoro obmiectBa. B paboTe paccmaTpuBaroTcsi MyOIUYHBIC 3asBICHUS U MTPaK-
TUKH KOMMEMOPAIIUH, CBSI3aHHBIC C 3TUM COOBITHEM, UCIIONB3YeMbIe CEPOCKIMHE rOCyIapCTBEH-
HbIMU opraHamu 1 CepOckoit mpaBociaBHol 1iepkoBbio (CITLL), mpocnexxuBaeTCst ©X IBOFOIHS
C MOMEHTa OKOH4YaHUA KoH(uukTa 10 2024 1., ¢ akentoMm Ha nepuon ¢ 2015 mo 2024 r. B Ha-
gane 2000-x TT. HAMETUIIOCH ABHOE pacxokaeHue auckypcos. [Tocme 2000 . mpaBuTENbCTBA,
COCPEIOTOYUBINKECS HA HHTETPAIlUU B HHCTHTYTHI, B KOTOPBIX JTOMUHUPOBAJH 3aMaJ HbIC CTpa-
HBI, Takue Kak EBpomneiickuii coro3, mpeyMmenbinin 3nadenue arpeccun HATO u otoaBunynn
ee Ha BTopoi miaH. U Haobopot, CepOckast mpaBocIaBHAsI IEPKOBH MTOCIIEIOBATEIFHO OTCTAaNBa-
J1a UJICK0 HECIIPaBETMBOCTH M KepTBeHHOCTH. [locie 2015 1. cepOckoe MpaBUTENBCTBO HAYAIIO
MPOBOIUTH 0OJIEE HKECTKYIO MOJUTHKY B OTHOIICHUH MAMSTHBIX AaT. [0CcyaapcTBeHHAS OTUTH-
Ka CTaHOBHJIACh Bce 0oJiee CIIOKHOM, KOJMCOIACh MEKTy MPHU3BIBAMU K MPHUMHUPEHUIO W OTKPBI-
THIM HemoBHHOBeHHEM. Ha mpotsbkennn Bcero aroro nepuoaa auckype CIIL ocraBancs nems-
MCHHBIM, IOTYEPKHUBASI POJIb TEPONIESCKOTO CAMOIIOKEPTBOBAHNS. B KOHEUHOM cueTe TMO3UIUs
rocygapcTa cosmnana ¢ mosunmeil Llepksu, chopmMupoBaB CHMOHOTHYECKUAE OTHOMICHUS. JTO
MapTHEPCTBO COUYETACT B ceOe OpPraHU3aIOHHYIO MOIIb IOCYIapCTBA C OOMIECTBCHHBIM JI0BEPH-
€M, KOTOPBIM MoJb3yeTcst LlepkoBb, 0COOEHHO Cpey MOJIOAOTO TOKOICHUSI, CKEIITHYSCKU OTHO-
csNIerocs K roCyJapCTBEHHOM OOpOKpaThu. biaromaps STHM OTHOIICHUSIM B CepOCKOM 0OIIe-
CTBECHHOM CO3HaHUU BCE 0OOJIEe OTUCTIIMBO IIPOSIBHIICS 00pa3 KEPTBEL.

Kurouessle cioBa: Cep6usi, FOrocnasus, Cepbcekas npaBociaBHas nepkosb, HATO, napparu-
BBI MaMSITH

Baaropapnoctu. ABTop Hcnonb3oBasl HHCTpyMeHThl MM 11 TMHIBUCTUYECKOM IIpaBKU U I10-
BBIIICHUS YUTAEMOCTH TEKCTA.

3asiBieHHe 0 KOH(IUKTE HHTEPECOB. ABTOD 3asBISCT 00 OTCYTCTBHH KOH(IMKTA HHTEPECOB.

Jasi murupoBanusi: Stepanov N. The Serbian State and Church: Competing narratives of memory
on the NATO aggression against Yugoslavia / Bectaux Poccuiickoro yHuBepcureTa ApysKObI
HaponoB. Cepust: Tlonmronorus. 2026. T. 28. Ne2. C. 472-483. https://doi.org/10.22363/2313-
1438-2026-28-2-472-483 EDN: VDAYIE

Introduction

The narratives of the Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC) and the Serbian
government have not always been aligned. Following the political change in 2000,
a clear divergence emerged. The new governments were focused on integration
into Western-dominated institutions like the European Union. Consequently, they
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downplayed the memory of the 1999 NATO aggression,! frequently attempted
to sideline public reminders of the event, and sometimes attempted to shift the blame
onto the former socialist government of Yugoslavia. However, such a significant
event is not easily ignored. Throughout this period, the Serbian Orthodox Church
consistently found ways to remind the population, upholding a narrative of injustice
and victimhood.

After 2015, the Serbian government began to change its narrative, crafting a more
assertive commemorative policy. This article demonstrates how the state’s narrative
has since evolved, oscillating between calls for forgiveness and reconciliation and
short, but clear, outbursts of defiance. In contrast, the discourse of the SOC remained
more consistent, continually emphasizing victimhood and heroic sacrifice.

In conclusion, the state’s narrative has converged with that of the Church. The
result is a symbiotic relationship that combines the state’s organizational power with
the high level of public trust enjoyed by the Church, particularly among younger
generations who are the least likely to trust government officials.

The Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC) is a religious organization that is well known
as a protector of Serbian identity and spirituality [Tsibizova 2024]. Yet in many works
by foreign authors, it is portrayed as a tool of either the Russian Federation, or the
Serbian government. In his 2020 study, Mitic analysed 20 analytical centres and noted
that the SOC is frequently characterized as “an agent of Russia” [Miti¢ 2020: 158].
This perspective can be exemplified in texts published a year earlier, such as those
from the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace® [Stronski, Himes 2019] and
the German Marshall Fund of the United States® [Metodieva 2019]. The actions of the
Serbian Orthodox Church can be more readily explained by the fact that its narrative,
which is critical of NATO, aligns with that of other entities, such as the Russian
government and the Russian Orthodox Church, with which the SOC has maintained
traditionally strong relations for centuries. The author does not believe this proves
the SOC is a “foreign agent”, but rather that its views simply coincide with those
of certain organizations beyond Serbia’s borders.

On the other hand, while the ideal of a church-state “symphony”, as discussed
by authors like Morozova [Morozova et al. 2022: 680], does influence the SOC, the
Church does not always act in accordance with the Serbian government’s interests.
This was also the case more recently in the case of Serbia. For example, in the last

' NATO operation “Allied Force” against Yugoslavia is classified as an aggression in accordance
with UN definition of the term, written in article 1 of resolution 3314 (XXIX). The resolution can
be accessed on the website of the electronic library of UN in several languages. Retrieved May 20,
2025, from https:/digitallibrary.un.org/record/190983/files/A_%20RES 3314%28XXI1X%?29-RU.
pdf?In=ru

2 The Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation has added the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace (foreign agent) to the register of undesirable organizations (MuHHCTEPCTBO I0CTH-
uuu PO Buecno «®onn Kaphern 3a MexayHapoJHBIH MHUP» (MHOAreHT) B peecTp HeXKelaTeIbHbIX
opraHu3zanui).

> The Ministry of Justice of the Russian Federation has added German Marshall Fund of the United
States to the register of undesirable organizations (MunucrepcrBo roctuuuu PO BHecno ['epmaHckuii
¢onn Mapaina CoenuaennbIxX 11ITaToB (MHOAreHT) B peecTp HEKeJIATeIbHBIX OpraHn3alni).
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decade of the 20th century, the SOC has not always supported the government.*
In fact, during the first several years of the 21st century, the Church’s narrative
of the NATO aggression often outright contradicted the state’s actions. And,
unlike most state institutions and the political officials, the SOC has been among
the top two institutions most trusted by the citizens of Serbia.® These trends
continued after 2015. And, what is even more interesting, Serbians under the age
of 30, who are a demographic traditionally distrustful of government officials
and institutions, consistently place more trust (or the least mistrust) in the SOC
than in all government institutions, excluding the army. According to the research
conducted by a youth organization KOMS (National Youth Council of Serbia), one
of the few organizations in Serbia to have conducted these polls annually since 2017,
the SOC has consistently maintained this position since 2020 [Stojanovi¢, Ivkovic¢
2021: 114], which can also be seen in their reports in 2022° and 2024.” Another
interesting finding is that, since he was included in the poll in 2021 as an individual,
the Patriarch of the Serbian Orthodox Church has consistently been the most trusted
figure (or the least mistrusted figure), ranking higher than any high-ranking Serbian
state official on the list®.

This article analyses the narrative of senior Serbian government officials and
Serbian Orthodox Church representatives, alongside their commemorative actions
of the NATO aggression against Yugoslavia. Focus of the article will be on the period
between 2015 and 2024, as the research of the previous period is already available. Our
study will draw upon relevant works and public speeches delivered by these officials
during commemorative events, prioritizing sources from official state and Serbian
Orthodox Church channels. However, media reports will also be used when official
sources are unavailable, or when the media provides a more detailed information.
As our goal is to show evolution of the narrative of the SOC and the governments
of Republic of Serbia, we will mention the period between 2000 and 2014, but focus
will be on key changes in narrative and commemorations from 2015 to 2024. We will
conclude that the Serbian Orthodox Church, while at first the only major organization
with the narrative of victimhood and injustice inflicted by NATO, mostly kept
promoting this view. The state, however, slowly changed it’s narrative, especially

4 Watson, Paul. Serbian Orthodox Church Issues Formal Call for Milosevic to Quit, Los Angeles
Times, 12. 08. 1999. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https://www.latimes.com/archives/la-xpm-1999-
aug-12-mn-65100-story.html

3 Srbi veruju u vojsku i crkvu. VestiOnline. 23.11.2010. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https://
arhiva.vesti-online.com/Vesti/Srbija/98859/Srbi-veruju-u-vojsku-i-crkvu

¢ Stojanovi¢, B., & Ivkovié¢, A. (2022). Alternativni izvestaj o poloZzaju i potrebama mladih
u Republici Srbiji — 2022. Krovna organizacija mladih Srbije (KOMS). Beograd: Krovna organizacija
mladih Srbije — KOMS. Retrieved May, 20, 2025, from https://koms.rs/wpcontent/uploads/2022/08/
Alternativniizves%CC%8Ctajopoloz%CC%8Ca ju-i-potrebama-mladih-za-2022.-godinu.pdf

7 Stojanovi¢, B., Ivkovi¢, A., & Kali¢anin, B. (2024). Alternativni izvestaj o polozaju i potrebama
mladih u Republici Srbiji — 2024. Krovna organizacija mladih Srbije (KOMS). Beograd: Krovna
organizacija mladih Srbije — KOMS. Retrieved May, 20, 2025, from https:/koms.rs/wp-content/
uploads/2024/08/Alternativni_izvestaj 2024.pdf

8 Ibid. p. 121.
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in the years after 2015. In the end, this lead the two narratives to being at the very least
complementary. This, in turn, lead to a previously mentioned symphonic relationship
between the Church and State, at least when it comes to remembering this event.

State and Church Narratives on NATO Aggression (2000-2014): Diverging Paths

Right after the NATO aggression in 1999, the government of Serbia lead by the
socialists has started commemorating the victims. The state organized a one-year
anniversary and constructed memorials across the country. However, after the
radical change of government in late 2000, this practice waned due to the new
administration’s pro-Western policy. Except for the 2005-2008 period, when Prime
Minister Vojislav Kostunica was in office, there were no major state-led efforts
to commemorate the NATO aggression. Kostunica was one of the few prominent
leaders critical of the collective West, which is also cited as a key reason why the
government lead by him collapsed in 2008. [Vuckovi¢, Petrovi¢ 2022: 65] After
his term, the subsequent government made few attempts to continue serious
commemoration. The only major event was a ten-year anniversary, during which
state officials, such as Prime Minister Mirko Cvetkovic, gave speeches that carefully
avoided blaming NATO. This trend continued until 2013, with commemorations
being carried out primarily by citizen groups, the army, police, and the Serbian
Orthodox Church. This was the case despite the presidency of Tomislav Nikolic,
which began in 2012. His Serbian Progressive Party (SNS) had joined the government
that same year, with its new leader (and next president of Serbia), Aleksandar
Vucic, holding the position of First Deputy Prime Minister. Notably, the fifteenth
anniversary in 2014 saw no central state ceremony either. Instead, Serbian officials
laid flowers at various memorials with only moderate media coverage. During
this period, as in years prior, the primary commemorative acts were performed
by institutions like the Serbian Orthodox Church, which held religious services and
documented the events through its official channels. Despite the lack of a central
event, the 2014 commemorations revealed a more deliberate strategy compared
to previous years. Unlike earlier practices, state officials travelled to various
localities across Serbia that had been directly affected by NATO bombs [Mandi¢
2016: 463—-476].° The same year, a memorial fountain dedicated to Milica Rakic,
a three-year-old girl killed by a NATO cluster munition, has been unveiled.”” This
will establish a potent symbol that the Serbian president and other officials would
frequently invoke in subsequent state-led commemorations.

During this period, the Serbian Orthodox Church was a principal major actor
in commemorating the NATO bombing, consistently organizing memorial services

® Jlan cehama na ctpagane y HATO arpecuju. Official website of the Milistry of defense
of Republic of Serbia, 24.03.2014, Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/www.mod.gov.rs/cir/6349/
dan-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-6349

"Yanwuja, Jemena. CromeH-yecmMa 3a BeuHO cehawe Ha Mununy Paxuh. [Hoaumuka,
05.09.2014. Retrieved April, 19, 2026, from https:/www.politika.rs/scc/clanak/304319/
spomen-cesma-za-vecno-secanje-na-milicu-rakic
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for the victims and documenting these events through its official channels.!" The
state’s inconsistent commemorative practices reflected a strategic avoidance
of narratives critical of NATO, aligning with its pro-EU stance. This created a space
for the Serbian Orthodox Church to establish itself as a primary major organization
that was reminding the population of what happened, and guarding the narrative
of victimhood and Serbian (traditional) heroism. The SOC advanced a consistent
counter-narrative that explicitly condemned the collective West’s actions as unjust
and illegal, while simultaneously glorifying the bravery, heroism and sacrifices
made by the Serbian people.

State and Church (2015-2024): Converging Narratives

Beginning in 2015, Serbian governments demonstrated more deliberate attempts
to commemorate the NATO aggression and promote a narrative that aligned more
closely in tone with that of the Serbian Orthodox Church. This period is marked
by a noticeable shift in the rhetoric of government officials, contrasting with the SOC’s
stable and long-established discourse, which had been critical and opposed to NATO
for over fifteen years. This change was formalized when, according to media reports,
the Serbian government officially declared March 24th the “Day of Remembrance for
the Victims of the NATO Aggression.”'? The official adoption of the term “aggression”
itself signalled the government’s shifting intent, as state officials had previously
mostly used more neutral terms like “bombing”. This shift was further emphasized
by the erection of a monument dedicated to Milica Rakic, and all children killed
by the NATO bombs.

Notably, a similar monument had been erected by the socialist government in the
year 2000 on the same site, but was removed under unclear circumstances after the
fall of the government, and never replaced by subsequent governments, making the
new-old monument a powerful act of symbolic restitution."”” This move represented
a major step by the government, signalling a shift in its commemorative policy. The
symbolism was particularly potent, as the narrative of victimhood had long been
cultivated by the SOC. Years earlier, a fresco depicting the before mentioned Milica
Rakic as a saint had appeared in a monastery of the Serbian Orthodox Church

! Practically every year, the SOC has reported on the memorial service it held for the victims
of NATO, which can be seen in the archives of the official website of SOC: Retrieved May 20, 2025,
from http://arhiva.spc.rs/sr/arhiva.html

2 The author has not found any official government document in the electronic databases
confirming this. However, since 2015, media, as well as state officials and institutions, are
reporting on it as an official commemoration day. Searching for “day of remembrance” and similar
phrases in the Serbian language on the official websites of government institutions, the author
was able to find an announcements of the commemoration event on the website of the president
of Serbia, officially calling it “day of remembrance of victims of NATO aggression” dating back
to 2019. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/www.predsednik.rs/pres-centar/najave-obavestenja/
najava-za-medije-za-24032019-obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji

13 o Tpehu nyt oTkpuBen cnomennk Munuiu Pakuh. PTC, 24.09.2015. Retrieved April 19, 2026,
from https:/www.rts.rs/vesti/drustvo/2048392/po-treci-put-otkriven-spomenik-milici-rakic.html
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in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and calls for her official canonization had been voiced
within the Church as early as 2004."* One year later, state representatives have been
present on the central Church ceremony, dedicated to the victims of NATO."

This, however, was not without precedent. Previous prime ministers, such as Vojislav
Kostunica in 2008'® and Mirko Cvetkovic in 2009, had also attended Serbian Orthodox
Church ceremonies while in office. That same year, the government also announced
plans to fund a film about the Battle of Kosare, a famous conflict from 1999 hailed
for preventing a NATO land invasion. The Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran
and Social Affairs also stated its intention to fund a monument for the soldiers who
died in that battle."® In a symbolic move during the following year, the government
chose to hold the central commemoration in Leskovac, specifically at the bridge where
a civilian train had been struck by two NATO bombs."” Prime Minister Aleksandar
Vucic used the event to deliver a stark historical comparison, stating that the NATO
aggression had been more destructive for Serbia than the Second World War, and calling
it “the most brutal aggression in the history of human civilization.” The ceremony
included poignant symbolism, such as children holding balloons marked with bullseyes.
It was also attended by the Patriarch of the Serbian Orthodox Church and other religious
leaders, underscoring the event’s national significance.?

The bullseye symbol itself was deeply resonant, having been used throughout
Serbia during the 1999 aggression as an act of defiance, with citizens gathering
and displaying it on bridges and town squares. Earlier that same day, President
Tomislav Nikolic had inaugurated a memorial dedicated to the mothers and women
who contributed to the nation’s defence throughout Serbian history, further framing
the commemoration within a long narrative of national resilience.”! Prime minister
Vucic, together with a mother of a fallen soldier, unveiled a monument dedicated

4 SPC: Zrtvu bombardovanja za sveca. B92. 01.12.2004. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/
www.b92.net/o/info/vesti/index?nav_id=156970

15 I'pavanuna: [Tapacroc sxpreama HATO arpecuje. Official archive of the website of the Serbian
Orthodox Church, 25.03.2016, Retrieved May 20, 2025, from http://arhiva.spc.rs/sr/grachanica
parastos_zhrtvama nato agresije.html

1 Openexena ocmoropunrbuiia o HATO 6ombapnosawa CPJ 1999. Official archive of the
website of the Serbian Orthodox Church, 26.03.2007. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from http:/arhiva.spc.
rs/old/Vesti-2007/03/26-03-07-c.html

7 Arennuje, Cpbuja nehe 3abopasuru. [lonumuxa. 24.03.2009. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from
https:/www.politika.rs/scc/clanak/80340/vesti-dana/sccbija-nece-zaboraviti

8 Ciomenuk u ¢uim 3a xepoje ca Komrapa. Cnymnux. 15.06.2016. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from
https://sputnikportal.rs/20160615/Kosare-VojskaSrbije-Spomenik-Film-Kosovo-1106497226.html

Dan secanja na stradale u NATO agresiji obelezen u Grdelici. Juzne Vesti,
24.03.2017. Retrieved  May 20, 2025, from  https://www.juznevesti.com/drustvo/
dan-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-obelezen-u-grdelici/

20 O6enexaBame Jlana cehama na xptBe HATO arpecuje. Official website of the Milistry
of defense of Republic of Serbia. 24.03.2017. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/www.mod.gov.rs/
cir/10810/obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-zrtve-nato-agresije-10810

2l OTkpuBeHO crioMeH-o0enexje cprckum Majkama. Official website of the Milistry of defense
of Republic of Serbia, 24.03.2017. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/www.mod.gov.rs/cir/10813/
otkriveno-spomen-obelezje-srpskim-majkama-10813

478 MEMORY POLICY IN FOREIGN COUNTRIES


https://www.b92.net/o/info/vesti/index?nav_id=156970
https://www.b92.net/o/info/vesti/index?nav_id=156970
http://arhiva.spc.rs/sr/grachanica_parastos_zhrtvama_nato_agresije.html
http://arhiva.spc.rs/sr/grachanica_parastos_zhrtvama_nato_agresije.html
http://arhiva.spc.rs/old/Vesti-2007/03/26-03-07-c.html
http://arhiva.spc.rs/old/Vesti-2007/03/26-03-07-c.html
https://www.politika.rs/scc/clanak/80340/vesti-dana/sccbija-nece-zaboraviti
https://sputnikportal.rs/20160615/Kosare-VojskaSrbije-Spomenik-Film-Kosovo-1106497226.html
https://www.juznevesti.com/drustvo/dan-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-obelezen-u-grdelici/
https://www.juznevesti.com/drustvo/dan-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-obelezen-u-grdelici/
https://www.mod.gov.rs/cir/10810/obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-zrtve-nato-agresije-10810
https://www.mod.gov.rs/cir/10810/obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-zrtve-nato-agresije-10810
https://www.mod.gov.rs/cir/10813/otkriveno-spomen-obelezje-srpskim-majkama-10813
https://www.mod.gov.rs/cir/10813/otkriveno-spomen-obelezje-srpskim-majkama-10813

Cmenanoe H. Bectauk PYJIH. Cepusi: [Tonurtonorus. 2026. T. 28. Ne 2. C. 472483

to her son, stating that the people of Serbia are obliged to remember the fallen hero
and his fellow soldiers who defended the country side by side with him.?* By 2018,
the official messaging had shifted. In contrast to the defiant symbolism of previous
years, the Serbian president struck a more measured tone. While he described the
NATO bombing as a deliberate campaign against both military and civilian targets —
a crime that “cannot and should not be forgotten” — he simultaneously emphasized
that Serbia’s primary goal was now to preserve the lives and secure the future of its
citizens.” The 2018 commemoration marked a clear shift in focus, centring on the
victims with a notable reduction in the defiant symbolism of previous years. Despite
this softer public tone, the state continued to advance its historical narrative through
other means; that same year, filming reportedly began on the state-funded film about
the Battle of Kosare.?*

Government ceremonies, which often included church representatives conducting
religious services, maintained their focus on civilian casualties (particularly children),
as well as the soldiers and police who defended the country. Next year, in 2019, the
rhetoric had softened further. At the central commemoration event, the Patriarch
framed the 1999 bombing as a profound tragedy made worse by the fact it was
perpetrated by “former allies and friends.” Echoing this conciliatory tone, the Serbian
president stated that while Serbia would not forget the victims, it was now “ready
for reconciliation.”” The Serbian Orthodox Church’s commemorative approach,
rooted in Christian teachings, has consistently emphasized the victims and heroic
defenders while outlining the injustice of the NATO aggression. This focus appears
to have influenced the state’s strategy following the highly symbolic defiance of the
2017 commemoration. The government’s subsequent shift toward a victim-centered
narrative can be seen as a strategic move to avoid directly provoking NATO member
states, which is pragmatic given Serbia’s unchanged formal goal of joining the
European Union, an organization whose membership overwhelmingly overlaps with
NATO.

In 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic led to restrictive measures, resulting
in shorter, smaller-scale commemorations. This primarily involved government

22 OrkpuseH ciomeHuk Tubopy Llepuu xepojy ca Kortapa. [orumuxa. 14.06.2017. Retrieved May 20,
2025, from https://www.politika.rs/scc/clanak/382877/otkriven-spomenik-tiboru-cerni-heroju-sa-kosara

2 Byuuh Ha iepeMOHHUjH y ATIEKCHHILY: X0heMo 0/ HempHjaTeba 1a MOCTAHEMO PHjaTebH, CaMO
Hac He Tepajre aa 3abopasumo; Joauk: Cpricku Hapon HuKkana Hehe onpoctutn HATO 6ombapioBame.
HCIIM. 24.03.2018. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from http:/www.nspm.rs/hronika/vucic-na-ceremoniji-
u-aleksincu-povodom-godisnjice-nato-bombardovanja-hocemo-od-neprijatelja-da-postanemo-
prijatelji-samo-nas-ne-terajte-da-zaboravimo-dodik-nato-je-smatrao-vrhuncem-dostignuca-da-nam-
nanese-gubitke.html?alphabet=c#yvComment193962

24 Cuuma ce ¢wuim o 6utkama Ha Komrapama u Iamrtpuky. PTB. 06.07.2018. Retrieved May 20,
2025, from https://www.rtv.rs/sr_ci/drustvo/snima-se-film-o-bitkama-na-kosarama-i-pastriku_932681.
html

2 Sirene i mrak — centralna manifestacija Dana secanja na stradale u NATO bombardovanju:
Spremni na zrtvu, ali i na pomirenje. /nsajder. 24.03.2019. Retrieved April 19, 2026, from https:/www.
insajder.net/najvaznije-vesti/sirene-i-mrak-centralna-manifestacija-dana-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-
bombardovanju-spremni-na-zrtvu-ali-i-na-pomirenje
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officials laying wreaths at memorials across Serbia. Despite the scaled-back events,
President Vucic still addressed the nation. In his speech, he reiterated that NATO
had committed a crime, but notably added that the Serbian people have also
“learned from their own mistakes,” continuing the more conciliatory yet resilient
tone of recent years.?® Simultaneously, the state signalled its enduring commitment
to the previous narrative, by unveiling a major monument to the “Heroes of Kosare”
in a prominent Belgrade park, etching the names of all 108 fallen soldiers into the
capital’s memory.*’

The Serbian Orthodox Church continued its annual religious ceremonies,
with the Patriarch’s anniversary speech consistently promoting messages
of peace. However, in 2021, he introduced a significant new element by proposing
that soldiers killed while defending Serbia in 1999 be included in the Church’s
calendar. He specifically singled out for veneration those who perished in the
prolonged Battle of Kosare.?® This development made the state of “symphony”
between the Serbian government and the Serbian Orthodox Church, at least
concerning the narrative of the NATO aggression in 1999, particularly evident
in 2021. The government’s commemorations continued the pattern established
in 2015, with President Vucic’s central ceremony speech focusing on child
victims. However, his rhetoric intensified again; rather than invoking only
the symbolic figure of Milica Rakic, he now listed the names of several slain
children, personalizing the loss and amplifying the emotional weight of the
narrative.”

The following years largely continued the established pattern, with the president’s
rhetoric remaining closely aligned with that of the Serbian Orthodox Church. In 2022,
President Vucic explicitly recommitted to this path, vowing that Serbia would “support
apolicy of remembering the NATO aggression” and reiterating that the nation’s duty was
“to forgive, but never to forget.” The ceremony itself physically embodied this consensus,
being attended by the Patriarch and other high-ranking church officials alongside the
Serbian government’s leadership.*® This year, the title of the commemoration was: “We

% TIpeacennuk Byunh obpatro ce Hatumju moBozom 21 rogune ox nouetka HATO arpecuje. Official
website of the president of Serbia, 24.03.2020. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/www.predsednik.
rs/pres-centar/vesti/predsednik-vucic-obratio-se-naciji-povodom-21-godine-od-pocetka-nato-agresije

2 Tpu CKyJNNType CPICKHX BOjHMKA Ha caBckoM BeHiy: CroMmeHuK xepojuMa ca Komapa, je-
naH on HoBUjux cumbona beorpana. Official website of the mayor of city of Belgrade. 21.10.2024.
Retrieved April 19, 2026, from https://www.beograd.rs/cir/zivot-u-beogradu/beogradska-riznica/
a87354/Spomenik-herojima-sa-Kosara-jedan-od-novijih-simbola-Beograda.html

2 Tosop Hberose Ceertoctu Ilarpmjapxa cprckor r. Ilopdupuja Ha akageMuju MOBOAOM TO-
numsuie HATO 6ombapnosamwa. Official archive of the website of the Serbian Orthodox Church.
Retrieved May 20, 2025, from http://arhiva.spc.rs/sr/govor_njegove svetosti_patrijarha_srpskog g
porfirija_na akademiji_povodom_godishnjice_nato_bombardo.html

2 O6enexaBame Jlana cehamwa na crpagane y HATO arpecuju. Official website of the president
of Republic of Serbia. 24.03.2021. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/www.predsednik.rs/pres-centar/
vesti/obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji

30 O6enexaBame Jlana cehama na crpagane y HATO arpecuju. Official website of the president
of Republic of Serbia. 24.03.2022. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https://www.predsednik.rs/
pres-centar/vesti/obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-30912
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will forgive, if we can. We will forget, only if we are no more.”*! It should be noted that
this directly contradicted the President’s message of a “duty to forgive.” The Patriarch
of the Serbian Orthodox Church, as in previous years, condemned the NATO aggression
as an unfair use of force, yet simultaneously called for peace.”” This consolidated
trend continued into 2024. At the central memorial ceremony, again attended by the
Patriarch of SOC and senior state officials, President Vucic’s rhetoric fused the
themes of victimhood and defiance. He explicitly referred to the “villains who killed
a child”, which was a clear allusion to NATO, and solemnly declared it Serbia’s duty
never to forget its “murdered children and heroes” tying this memory to the Serbian
national identity.** Notably, the Patriarch was even more restrained than usual, not even
mentioning the word “aggression”, but still referring to it as a “Cainian crime.””**

Conclusion

The Serbian Orthodox Church has consistently worked to preserve its narrative
of the 1999 NATO aggression against Yugoslavia, regardless of government support.
It has done so, at a minimum, by organizing religious services for the victims every year.

Initially, the Serbian government made little effort to commemorate the
aggression. This was likely because the new administration, which came to power
in 2000, had an official policy of seeking membership in the European Union, as most
of the members were overwhelmingly either in NATO or aspired to join. Still, some
government figures, such as Prime Minister Vojislav Kostunica, demonstrated
symbolic support for the Church’s efforts by increasing publicity through their own
attendance and that of their cabinet members. Following the shifts in 2015, this issue
gradually returned to the state’s agenda. Official commemorations expanded beyond
the mere laying of flowers and wreaths. The government’s rhetoric however often
appeared cautious, as if seeking to establish a narrative of NATO aggression without
alienating its member states. The state’s “new” approach primarily emphasizes the
victims of the airstrikes, particularly children and the members of security forces who
died defending the country.

3! The author did not find the full speech of the Serbian President on the official websites, nor
in online media. Instead, there was only an announcement about the event and an article with
photos of the event. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https://www.predsednik.rs/pres-centar/galerija/
obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-1999-godine-31818

32 Jlan cehama Ha ctpagane y HATO arpecuju 1999. ronune. Official website of the Serbian
Orthodox Church. 24.03.2023. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/spc.rs/st/news/patrijarh//9084.
dan-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-1999-godine.html

33 O6enexaBame Jlana ceharma Ha ctpanane y HATO arpecuju 1999 rogune. Official website of the
president of Republic of Serbia. 24.03.2024. Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https://www.predsednik.rs/
pres-centar/vesti/obelezavanje-dana-secanja-na-stradale-u-nato-agresiji-1999-godine-32547

#* Tlatpujapx [lopdupuje: Cehame Ha Hale cTpaname jecTe HACTOjambE 1a Ce POjaBH MMyHOha XKu-
BOTa y CBaKoM 100py u y cBakoj BpinuHu. Official website of the Serbian Orthodox Church. 24.03.2024.
Retrieved May 20, 2025, from https:/spc.rs/st/news/patrijarh//10829.patrijarh-porfirije-secanje-na-
nase-stradanje-jeste-nastojanje-da-se-projavi-punoca-zivota-u-svakom-dobru-i-u-svakoj-vrlini.html
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In contrast, the Serbian Orthodox Church has maintained a consistent discourse:
It focused on the victims, the injustice suffered, and the heroes who defended
Serbia and its people. As the state has gradually introduced and took a leading role
in organizing central commemorative events, the SOC has become integrated into
them. This reflects a relationship that is much closer to the ideal of a “symphonic”
partnership between church and state, than in the years prior to 2015.

Leveraging its superior financial and organizational capacity, the state can promote
these commemorations more effectively. Meanwhile, public opinion polls indicate that
the Church commands greater trust than the government, especially among younger
generations who are sceptical of politicians but express significant confidence in the
Patriarch(s) of the Serbian Orthodox Church. Our work suggests that, at least until
2024, this trust has not been significantly diminished by the Church’s participation
in state-led events that commemorate NATO aggression. By combining the state’s
resources with the trust the population has in the SOC, this narrative of victimhood
and injustice gains greater reach and influence, more effectively embedding itself
within Serbian public consciousness.
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