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WHAT IS DEMOCRACY TODAY?

WHAT DOES IT MEAN?
WHAT ARE THE ESSENTIAL 

FEATURES 
WITHOUT WHICH 

DEMOCRACY 
CANNOT FUNCTION? 
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IS DEMOCRACY 
POSSIBLE? 

IS THERE 
AN ALTERNATIVE 
TO DEMOCRACY? 

WHAT IS 
THE OPTIMAL FORM 

OF DEMOCRACY? 

 

The Performing Democracy project starts from these questions, discussing them with 
numerous interlocutors, in an attempt to create a space for a broad dialogue on 
the current state of democracy both locally and globally. We initiated the project 
in an atmosphere of growing distrust and divisions within Serbian society, at a 
time when dialogue between opposing groups seems impossible and the practice 
of public debate appears as a radical activity. In this environment can we even 
discuss the meaning behind concepts such as tolerance, responsibility, solidarity 
and justice? Can we discuss these questions with people of different opinions, 
views and values? Exploring different positions within Serbian society, the 
project seeks answers on these questions while, at the same time, creating an 
experimental forum within which all participants have an equal say. 

It is important to address, at the very beginning, the methodological approach 
applied within this project. The selection of participants was not determined by 
the need to create an objective overview of public opinion on democracy in Serbia. 
Contrary to the perspective of an objective overview, which we find a questionable 
concept in itself, we were inspired by subjective positions, shaped by personal 
experiences, and we understood them as constructive elements of one joint 
collective rethinking process. It is exactly this process of collective imagining 
(of alternatives, built on heterogeneous positions and thoughts) that this project 
intends to initiate. Thus, the selection of participants was motivated by our aim to 
include diverse positions, inviting participants from throughout the country with 
various professional and personal backgrounds, different opinions and life 
experiences. Their thoughts were recorded in the form of short video statements 
and were filmed in an identical manner, within a precisely defined timeframe 
which was equal for all participants. With the help of numerous collaborators and 
friends we approached the first interlocutors, who in turn helped us reach more 
participants, and our network was organically growing. Being interested in  
a variety of ideological positions we spoke not only with representatives of civic 
initiatives, organisations and movements and political parties, but also with our 
fellow citizens most of whom we met for the first time. We were touched by the 
hospitality and trust with which we were welcomed. The issue of trust was 
essential for our working process which is why we reflected on our own 
limitations, shaped by our personal interests and political views, and openly 
communicated these with all our collaborators. We recognize that there is an 
insufficient number of participants involved in this project and that many 
relevant positions remained unrepresented. This was due in part to some 
interlocutors not responding to our invitation but was also the result of project 
deadlines, technical and production limitations as well as the outbreak of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Still we believe that this relatively small number of recorded 
voices and opinions can contribute toward a wider dialogue about our present and 
possible future alternatives. The passion invested in all given statements speaks 
against the common diagnosis of Serbian society as being in a state of absolute 
social and political apathy.     
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GROUPS OF 

CITIZENS, CIVIL INITIATIVES, 
ACTIVISTS, PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS  

AND POLITICAL PARTIES
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IT WOULD BE GREAT 
IF PEOPLE 

WERE REALLY DECIDING. 
I’M NOT SURE THAT THE PEOPLE, 

OR I CAN ALWAYS BE RIGHT. 
WHEN I SAY SOMETHING, 

I WANT SOMETHING, 
I HOPE FOR SOMETHING, 
OR TO DO SOMETHING.

22ND SEPTEMBER, 2019 
TRSTENIK 

SLADJANA RADIVOJEVIĆ*

* teacher and actress at the Trstenik Theatre
** nurse, educator and actress at the Trstenik Theatre 

*** director of the Center for Culture of the National University of Trstenik  
and actor at the Trstenik Theatre 

ZORICA KRUNIĆ**
DUŠAN JOVIĆ***

TRSTENIK THEATRE



10 1110 11 believe that we have time left to 
maybe start something and speak up. 
What could democracy be? Your right 
to say what you want, but maybe not 
without questions.
Dušan Jović → Not from the 
perspective of a political party 
because it brings in a totally 
different dimension, a petty political 
understanding of democracy. 
Sladjana Radivojević → It swings to 
the other side. 
Dušan Jović → As she said earlier, 
considering all political systems and 
their outcomes, an alternative to 
democracy would be a dictatorship. 
And we certainly had enough of that 
mistake. So, let’s hope that one day... 
Sladjana Radivojević → … it will come 
about! On the other hand, if each 
of us stood on the sidelines, maybe 
he or she would do the same thing, 
believing it’s good. That would also be 
self-will. One against the majority...
Zorica Krunić → Freedom changes a 
person. 
Sladjana Radivojević → In what sense?
Zorica Krunić → I meant power!
Sladjana Radivojević → Power, that’s 
different. You get freedom, but not 
excessive freedom.

Dušan Jović → I link the word "democracy" to the word "freedom". Something 
most sacred, and in the tradition of our people. Freedom that encompasses 
all that makes you really a person. Free to live from what you earn, to walk 
freely in the streets without being mugged. To have a walk without being 
robbed. Free to study and then get a job in an institution or company and 
enjoy the fruits of your labor. Free to talk to other people and discuss 
everything, to confront your views with someone else’s without anyone 
getting angry because you have a different opinion from others. That word 
has a broad meaning. But what we’ve been witnessing lately in our country, 
and throughout the world, is that there’s no democracy in the original 
sense of the word. Power is held by the parties that understand democracy 
completely contrary to the understanding of the people. Thus we have two 
basic concepts of democracy. One as something that’s direct and the other 
as it is applied everywhere in the world - the parliamentary form. We have 
seen that the parliamentary system, the rule of the people through their 
representatives has often fallen short, because the representatives elected 
at the polls had a different interpretation and worked against the people.  
I believe that democracy must rely on the direct principle. Only then it’s truly 
the rule of the people. With people clearly stating their stand in meetings, 
debates, or via the Internet, on issues concerning the entire nation, country 
or society. 
Zorica Krunić → For me democracy doesn’t exist. I doubt that it exists 
even in the developed countries, which are said to be highly democratic. 
For me, democracy is indeed freedom, but do we really know what that 
freedom is? If someone tells me I have the right to say what I want, because 
there’s freedom of speech, does he have the right to tell me what he thinks 
perhaps insulting my honor, an institution, or the society? Freedom of 
movement, freedom of behavior... Where does someone get the right to 
publicly display his preferences, if such inclinations are offensive to me or 
my child. It’s not democracy if I have to retreat. That isn’t democracy then. I 
guess that an alternative doesn’t even exist. Even if we were to pick out the 
best from different concepts of democracy, we still wouldn’t have a proper 
understanding of democracy. Still we often say that something is democracy, 
or that we are doing it democratically. It would be great if people were really 
deciding. I’m not sure that the people or I can always be right. When I say 
something, I want something, I hope for something or to do something. 
Maybe I’m negative in my attitude about democracy, maybe there is a way 
and time for a broader discussion, but the great democracy that everyone 
talks about, doesn’t exist anywhere in the world.

Sladjana Radivojević → Maybe that’s 
why democracy is just a vision, 
something that each of us would like 
to have and be. And yet we all see it 
individually. What freedom is for me 
and what is good for me, for you and 
for you, it is not. That’s why I can’t 
say: “Now that’s democracy!” You’ll 
say: “It’s not democracy.” That’s how 
it is, though it would be great if it 
existed. We’ve come out of a system 
that didn’t allow freedom of speech. 
When we were young, you couldn’t 
say where you were going, what you 
were doing... Because it wasn’t normal 
or accepted. After two or three 
decades, we’ve reached the opposite 
situation. Now everyone has the right, 
maybe too much of it, to say what 
he thinks, how he thinks. Regardless 
of whether it’s the place and time 
for it. We all invoke rights, kids in 
kindergartens, schools, high schools, 
colleges. Everyone talks about rights, 
but not about responsibility. But if you 
match rights and responsibilities, you 
recreate a previous balance. If you 
have six rights and no responsibility 
for them, you bear no consequences 
for something you’ve done, and 
then the majority, and hence the 
democracy, turns into the rule of 
one or few people. Like you said 
it’s an abuse. Democracy is not the 
same seen from amidst the people, 
and from the sidelines. For some, 
democracy means to stand up and 
speak your mind. Even if you disagree 
it’s just a confrontation. We still 
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MAYBE THE FIRST STEP 
WE SHOULD MAKE 

IS TO START LEARNING 
ABOUT DEMOCRACY AND DECISION-MAKING 

ON THE LOWEST LEVELS: 
HOME, APARTMENT BUILDING, 

OUR LOCAL PARK.

26TH SEPTEMBER, 2019 
BELGRADE

RADOMIR LAZOVIĆ
DOBRICA VESELINOVIĆ

DON’T LET BELGRADE D(R)OWN



14 15 Dobrica Veselinović → We have 
simply forgotten what democracy 
is - discussing things and finding a 
common position that’s acceptable 
to everyone. I think that the 
election results that are leading to 
the adoption of decisions by the 
majority, cause the paralysis of the 
fundamental process. We now have 
people avoiding participation for the 
fear that their answers may not be 
socially acceptable. That they will 
fall out of the socially acceptable 
majority, which might be a minority 
that’s either loud enough or has 
levers of power that it uses. If we 
take a look at how elections work, 
not only in our country but elsewhere 
too, we see that there’s no electing 
representatives of citizens. Instead, 
the entire process is somehow 
rigged from the start. It’s under the 
influence of certain economic elites. 
It’s not actually a choice, but rather a 
question of nominations. Only those 
that make it to the nominations can 
be elected. The fact is that in present-
day democracy, this is only possible 
for those who have the resources, and 
not those who should actually take 
the positions. Maybe the first step we 
should make is to start learning about 
democracy and decision-making on 
the lowest levels: home, apartment 
building, our local park.  
To understand that it’s not about 
being the majority and outvoting 
someone, but about reaching a 
commonly acceptable solution or 
decision, with the understanding that 
it is a process that will last.

Radomir Lazović → We often had 
discussions about whether you should 
fix something that is not working or 
create something new. That should be 
noted when we talk about democracy 
and the system we live in. Should we 
reinvent it, starting from where we 
live, how we live, who should take care 
of the neighborhood, do we have any 
impact and can we change anything, 
or do we have to live by the decisions 
coming from outside? I think we are 
increasingly forced to reinvent things, 
to set them up again so that we can 
expect them to work. Democracy and 
universal human values are being 
attacked even by those who advocate 
them. They do it by manipulations 
and by finding ways to protect their 
interest or the interest of an elite. 
It’s also attacked by those who deny 
it and say that it is not natural and 
should be changed. I guess we’re 
living in a pretty interesting times.

Radomir Lazović → What can I say about democracy...? It’s curious how 
many people have faith in the system. That this system works, that there are 
rules to guide us and protect us as citizens in the society in which we live. 
It’s also surprising that it’s not like that. With interest groups and corrupt 
teams, taking over different parts of the system. I think that this is a kind of 
conflict among these groups, which leaves the empty shell of democracy, 
of the system and of the institutions, for the people to discuss and talk 
about what’s democratic, and what’s undemocratic. Actually we live in a 
seized system in which, if you’re a member of the ruling party, laws don’t 
apply to you. Different rules apply to you. You can literally do whatever 
you want, to the point that... Even in case of people dying, you’re not held 
accountable. In such an atmosphere we talk about democracy and what is 
it for us. That’s what affects the issue of voting and decision-making. The 
question of minority and majority. That’s why people find it quite natural 
that the majority should decide on everything and that the minority need 
not be consulted. It’s the balance between the issues that are put to the 
vote that determines the choice of the society we will want to live in. In my 
opinion, some issues should never be questioned. Tolerance, respect and 
equal opportunities for all, equality, availability of services like health care, 
education, and the like.



16

IT’S CRUCIAL TO NURTURE VALUES  
IN A DEMOCRATIC SOCIETY.  

WE’RE NOW LIVING  
IN DEMOCRATIC ENTROPY  

AND THAT’S NEITHER GOOD  
FOR THE DEMOCRATIC POTENTIAL  

NOR FOR THE SOCIETY ITSELF.

15TH NOVEMBER, 2019 
KRALJEVO 

PREDRAG VOŠTINIĆ
VLADIMIR MAROVIĆ

LOCAL FRONT



18 19 Predrag Voštinić → The participation 
of citizens in government is not 
just a matter of citizens having to 
make a decision. When you make 
the decision, you base it on given 
predefined conclusions or proposals. 
The essence of democracy is to 
follow the will, and not the decision 
of the majority. The will expressed 
by the people can only be improved 
through education. By insisting on 
the qualitative improvement of all the 
information offered in the educational 
process, one day we could reach the 
point that the media are not the only 
source of education of the people, or 
a source of persuasion. Instead, the 
educational system would become the 
channel for democratic determination. 
It will be a long time before that 
happens, and one essential condition 
must be met beforehand. There has 
to be a political will for it. It’s much 
easier to govern both the country 
and the society by imposing your 
own will and making the people feel 
happy for deciding so, instead of you 
being a consequence and a servant 
of the will that the people expressed 
relying on conclusions freely made 
pursuant to their education. As it has 
become evident that no society, even 
a democratic one, can fully count on 
the awareness and conscience of 
the people, we inevitably limit each 
other, thus blocking the full potential 
of democracy. Hence it’s crucial 
to nurture values in a democratic 
society. We’re now living in 
democratic entropy and that’s neither 
good for the democratic potential nor 
for the society itself.

Vladimir Marović → I’ll note that 
democracy and political processes 
are usurped by the political parties, 
which is something that the public 
opinion accepts. They have simply 
monopolized the political awareness 
of the citizens. Well, awareness 
and conscience is key for re-
examining personal and persuaded 
attitudes imposed by the usurpers 
of democratic decision-making and 
political processes. That’s why the 
self-revision of the usual democratic 
structures is what can make this 
change happen.

Vladimir Marović → Democracy is a rarely questioned implicit term. I believe 
that’s the reason why it’s in a deep crisis. Considering the meaning of the 
term: “the rule of the people”, the question arises about the participation of 
the people, of the citizens in the democratic, political processes. It’s usually 
said that citizens do so once every four years. I think that this statement 
regarding democracy is also untrue. Citizens don’t participate in democratic 
decision-making even once in four years for the regular election processes, 
because the shaping of the public opinion is left to the domain of public 
information. Media are what today dominates the democratic processes. 
If television is the mainstream media format, you are actually dealing with 
the most powerful tool for mass persuasion that humanity has ever known. 
That’s why it all comes down to a simple sensory experience: I see and hear 
something on TV, and I allegedly make some decisions based on that.  
On the other hand, it’s crucial that democratic processes imply the 
participation of citizens in all such events.
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DEMOCRACY 
IS NOT AN END IN ITSELF.

 ...

HOW DO WE RESOLVE 
OUR CONFLICTS AND DISAGREEMENTS? 

WHAT DO WE DO 
WHEN WE DISAGREE?

25TH NOVEMBER, 2019 
BELGRADE 

MARIJA JAKOVLJEVIĆ
GALINA MAKSIMOVIĆ

RECONSTRUCTION  
WOMEN’S FUND



22 23 Marija Jakovljević → Well, I hope 
that this democratic socialism 
will not become democratically 
rigid. I understand that in some 
forms participatory, direct plenary 
democracy, is required. Some will 
require a representative one, but 
we must have mechanisms to hold 
these people accountable, and to 
sanction them, if they forsake the 
public interest. The interests of 
unjustly marginalized groups must be 
covered along with ways of mutual 
coordination even when we disagree. 
Since we can’t currently agree on how 
to save the planet, although we have 
to save it.
Galina Maksimović → Democracy 
really is based on agreement, and 
humans accepting to do more for the 
general good, even things that are 
beyond our back yard. Do you think 
we’ll live to see those days? 
Marija Jakovljević → We must!
Galina Maksimović→ I believe  
we will...

Marija Jakovljević → Democracy is not an end in itself. It should enable us 
to function in a society and help us preserve this limited planet of ours.  
So, to talk about democracy, we should talk about a system within which we 
have democracy here. And then see what democracy is, what influences it, 
what shapes it? Who has access to it, what action and management tools 
it provides? The circus we have today is not the democracy that we need. 
We have to consider where do we want to go, and how to solve our current 
problems. Who’s entitled to make decisions, and on whose behalf? How do 
we go on managing all these resources, as well as ourselves?  
How do we resolve our conflicts and disagreements? What do we do when 
we disagree? In that sense, democracy is different in capitalism, different in 
socialism, different in various types of capitalism. We now need something 
different. Not only more inclusive but also more responsible and simply 
more multidimensional. We have different needs at the micro-level, at the 
level of community, school, neighborhood or village, at the level of city, 
nation or internationally, because we can’t live in a bubble. Different forms 
of democratic government are needed. But to participate in a democratic 
processes, we must be informed. So, we need autonomous media.  
We need an educational system that’s not immersed in historical 
revisionism. We don’t have that now. So, we need a system that enables all 
these preconditions so that we have a functional democracy that will then 
hold that system accountable, preventing it from becoming rigid.

Galina Maksimović → This democracy 
of ours is not even a circus. Because 
a circus still has some potential to 
be fun. This quasi-democracy we live 
in is actually something much, much 
darker. It boils down to the electoral 
will of the citizens, which is too little. 
Sometimes we don’t even have that! 
What to do next with democracy? 
Where’s democracy in our everyday 
lives? Do we have a say in things that 
concern our apartment building, in 
things that concern our region or our 
city? Well, we don’t. Real democracy 
should be participatory. It must have 
mechanisms that allow individuals to 
ask about things they can relate to on 
a certain level, but also to have some 
control mechanisms for those who 
represent the government at higher 
levels. I really don’t know when we 
will get to that, but I don’t think it 
will be possible if we continue to play 
with democracy in this capitalism. 
Since capitalism has profit as its main 
imperative it often ignores the real 
needs of citizens. So my absolute 
favorite is socialism, which still deals 
with the real needs of the people. 
Democratic socialism is the option 
that I believe in. I just hope I’ll live to 
see it and partake in such changes.
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NOTABLY, 
IN DEMOCRACY 

PERSONAL 
IS 

POLITICAL.

26TH NOVEMBER, 2019 
BELGRADE 

JELENA SIMIĆ*
AGATA MILAN DJURIĆ**

* assistant professor at the Faculty of Law, Union University 
** human rights activist, Geten Center



26 27 Agata Milan Djurić → Well, very 
similar. I’ve studied the history of 
democracy, starting in college. Plato’s 
"Republic", Socrates' "Dialogues"... 
Is a just man happy or is it the unjust 
one? And so forth. From ancient 
Greece, where only adult Athenian 
men could take part in democratic 
processes, followed by ancient Rome 
with 150.000 slaves, where women 
and many groups were excluded 
from what we call development of 
democracy throughout history with its 
philosophical reflections, to today’s 
liberal democracies... I agree and 
disagree with you at the same time. 
Because we have contemporary 
examples that the so-called liberal 
democracies fight wars and carry 
out imperialist policies. And just 
as there was exclusion of women 
and minority groups throughout 
the history of democracy and the 
struggle for minority rights, we also 
have highly developed democracies, 
which deem and call themselves 
that, like the US, which, after the 
abolition of slavery, has had a 
hundred years of institutionalized 
violence and discrimination against 
Blacks, genocide against Indigenous 

Americans, and marginalization of 
women and other minority groups.  
I think that democracy is certainly not 
a static but a dynamic process and 
concept, and that all the premises 
of democracy that you’ve listed, are 
constantly being conquered. Notably, 
in democracy personal is political. 
This has long been neglected in 
various democratic systems. We know 
that there are different ones. I agree 
completely regarding the situation in 
Serbia. In our country democracy is 
viewed more as a prospective, almost 
as an optical illusion. Internally it 
still functions in a highly hierarchical 
way. Due to the remoteness of 
power, which is supposed to serve 
the citizens, minority groups can’t 
exercise their rights at all, nor is their 
voice heard or respected. So, we 
come back to the eternal questions 
regarding democracy, namely, the 
tyranny of the majority.
Jelena Simić → Do we have an 
alternative?
Agata Milan Djurić → Well,  
to paraphrase Winston Churchill, 
democracy is a terrible system, but  
the best of all possible ones.

Agata Milan Djurić → Jelena, we need to talk about democracy. It’s a very 
complex concept. What first comes to your mind when the word democracy 
is mentioned?
Jelena Simić → The first association is the rule of the people. Since we can’t 
all govern at the same time we choose representatives to be our voice in 
those institutions where decisions are made. For me, democracy is freedom 
and peace, in the sense that democratic states do not start wars, in the 
sense that democracy represents the rule of law, respect for basic human 
rights and respect for the rights of minority groups. For me, democracy 
represents independent institutions, institutions that function at the service 
of a nation, but not at the service of politics. Not at the service of powerful 
people with lots of money. For me, democracy is an arrangement without 
corruption. Considering that we live in 21st century Serbia, and that we’ve 
struggled so long for democratic structures, I feel bad when I think of how 
today’s social elites, primarily the political elite, perceive democracy in 
our country. Because we don’t have independent institutions, because we 
live constantly on the verge of some kind of a war and fight for national 
borders and territory. Because we don’t have an independent judiciary, nor 
do we have responsible politicians. So, I think that my voice, as a voice of 
the people, cannot be heard in an adequate way. Thinking of democracy in 
Serbia today, I feel helpless. What’s your impression?
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DEMOCRACY 
IS 

INCLUSION. 

THIS IMPLIES 
SOCIAL, ECONOMIC, 

POLITICAL AND CULTURAL 
INVOLVEMENT 

OF CITIZENS.

4TH DECEMBER, 2019 
ZRENJANIN 

TARA RUKECI 
BRANISLAV MARKUŠ

ZRENJANIN  
SOCIAL FORUM



30 31 Branislav Markuš → I think that 
democracy is crucial to one’s 
attitude towards what’s happening 
around him. Though I didn’t invent 
this, I learned the basic concept of 
democracy from Nebojša Popov: 
"Nothing about me without myself." 
So, inasmuch as we take part in 
something, we determine the level of 
democracy. And when we talk about 
democracy, I mostly think of workers’ 
self-management, because I was 
part of it in my enterprise. Whenever 
possible I took part in the worker’s 
council. That was a system that 
was truly delegative, in the sense of 
"one man, one vote". I was directly 
delegated by my colleagues. So, 
the standpoint: "Nothing about me 
without myself", is paramount when it 
comes to democracy.

Tara Rukeci → Democracy is inclusion. This implies social, economic, 
political and cultural involvement of citizens. Democracy isn’t possible today 
because society is poor. Society obstructs democracy in different ways, so 
that people are not focused on that activity. Since democracy is an activity. 
People can’t be active in the political life, in the cultural sphere, in solving 
social issues, or municipal problems, because they are focused on a single 
activity, namely mere survival. Thus, democracy is impossible in societies 
that are poor. We need to act in solving the cause of our poverty, to improve 
the economic conditions, to allow the workers to become involved, because 
democracy is not taking place on that level. The people who have the time 
are involved, and those who don’t have time are excluded. Such exclusion 
stems from the fact that, for example, people living in the center are 
involved in democratic processes, whilst people who live in the suburbs, 
in smaller towns or villages are excluded. So, democracy implies full 
involvement, and today we live in a world of growing exclusion. Not only of 
workers, but of other groups, on the territorial level. So, to make democracy 
possible economic problems are to be solved first.

Tara Rukeci → Workers’ self-
management is a form closest to 
democracy because workers decide 
not only on economic issues but are 
also involved in political decisions. 
They are involved in cultural events 
too. In the sense that they had 
cultural and artistic programs, or even 
fishing clubs. They were involved in it, 
not excluded or alienated.
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THE NEGOTIATION PROCESS 
NEED NOT HAVE A WINNER, 

SINCE THE IDEA OF DEMOCRACY  
IS IN FACT 

FOR EVERYONE TO WIN.

20TH DECEMBER, 2019 
BELGRADE

MILOŠ BAKOVIĆ JADŽIĆ*
IVA MARKOVIĆ**

RIGHT TO WATER INITIATIVE 

* sociologist, activist of the Right to Water initiative 
** political ecology researcher, activist of the Right to Water initiative 



34 35 Miloš Baković Jadžić → If we had 
a democracy ensuring equal 
opportunities for all, we wouldn’t have 
this situation in Serbia where children 
from the lowest strata can no longer 
go to college and get an education. 
And that’s also related to general 
economic democracy. When we talk 
about democracy, we always talk 
only about the political field. What 
about democracy in the economy? 
Why don’t people have a say in their 
companies, or wherever they earn a 
living? Is it OK to ask only those who 
own the capital? It seems to me that 
it is not. 
Iva Marković → Of course it’s not.  
I think that due to the situation and 
the dominant ideology you think 
of democracy as a competitive 
process. As a space where you can 
win over someone. Not only win 
for all of us, but to compete with 
something, and that all the things 
you’ve mentioned, like informed 
decision-making, education, any 
form of participation based on 
knowledge and understanding of 
what is being decided and agreed 
upon is actually solved by not seeing 
it as a competition but rather as 
cooperation. The negotiation process 
need not have a winner, since the idea 
of democracy is in fact for everyone 
to win.
Miloš Baković Jadžić → I think that 
competition logic can exist in sports 
or elsewhere. But if we talk about the 
political arena, the first thing that’s 
not democratic in Serbia is that you 
don’t have a chance to present ideas, 
which would benefit all in Serbia. You 
can’t present them in public or in the 

Iva Marković → Miloš, what’s democracy for you?
Miloš Baković Jadžić → I guess it should be what its name means: rule of 
the people. But how to perform that rule in a complex society where it’s not 
easy to ask for everyone’s opinion at every moment? I’ve been thinking how 
to have as much democracy as possible in as many areas of life as possible. 
What is it for you?
Iva Marković → For me, democracy means that people have agreed on 
something. To do the things we agreed on, according to a procedure we have 
also agreed on. And to do that on all levels. In case of electoral democracy, 
the government, local level, or some organization, an initiative, even of a 
family, we must have an agreement that all is based on.
 

political arena. You have no chance 
if you don’t have 50.000 euros to 
set up a political organization which 
would then advocate the need for the 
people to understand what economic 
democracy is, and to make decisions 
on their lives. Or ask the people living 
along a river if they agree to have a 
mini power plant built on it. If it’s OK 
for someone to destroy companies 
they struggled to build for decades, 
or seize their apartment, the only 
roof over their head that they also 
invested in for decades. That’s all 
undemocratic and must change.
Iva Marković → You’re completely 
right. We can’t talk about democracy 
without people participating in it and 
having access to it. In fact, elections 
are the most popular talking point 
regarding democracy. But on what 
grounds do the people vote, and for 
which reasons they do not want to 
go to the polls. That’s a situation that 
can’t be looked at separately. We 
can’t have someone voting for a party 
because of poverty, for a few pounds 
of flour, or sugar. Or to get a modest 
job, to which he’s entitled anyway, 
relying on party merits. 
Miloš Baković Jadžić → But in 
order for people to be able to get 
information, they first need to be 
educated. It is undemocratic to deny 
them the right to education. They 
must have free media, but the media 
can’t be free if they’re guided by 
the interests of the media owners. 
So a lot of things have to change to 
have any preconditions to talk about 
democracy at all.
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38 39 changing the culture and the people 
who go into politics. And the position 
politics enjoy in our society in general. 
Danijel Dašić → It’s worth noting that 
democracy is, basically, plural. So I 
am not democracy, nor are you. But a 
group of people with whom we live, in 
which we live, must have the notion of 
democracy in terms of achieving one’s 
full rights without threatening others. 
That’s the difficult part. One rotten 
apple is enough to infect the whole 
society like a corona virus. A solution 
might require to find and remove 
rotten points because that might be 
the only way to achieve democracy. 
This appears to be an unattainable 
goal, because the process is not 
about digital zeros and ones. It’s 
about achieving something called 
democracy. 
Marija Marinković → And who’s 
supposed to find and eliminate the 
rotten ones?
Danijel Dašić → All of us! First we 
need to get rid of things we’ve been 
taught wrongly. That the smarter one 
should yield. Or the saying: "Hush, it 
might get worse". No! You should talk 
openly to make things better. Take 
the example of the food tradition in 
Niš... We ought to decide whether it’s 
home of "Burek" or sandwiches! It’s 
all about choices and the courage to 
make them. The courage to take the 
rotten apple out of the basket. That’s 
the essence, because the whole 
society creates democracy.
Marija Marinković → Sadly, here 
and now, I don’t see Serbia as a 
democratic country. I hope that time 
will prove me wrong, but I agree with 
what Daniel said. The rotten parts 
should be detected and removed. But 
who’s to do that? I think that there’s 
no awareness of the need for it in our 
society. Recently published research 
results indicate that most of the 
young people in Serbia believe that 

Danijel Dašić → Democracy, what was democracy about? Why is it 
that we always start with the hardest question? As someone who’s the 
oldest around here, I would say that democracy seems to be linked to 
the observer. That’s why it’s so difficult to define it. After the Higgs’ 
boson, it’s perhaps the particle most difficult to define. When I think of 
democracy and talk about it with others, to understand their concept of 
democracy or explain mine, I’m reminded of the story about four blind 
men examining an elephant. One blind man touches his leg and says: 
“Democracy is... the elephant is essentially a tree.” The second taps 
the side of his body and says: “No, the elephant is a wall.” The third 
one touches the trunk and says: “No, the elephant is actually a snake.” 
The fourth feels the tail and says: “No, this is just an ordinary twig!” 
The problem lies in the fact that each of us, depending on the time 
and the conditions in which he lives, as well as on his life experience 
and knowledge, has a different understanding of democracy. Take a 
man who lived in Tito’s Yugoslavia. The pinnacle of democracy that 
he dreamt of was the introduction of a multiparty system. From the 
perspective of someone born in the new millennium, this would be fully 
rejected, including a potential desire to restore the one-party system, 
and a heavy-handed leader. So, as time goes by, I’m increasingly unable 
to say what democracy is. What do you think about that?
Marija Marinković → My take on life in a democratic society is that it is 
such that the level of stress that an individual experiences every day is 
reduced to a minimum. That a citizen should have no problem planning 
a day: when he or she should go to work, to school, or downtown. That 
they know the public transport timetable, and how much time they need 
to get from point A to point B. That if they fall sick, they’ll get treatment 
within a reasonable time, that they can have confidence in the doctors 
who treat them because they’re chosen according to the references 
they have. That they can also trust the people who educate their kids, 
and the people who’ll issue them a passport. That’s the kind of minimal 
stress level an individual faces in his or her everyday life. 
Mladen Jovanović → Well, I expect democracy to have a major effect 
in culture. For me, democracy is more a matter of the state of mind. 
When we talk about ancient democracy, everyone quotes the division 
into political beings and idiots: a political being a man who deals with 
politics and an idiot being one who does not. But this division includes 
yet another important category. The parasites: people who are into 
politics for personal gain, to gain something, and keep it for themselves. 
In antiquity there was a way to remove such people from politics so 
that democracy could function. The problem in Serbia is that no matter 
which laws are passed and how we shape the democratic system, 
everything actually depends on the people. In our system, which we 
are very dissatisfied with, we have people heading some institutions 
which ensure that rights and freedoms are exercised, and on the other 
hand you have some great laws and institutions that do not work. That’s 
the key problem. If an ideal system is dominated by parasites, and if 
politics only favor those who are active in politics, in my opinion there 
can be no democracy. I think that Serbia could be more democratic by 

we need an autocratic, strong-handed 
society. I guess that young people, 
who are to work and live here simply 
lack the awareness that democracy 
is necessary. That’s why I’m not an 
optimist.
Mladen Jovanović → I’m more inclined 
towards a different view. I honestly 
don’t think rotten apples should be 
removed. What is healthiest and 
of the highest quality in a society 
should be introduced into political life. 
Political life should become something 
tempting, something allowing action 
in the public interest, a space where 
everyone can get involved and 
contribute. It’s best to do that at the 
local level. Local communities have 
always been a school of democracy. 
There, I can fight for my street, for 
my neighborhood, and I can elect my 
political representative. We can agree 
on what kind of community we want 
locally. We can build a vision together, 
letting even the rotten apples make 
their proposal. But the better proposal 
should win. One which will include 
all of us, leaving no one out. If we 
achieve this locally, Serbia will take 
the right course.
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42 43 Dragan Stojmenović → I haven’t 
accepted passively.
Jelena Miletić → Right, you didn’t.
Dragan Stojmenović → That’s the 
point. Democracy is a kind of a 
reproduction of social relations 
values, like Goran said. Up to the 
moment when that’s brought into 
question. Democracy means calling 
things into question at some point. 
Look, it’s completely legitimate and  
it can be interesting to see who 
speaks and who asks, with a swapping 
of roles. 
Milica Pekić → You said that what we 
have now is not democracy. What do 
you think IS democracy? What are the 
assumptions and preconditions to call 
a system a democratic system?
Jelena Miletić → First, as Goran 
said, there must be some kind of an 
agreement on values. In fact, what is 
our goal? Is it to have some imposed 
values administered to everyone like 
a good medicine on a sugar cube, or 
is democracy what Sima said, the 
system that’s being constantly re-
examined? The system we now live 
in globally has been imposed. Social 
justice, equality, human rights, they 
are all like a wrapped candy. We can’t 
taste it. It’s a value system of the 
rich imposed upon everyone around 
the world. It is as if there is some 
kind of focus or center of democracy 
somewhere in some system, whilst 
all others are just consumers of 
democracy. Not participants.
Milica Pekić → So, it’s a question 
of a framework, allowing the people 
involved in those issues to join in?

Goran Milenković → What amazes me lately is that the German Nazis 
came to power in a democratic way. There was a democratic struggle and 
the decisions made by the people actually were democratic decisions. 
Democracy means that what the majority thinks is implemented.
Jelena Miletić → But if it is direct democracy, if everyone participates,  
if everyone in a community agrees, then maybe it can be a little different. 
The majority decides, but the minority gives some impetus to the decision-
making. 
Dragan Stojmenović → I think it’s exactly what we’ve done here. Democracy 
is a kind of randomness and an opportunity to be invisible. A choice to be 
on the other side of decision-making, to be a director and not be seen.  
In essence, democracy in ancient Greece was a kind of randomness, a kind 
of coincidence in which you take responsibility if your number is drawn.
Goran Milenković → I don’t see a coincidence element. All the things that 
happen imply some values that the people support and work on. Not a single 
individual, but groups of people. Thus they create the conditions for certain 
values to be respected and for certain values to be achieved. I think that 
mass democracy that exists today, in our city, in Serbia, and I don’t know 
much about other countries, is very bad, and that we should work  
on values. 
Jelena Miletić → The biggest problem is that we only have the illusion of 
making decisions. But we don’t decide about anything. It’s all a kind of 
illusion of democracy. We make no decisions and just passively accept 
decisions.

Jelena Miletić → Yes. We simply can’t 
influence anything except passively. 
We either passively accept values, or 
we passively make choices like in the 
elections. As Goran said, the Nazis 
came to power with elections and 
democratic procedures.
Goran Milenković → I think there’s a 
point when we stop being passive, and 
we all become active. For example, 
when we faced the question whether 
we’ll suffocate from the smoke or get 
our salaries. The people said: “We’ll 
take the salary and suffocate in 
smoke”. They were active and made 
a decision. The majority of citizens 
made that decision. It was almost a 
plebiscite. We didn’t have enough 
insight into values, but we had enough 
freedom to choose something.
Jelena Miletić → But it wasn’t through 
democratic procedures. It was an 
imposed solution that everyone 
accepted passively. They were not 
very active in decision-making.
Dragan Stojmenović → I must say 
that we are talking about democracy, 
whilst there’s an ongoing public 
debate about whether elections 
are possible at all. It is a highly 
problematic setting and context in 
which we talk about freedom, or 
pretend to be exercising power or 
making some decisions. Or even 
thinking, critically or otherwise.  
The problem is that in our country the 
basic question is can free elections be 
implemented at all. I think that speaks 
clearly about what we are considering.
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46 47 Goran Jakovljević → What do I think? 
When the new smelter was built, 
everyone knew that it wasn’t done 
properly. That it was all nonsense, 
that everything was being taken out. 
That it was overpriced, and that it 
wasn’t going to work properly. And 
everyone kept silent. No one rebelled 
then. But they knew this was going 
to happen. So, when full capacity 
production started, pollution came 
immediately. And they knew it would. 
That’s it.
Slavoljub Kostić → And the people 
who are in power, they join every 
party that comes to power. They are 
indestructible. Let’s look at how that 
came about in the first place. No one 
rebelled, because everyone was in 
that party. They were all in different 
parties. Strangely, that’s how we see 
democracy. 
Goran Jakovljević → Exactly, the 
government and all that is made by 
the people. By us! It’s all connected. 
It’s not some abstract authority not 
linked to us. No! It’s us again.
Slavoljub Kostić → You have one 
party in power and everyone joins. 
Then another wins the elections and 
everyone switches over. What do you 
have? I don’t think it’s democracy. 
It’s not what it’s supposed to be. Isn’t 
democracy rooted in beliefs? But 
then you’re constantly changing your 
beliefs?
Goran Jakovljević → The government 
of the people! You start from the 
assumption that the people are good. 
But the people, in essence, are neither 
good nor bad. You have individuals 
that make up the people. And there 
are those who are good and those 
who are bad. Honest and righteous 
ones and the other kind. I know a lot 
of people. I can’t say that the people 
are a priori good. They are not.

Slavoljub Kostić → As far as democracy is concerned, we can say 
the following: democracy is the government of the people. They have 
representatives and thus regulate the system. We’ll try to use the prism 
of democracy to describe the events in Bor, and what troubles us, namely 
pollution. Some wonder how is pollution related to democracy? It’s simple.  
A smelter in Bor was bought by the Chinese. And it pollutes our environment 
horribly. We have organized protests on several occasions. Few people 
have come. If democracy worked, we wouldn’t even need to organize 
protests. If the system, if democracy worked in our country, we would not 
have to mobilize. Whenever something comes from the bottom up, there is 
something wrong with the system. But everything is projected from above. 
Our efforts to have clean and fresh air, they are useless since the principles 
of democracy do not work in our country. First, there is a lot of corruption. 
The decision makers do nothing about it. People are mostly afraid or they 
are inert. Or pressured, bribed and so on and so forth. I don’t know. What do 
you think?

Slavoljub Kostić → Well, you look at it 
critically.
Goran Jakovljević → When you say 
"rule of the people", you mean that 
the people are good, and so that rule 
is good. Not necessarily.
Slavoljub Kostić → Well, it’s not good.
Goran Jakovljević → It logically 
depends on the people who make up 
that nation. 
Slavoljub Kostić → Even some 
authoritarian regimes cared more 
about their people than our 
authorities do now. I don’t think 
they’re interested in us at all. The fact 
that we have air like Auschwitz here 
proves it.
Goran Jakovljević → Do we care for 
the government? We are supposed to 
be connected. Hitler would never have 
come to power if the people weren’t 
looking for a single leader.
Slavoljub Kostić → Well, they did help 
him a little. 
Goran Jakovljević → You said that the 
government is completely detached 
from the people. It’s not. I think it’s 
connected. When it’s separated 
in such a way, we’re essentially 
separated from ourselves! 
Slavoljub Kostić → Well, it’s all a 
matter of education. 
Goran Jakovljević → But who’s to 
implement it? Where is that seed? 
Slavoljub Kostić → Yes, where? We’ve 
failed in everything. In education and 
all the rest. All aspects of our society 
have been destroyed, ruined. We’re 
in a transition... We’ve been in it for 
twenty years! What’s the result? In 
our country, everything is going in the 
wrong direction.
Goran Jakovljević → What can I say...
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50 51 Jugoslav Ristić → Democracy must 
be equality among people. In order 
to achieve that, to strive for that, we 
must first build the state institutions 
that will ensure some elementary 
justice, which is imperative for 
everyone being equal. If something is 
available to some and not to others, 
or if someone gets punished for 
something and others don’t, having 
elections is pointless. That’s not 
democracy. Democracy is primarily 
freedom, equality, and the right to a 
good life. So, functioning institutions 
and a high level of social morality are 
essential for democracy to exist in a 
society. 
Zoran Marković → Political activists 
and politicians in Serbia reduce 
the notion of democracy to the 
fact that employees should be glad 
to have a job. And what are their 
wages? In the past slaves also had 
a job, but not a salary. The biggest 
problem is that a large number of 
Serbian workers live on the brink of 
poverty. You simply can’t live with 
those wages. Large multinationals 
are establishing companies and 
expanding their empires and profits 
at the workers’ expense. But those 
workers don’t have the basic means 
for a decent life, they can’t school 
their children or raise a family. That’s 
what’s happening here in Serbia, and 
it’s a consequence of a given social 
dialogue. In Serbia we have a Social 
and Economic Council consisting 
of representatives of employers, 
employees and the government. 
We’re supposed to fight there. Since 
the administration is the biggest 
employer in the country, we have two 
employers and one representative of 
the employees. 

Jugoslav Ristić → For me, democracy is freedom and a good life. It’s not 
merely the right to vote and to choose. The purpose of democracy and 
democratic processes must be the freedom of the people, the right to say 
what they think without facing any sanctions for that. All this resulting in a 
better life for all. People should have good jobs that they can live on. Laws 
are to be respected and passed in the interest of the citizens and not in the 
interest of a group. Not in the interest of the capital, but in the interest of 
the majority. Those are the basic postulates for a good and orderly society. 
Zoran Marković → Democracy is equal opportunity, equal rights, equal 
options for all workers, for all citizens. And equality - citizens and workers 
are the same people, at least in Serbia. 
Dragan Ilić → Democracy as the broadest form of government means 
belonging to a wider layer of the population. No one can impose a way to 
structure a social system. Sadly, we’re a social system with an unclear form 
of government. We see that a much larger part of the population is now 
poorer, whilst a much smaller number of people are getting richer. This 
negates the postulates of social justice and solidarity. Democracy certainly 
implies much broader freedoms than we have today. Freedoms regarding 
political affiliation and expression, critical thinking and trade union 
membership. It also implies a wider range of social justice and care than 
Serbia currently has and should be accessible to all its citizens. Democracy 
is not intended for a small number of people. It is there just for the political 
elite, and other elites, but it should also be enjoyed by all the residents of 
the country in an environment that is satisfactory to all. 

Jugoslav Ristić → Actually, democracy 
can’t exist in general poverty. In a 
country that’s advertised as having 
cheap labor, it’s hard to implement 
democracy. Poor people gladly give up 
their democratic rights for the sake of 
small economic concessions. There 
must be some economic well-being in 
a society. In a country where 64% of 
the surveyed citizens said that they 
personally feel poverty, democracy is 
left on the margins. Those processes 
are linked: a good life and democracy. 
The purpose of democracy is to 
ensure a good life. So, a national 
policy and an economic policy which 
strive to have a population that’s 
rich and not poor, can then lead to 
democracy. Without a policy that 
aims to make the citizens richer, it’s 
impossible to implement democracy in 
its full capacity.
Dragan Ilić → There’s no democracy 
if every new version of the Labor 
Law further reduces the workers’ 
rights. It’s not democracy if union 
leaders are fired for political or for 
dubious reasons. It’s not democracy 
if foreign investors are attracted by 
huge subsidies paid for by taxpayers, 
whilst they’re given guarantees that 
no unions will be chartered, and 
workers can’t protect some minimum 
rights that are an integral part of 
civilizational heritage.
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54 55Tamara Milenković Kerković → The notion of democracy has gone through 
different phases, through different concepts in history. From ancient Greece 
and classical Periclean democracy, it reached a neo-liberal concept that 
became a self-proclaimed paradigm of the 20th century. Ironically, it has 
become a self-abolishing concept because it has become void of content. 
The contemporary world senses this as an economic, environmental, and 
many other forms of crisis. But it is in fact a crisis of democracy, because 
liberalism as an aggressive elitist approach, has taken power away from 
the people. Thus, it is very difficult to understand democracy and see its 
prospective without looking to the future, if we don’t see that, what we 
are witnessing is a new paradigm which is post-liberal and which is born 
in a spasm from itself, one that ought to preserve what democracy was in 
history, and what is supposed to give it a future. The Serbian movement 
Dveri doesn’t see democracy as something eo ipso, as something that 
exists only for itself, which is the essence of this neo-liberal democratic 
concept, but believes that there is no democracy without autonomy, without 
managing the surrounding processes. That’s what has been made void 
through the action of present liberal democratic dogmas. So the very notion 
of democracy should be viewed in terms of people’s rights to be free, to be 
equal and to be able to make decisions about their lives, without thereby 
threatening the rights of others. Sadly, today’s Serbian regime is the most 
tragic example of the so-called pseudo-democracy, a false democracy 
that’s merely a façade and that is turning into a true electoral dictatorship. 
Therefore, the Serbian movement Dveri sees democracy as a twin 
dimension. Firstly, in the internal prospective, as a form of direct democracy, 
one that relies on processes like referendums, popular initiatives, and 
participation of various social groups in decision-making, to achieve more 
democratic decision-making. At the same time, from the outer prospective, 
given that European democracy was built on national sovereignty, we 
must also insist on the preservation of the state that liberalism has tried 
to destroy and on the preservation of national sovereignty. Because, by 
preserving sovereignty, we are actually preserving democracy. Dveri takes 
part in preserving democracy and giving power back to the people. That’s 
how we see democracy.

Jugoslav Kiprijanović → If the 
current global neo-liberal structures, 
consider democracy in its original 
form within the historical context in 
which it has emerged, and believe 
that a slave system exists, and 
consider democratic even a society 
with slavery, then from their point of 
view what we are currently living in 
can be called a democracy. We don’t 
think that the time in which we live 
is democratic, we do not think that 
there’s democracy in Serbia, nor in 
the broader region, i.e. on the planet. 
We’ve reached a stage that can be 
called “stableocracy”, a system which 
is primarily based on complete media 
manipulation and the management 
of all media processes. It is based on 
non-institutional parallel economic 
flows. They avoid relying on regular 
flows, primarily the use of institutions 
as a way to achieve democracy. More 
importantly, they undermine the state 
and the pillars on which a democratic 
society stands: healthcare, culture, 
education and security. Therefore, we 
maintain that democracy, in addition 
to form, must also have content. Form 
implies freedom of choice, a clear 
division of power, and that there be 
no interference among the legislative, 
judicial and executive branches. 
It must exist in any society for it to be 

democratic. But it is very important 
that democracy has its content 
too. And such content is primarily 
achieved through the existence of 
identity, through the existence of 
culture and through the existence 
of sovereignty. At the moment, 
democracy in Serbia has neither a 
form nor content. But we strive to 
ensure both its form and content.
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58 59 Milijana Živković → There’s little I 
could add to what has been said. My 
river defending friends have said a 
lot. I’ll only note that the first meeting 
that united all local communities, the 
39 villages of Mt. Stara Planina, was 
held in my village, on May 6, 2018. 
It was agreed then that the people 
would defend the rivers. Without 
waiting any more for Belgrade or Niš, 
or anyone else. We chose to stand 
up and fight, because we see that 
lawlessness has taken root...
Marica Stamenković → And fraud!
Milijana Živković → Fraud like false 
statements, and various promises. We 
saw that there was no democracy, so 
we decided to act on our own. I gave it 
my best whatever river we defended. 
I took part in all the protests heartily. 
In the evening I’d get a message where 
the protest would be tomorrow. During 
the night I’d prepare lunch for my 
family and the next day I’m up there. 
I’ve done it as my duty. I was born on 
Mt. Stara Planina and I believe I have 
to justify all that I am. That I am not 
afraid of bulldozers or the machinery. 
I was prepared as were the others 
to act. That’s just how we fight to be 
good citizens and worthy inhabitants 
of this mountain. We protect it and 
want it to stay clean and untouched. 
Marica Stamenković → Though it 
might seem a bit strange to some 
people that we’re doing something 
without personal interest, it’s for 
the common good. I think that our 
defence of the rivers on Mt. Stara 
Planina, resonated with everyone 
in Serbia and in the Balkans, and 
people now have the courage to take 
democracy into their own hands.  
To wake up and follow our example. 

Marica Stamenković → As a defender of rivers, I can say that democracy 
doesn’t exist. With the introduction of the "rule of law", which also doesn’t 
exist, we have been defending the rivers with our bodies in numerous 
protests in Rakita and Topli Dol for nearly two years! Democracy is a form 
of government where the people are consulted. But judging by the public 
debates, nobody asked the locals whether they agree with the construction 
of mini hydro power plants. It’s simply been announced in a newspaper 
leaving the people completely uninformed. The legal form was met by the 
government but in a cunning way. People were absolutely unfamiliar with 
the issue, and their right to partake and state their opinion. Thus, there was 
no democracy. Then investors appeared in certain locations assuring the 
people that something will exist there. People, as usual, didn’t even know 
what the issue was. As activists, we toured the villages and informed the 
people about what was being built. People thought that what was being 
built there would be useful to them. Instead they wanted to put the river in a 
pipe, killing all the flora and fauna. 
Milijana Živković → Flora and fauna, yes! 
Marica Stamenković → People were to be left without water. Take the case 
of Rakita. People also didn’t know what was going to be built. Construction 
was well under way before they found out what all that is about. Fifty-eight 
mini hydropower plants on Mt. Stara Planina! We hope that they will not 
be built. Actually, we believe they won’t. If in this case there is no rule of 
law like in a democratic country, then people will take the laws into their 
own hands and we will physically defend the river, until there is the rule of 
law and the democracy to consult the people. In any case, the people will 
decide and no river on Mt. Stara Planina will be put into a pipe.
Milinka Minja Nikolić → I am especially glad that we have gathered here. 
Us, three activists want to say that there is no democracy. But what we’ve 
done up on the mountain as “Staroplaninke”, when we joined the men on 
the barricades defending the mountain rivers, the springs and the streams, 
showed everyone that we are equal to them. We wanted our voice to be 
heard. We, the “Staroplaninke” activists, have shown that there must 
be democracy as well. Sadly, everything in our country is black, like our 
T-shirts. There is no democracy. Freedom of speech exists, but freedom 
after a speech doesn’t! But we had our way of speaking up. Had someone 
asked us to speak, maybe we would have, but we defended the rivers of  
Mt. Stara Planina with our bodies. And we saved them!

We will surely defend our rivers, but 
we’re also giving an example for the 
defence of other things in our country, 
our community or the Balkans. We 
have inspired and shown people that 
with their heart they can achieve what 
they are fighting for. 
Milijana Živković → I must add 
something... We were four women, 
Marica, myself and two others. We 
went to Rakita to be "guards". Even 
though we’re women. We went up 
there and the head of the village of 
Rakita greeted us together with the 
villagers. I was moved seeing them 
waiting for us. With tears in his eyes 
he said, "Here comes my strength!" 
He made us all cry, you know. We 
were there... it was very emotional. 
Our hearts beating together. We 
always went well organized, boldly and 
without fear. 
Milinka Minja Nikolić → And another 
thing... Not only was the voice of 
women heard, but we women showed 
how combative we are, what we can 
do and what we have achieved.  
No one managed to scare or 
intimidate us. When I was detained  
I realized that we had to continue the 
fight. We will fight to the end, until all 
mountain rivers flow peacefully. Not 
just on Mt. Stara Planina, but all over 
the world.
Marica Stamenković → I repeat, we 
won’t let you take our rivers!
Milinka Minja Nikolić → We won’t give 
you a drop! 
Milijana Živković → Let all the rivers 
freely flow for... Let all the rivers... 
How does it go? Let our rivers freely 
flow for our posterity to know!
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62 63 Nevena Martinović → That’s exactly 
it. That after the elections, which are 
always called democratic, I can go 
somewhere and ask for some change. 
Ask for some information, or partake 
in making a decision. Though we have 
representatives who should do that 
for us. But I want to have the freedom 
to participate whenever I feel the 
need. Me, and all the people around 
me.
Filip Milošević → Democracy is 
probably about going and asking 
something at your local community 
center. Though that probably doesn’t 
even exist anymore. Or ask the local 
government something and get an 
answer. It’s a great feeling. I’m not 
sure we’ve felt it recently.
Nevena Martinović → That’s the 
biggest problem. The feeling of 
getting answers is really exciting. But 
it should be normal and standard. 
When I have to partake in something 
to bring about changes in my street 
or community, I have to seriously 
prepare for it. I think that’s something 
we’re lacking. I must find the patience 
and the time and go through with 
it. And when I finally succeed, I get 
a feeling of emptiness. Succeeding 
should make me feel good, but in fact 
I somehow feel down.

Nevena Martinović → When I think of democracy, I feel it carries weight. 
That word simply implies freedom and equality. Two other words that 
carry even greater weight. But why is the word used so lightly these days? 
Democratic, non-democratic, we are democrats, we are not... The way in 
which that word passes through our mind, and simply comes and goes, 
creates big problems. Like I said: freedom, equality. That is democracy for 
me. What do you think, Filip?
Filip Milošević → I really don’t know what democracy is. But if you partake 
in a society and make decisions in your environment, then it should be 
called democracy. Because, if democracy is just voting and electing 
someone who will then decide about everything, that doesn’t sound good 
to me. I think that if before and after the election process we make efforts 
and participate in some decisions, and all the while we fight for this in the 
environment we live in, that’s democracy.

Filip Milošević → It seems that you 
need a lot of courage to actually 
participate. And that shouldn’t 
be the case. You shouldn’t feel 
afraid or uncomfortable to ask for 
something or to participate. That’s 
crucial. If you don’t express your 
dissatisfaction, if you’re afraid to 
express or criticize, it can undermine 
what we call democracy. Because if 
there’s some kind of self-censorship, 
if you know that street cameras can 
recognize your face, if you’re afraid 
of going to a protest because you 
may be blackmailed tomorrow, that 
definitely affects your decisions. 
For me democracy is being free to 
go down the street without being 
filmed by cameras. It’s writing what 
you think on the Internet without 
being overwhelmed by bots. It is no 
manipulation in the public sphere 
and no self-censoring for reporters. 
Freedom of speech is what I mean.
Nevena Martinović → Of course, it 
implies freedom of speech and free 
media. 
Filip Milošević → I think it’s important 
that we all be active somewhere. We 
shouldn’t leave everything to our 
elected representatives. And certainly 
not to corporations and companies 
that are often quite involved. Instead, 
we must partake as citizens, and 
make democracy work. Although it’s 
not democracy-yes, democracy-no. 
It’s a whole spectrum, and the more 
we deal with society the better off 
we’ll be. 
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66 67 Predrag Marković → Democracy is 
among the words that are most often 
abused. The worst dictatorships such 
as North Korea and East Germany, 
were called democratic republics. 
All politicians and intellectual elites 
have the task to give meaning to this 
term, instead of it being an empty 
phrase. In our country, it is constantly 
debated whether democracy can slip 
into demagoguery. It’s a problem that 
has existed since the beginning of 
democracy in ancient Athens. Also, 
we have a slightly racist division into 
“toothless Serbia” and “toothfull 
Serbia”. Those who have “all the 
teeth” think that they should have 
a say about politics more than 
those who do not have teeth. The 
Socialist Party, as a people’s party 
in a deeper sense, and not a populist 
one in the right-wing sense, believes 

Slavica Djukić Dejanović → The notion of democracy is quite dear to us 
socialists, and it inspires pleasant emotions. The term originated 2.400 
years ago, and it originally meant the rule of the poor, of the multitude. 
The meaning changed over time, acquiring two properties that socialists 
are committed to: freedom and legal equality of all. These two basic 
characteristics give us the obligation and the right to embrace democracy, 
since, as Churchill said, it’s a form of government we prefer, all others 
being worse. And we agree with Churchill. Democracy can be measured in 
different ways today. In the period between the two world wars it has been 
shaken. But if we consider the need for transparency, political freedom, 
personal freedom, media freedom in the light of democracy, and if we 
view the rights of every person and the aim to provide a better life for the 
members of a society, we must do this through democratic processes, 
so that a special role can be assumed by parliamentary democracy and 
confrontation, namely a diversity dialogue to help truth win, along with 
equality and freedom. We are especially sensitive to minority groups of 
different structures. When politicians from our ranks get in a position to 
make laws, we then remember that the ancient peoples, the Egyptians,  
the Assyrians, the Phoenicians, believed that mental illnesses are the work 
of gods and demons and that by expelling evil spirits from their bodies such 
people can be helped. Today, the law stipulates that the patient is to agree 
on the method of treatment with his therapist. 

that in the spirit of the socialist 
tradition from Marx and Engels to 
Svetozar Marković, true democracy 
will be achieved through popular 
enlightenment. When the ordinary 
people who have problems with 
their standard of living become 
conscious political factors. In the 
spirit of leftist traditions we must 
return to the enlightenment of the 
people, to reading circles, to teaching 
people what human rights are, what 
democracy is, what the rule of law and 
freedoms are. I believe that this is the 
task of today’s true left. 
Slavica Djukić Dejanović → Maybe 
we should note that the great Goethe 
said that democracy doesn’t run, but 
it always achieves its goal.
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70 71 Nebojša Milikić → The most important 
thing is not to fall into the trap. If we 
accept the definition of democracy in 
the textbooks, we have already fallen 
into this trap. We thus agree to use 
the word democracy in its ideologemic 
form and function, essentially as a 
rhetorical trick of the ruling ideology 
which strives to present the rule of 
the bourgeois economic and political 
establishment as the rule of the 
people. In that sense, it’s clear that 
this is nothing but a trick, theoretical, 
political and certainly economic fraud. 
Because the various segments of the  
bourgeoisie, namely ownership, 
rentier, financial etc. that hold 
political and economic power 
and direct it towards their private 
interests, simply do not even belong 
to the people. We know that they 
aren’t part of the people from 
the French revolution that was 
predominantly a bourgeois revolution. 
In it, half the work of the bourgeoisie 
was to remove the monarchy and 
aristocracy, and the other half was 
to defend the revolution from the 
participation of the people. In saving 
the bourgeois revolution and some of 
its achievements, the people had to 
force their way into what we may call 
a nation, thus creating a difference 
between "nation" and "people".  
The chances of the people were much 
smaller in the English Revolution.  

Tanja Marković → Consider the well-known definition: "democracy means 
power of the people." In ancient Greece, "people" didn’t include women, 
foreigners, children, and naturally slaves. Democracy has its limitations. We 
live in a time when a single political system is predominant on the entire 
planet: the liberal, i.e. neo-liberal democracy. It implies participation and 
people being involved in politics only when they have to choose between 
the proposed bourgeois parties that partake in the elections. There are no 
big differences, because the system itself, the production relations and 
the relations between people, do not change with the election of this or 
that party. That’s why I think it’s good to go back to the past, to our former 
country, the self-managed socialist Yugoslavia that had established a 
system of workers’ democracy. It wasn’t based on the rule of the people 
intended ethnically. We witnessed the "introduction" of democracy in the 
90’s, the introduction of multi-party promotion of options. What appeared 
was a large number of political options that had been defeated in socialist 
Yugoslavia. They were revisionist forces that brought back the darkest 
ideologies and fratricidal war. In socialist Yugoslavia there was an effort 
to establish a government of the people through workers’ councils. It was 
a direct democracy and workers decided on what their daily life was to be 
like. They participated directly in the economy, within an organizational 
system which made them feel they were part of their enterprise, influencing 
production processes and not being alienated from their work. What we 
see now is an ideological effort to make us forget that period and accept 
that the only way to partake in the democratic process is through bourgeois 
parliamentary democracy. Just like in ancient Greece, where it was 
hidden who can’t participate or belong to the democratic process, today’s 
parliamentary democracy is a mask for the rule of those who own the 
means of production, namely, the capitalists.

They had a much greater one in the 
Russian Revolution but we know 
how that turned out. In our case 
the revolution was national. In the 
end, much like in the Soviet Union, 
it was taken over by the democra... 
bureaucracy. Well, democracy / 
bureaucracy! And we know how that 
ended too. In short, the top tiers of 
bourgeois rule don’t belong to the 
people. They include the top ranks of 
the army, the police, the church, the 
entire big bourgeoisie, and integrated 
into that system, part of the petty 
bourgeoisie. Therefore, as long as 
they are in power and are pulling the 
strings of political and economic 
power, there is no such thing as 
democracy. Democracy implies 
the comprehensive organization of 
economic, political and social life 
in the interest of the majority of 
working people, which is also the 
majority of the people, because the 
majority of the people, the working 
people, is actually the working class. 
This will be impossible as long as 
the basic instruments and ideas 
shaping political and social life 
are not seized by the masses and 
their historical institutions, their 
inherited movements, their liberatory, 
revolutionary, and emancipatory 
projects. One of these had its day in 
this land.



72

MINIMAL  
FORM OF DEMOCRACY  

IMPLIES THE EXISTENCE OF DEFIANT,  
DEMOCRATIC AND LITERATE CITIZENS  

THAT ARE WELL INFORMED  
AND CRITICALLY JUDGE  

AND CHOOSE APPROPRIATE ALTERNATIVES, 
ALONG WITH  

A CONTROLLED AND RESPONSIBLE  
GOVERNMENT.

25TH SEPTEMBER, 2020 
BELGRADE

VESNA VOJVODIĆ MITROVIĆ*

* Professor of Serbian language and literature, member of the trade union "Nezavisnost",  
branch trade union of educators of Serbia "Nezavisnost"

** President of the trade union "Nezavisnost"

Prof. ZORAN STOJILJKOVIĆ PhD**

TRADE UNION "NEZAVISNOST"



74 75 Zoran Stojiljković → I think that 
democracy in Serbia isn’t the only 
game in town, nor has anything 
changed in the past 20 or 30 years. 
We must bear in mind that a minimal 
form of democracy implies the 
existence of defiant, democratic 
and literate citizens that are well 
informed and critically judge and 
choose appropriate alternatives, along 
with a controlled and responsible 
government. The term "responsible" 
means that you have to answer to 
someone, namely, to the citizens that 
you represent. But what is specific to 
my understanding of democracy, as 
a leftists and trade unionist is that 
democracy is important not only as 
a procedure but also as a result and 
essence. Democracy simply must 
go hand in hand with social justice. 
The simplest way to explain this is 
that social justice and democracy 
are interconnected through criteria 
for social assumptions of happiness. 
Thinking about it, can anyone be 
happy without a job that fulfils him 
and provides for a decent life?  

Vesna Vojvodić Mitrović → The state of democracy in Serbia, and the 
position of the citizens in our country, hasn’t changed since the time of 
Domanović and Nušić. Young people are primarily guided by the impulse 
to adapt instead of having the impulse to act against injustice and fight 
for the position they deserve in society. Essentially, our society lacks 
democratic literacy. Other forms of literacy are often discussed, but there’s 
no awareness of the fact that it’s the citizens that institutions must serve 
and support. Institutions act as if they are superior, as bodies that are 
self-sufficient, expecting the citizens not to be critical of them, let alone 
think that these institutions are there to help us solve our problems in life 
and work. So, until we become aware of the need for democratic literacy, 
the times of Domanović and Nušić will not end in Serbia. Youngsters, high 
schoolers, some of them of voting age, have amassed in their families 
decades of adverse existential experience so that when they are given the 
simple task to write a complaint or a request, not only to practice their 
literacy but also the democratic awareness of a citizen’s right to fight 
for what is important and valuable to them, they simply refuse to make 
out such a document, or they show reluctance to do so, saying that they 
sincerely believe that it’s pointless. So citizens are trained to be submissive 
and that will take us nowhere.

 

Is there happiness in working 
and living in an environment 
that’s unhealthy, both mentally 
and environmentally? At work, in 
our domestic setting, in political 
institutions, one’s character 
is crushed by denial of space 
for criticism. Can we be happy, 
satisfied and live in a decent 
democratic society if, for example, 
we can’t satisfy our right to show 
solidarity with others, to show 
empathy, sympathize with others 
and understand them? If we can’t 
determine ourselves, if we do not 
participate in processes, if we do not 
express our individual and collective 
position and union affiliation, 
we’ll hardly meet these social 
preconditions for happiness.  
An important fact, still very much 
present in Serbia, is that we don’t 
even have the possibility of living in 
a world without, at least, systemic 
corruption. Let me remind you, 
corruption is something that greatly 
humiliates and degrades people.
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78 79 Ivan Velisavljević → You put it nicely: 
workplace democracy. That’s a 
very treacherous terrain. Economic 
democracy is the least talked about 
things. As radical leftists we endorse 
direct democracy. We believe that 
to avoid this false, representative 
democracy, it is terribly important 
that people make direct decisions 
about things that affect them. 
So we should have referendum 
decisions. I think we are radical 
democrats in that sense. But without 
economic democracy, it’s all just 
a form that fulfills the procedure. 
Workplace decision-making, i.e. 
decision-making in a company 
allowing workers to influence the 
management of the company, 
namely economic democracy, which 
includes the democratization of 
property, is something that is seldom 
talked about. And social relations 
ought to change in such a way as 
to make democracy a true, social 
democracy. Social relations should 
be based on decisions endorsed by 
the widest layers of the population, 
or by everyone, including where no 
influence is allowed to non-owners, or 
those that have fewer rights because 
they perform a job which they didn’t 
devise and aren’t responsible for.
Milena Repajić → For more than 30 
years we’ve had a situation where 
working men and women, and people 
in general choose among political 
parties whose programs differ so 
little that it’s irrelevant which of 
them will rule. Deciding who will get 
parliament seats and who will govern, 
means deciding which investor will 
come and buy a factory, and not what 

Ivan Velisavljević → What democracy isn’t? It’s not electing representatives 
of a political class who have seized the right of decision-making.  
It’s not electing representatives of political parties that exclusively hold 
the executive power. And it certainly isn’t an existential extortion that 
makes you vote, and even sell your vote, which then allows those same 
representatives to blackmail you. I’d say that this isn’t democracy.  
Not a representative democracy, nor a parliamentary democracy.  
It’s nothing. So, it’s an illusion and a shadow of democracy. Milena, you can 
now tell us what democracy is.
Milena Repajić → Democracy is when you have the possibility and the 
right to unite politically without needing capital backing. Democracy is 
deciding about the direct conditions of your life. Democracy is when you 
have democracy in the workplace. Democracy is when you not only choose 
your representatives but can influence things they advocate for in their 
parliaments. Democracy is... What is democracy?

will happen in that factory. Not only 
factories, but other public assets 
are privatized too. This privatization 
actually implies a lack of democracy 
because decision-making is put into 
the hands of very few for the alleged 
democratization of political and 
economic life.
Ivan Velisavljević → That’s because 
parallel institutions exist. Corporate 
capitalism has created completely 
parallel institutions that manage 
macroeconomic relations so that 
the people, who are supposedly 
uneducated and stupid and don’t 
understand what all that means, have 
no influence on that segment of the 
society. So there’s democracy here, 
where you go to the polls and vote for 
more of the same social relations, but 
there can be no democracy regarding 
parallel institutions that deal with 
capital and economy. Democracy 
must ensure decision-making about 
the economy, decision-making at 
the level of the immediate society, 
of direct social relations. And you 
shouldn’t be deemed inept for 
questions on the production and 
allocation of those assets.
Milena Repajić → During the Greek 
crisis in 2015, Wolfgang Schaeuble 
said maybe unintentionally revealing 
what he really thinks: "Elections can’t 
change the economic policy of a 
country." Elections must bring change 
to the economic policy of a country. 
That’s why we must disband the 
parallel branches of government that 
people have no influence over.
Ivan Velisavljević → "Democracy is 
when I have food. - Only you?  
- Only me!"
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82 83 Nataša Tasić Knežević → I can agree 
with you in one segment, but not 
completely. Take the case of right 
to life. Even people in Serbia ignore 
that Prince Miloš was the only ruler 
in Europe that abolished slavery. The 
longest slavery in Europe existed in 
Romania and it applied to the Roma. 
In 1840 Prince Miloš decreed that 
every man that enters Serbia is a free 
man. He automatically becomes free. 
Saša Knežević → His slavery ends. 
Nataša Tasić Knežević → Yes, he’d 
become a free man. But he was 
also a dictator, like the ones Saša 
mentioned. He did a lot of good 
things for Serbian culture, for Serbian 
language, with the help of Vuk. He 
had people around him who knew how 
to help the society that existed at 
the time when Miloš became Prince, 
and essentially liberator of Serbia, 
after the Second Serbian Uprising. 
However, democracy today can be 
misunderstood. Why did we say a 
just man? Like my husband said, a 
dictator that’s a righteous man is 
a man that can strive for an "ideal" 
society. But if we look at the dictators 
throughout history, ideal society 
was sought by Stalin, Hitler, English 
kings, Spanish Christian emperors 
and even during colonialism. They 
all wanted to create an ideal society. 
Take the case of the USA... I think 
democracy doesn’t exist there for a 
simple reason: it was created from 
a slavery-based society and the 
destruction of an entire nation, the 
Indigenous American Nation. The 
same goes for the colonial countries 
and Australia. The Aborigines were 
finally freed some twenty years ago. 
So only very recently did they became 
a free people. Before that, they were 
equated to flora and fauna. They 

Nataša Tasić Knežević → Well, democracy is the concept of an ideal 
society. Ideal living conditions and an ideal world, at least for me. 
Saša Knežević → I think that democracy is erroneous idea because the 
human nature can’t function in such a system. I think the best social system 
is a dictatorship, which still exists under the name of "democracy".  
Any country you take, it’s lead by a dictator, more or less. History shows 
that there were just dictators and that such a society prospered greatly. 
Take the holy Emperor Constantine. In Serbia, we had lots of rulers who 
later became saints. So, a just dictatorship. One man leading, but being just. 
In a democracy, all people have the same right to vote. It just doesn’t work. 
It makes no sense.

did not exist as persons, as human 
beings. To be honest, democracy 
in our country is good only when it 
comes to written laws. As for the 
application of those laws in Serbia, 
there’s no democracy.
Saša Knežević → Like Nataša said, 
Stalin and Hitler also strived for an 
ideal society. And not only them... an 
ideal society from their personal point 
of view. I had in mind a just dictator 
who is aware that every man is a 
sinner, including himself, so he strives 
to improve himself and thereby the 
society. By trying to better himself, 
he can see the problems in society. 
He doesn’t only aim at the benefit of 
his own nation, for example the Aryan 
nation, or for ideals like communism. 
Let’s consider what democracy 
means. Milica said that democracy 
is the rule of the people. Right? Then 
the idea of communism is closest to 
that. And it has nothing to do with 
this democracy. As Vladeta Jerotić 
noted, we have a clan community 
heritage, and we are called to be 
Christians. In a clan community they 
say: "You helped me, and I’ll help 
you back when I can." And that’s 
not Christianity. Christianity is you 
helping me, and me helping someone 
who is in need. If that someone can, 
he will help someone else and there 
will always be someone to help those 
in need. Instead, here it’s "I help you, 
you help me". That’s the basis of 
corruption. This will never disappear 
from this region, unless one starts 
looking at himself to find his peace. 
Because if one strives for peace, one 
also strives for the well-being of every 
man. Something that democracy 
certainly doesn’t. 
Nataša Tasić Knežević → I agree with 
you. He’s right.
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EVERYONE SHOULD DO 
WHAT THEY KNOW BEST. 

ONLY THEN WOULD 
DEMOCRACY HAVE ITS WEIGHT. 

DEMOCRACY WOULD 
BE REAL THEN.
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86 87 Ljiljana Nadoveza → It didn’t take me 
long to understand that. I thought 
that democracy was special... That 
we would... In 2000, I went to all the 
protests... Believing that when they 
come to power... Not that the roses 
would bloom or that it would rain 
candies, but that all things would 
change. That all those who got jobs 
through party merits would go. That 
everyone will get what they deserve. 
Intellectuals will take the stage. 
Brains will work and rule. Manage 
the country. It turned out that all was 
the same, only now there were many 
more parties. I can’t say I’m sorry 
that I took part in the whole project, 
in the protests and everything else. 
I’m not sorry, and I’d do it again. But 
with democracy nothing has changed 
much. Because there’s still no 
democracy. 
Ozren Nadoveza → I agree, it’s 
still not here. The worst thing is 
that I don’t think this will change. 
As decades pass, the forms of 
democracy are increasingly modified.
Ljiljana Nadoveza → And it doesn’t 
exist. 
Ozren Nadoveza → It doesn’t.
Ljiljana Nadoveza → I just realize that 
I was 26 when democracy came. Now 
I’m 46, and... Nothing. Absolutely 
nothing is happening. And it’s getting 
worse. I’m afraid that whoever came 
to power, nothing would change. I 
think that democracy means that 
smart people, intellectuals, should 
rule this and other countries. Where 
"professionals", to use a buzzword, 
are supposed to manage their sector. 

Ljiljana Nadoveza → How to start talking about democracy in a society 
where there is no democracy? Democracy as is a wonderfully conceived 
thing, but there’s no democracy globally, and especially not in our country. 
Do you agree?
Ozren Nadoveza → I somewhat agree with your statement. Though I really 
think that democracy is a great utopia. I don’t know what to start with. From 
the primordial view or this new one...
Ljiljana Nadoveza → Oh, cut it short.
Ozren Nadoveza → Shorten it? Okay. My first encounter with democracy 
was the beginning of pluralism in our old country, Yugoslavia. The demise of 
a totalitarian, communist regime and the arrival of some new forces...
Ljiljana Nadoveza → Democratic authorities...
Ozren Nadoveza → Right, democratic. The first impression was that it was 
something new. It took me quite some time to understand that no change 
would happen...

Everyone should do what they know 
best. Only then would democracy 
have its weight. Democracy would be 
real then. So, people that are in the 
know would rule, since they have the 
knowledge and the skills. I guess one 
would then live nicely, whatever the 
country.
Ozren Nadoveza → Call them creative 
people. Not these predators...
Ljiljana Nadoveza → And demotivated. 
Ozren Nadoveza → Yes! Creative, and 
capable of creating. So that these 
predators wouldn’t...
Ljiljana Nadoveza → Devour them!  
I repeat for the third time... People 
who know what they’re doing and how 
it’s done. Masters of their profession. 
With a state university degree. 
Forget the private ones. People with 
state university diplomas in the right 
places! Then democracy will finally 
shine. People will rule as they should.
Ozren Nadoveza → So what else can 
we add... Remind me. 
Ljiljana Nadoveza → Remind me what 
love is! 
Ozren Nadoveza → Not that! 
Democracy, in the true sense of the 
word, means smart people in the right 
places. Those who are now... Who are 
in power... Or were, or will come... 
Ljiljana Nadoveza → To rule.
Ozren Nadoveza → They shouldn’t be 
worse.
Ljiljana Nadoveza → New ones must 
be better than the old ones! Always 
better than the old ones.
Ozren Nadoveza → Exactly.
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IN OUR SYSTEM, 
BUT ALSO IN MOST OF THE WORLD, 

PEOPLE HAVE NO SAY 
AND DO WHAT THEY ARE TOLD. 

IT’S SO PLAIN TO SEE 
IN THIS PANDEMIC.
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90 91 Aleksandar Dukić → I don’t know 
about New Zealand... But Iceland 
practically changes its parliament 
every few months. The people, i.e. 
the citizens, make up the parliament, 
pass laws and govern the country. 
Also, they didn’t subsidise or save 
foreign banks. We know what their 
role is. Whoever holds the banks 
manages both the people and the 
state. Governance is key, and that’s 
why democracy has become an empty 
phrase used to pull the wool over 
people’s eyes. What do you think, 
Snežana?
Snežana Žujković → It is true that 
both socialism and capitalism 
destroy the freedom of the individual. 
Capitalism focuses on income and 
profit, and thereby destroys the 
freedom of the individual. Socialism 
equalizes all people, which is not 
always true. I think that even a wise 
goat-herd can lead a country, maybe 
even better than many political and 
intellectual elites. In our case the 
intellectual elite missed the mark.
Aleksandar Dukić → I agree. 
Snežana Žujković → The 
disappointment of the entire 
population, maybe caused the current 
situation. And, concerning the 
pandemic, I have my female view. 

Snežana Žujković → For me, democracy is primarily the freedom of the 
individual and the institutions that can support this. Such institutions imply 
independent judiciary and courts, free elections, human rights... But sadly, 
in most countries this is often not the case. I think that both individuals and 
communities can only fight individual cases and thus secure some greater 
rights for themselves and for their communities. I think that everything 
happens on the local level. It should start and end there. But today, both 
democracy and us are often victims of global capitalism, and that’s why 
democracy is collapsing everywhere. 
Aleksandar Dukić → Democracy is a social system that’s incompatible 
with either capitalism or socialism. Simply put, if we say the “rule of the 
people”, we know that today and throughout history, a given small group 
always strived to govern the majority. This may be natural because a goat-
herd or a farmer cannot engage in technicalities of passing and enforcing 
laws. However, someone had to come up with a way, supposedly in ancient 
Greece and maybe even much earlier, for the people to run the country 
through representatives. Is that possible? The older I get and the more 
experienced I am, I am more inclined to say NO. Why? Because there’s no 
will by those who make certain laws to actually enforce them. The first thing 
they do is to seize the legislative and executive power. Actually, first the 
executive and then the legislative. Thus, they completely control our lives. 
In our system, in most of the world, people have no say and do what they 
are told. It’s so plain to see in this pandemic. The only shining example is 
Iceland. I’ve read about it. 
Snežana Žujković → And New Zealand! 

New Zealand declared the end of the 
pandemic and prime minister there is 
a young woman. During the pandemic, 
she not only gave birth but also 
managed to overcome the pandemic 
and many challenges. Without 
reducing everything to male-female 
relations, I think that during the 
pandemic, women somehow fought 
better. 
Aleksandar Dukić → I agree. But 
there is one thing... New Zealand is an 
island. 
Snežana Žujković → Yes, it’s naturally 
isolated.
Aleksandar Dukić → They could have 
blocked communication. The goat-
herd doesn’t lack intelligence, but he 
works and doesn’t have time to deal 
with other things. That’s my view.
Snežana Žujković → I think that in 
local communities, individuals must 
be elected directly.
Aleksandar Dukić → I agree.
Snežana Žujković → Only thus can 
they have some credibility. That’s the 
only way something can change. 
Aleksandar Dukić → Exactly.
Snežana Žujković →Everything else is 
meaningless.
Aleksandar Dukić → Since it favours 
the other side!
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WE ARE A NATION 
THAT SHOULD HAVE 

ITS OWN STATE, 
BUT WE DON’T. 

OUR STATE 
HAS BEEN PRIVATIZED.
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94 95 Vladeta Jovanović → In our country, 
democracy is merely a memory 
of the word demos, which means 
"people" in Greek. It’s just an 
ancient memory. If it were enforced 
in practice, then the National 
Assembly and all the "national" 
institutions, would really belong 
to the people that would choose 
their deputies and representatives. 
Each local government would have 
one representative. Like the town 
of Čačak had 130 years ago when 
a certain Mile recorded that their 
deputy introduced a tax and that they 
would oust him. That’s a platform 
which is being discussed now, in 
view of changing the system to grant 
every local government its own 
representative. Instead of this failed 
state and monarchy like North Korea. 
We are a nation that should have its 
own state, but we don’t. Our state 
has been privatized. It’s in the hands 
of one man appointing other leaders 
who are under his influence. The 
people have no say in anything. It’s 
plain to see that there’s plundering 
everywhere, that they don’t care 
about the people. They treat people 
like fools insulting their intelligence. 
And democracy is just a word, a relic 
of something that should have been 
implemented in practice.  
The people should be consulted on 
every law, every public procurement, 
every expenditure. The people should 

Radomir Ćirilović → Nowadays, the term "democracy" implies a form of 
government in which all decisions are made directly or indirectly, by a 
majority vote of its citizens, through the competent authorities, based 
on the elections that have been conducted. Is it so in Serbia? Of course 
not! Still if these conditions are met, the government can be deemed 
democratic. Since these notions can be combined with other types of 
government, this is true for various management systems. Sadly, for the 
system in Serbia it’s an abstraction. With the general tabloidization, 
sensationalism and commercialization of the media, no government likes 
criticism which is why citizens get no objective information. Not only 
presently, but ever since we called ourselves a democratic country.  
We mostly have autocracy and arbitrariness of individuals, and the worst 
thing is that we can’t see the end of this tunnel. The situation is just getting 
worse. We know that in autocratic regimes, there are always closed centers 
of political power that citizens have very little, or no impact on. In Serbia, 
any advocacy directed at the decision-makers can’t promote ideas that 
should be incarnated in practice. There are various obstacles and barriers. 
Individual self-initiative is not sufficiently present. The extra institutional 
organizing of citizens, in terms of the civil sector, is equally dubious 
considering the results that are poorer than expected. 
 

elect their parliament deputies, 
instead of them being appointed by 
a political party. Each municipality 
should have a representative and 
every expenditure should be reviewed. 
I think that’s what they have in New 
Zealand, Canada and the UK. Citizens 
vote in a referendum, supporting 
whatever they like, or do not like. 
People should be able to decide what 
will be built, whether some bridge will 
be demolished, and who will be the 
contractor. Public tenders ought to be 
true competitions and save money. 
Instead of being closed, so that 
something is paid four fold, and the 
quality is poor. So, democracy in our 
country is an irony from the past that 
we hope to revive through complete 
change, not of the government, but of 
the system. Our system is simply bad. 
There’s some talk about that, because 
it’s high time to adapt the system 
to the people and for the people to 
regain the state they’ve lost.
Vladeta Jovanović → Even the people 
are somehow to blame, because 
there’s no sufficient activism, no 
engagement by individuals, or groups, 
or informal groups.
Vladeta Jovanović → Yes, the people are 
afraid...
Radomir Ćirilović → Right. Activism 
should be directed at the decision 
makers. Until then, we can talk about 
democracy as a utopia.
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WHO’S PART 
OF DEMOCRACY, 

OF THE DEMOCRATIC BODY? 
WE WEREN’T THERE.
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98 99 Dženeta Agović → I see democracy 
differently, as well as our task to talk 
about it. Maybe it’s just... my romantic 
view of democracy, of the status of 
society, as I want to see it. As an 
ordered status, in which society is 
comprehensively taken care of. Both 
safe and secure. I thought about 
democracy and the individual striving 
for equality. If I lived in a democracy, 
it would be like an utopia. I strive for 
that, and you can call it whatever you 
want. For me, democracy cannot exist 
without feminism. For me, democracy 
is the rule of law, the respect for the 
individual. It’s a system in which the 
individual voice is heard, in which 
every voice is important. For me it’s a 
society of active citizens that have the 
right and the power to make changes. 
You started talking about health, 
about all that you have now, especially 
on that left side.
Marija Perković → Where my 
communist heart is! 
Dženeta Agović → Yes. I can also talk 
about what democracy isn’t, and what 
I would like it to be. Here and now. 
That I, as a citizen of this country, get 
the medical care I need. And thank 
you for mentioning it, because as a 
healthcare worker, I struggled with 
COVID19, and I had...
Marija Perković → We’re short on 
time...
Dženeta Agović → They’re showing 
we have a minute left.
Marija Perković → Go on, talk...
Dženeta Agović → They won’t let me. 
 

Marija Perković → Right... When I think about democracy, especially 
now, when everything hurts and I’m falling apart, when my eye is 
painfully closed, what comes to mind is a term I often hear: "the 
democratic body". Which democratic body: my painful body or some 
abstract body? If we speed through the history of democracy, we 
see that the democratic body which is talked about so much, and 
is contained in a democratic body, actually always implies some 
exclusion. And this sore body of mine, my pain scarred face, has been 
out of the democratic body for millennia. Swiss women got voting rights 
in nineteen hundred...
Dženeta Agović → ...and seventy-four!
Marija Perković → Right! Quite recently! So, who’s part of democracy, 
of the democratic body? We weren’t there. The limits of democracy 
were marked by women for millennia. We weren’t there, our bodies 
and voices weren’t there. Then, after the fall of feudalism, the idea of 
democracy returned. Excluding poor men and their bodies that were 
unworthy of being part of the democratic body. They paid no taxes, 
they could not direct or rule. It’s terrifying how many were excluded 
from democracy. So, it started as an exclusion of women, then turned 
into an exclusion of poor men. Only after fierce struggle women were 
included. But I’m still told that whether this painful body is mine, 
whether I can make choices and have an abortion or not. So it’s like...
Dženeta Agović → “Who’s to stop me?” 
Marija Perković → “Try to stop me!” But two minutes have passed.

Marija Perković → That’s democracy 
for you! They won’t let you speak.
Dženeta Agović → I saw suffering 
and traumatized. And no one cares 
about it, absolutely no one. Not even 
at work. We at the Health Center 
are in the front line. The medical 
staff in general, and for me it’s not 
democracy! We won’t have the 
resources to...
Marija Perković → But it is the rule 
of law. The rule of law excludes, 
democracy excludes. That’s the part... 
Dženeta Agović → How?
Marija Perković → Because the rule 
of law excludes, it is not a question 
of health. That is why I support 
self-governing socialism. Forget 
democracy!
Dženeta Agović → No, the rule of 
law... I’m entitled to health care...
Marija Perković → No, the rule of 
law excludes automatically! Since it’s 
based on democracy, which excludes a 
lot of people!
Dženeta Agović → Okay, then I’m a 
social utopian. 
Marija Perković → Right! Democracy 
excludes people, the rule of law 
excludes people. That’s why we have 
no right to health. The rule of law is 
the opposite of human existence in 
the world. That is the limiting point. 
Dženeta Agović → I want a system in 
which I’m a dignified citizen.
Marija Perković → Self-governing 
socialism.
Dženeta Agović → Social utopia! 
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THERE’S A SLOGAN 
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THAT ARE MARGINALIZED: 
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102 103 Teodora Jovanović → On the one 
hand, borders are opened for goods 
and trade, and on the other we have 
the closing of borders for certain 
people who are undesirable. Who 
"aren’t allowed to participate in this 
society".
Olja Nikolić Kia → There’s a slogan 
used by groups that are marginalized: 
"Nothing About Us Without Us". 
That would be the basic principle of 
democracy, even regarding migrations, 
which are just a paradigm of the story 
of democracy. All parties should be 
included. Not the parties in conflict, 
but the parties that cooperate. Not 
only migrants are to be involved but 
also people from local communities 
that are in the so-called hotspots 
that have surfaced precisely because 
of these policies. Hotspots, horror 
sites, are places where violence and 
dehumanization are produced. That’s 
why migrants say: "We are humans". 
Is it necessary to emphasize that 
someone is a human being?
Teodora Jovanović → We need to 
fight against violence and to allow 
dialogue. This dialogue shouldn’t be 
limited by fear and ignorance, but 
based on understanding the context, 
the problem and the different systems 
these people come from. Instead of 
labelling them as this or that, and 
then respecting their human rights 
only nominally. To try to understand 
what’s behind it all and what is the 
actual violence that occurs.
Olja Nikolić Kia → The causes of 
these problems should also be 
stopped, without putting migration 
problems into the discourse. There 
is constant talk about the burden of 
migration and how that burden should 

Teodora Jovanović → Democracy is a principle that should be 
universal. In fact, it is very particular and means different things to 
different people. To some it’s liberating, and to others it’s limiting. 
Olja Nikolić Kia → Democracy is actually absent in modern society.  
It is there only in words and in reality we have limitations, 
supervision, conflicts, control and contrasts.

be shared. But no one considers 
the potential for something good. 
Migration is constantly there. Europe 
itself deems aliens people living there 
for decades. They came here due to 
colonialism, from Africa and Asia, and 
from other countries. So, principles 
of community should exist in all these 
democratic approaches. And uniting 
the struggles. Struggles shouldn’t be 
isolated, but should merge instead. 
The struggle for clean air, the struggle 
for women’s rights. A feminization 
of policies is needed. Policies of 
friendship, policies of care, need to be 
applied, not only as women’s struggles 
but as struggles of all. Politics of love, 
politics of happiness. To be happier, 
we need to see each other as being on 
the same side.
Teodora Jovanović → Neo-colonialism 
is a very dangerous weapon, a weapon 
that’s often used in the name of 
democracy. In the name of the struggle 
to impose this nominal, universal value 
upon those who are considered to 
be insufficiently democratic or come 
from countries that aren’t sufficiently 
democratic. That’s why we should 
make every effort to understand. 
To understand the others and to 
understand that sometimes we may be 
these others too.
Olja Nikolić Kia → I think that the 
process should be democratized on 
the level of the body. By sharing the 
same space with the bodies of others. 
That would represent an anti-racist 
policy, a policy that focuses on the 
need to come together. To be friends, 
to love each other.
Teodora Jovanović → And to fight 
together for the things that really 
matter. 
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YOU APPLY FOR SUBSIDIES 
AND ASK THE CENTER 

FOR SOCIAL WORK 
FOR A BIGGER ASSISTANCE, 

BUT THEN THE ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS 
WANT TO EVICT YOU. 

YOU’RE A SOCIALLY VULNERABLE PERSON, 
BUT A SUBJECT TO THE HOUSING LAW 

LIKE ALL OTHER CITIZENS.
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106 107 Denis Ferizović → We lived in a 
container for a long time, in the 
Kievo settlement. We were given a 
container, and we lived so badly. Our 
life was unimaginable. Then I got an 
apartment in Zemun Polje. Very nice. 
But now they say: "Pay the utilities, 
pay this, pay that!" It’s no problem, we 
pay. But the thing is that they don’t 
want to help us. Neither the Center 
for Social Work, nor the Utilities Co. 
want to explain why we get doubled 
bills.
Milovan Pavlović → That’s crucial. 
We committed ourselves to a rent of 
1.700 dinars, and they billed us above-
average amounts. 10-15 thousand, 
even 20! 
Denis Ferizović → Yes. That’s how 
they do it. I can’t believe what they 
are doing. But there are children 
growing up, and they should have a 
better life than the one we have now.
Milovan Pavlović → Exactly, Denis. 
What’s key is this... You apply for 
subsidies as a social category, you ask 
the Center for Social Work for a bigger 
assistance, but then the enforcement 
officers want to evict you. You’re  
a socially vulnerable person, but  
a subject to the Housing Law like all 
other citizens. So we’re the same as 
everyone else. No one considers our 
poverty. Rights of the poor, Article 8! 
The International Court requires that 
Serbia protect its citizens. No one 
should be left without a home.  
The Convention was signed! 
Denis Ferizović → That’s true. It doesn’t 
matter if someone is Roma or not. 
Utilities and electricity must be paid. 
You pay what’s due. 
Milovan Pavlović → We signed a 
contract for 1.790 dinars, but there’s  
a catch. We signed for five years,  

Milovan Pavlović → The notion of democracy? The rule of law, this being 
the basis, freedom of opinion, speech and expression. And all that is 
roughly related to this: I filed an objection against the ruling, but the Third 
Basic Court issued a new ruling rejecting the objection as incomplete. It 
wasn’t rejected as unfounded but as incomplete. Thus, as enforcement 
officers, you must consider the Law on Social Protection and Articles 2 and 
3 which specify that social protection is a public-interest social activity, 
aimed at assisting an individual or a family, and at preventing and reversing 
social exclusion. I said this because of the dispute before the Third Court 
regarding the eviction from the apartment. 
Denis Ferizović → Yes... They are so...
Milovan Pavlović → Denis, what do you think about this?
Denis Ferizović → Some see us... differently. Others very differently. I think 
they should pay more attention to us. 
Milovan Pavlović → That’s right.
Denis Ferizović → Regardless of being Roma, a Serb or a Muslim.
Milovan Pavlović → We’re all the same.
Denis Ferizović → What matters is that we have something in this world.  
So that we can achieve something. Be someone and something in this world. 
Milovan Pavlović → Right. So that we have a roof over our head. Not 
homeless.
Denis Ferizović → Exactly, yes. 
Milovan Pavlović → If they kick us out now, things will just get worse. 

and if you don’t pay for three months, 
or four months during the year, the 
contract is terminated. Well, Denis, 
we had little choice. We were in the 
street, we had two options. Stay in the 
street or accept the apartment. 
Denis Ferizović → I don’t understand, 
why can’t the apartment just be ours?
Milovan Pavlović → Well, it’s rented. 
We signed the contract, Denis. 
Legally...
Denis Ferizović → They give us a 
contract every five years. 
Milovan Pavlović → Look, we’re the 
cuckoo’s egg. That’s how it’s called. 
They just played a trick on us. It’s 
true that we signed the contract, but 
we had no choice. The law says that 
you agreed to what you signed. But, I 
have other grounds. Because I’m not 
illiterate like some among us. They 
couldn’t wait to get a place to live. To 
get away from the park bench. They 
didn’t read the articles and what No. 
19 says. Now, he sticks to the contract 
and naturally so does the court. But 
why don’t they apply the final verdict 
that is two years old? Why don’t they 
start throwing people out? Because 
they know the city is in violation. And 
another thing! The owner, the city, 
is not registered! The building is not 
registered, not theirs. The thing is 
that they want their people to move 
in. They bring in their people, and kick 
the poor out. 
Denis Ferizović → Yes.
Milovan Pavlović → There are three 
such families in my building. People 
with cars!
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WE HAD DEMOCRACY 
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110 111 Zorana Pavlović → I agree with this. 
But I think democracy was conceived 
as an instrument that prevents a vast 
enrichment of a minority which can 
fully jeopardize the survival of either 
the majority or the minorities. Though 
it’s always the majority. Democracy 
depends on the actual type of 
political system. We had democracy 
in socialism, now it’s democracy in 
capitalism. I can’t really say what 
kind of democracy it is, since I don’t 
know what kind of capitalism we have 
in our country. We haven’t decided 
whether we’ll have a liberal or some 
other kind of capitalism, in relation 
to the West or the East. It’s the same 
with democracy. We don’t know if 
we have a liberal democracy in our 
society. But it’s very important that 
within each country, the enrichment 
of the minority is more and more 
intense. There are huge differences. 
But democracy should have somehow 
curbed those great appetites and all 
the terrible greed, to limit the stealing 
from the poor and from the weak, 
and thus prevent the huge social gap 
that’s being created. That’s crucial, 
as it was supposed to serve justice. 
But democracy doesn’t serve justice, 
it serves injustice, because it’s been 
shown that a hundred or so people 
"democratically" pass laws that are 
not democratic and that endanger 
basic human rights and social 
equality. That’s all I had to say. 

Božidar Savić → We all know how to define what democracy is, and 
from which Greek word it originated. But even the ancient Greeks knew, 
and they invented democracy, that it’s usually a means of manipulation. 
That the majority controls the minority or vice versa. It depends on how 
authorities intend to use power. But it’s good that in such systems, where 
democracy is introduced, the ruling structures proclaim democracy, so 
that from broad masses of uneducated people, or educated enemies, 
enemies of those in power surface. So that those who are in power know 
who supports them, and who doesn’t. Democracy... In its final stage, 
democracy turns into anarchy because it’s human nature to express, 
wherever possible, wherever there’s a bit of liberty, its lowest aspirations. 
The intelligent ones pursue the noblest impulses, but such people are very 
few. One more thing should be noted... That nowhere in the world is there 
a real, developed system of democracy, where people can speak freely, 
do whatever they want and write freely. Because the governing structures 
carry an inherent urge to rule. In every human mission, power is an addition 
to one’s own ego, with a craving for as much power as possible. Even those 
who have a lot of money, use the notion of democracy only to consolidate 
their power. Everywhere in the world. This is especially evident in countries 
that are supposedly most democratic. 

Božidar Savić → It’s interesting that 
all authorities, all over the world, 
come to power promising a broad 
notion of democracy. But whoever 
comes to power forgets about it 
after a while. Everywhere! What’s 
happening is that the hungry are 
even hungrier, the poor are even 
poorer, and the social establishment 
is progressing. But that’s an issue 
that’s worth talking about only when 
the time comes. Will it be done 
with an alleged democratic setting 
and values? I just don’t believe in 
democracy. That’s what I have to say 
about it.
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114 115 Dragana Rakić → Democracy is the 
opportunity to participate in decision-
making that affects the quality of my 
life and the lives of my neighbours, 
my fellow citizens. Also, democracy 
means equal chances for all, both for 
the weakest and for the strongest. But 
there is no real democracy without 
engaged citizens. Citizens must 
constantly fight for the freedoms 
and values they’ve acquired. Sadly, 
in present-day Serbia, we see that 
many freedoms and civil rights, which 
we thought were won, and believed 
were part of our political life, are very 
easily lost. I’m talking of workers’ 
rights. Today, workers in Serbia are 
very disenfranchised. We can say 
there’s an army of disenfranchised 
people living on the edge of poverty. 
However, their voice is not heard. 
There’s no rebellion in the streets. We 
must show solidarity and mustn’t only 

Zoran Lutovac → Democracy is a social order comprising two sets of values: 
liberal values, and democratic values. Liberal values are the individual rights 
and freedoms of citizens. Democratic values concern the sovereignty and 
the collective rights of citizens. They are linked to democracy based on 
the will of the majority. When we say liberal democracy today we primarily 
mean democracy in the true sense of the word. Liberal democracy implies a 
balance of liberal and democratic values. On the one hand we have the will 
of the majority, while on the other we have instruments and mechanisms 
that limit this will so that it isn’t abused. In today’s world there are frequent 
deviations and it’s difficult to establish the ideal balance between liberal 
and democratic values, leading to various forms of deviation. For those who 
believe that liberal values are too pronounced in relation to democratic 
values, populist movements invoke the will of the majority trying to 
suppress some liberal values and individual rights. There are also those who 
believe that democratic values, i.e. the will of the majority, are too broad 
and demand actions to improve the mechanisms that limit the will of the 
majority ensuring that democracy, the will of the majority, isn’t abused. The 
skill lies in the search for such a balance, the ideal balance between liberal 
and democratic values. But there is no democracy without an engaged 
citizen and that’s the essence. On the one hand, we have the freedom of the 
media, we have procedures, independent institutions, we have the rule of 
law, human rights. Citizen representation, however, is crucial. An engaged 
citizen committed to the public good, that’s the essence of democracy.

be active in the virtual world, on social 
networks. We must show our activism 
and solidarity in the street, in real life. 
In my opinion, democracy is really 
the best social order among all those 
we’ve witnessed in the history of our 
civilization. Of course, it’s not ideal. 
What’s missing in Serbia, among other 
things, is greater citizen participation, 
especially in making important 
decisions at the local level. We see 
that citizens in local communities 
are not consulted about anything. 
Citizens should become more involved 
through referendums and various 
popular initiatives. But, it’s essential 
that the citizens show a desire to be 
informed about the things they are 
witnessing. About the things and the 
environment in which they live. To be 
motivated to make changes.
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2 From the beginning of our work on the project at the end of 2019, to our 
finalizing the video-recording of statements one year later, Serbia, like the entire 
world, faced a health crisis which challenged all habits and postulates that had 
been determining our ways of living until early 2020. Very soon the pandemic 
started to evolve into a social, political and economic crisis of which we are yet to 
comprehend the consequences. In such unforeseen circumstances we talked to 
27 groups of citizens, initiatives, activists, professional associations, and political 
parties, endeavoring to understand how both democracy and the future, are 
understood in Serbia today. Although most of our interlocutors, conditionally 
speaking, were coming from the left side of the ideological spectrum, the 
answers we heard were extremely heterogeneous and ranged from the viewpoint 
that the “essence of democracy is the engaged citizen, dedicated to public 
welfare” to the standpoint that “democracy is a wrong idea due to human nature 
which cannot function in such a system”. 

How do we now use the recorded material not simply to give a diagnosis for just 
one part of Serbian contemporary society, but rather as a tool with which 
to open constructive dialogue on our common future? How should we 
understand the fact that among the filmed statements there is not one 
from the ruling Serbian Progressive Party (SPP), political party that holds 
nearly absolute power in Serbia today? Even though we continuously sent 
invitations to the representatives of the SPP it remains the only potential 
and planned interlocutor who never gave us any, either positive or negative, 
answer regarding the possibility of participating in the project. An important 
indicator in rethinking both the filmed material and the current moment came 
from students of history, sociology and political sciences who were invited to 
comment on the recorded material. The motivation for the inclusion of students 
into our research originates from our desire to intervene in the practice of these 
academic disciplines, reducing the distance between scientific analysis and 
everyday life, between the “objective” and “subjective”, between the scientific 
method and artistic approach. The decision to invite students to participate 
in this dialogue is also the result of our sincere curiosity to learn more about 
the thoughts of young citizens in Serbia; our fellow citizens who, to quite a 
large extent, have not been burdened with direct experience of the history of 
disintegration of our common state, following the wars and changes after the  
5th October 2000, but at the same time are often considered as being ambivalent 
toward the issues of society or politics. Similar to all other participants in 
the project, students who answered our invitation, in cooperation with their 
professors Dubravka Stojanović, Ivana Spasić and Djordje Pavićević, in their 
written comments demonstrated anything but apathy and lack of interest in 
relation to democracy and the current state of our society. 
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What is democracy? Actually, the answer is simpler than you may think at first 
glance. Democracy is a word – a word people use to mark a certain notion. Of 
course, such an answer will not bring us much closer towards the understanding 
of the notion; however, it is important to make this distinction. Why? 

When explaining the meaning of a word, two different approaches are possible. 
According to one of them, words have their meaning – people use words to express 
their opinion. The meaning of the words, therefore, is unchangeable, and using 
words in a meaning other than the one stated in a dictionary is considered 
incorrect. Such a strict approach is useful primarily because it facilitates 
conversation among people and makes it clearer. If everybody had the right to 
give their own meaning to every word they use, it would be difficult to establish 
a normal functioning society. Understanding words in such a manner is of 
particular significance in science and the judiciary, where even the smallest 
failure in interpretation may provoke serious consequences. 

However, regardless of advantages offered by this approach, it is not perfect.  
The flow of thoughts and feelings is sometimes impossible to express precisely 
and deeply enough by sticking to the meaning of the words that are available to us 
by definition. This is particularly the case with words that refer to some broader 
or more abstract notions such as the word “love”. Therefore, the meaning of words 
that are not easy to define, like the words “love”, “justice”, or “wealth”, depends 
primarily on the person using them as well as the context in which these words 
are used. For such words it is better to change the perspective and see them as 
variable elements, whose meaning depends on the speaker and context.

Democracy belongs to the third group of words – those more or less clearly 
defined in our dictionaries or science, but for which, due to the complexity of 
the term, there are numerous possible interpretations. In the 2007 dictionary of 
Matica Srpska, democracy is described as follows1: “Political system, system in 
which the sovereign authority belongs to the people and is realized through its 
representatives, a system in which the people rule”. Under a separate heading, 
under meaning “b”, it is added that the word ”democracy” with the adjective “civil” 
can mean respect, recognition of equality, personal freedoms and other rights 
in society, free participation in social and political life, relations in a collective 
or organization which enable free expression of individuals and their equal 
participation in decision-making”2. 

WHAT IS DEMOCRACY? 

OGNJEN TOMIĆ 
PhD student, Faculty of Philosophy,  
History Department, Belgrade11

TEXTS  
WRITTEN BY  

STUDENTS OF  
HISTORY, SOCIOLOGY  

AND POLITICAL SCIENCE

1   Along with the note that the word is of Greek origin (the Greek word demos – the people).
2   Matica Srpska, Rečnik srpskoga jezika, Novi Sad, 2007. 



120 121Such a broad and value-neutral understanding of the concept of democracy has its 
advantages, as well as one obvious deficiency: it does not correspond with reality. 
For a large number of people, the word democracy has a meaning which differs 
from the one given in the dictionary and, what is more important, this meaning 
is very often coloured by emotions. As a notion that is so present in the public, 
media and social and political life, democracy rarely provokes neutral reactions of 
the inhabitants of our country. Depending on personal convictions and political 
standpoints, citizens of Serbia understand democracy very differently – ranging 
from the description of an ideal value system that we should aim to achieve to an 
“evil imposed upon us from the West”. 
 
The project “Performing Democracy”, initiated by the group Kiosk, wants to 
show us exactly this – how Serbia’s citizens understand the notion of democracy. 
Through a series of short video statements the thoughts on democracy of more 
than fifty Serbian citizens of various backgrounds (representatives of civil 
initiatives, movements, trade unions, political parties and ordinary citizens) 
are presented. Their answers help us understand the political atmosphere and 
standpoints in contemporary Serbia. 

Introductory remarks 
It has to be said, first of all, that the group of respondents was very heterogeneous. 
It is difficult to find a political standpoint that would be shared by absolutely all 
respondents, which is why this group provides us with a very interesting and 
useful opportunity for analysis. In order not to be lost in numerous and detailed 
comments of each of the respondents, it is necessary to find a method by which we 
can organise them. For this purpose, I have proposed a simple chart (Figure 1). 

This chart measures two aspects of understanding democracy:
— The horizontal axis (H-axis) shows the general standpoints of respondents on 
democracy – namely, whether they believe it is a good or bad political system.
— The vertical axis (Y-axis) presents the standpoints of respondents on the state 
of democracy (in Serbia) – namely, whether, in their opinion, we do live in a 
democracy or not. 

By simply crossing these two axes, we get four fields, which represent four 
different combinations of standpoints in regard to democracy in our country:
1) Democracy is bad, and we are currently living in it 
2) Democracy is bad, but we are currently not living in it
3) Democracy is good, and we are currently living in it 
4) Democracy is good, but we are currently not living in it 

We can classify the respondents into three groups, based on their positions in 
social life:
1) Individuals – citizens who personally express their views 
2) Representatives of civil movements/initiatives 
3) Representatives of political parties/movements 

1 3

We are living in democracy

Democracy
is good

Democracy
is bad

We are not living in democracy

Democracy is bad, 
and we are currently 

living in it 

Democracy is good, 
and we are currently 

living in it 

2 4
Democracy is bad, 

but we are currently 
not living in it 

Democracy is good, 
but we are currently 

not living in it 

Figure 1: Basic chart



122 123 Grouping of respondents 
In order to better understand the standpoints of the respondents, based on the 
chart we can divide them into several groups:

1) “Opponents of the system” (marked green on the chart) – this group sees the 
contemporary ruling system as democracy. It mostly includes ordinary citizens 
interviewed in this research. They link the word democracy with the ruling 
system and, accordingly, they relate problems they talk about with the “arrival 
of democracy”. They do not see democracy as a necessarily bad system, but 
they do not hesitate to criticize the “version of democracy” in which they live. 
As an alternative to the existing system they see the previous system of self-
management socialism – they attach great significance to social justice.

2) “Left sceptics” (marked blue) – this is a very diverse group composed mainly 
from representatives of civil and left-oriented movements, such as Don’t Let 
Belgrade D(r)own (NDBG), the Center for Informal Communication Nemušto 
(Inarticulate), Reconstruction Women’s Fund, etc. Respondents from this group 
are conscious of the limitations of democracy, but they generally see it as a 
good and desirable social system, or at least as “the least bad one among all the 
existing systems”. They ask questions about the boundary between the tyranny 
of the majority and democracy, on guaranteed human rights which should not be 
subject to outvoting, on ways in which democracy can be warped with assistance 
of media and the influence of powerful interest groups, etc. 

3) “Idealists” (marked red) – this is the most numerous and diverse group. The 
common characteristic of all members of this group is a strong idealistic attitude 
towards democracy as a system to which we should aspire and which is perceived 
as the ultimate good. However, there are significant differences within this 
group and at least two sub-groups can be identified. The first, which includes 
representatives of trade unions, leftist movements and some individuals, focuses 
on the material and economic status of the population, i.e. equality and the 
right to a dignified life. For this group true democracy cannot be separated from 
economic equality: in a true democracy there should be no people who are hungry 
or homeless. The second group, which includes representatives of opposition 
political parties, civil movements and some individuals, focuses on the issue of 
freedom – individual freedoms, media, institutions etc. For them, true democracy 
is impossible without broad freedom of speech, public discussions, dialogue and 
agreement of the entire society. It should be noted that both of these sub-groups 
emphasize the importance of freedom and economic equality – they differ only in 
the degree of importance they attach to one or another term. 

4) “Centrists” (marked yellow) – this group includes a number of individuals and 
representatives of civil movements who look at democracy from a moderately 
positive perspective. They think that democracy is a good and desirable system, 
that currently it does not exist in Serbia, and they propose solutions for improving 
democracy in Serbia. However, unlike the previous group, these respondents do not 
idealize democracy: democracy is not seen as a comprehensive system embracing 
notions like freedom and social justice, but rather as a political system that can be 
more or less implemented.

Trstenik SPS

S. Knežević

B. Savić

Nemušto

O. Nadoveza
NDBG

Push back

A. Dukić & S. Žujković

Reconstruction Women’s Fund

NKD

Local front Democratic Party

Dveri
Lj. Nadoveza

Trade Union “Nezavisnost”
Dž. Agović

Trstenik Right to Water
Trade Unions Kragujevac

Share Foundation

T. Marković i N. Milkić PRL

ZSF

M. Pavlović & D. Ferizović

M. Perković

Prosperity
Bor-Eco activists

Rivers of Mt. 
Stara planina

Geten center 

N. Tasić-Knežević

Z. Pavlović

We are living in democracy

Democracy
is good

Democracy
is bad

We are not living in democracy

Figure 2 

Respondents categorized in groups; List of acronyms: NKD – National Coalition for Decentralization; 
NDBG – Don’t Let Belgrade D(r)own; PRL – Party of the Radical Left; Prosperity – Association for  
the protection of the rights of consumers „Prosperity“; Trstenik – Sladjana Radivojević, Zorica Krunić, 
Dušan Jović; Trade Unions Kragujevac – Independent trade union “Zastava oružje”, Independent 
Trade Union “FCA” (Fiat Chrysler, automobiles of Serbia), Association of independent Trade Unions 
Kragujevac; “Nemušto” – Center for Informal Communication – Nemušto (Inarticulate);  
ZSF – Zrenjanin Social Forum

After analyzing the respondents’ standpoints on the basis of their statements, we 
can categorize them in the following manner: 

When presented in a chart in this way, a few facts immediately catch the eye:

— A vast majority of respondents agree that currently we are not living in 
democracy.
— A big majority of respondents has a positive opinion on democracy.
— Most of the respondents are in the fourth quadrant, namely have a positive 
attitude towards democracy, but they think that currently there is no democracy 
in Serbia.
— Only respondents from the Socialist Party of Serbia are in the third quadrant, 
namely they think that democracy is a good system and that currently we are 
living in it.
— Only one respondent has strong negative feelings towards democracy.
— A big number of respondents have strong feelings towards democracy –  
they are further from the centers of the two axes.



124 125 contradictory understandings of democracy. On the one hand, it is an ideal, the 
supreme virtue to be aspired to. On the other, it is a term used to describe the 
system that brought nationalism, corruption and decline in living standards 
to most of the people. That is why attitudes such as "democracy is something 
beautiful but does not exist" or "a wonderful idea, but unattainable", telling us that 
people are tired of idealizing the concept of democracy, are not surprising.

REFERENCES TO SELF-MANAGING SOCIALISM 
AS AN IDEAL SYSTEM EXPRESSED BY 
A LARGE NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS 
ONCE AGAIN SHOWS DISSATISFACTION 
WITH THE CURRENT SITUATION 
AND A DESIRE TO RETURN TO THE "OLD WAY".

Depending on whether they understand self-managing socialism as the idea 
compatible with democracy or not, we can get seemingly different views, but 
essentially, the views of these people are similar. Members of the younger 
generation, who did not grow up in Yugoslavia, became acquainted with 
democracy as a concept primarily through experience of the parliamentary multi-
party democracy. Depending on how they understand the concept of democracy, 
respondents may hold it responsible for the poor state of society, or they may 
feel that a lack of democracy is the reason for the problem. However, what all 
respondents have in common is strong dissatisfaction with the situation both  
in society and the state.

Generational differences are not, of course, the only thing that determines 
opinions on democracy among the people of Serbia. Political attitudes also have  
a great influence, especially those related to the understanding of economic issues. 
Regarding economic issues most of the respondents are positioned on the left of 
the ideological spectrum, advocating workers’ rights, equality, social benefits and 
the like. However, they are not united in their assessment of democracy. While 
one group emphasizes democracy as the basic value of socialism, and inseparable 
from it, the other sees democracy as a political system with its advantages and 
disadvantages and, accordingly, they are significantly more cautious in assessing 
it and in some cases express criticism towards the principle of democracy.  
A similar trend can be seen among those who did not question the ruling 
economic system: some of them look at democracy in an idealistic manner, whilst 
others have a more cautious understanding of the democratic system but,  
in contrast to the first group, in this group there are significantly less differences  
in standpoints – there is no serious criticism of democracy. 

What almost all participants are sharing is the assessment that there is no 
democracy in Serbia. Respondents expressed different ideas on what has to 
be done in order to change such situation. Here we can notice the difference 
in understanding responsibility and personal engagement. One group of 
respondents, led by activists from local organizations, ecological movements 
and initiatives, think that it is necessary to fight for democracy every day and 
on individual level. They think that the quality of democracy depends on people 

Exceptions
• Saša Knežević – the only respondent who sees democracy as a distinctly bad 
political system and advocates either tyranny or dictatorship. He thinks that the 
best system is the one in which a just and benevolent dictator rules. 
• Socialist Party of Serbia – the only respondents who did not suggest that 
currently there is no democracy in Serbia; who demonstrated a certain degree of 
satisfaction with the ruling system.

On the basis of such grouping, it is clear that there are at least three perspectives 
on democracy among the respondents. Thus, for the citizens of Serbia, democracy 
is seen as:

1) The ruling system – probably as a consequence of the frequency of the term 
“democracy” in the statements of the political establishment, media and public 
discourse, some people identify the notion of democracy with the ruling system. 
In our case, respondents from the first group (“Opponents to the system”) analyze 
democracy from this angle. It is not clear whether criticizing democracy from this 
perspective is an authentic criticism of democracy itself, or a general criticism of 
the system of liberal capitalism (which is not identical to the notion of democracy).

2) The ideal/ideal system –this point of view occurs mainly in respondents from 
the third group ("Idealists"), and the fourth group ("Centrists"). Democracy is 
comprehended as a positive notion in terms of values – the ideal – to which we 
have to aspire. Values such as freedom, equality, justice, etc. are often added to 
the understanding of democracy as the ultimate goal. With this group there are 
no clear boundaries for the notion of democracy, but democracy is used as an 
umbrella term for a larger group of already mentioned values. As the consequence, 
those who view democracy from this angle generally do not express criticism 
towards it. 

3) As a term from political theory/political system – such understanding was present 
with the respondents from the second and fourth groups (“Left sceptics” and 
“Centrists”) who look at democracy as value-neutral term that can, but does not 
have to, coincide with personal ideas regarding a desirable political system. It is 
characterized by a deeper understanding and analysis of the notion of democracy, 
often with references to the Ancient Greece and other historic examples. Within 
this perspective there is a certain critical view of democracy, where the advantages 
and deficiencies of the democratic system are analyzed. 

Analysis 
What are the reasons for such differences in opinions on democracy among 
citizens of Serbia? First of all, it would be useful to recall the recent history of the 
concept of democracy in Serbia, and previously in Yugoslavia. Democracy is a term 
which differentiates respondents along yet another criteria, the generational one. 
For members of the older generation, those who lived and grew up in the former 
Yugoslavia, democracy is a term used in various ways – first, as a virtue associated 
with socialism (“people’s democracy”), and then as a notion marking something 
opposite to the one-party socialist system (parliamentary, multi-party democracy). 
Due to this change in the use of the term, some people may have conflicting, often 
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In my commentary I will analyze the concept of democracy as discussed by 
participants who identified it as a form of government - the rule of the people, 
and by other external characteristics, values and criteria that are often added 
to democracy, but which have no inherent connection with the concept. These 
external characteristics generally include the rule of law, efficiency, economic 
prosperity, elections, trust, human rights and responsibilities, knowledge, 
expert opinion and the like. The value of democracy is that it allows people self-
government (self-determination), it allows them to decide about things that 
directly concern them, to autonomously manage their own political community. 
All this, in essence, has little to do with the aforementioned external criteria 
and measures. In democracy, there should be no areas where participation in 
democratic decision-making is not allowed; whether a decision negatively affects 
economic growth is not an issue that affects democracy and neither should the 
level of an individual’s education or expertise be a prerequisite for participating in 
decision-making.

IN MY OPINION, DEMOCRACY IS NOT  
A COMPETITION BETWEEN OPPOSING  
INTERESTS REPRESENTED BY DIFFERENT  
POLITICAL ELITES IN (FREE AND FAIR) ELECTIONS, 
BUT, A CONCEPT WHICH SHOULD  
LEAD TO A CONSENSUS / AN AGREEMENT  
BETWEEN ALL DECISION-MAKERS CONCERNED.

The current dominant understanding of democracy is minimalist / reductionist 
and links the notion of democracy to periodic fair and free and elections; this is 
to wrongly graft political representation onto the notion of democracy. It appears 
that a number of respondents believe that decision-making should be left to the 
demos, that democracy should be understood as the rule of the people, and that 
the current order deviates from such an ideal.

It is noticeable how respondents coming from leftist / feminist organizations, 
social movements and parties, are closer to the concept of democracy understood 
as self-governance, while several of them directly referred to democracy as rule 
of the people (V. Marović, M. Baković -Jadžić, T. Marković, D. Jović). Similarly, some 
respondents defined democracy as self-determination (Z. Stojiljković), people's 
decision-making on matters that concern them (I. Velisavljević and  
D. Rakić), whilst O. Nikolić-Kia pointed out that democracy means “don't talk 
about us without us”. Others focused on democratisation in areas where there is 

LUKA PETROVIĆ 
PhD student, Faculty of Political Sciences, Belgrade

– because, ultimately, it is people who constitute democracy. They advocate 
individual actions and struggles at the local level, and stress the significance 
of activism, direct participation of citizens in decision-making and in public 
discourse. The second group includes those who believe that changes at the state 
level are necessary in order to achieve democratic principles. This group has 
actually two sub-groups: on the one hand, those who think that it is sufficient 
to change the regime i.e. political parties, and which includes representatives 
of oppositional parties and some citizens; on the other hand, those who think 
that it is necessary to change the entire economic and social system, and which 
include mainly representatives of leftist movements and organizations, citizens’ 
organizations, as well as representatives of the Party of the Radical Left (PRL). 

Conclusion
Regardless of their position on democracy, what is common to all respondents, and 
we could also say to most of Serbia’s citizens, is that they have their own opinion 
on the concept of democracy. For a large number of people this term does not relate 
only to political theory, but has also a strong meaning in terms of values – in most 
cases positive values. The word democracy in the understanding of some people 
also encompasses notions of freedom, equality, justice, rights and many others. 
As we saw at the beginning, words can have unchangeable but also changeable 
meanings – in the case of democracy both approaches are equally valid and 
important, and to which principle we shall give priority depends only on us. 

Whatever personal understanding of democracy we have, it is important to 
conduct this type of research. It gives us more than just various definitions of 
democracy, much more than the answer to that one question. By asking this 
question in this way, we get a vision of the ideal society in which people would like 
to live in. And when we know the society we want, we can aim to reach it.



128 129 various social groups in decision-making processes. In her opinion the nation-state 
is the right place for democracy, with an emphasis on national sovereignty. “Given 
that European democracy stems from national sovereignty, we should also insist 
on preserving the state that liberalism has tried to destroy and on preserving 
national sovereignty”.

There are respondents whose positions rest somewhere between the 
understanding of democracy as a form of government and liberal democracy, 
such as V. Jovanović who pointed out that the “National Assembly has severed 
its ties with the demos and no longer represents the will of the people”, and S. 
Kostić who stated that “the basic meaning of democracy, in fact, is the power 
of the people, who send their representatives and thus regulate the system.” 
Similarly, R. Ćirilović stated that “the notion of democracy means a form of 
government in which all decisions are made directly or indirectly, by a majority 
vote of its citizens, through the competent authorities based on election results.” 
N. Martinović focused on the control of elected representatives and decision-
making in the period between elections. “It reminds me that after these elections, 
which is always used as a phrase that something was done democratically, I can 
go somewhere freely and ask for something to change, ask for some information, 
and participate in a decision making process, even though we formally have 
representatives who should do it for us.” These definitions partly deviate from the 
notion of the rule of the people, because they introduce mediators and political 
representatives who are given the authority to make decisions. Unlike the next 
group of respondents, they preserve the connection between the representatives 
and the represented.

Most respondents share the view that the modern notion of democracy is 
disassociated with the “rule of the people” and takes democracy to be a procedure 
of authorising representatives to make decisions by means of free and fair 
elections, while respecting the corpus of individual rights and the protection of 
minorities. Z. Lutovac perhaps best articulated the liberal-democratic position, 
saying that “today, when we say liberal democracy, we primarily refer to 
democracy in the true sense of the word. Liberal democracy implies a balance 
of liberal and democratic values. That means that on the one hand we have the 
will of the majority of citizens, while on the other we have instruments and 
mechanisms that limit that will so that it will not be abused.” It is a notion 
that, in addition to self-government, introduces other values that are not 
inherently democratic and which limit democratic decision-making. J. Simić 
shifted democratic decision-making to “independent institutions, institutions 
that function in the service of the people, not in the service of politics or in 
the service of certain powerful people who have a lot of money”, adding that 
“democracy is a system without corruption”, which also mostly has nothing to 
do with democracy as the rule of the people. Discussing democracy M. Pavlović 
and S. Žujković implied certain notions that are not related to the concept of 
democracy itself, rather to those of rights and freedoms. M. Pavlović stated 
that the concept of democracy means “the rule of law, which is freedom of 
opinion, speech and expression”, while S. Žujković pointed out that “democracy 
primarily means freedom of the individual and institutions that can support it. 
These institutions include an independent judiciary, free elections and human 

no democratic decision-making today. Here, I primarily refer to democratisation 
in the sphere of labour, where self-management in the workplace and 
democratisation of the field of economy are demanded, and politicisation of the 
allegedly personal and family sphere, where democracy also does not currently 
exist. M. Baković-Jadžić emphasized the importance of economic democracy, 
and I. Velisavljević and M. Repajić advocated economic democracy instead of 
“false, civil, representative democracy”. T. Rukeci, B. Markuš and T. Marković 
spoke positively of workers' self-management, i.e. workers' councils in the former 
Yugoslavia as being more democratic institutions than the free and fair elections 
which form the most important institution of liberal democracy. From a feminist 
perspective, one respondent stated that “personal is political” (Agata Milan Djurić), 
while M. Perković criticized (liberal) democracy, stating that since its inception 
and civil revolutions, it has excluded various groups of the population from 
decision-making, primarily women and poor men. D. Veselinović and F. Milošević 
emphasized that democracy means making decisions through an agreement, 
most importantly at the level of local communities, and that national elections 
are not necessarily crucial in that process. D. Rakić also stressed the importance 
of the local level and people's initiatives. Veselinović added that economic elites 
are abusing electoral democracy, preventing participation of other people in the 
decision-making process. Electoral (minimal) democracy was especially criticized 
by F. Milošević, Z. Stojiljković, T. Milošević. and V. Marović, who also noted that 
democracy in electoral democracies has been usurped by the media and political 
parties, which is a prominent criticism of modern liberal democracies. G. Maksimović 
pointed out that “a true democracy should be participatory; it should have certain 
mechanisms that allow individuals to be asked at all times about things that 
concern them at a certain level”. I. Marković criticized the competitive character  
of electoral liberal democracies, suggesting that the basis of democracy is 
agreement. Particularly interesting is the observation of D. Stojmenović who 
linked randomness and chance with democracy, which is close to the ancient 
notion of democracy.

ALL THE ABOVE DEFINITIONS  
OF THE CONCEPT OF DEMOCRACY  
ARE MUCH CLOSER TO AN UNDERSTANDING OF 
DEMOCRACY AS THE RULE OF  
THE PEOPLE AND DEVIATE FROM  
THE CURRENTLY DOMINANT ELECTORAL  
MODEL OF DEMOCRACY. 

In her criticism of liberal democracy, T. Milenković-Kerković stated that liberalism 
limited democratic participation, and that liberalism is “guilty” not only of the 
crisis of democracy, but also of the ecological and economic crises. “Liberalism 
as an aggressive approach, in fact elitist, has taken power away from the people. 
So the very notion of democracy must be viewed in terms of the right of people 
to be free, to be equal and to be able to decide about their own lives without 
compromising the rights of others in that context”. She added that it is necessary 
to introduce direct democracy and come to more democratic decisions by means of 
different processes such as referendums, people's initiatives and participation of 



130 131 There were some interesting definitions, such as the one by M. Marinković, who 
stated that “in democracies, the level of stress that an individual experiences daily 
is reduced to a minimum. Citizens can plan their daily activities without any 
problems, for example, going to work or school, running errands, relying on public 
transport schedules, knowing the time for getting from point A to point B”, which 
are notions not closely related to democracy. Dictatorships can also provide this. 
M. Jovanović gave priority to "quality proposals" over democracy, believing that 
they would win if decisions were made at the local level. Here, too, the outcome is 
more important than democratic decision-making itself. In a democracy, a “lower 
quality proposal” can win. M. Jakovljević sees democracy exclusively as being 
instrumental, saying that “democracy is not its own purpose. It should enable 
us to function in society and preserve this limited planet of ours”, and “in order 
to participate in the democratic processes we must be informed.” In her opinion 
certain topics, such as the preservation of the planet, are too important to be left  
to democratic decision-making.

S. Knežević, a pianist, took an authoritative position, saying that “democracy is 
a mistaken idea due to the fact that human nature cannot function in such a 
system”, adding that “history provides enough evidence of just dictators under 
whose rule societies have greatly prospered. There is holy emperor Constantine, 
for example, and in Serbia we have a lot of rulers who later became saints.  
So, a just dictatorship. One man to lead, but to be just. And in a democracy, all 
people have the right to vote, nothing can come out of that… empty talk”, with his 
wife N. Tasić-Knežević largely agreeing. S. Radivojević linked democracy with 
rights, adding that this leads to irresponsibility. “Everyone has the right to say  
at any time what they think, how they think, regardless of whether it is necessary, 
and whether there is a place and time for it. Everyone is talking about rights, we 
have the right to do this or that, without opposing responsibility”. Of course, rights 
and responsibilities are not closely related to democracy. G. Milenković favored 
“values” over democracy, saying that mass democracy was “very bad” and that “we 
should be focused on values”. Explaining his position he gave a local example when 
people of Bor chose jobs over the environment. Lj. Nadoveza said that democracy 
actually implies the rule of experts, that “people of thought, of intellect should 
rule in all countries” where “each profession would manage its own resources. 
Everyone should do their job, what they understand best, and only then I think 
that democracy would have its weight.”

Different understandings of the concept of democracy displayed by respondents 
largely reflect the theoretical disputes present in contemporary political theory. 
Starting with whether democracy should be understood as the rule of the people, 
where the demos has free reign to govern their own communities without major 
external constraints, through the notion of democracy that is closely related to 
the representation, human rights and competition of elites in elections (which 
is a conceptual definition that gained momentum after civil revolutions), to the 
view that governance should be left to independent bodies, thus shifting decision-
making to a selected elite. Such an understanding as the latter is the least close 
to democracy, but the word democracy is still used in a positive context. The last 
group of respondents is completely anti-democratic, openly advocating for 
dictatorship, restriction of participation and the rule of qualified experts.

rights, but unfortunately that is not the case in most countries.” D. Dašić 
also misidentified democracy with certain liberal values, emphasizing that 
“democracy is the realization of one's full rights without violating other 
people's rights”, linking democracy with the intelligentsia, adding that 
in a true democracy “the smartest must not give up”. Similarly, S. Djukić-
Dejanović linked democracy with concepts such as transparency, political 
freedoms, personal freedoms and freedom of the media, while P. Marković 
spoke of educating the people through reading circles, teaching human rights, 
democracy, freedoms, rule of law etc. J. Kiprijanović stated that the democratic 
form implies “freedom of choice, clear division of power and no encroachment 
between branches of government - legislative, executive and judicial”, while 
linking its content with the (national) identity, culture and sovereignty. 
This definition is close to a liberal - democratic understanding of democracy 
blended with nationalist and communitarian values.

R. Lazović linked democracy with having “faith in the system”. The system 
does not have to be democratic for people to believe in it, which shows 
democracy being “measured” against external criteria. However, he added 
that “different interest groups, different corrupt groups, took over different 
parts of the system and made a colourful shell of democracy, containing 
systems and institutions under which they discuss what is democratic and 
what is undemocratic.” There is a sense of a post-democratic criticism of 
modern democracies that is not fully articulated. Finally, he said that “some 
things should not be questioned at all: the issues of tolerance, respect for all 
people, equality, equal opportunities for all, availability of basic things such 
as education, medical treatment, etc.”, again linking democracy with liberal 
values.

A number of respondents fully linked democracy with certain conditions that 
are independent of democratic decision-making itself. For example, J. Ristić 
said that “democracy is freedom and a good life. It is not merely the right to 
vote and elect, but the purpose of democracy and democratic processes must 
be the freedom of the people, the right to say what they think and not bear 
any sanctions, and to produce a good life. In fact, democracy cannot exist in  
a society where poverty prevails.” 

DEMOCRACY IS HERE EXPECTED TO LEAD  
TO A GOOD LIFE AND ECONOMIC PROSPERITY, 
WITH THE EXISTENCE OF FREEDOM OF SPEECH. 

Hypothetically, a perfect democracy does not necessarily lead to such results, 
which can shake ones faith in democracy when it does not achieve good 
economic performance. Dž. Agović linked democracy with security and safety. 
For her, democracy is “a state of order (...) in which society is generally taken 
care of, safe and secure. For me, democracy cannot exist without feminism. 
Democracy is the rule of law and respect for the individual.” However, the rule 
of law and respect for individuals are not so closely related to democracy or 
feminism, but are values added externally.
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If we consider the observations on democracy from the perspective of political 
sciences, it should first be noted that for most participants the understanding of 
this notion and related concepts, along with the recognition of its major deficits, 
is largely determined by their position and experience. More specifically, most of 
them have “colored” their understanding of democracy with their own positions 
in the political system, their ideology and beliefs which they advocate, their 
expertise, as well as their own social status. However, their statements clearly 
reveal both certain common dilemmas, which go beyond particular observations, 
and potential inadequacies of democracy recognized in political theory. 
 

First of all, there is noticeable dissatisfaction with how democracy is implemented 
in practice, both in Serbia and beyond. In this sense, democracy is comprehended 
within a spectrum ranging from the “unachievable ideal” to the “illusion” and 
appearance which is tendentiously used as a screen behind which hides the 
rule of the influential minority, i.e. the oligarchy. There is a noticeable lack of 
enthusiasm regarding democracy which, at best, is defined as “the least bad” 
way of organizing a society. Quite frequently the participants correctly noted 
that democracy cannot be reduced to (formal) free elections, which brings forth 
two groups of problems that have significantly marked political theory. The first 
one can be linked to what in terms of etymology we recognize in the word demos, 
namely characteristics of the governing people and which conditions enable people to make 
an informed choice? Participants demonstrated a significant dose of anthropological 
pessimism, but at the same time recognized how important it is to nurture civic 
activism and develop civic culture. For civic activism, the main enemy is the “race 
for survival” and fear, and for civic culture the main obstacle is an inadequate 
education together with the state of the mass media which is evolving into the 
ruling elites’ propaganda tools. A few respondents pointed out that such a system 
does not enable certain ideas to be articulated as political, which leads to a 
situation where they are never even offered to the citizens as options. While fear 
of political activism may be attributed to the actual degradation of political life in 
Serbia, the existence of a prosperous middle class has been recognized in political 
theory as an important precondition for democracy and stability of a given society. 
On the other hand, certain participants recognized an increasing consumerist 
culture to be the biggest enemy of citizens’ authentic political activism. The second 
group of identified deficits relates primarily to kratein, namely to how governing 
functions, where the participants point to the representational nature of democracy 
in contemporary societies as the biggest problem. There is noticeable discontent 
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with the role of political parties, who are recognized as aggressive interest groups 
directed at protection of their own interests and which have monopolized the 
political field turning the entire process of governance from one seeking consensus 
and best solutions to a fruitless political fight. The participants’ prevailing 
impression was that the representatives have alienated governance from the 
citizens who are losing political subjectivity immediately after the elections and 
are reduced to subjects immediately upon marking the number on the ballot. 
Some respondents recognized possible solutions in a more intensive form of direct 
democracy (referendum, civic initiatives) as well as in a transfer of competences 
to local governments. Noticeable is a strong desire of the participants to have 
greater influence upon decisions related to their immediate surroundings. It is 
interesting that only one participant thought that a possible solution would be 
to change the electoral system and directly link future parliamentarians with 
their own constituencies. There was no explicit pointing to how important are the 
separation of powers (legislative, executive and judicial branch) and their mutual 
controlling. This is probably the consequence of the fact that, on the one hand, the 
system of separation of powers is not trusted as being capable for efficient control 
of the executive branch of power (the government, executive) and on the other, that 
the situation in Serbia is characterized by a complete collapse of such institutions. 
Warning of the increasingly dominant role of the executive branch in democratic 
political systems is also present in political theory. Particularly interesting, and 
unfortunately topical, are warnings of the misuse of the state of emergency and 
generally of governing through narratives based on crisis situations (economic, 
security, migrants etc.) which enables the executive branch to additionally 
“separate” from those frameworks which are regulated by law and procedure.  
In democracies, there is a growing tendency of adopting “urgent measures”,  
by-laws and one-off solutions. The executive branch thus fully marginalizes  
the role of political institutions whose position in democracies should be central, 
and bypasses the Parliament which, together with imposed party discipline  
and practices like lobbying, has already been reduced to the level of formality.  

HOWEVER, THE PARTICIPANTS’ MAIN DILEMMA  
IS RELATED TO THE RELATIONSHIP  
BETWEEN DEMOCRACY AND CAPITALISM,  
AS WELL AS THE WAYS IN WHICH  
DEMOCRACIES OVERCOME INEQUALITY  
IN INFLUENCE AMONG THE CITIZENS  
DUE TO SIGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES  
IN THEIR FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES. 

It is noticeable that none of the participants had a positive attitude in regard to 
capitalism. Their standpoints ranged from neutrality up to completely excluding 
capital owners from those who should hold power (“we” and “they” dynamics). 
It was frequently stressed that ensuring significant financial resources is the 
precondition for active engagement in politics, which implies support by wealthy 
groups and individuals, and which in turn presupposes support for established 
power relationships. It seems that the participants are dissatisfied because the 



134 135economic sphere and relations at the workplace are excluded from the 
field which should be regulated by democratic principles. In this sense, 
democracy must ensure equality; however, only a few participants made it 
clear that they have in mind equality of opportunities, and not equality of outcomes. 
To a certain extent, capitalism was recognized as the main “culprit” for 
failing to recognize and protect the “general public good” (for instance, the 
environment) and for the permanent exploitation and rejection of certain 
groups (for instance, based on their race or origin). Although the mentioned 
trends were recognized as global, only one group of participants explicitly 
articulated the potential solution to be strengthening of the national states, 
pointing to sovereignty as the natural framework for strengthening and 
developing democracy, i.e. a framework which would enable the nation 
to organize itself in accordance with democratic principles. It seems that 
participants recognize that their human rights are endangered also by what 
is characterized as neo-liberal capitalism, a sentiment certainly inspired 
both by the experience of transition and life in the previous, socialist system. 
In this sense, the (national) state is not recognized as capable of providing 
protection to its citizens, but rather as catering to global neo-liberal circles. 
Such understanding brings to mind the dynamics of governance developed 
in the times of colonialism. With only a few exceptions, there is a noticeable 
lack of caution among participants regarding the strengthening of  
the state’s power that should accompany any discussion in the economic 
sphere - exactly because that is a concentration of power - which is 
surprising given Serbia's past with its welfare but undemocratic state 
organization. It is important to keep in mind that the undemocratic 
past, with the decades-long dissatisfaction of the citizens that rightly 
accompanies political pluralism in Serbia, has undoubtedly contributed  
to the creation of the existing political culture. 

Bearing in mind all the above, it can be concluded that with certain 
limitations, the participants to a large extent tackled the main theoretical 
discussions regarding both the shortcomings of democracy and issues that 
mark the search for the best political order.

The theme of democracy has been constantly present among the public, in the 
country’s political life, and particularly in social sciences and humanities. For 
two reasons, however, it is not at all easy to get a precise definition of this notion. 
The first one is the fact that the purpose of democracy was frequently changed 
and redefined, which is understandable in view of its origins reaching back 
to the times of Ancient Greece. The second one relates to the political parties 
and movements, theoreticians of society, numerous activists and the citizens 
themselves. Their different perceptions and understandings of the desirable scope 
of democracy very often are not in agreement, and in times of major social crisis 
they can be in sharp contrast. All this together makes it impossible to reach a 
clear consensus regarding this notion. 

Despite these differences and the non-existence of a precise definition of the notion 
of democracy, in society there are, however, clear perceptions on certain features 
which every democratic system should have. This was best reflected in opinions of 
participants in this project. Listening to their answers, it becomes clear that there 
is general agreement that democracy does not only encompass free elections (local, 
at the level of provinces, and at the level of republic); it includes an entire system of 
values which is necessary for the development of society, for organizing dialogue 
among different groups in the state and for decision-making in free institutions 
with respect of views and suggestions of all those who would be directly or 
indirectly affected by those decisions. It seems that the participants are in clear 
agreement regarding these values of democracy, regardless of their political, 
religious, gender, regional or any other affiliation. 

From the perspective of the profession and work of historians, it is important to 
tackle certain aspects in the history of democracy about which the participants 
were expressing their views. A large number of them are familiar with the 
roots of democracy in Ancient Greece (particularly in Athens) and its system 
of government (SPS, Dveri, doctors, National Coalition for Decentralization and 
others), but they lack further explanation on the evolution of the democratic 
system from ancient times up to nowadays. Regarding the epochs nearer to our 
times (19th and 20th centuries) it is particularly important to stress the confronted 
opinions expressed by the members of the Democratic Party (DS) and Dveri 
concerning the relationship between democracy and liberalism. While leaders of 
DS evaluate this relationship in positive terms and see it as extremely important 
for the development of human freedoms, members of Dveri link (neo)liberalism 
with slavery and the suppression of “true” European democracy. When it comes to 
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136 137the relationship between democracy and socialism, certain participants recognize 
this connection as “the most desirable” one (doctors, Reconstruction Women’s 
Fund), while at the same time they are aware that some of the basic freedoms 
were restricted exactly in predominantly socialist regimes in the 20th century 
(USSR, East Europe, Yugoslavia). However, the impression remains that for most of 
the interviewed participants this context of the historic development stays on the 
periphery of their interests.

Among the most important divisions demonstrated in the opinions of the 
interlocutors is the one on direct and indirect (representational) democracy. 
It is interesting that most participants speak far more positively and more 
frequently about direct forms of democracy, stressing particularly the importance 
of referendums and active participation in local politics. In this sense, the most 
outstanding are activists (Mt. Stara Planina, Local Front, eco-activists from Bor, 
Reconstruction Women’s Fund), although certain parties (Party of the Radical 
Left, Dveri and others) also recognize the particular significance of these forms of 
civic involvement. Members of “older” parties (DS, SPS) were speaking far more 
about the importance of the parliament and representational democracy, probably 
because of their decades-long experience in the Parliament and their awareness of 
advantages of such type of decision-making. Although they do not neglect politics 
and initiatives at the local level, they do, however, talk less about them. On the 
other hand, those who advocate direct democracy also do not reject the indirect 
system and are conscious of the fact that certain decisions at the national level 
can be made only in this way. 

Democracy cannot be limited only to the dichotomy indirect/direct, and 
different forms of participation in the creation of policies and decision-making. 
Equally important is to ensure adequate preconditions on the basis of which an 
individual or group can have the possibility to decide independently and without 
pressure. Such economic conditions and workers’ rights were dealt with by leftist 
movements and parties, as well as trade union organizations. In their interviews, 
representatives of the Party of the Radical Left, Don’t let Belgrade D(r)own, Trade 
Union Independence, Trade Union from Kragujevac, but also DS, specifically 
pointed at the fact that economic independence and the separation of employment 
from official politics are key conditions for establishing democracy. As workers’ 
rights which are particularly important for democracy, the interlocutors 
specifically mentioned reasonable working hours, adequate salaries and 
conditions at the work place, and they emphasized importance of the demolition of 
partocracy and employment through political parties. 

ALMOST ALL INTERLOCUTORS STRESSED  
ANOTHER IMPORTANT PHENOMENON –  
THE CONVICTION THAT  
TRUE DEMOCRACY TAKES TIME. 

In this context of particular importance is “enlightenment”, namely “democratic 
literacy”. This aspect relates to the standpoint that education is necessary for all 
members of a society, primarily to become capable for logical thinking as well as 
understanding why to (not) support certain politics and initiatives; the citizens 

should become conscious and active political actors (on the local, provincial, or 
national level). Most of the participants agree that for the realization of this aim, 
time is important, i.e. that for decades this issue was not adequately dealt with, 
and that such a political culture will have to be arduously developed in the near 
and distant future. The second aspect of phenomenon of “time” relates to the 
generational change. This problem was particularly stressed by the representative 
of the National Coalition for Decentralization. In his statement he noted that each 
generation has some specific view of democracy and as an illustration mentioned 
the example from the end of the 1980s in Serbia/Yugoslavia, in which there was 
an ongoing battle for the introduction of parliamentary democracy. Confidence in 
parliamentary democracy is mainly lost nowadays, and therefore on the one hand 
the authoritarian tendencies are again gaining strength, and on the other there is 
a need to look for some different forms of democratic decision-making. 

Apart from those basic theoretical and practical considerations and 
interpretations of the phenomenon of democracy, the participants used most of 
the time to analyze the current state of democracy in Serbia. In this place it is 
important to point out that there is a visible disproportion among those who are 
close to the regime and those who are close to the opposition. From the parties in 
power only the SPS (Socialist Party of Serbia) took part in the project and their 
statements lacked reflection on the current state of democracy in Serbia. On 
the other hand, almost all other participants assessed the level of democracy 
in exceptionally negative terms and attributed the biggest responsibility 
for this to the regime, the Serbian Progressive Party and President Vučić. 
Whether the contributors are parties and movements, local activists, trade 
union representatives or other professions, their prevailing assessments is that 
nowadays there is almost no democracy at any level in Serbia. This can be seen 
first of all in disrespect for different opinion, neglect and media satanization 
of the opposition (standpoints of political parties and movements), exclusion of 
citizens from decision-making at the local level (local activists), massive violation 
of workers’ rights (an opinion shared by most participants). Another important 
disproportionality relates to representatives of the left and of the right spectrum. 
Most of the interlocutors were politically officially profiled as leftists (parties and 
movements), or those who identify themselves to a greater or lesser extent with 
ideas of the left and left liberals, so interpretations of democracy coming from 
this political spectrum are dominant in the project. Among the right spectrum 
only members of Dveri can be singled out, and as there are missing members of 
the moderate right, this political spectrum remained insufficiently presented. 
On the other hand, representatives of Dveri insisted on the fact that Serbia lacks 
independence both in internal and foreign policies, stressing that the current 
administration has succumbed to “foreign interests”, which again fits into a 
classical comprehension of the political right.



138 139

The filmed material points to a conclusion that participants have different 
understandings of the concept of democracy, most of them citing the historical 
development of democracy since ancient times. Participants come from 
different groups, but the material reveals, quite clearly, their political orientation 
and position on the left-right ideological spectrum. With this in mind, the 
identification of democracy with workers' self-government voiced in several 
statements is especially interesting. Participants were critical of democracy, 
calling it utopian, something that has never existed and never will, concluding 
that it can only ever be its variations that can be more or less close to the ideal.

Everyone is in agreement that democracy is in crisis across the globe. Most 
criticism is directed at Serbia, starting from the time of the introduction of the 
multi-party system to the present day. A surprising turn was to hear that many 
participants believe that true democracy was most prevalent during socialism. 
Those swinging closer to the left emphasize economic democracy and, in my 
opinion, are quick to dismiss the notion of democracy in societies burdened with 
existential issues. Many say that we are trapped under global capitalism that does 
not allow us to fulfill creativity and action, neither as individuals or collectively. 
Most criticism is directed at capitalism as such. There is a shared opinion among 
participants that it is capitalism that is responsible for the crisis of democracy, 
since people are much more burdened with day-to-day survival, and are getting 
poorer, while the rich are getting richer. Therefore people find themselves in a 
situation where they have no space to be autonomous and fight for issues that 
concern everyone, equally. This is confirmed by a repeated claim that more 
democracy is needed in the workplace.

I assumed, beforehand, that participants would demonstrate a basic or minimal 
understanding of democracy, in terms of the right to vote or free elections, but 
quite the opposite happened: their criticism came from many different directions. 
Many believe in direct democracy, rather than representative democracy. In many 
cases criticism is directed at the electoral system, not representative democracy. 
Many would rather vote for a person than a list prepared by the parties in 
advance, which is one of the shortcomings of the electoral system that leads to 
dissatisfaction of voters. In this context, some share the opinion that there is no 
democracy where citizens are not active, primarily at the local level, although 
such opinions mostly come from representatives of groups operating at the local 
level. Parties acting at the national level were more concerned with the current 
situation and promotion of their programs and values.
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Different groups of citizens, initiatives, movements, as well as most opposition 
parties voiced their thoughts in the project. Interestingly, parties who should have 
a certain role in society and who should lead in their optimism and desire for 
activism, demonstrated a lack of faith in true democracy and freedom and none of 
them demonstrated optimism. Their statements underline that democracy, both 
across the world and in Serbia, lacks something, that people are not truly free, 
which is reflected to the lack of space where citizens and various groups can act 
freely. They offer us a number of examples. Marginalized groups share the same 
opinion: democracy, or what is marketed as democracy, not only does not help 
them, but creates obstacles in many ways. The same goes for public policies. In 
democracies, they are supposed to be formulated to help citizens and the society 
as a whole, but they ultimately come down to helping only the regime and the 
privileged. A good example is education that molds individuals from an early 
age not into citizens who should be active and engaged, but rather into apolitical 
people ready to accept everything without questioning. The same thing applies 
to the health care system that is corrupt and serves only those that get rich of it. 
Although the participants in the project are mostly critical, they believe that they 
should have a louder voice in public to help in the democratization of society, and 
dispel the widespread notion that the people are too stupid to govern themselves. 
More education and more shared free space is needed.

IN MY OPINION, THE MOST IMPORTANT 
THING THAT WAS SAID 
WAS THAT DEMOCRACY IS A COMPROMISE, 
A DIALOGUE, A BALANCE AND AN AGREEMENT, 
THAT ITS ESSENCE IS PRECISELY 
THE RIGHT TO BE HEARD. 

Despite inequalities, it is important to hear the voice of the marginalized, it 
is necessary to hear different opinions, and to reach solutions through public 
debates. Education is perhaps the biggest social problem in the country. However, 
I think that democracy, despite all its shortcomings and criticisms, has far more 
developmental capacity to show us, but maybe there is no one to inform us  
about that.
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Introductory note
In view of the scope and diversity of the material, which we did not know how to 
cover all at once, we concluded that the best way would be to classify the recorded 
statements into several categories, making the analysis better focused. We opted 
for five categories: Citizens, Political Parties, NGOs and local organizations, general 
initiative NGOs, and Trade unions and professional/interest associations. Each 
member of the team analyzed two groups, and formulated a general impression 
of the material as a whole. In this way, we tried to offer something similar to the 
analysis (pointing to the repeated motives, peculiarities of certain categories, as 
well as differences and similarities between them, etc.), whilst preserving different 
viewpoints on the same material.

The names of the authors of certain parts have been retained to reflect the 
plurality of voices.

Category 1: Citizens

MILICA
Citizens were asked what democracy means to them, and they provided very 
interesting answers. However, no matter how different their opinions may be, it 
is possible to notice certain recurring ideas. One of the first notions associated 
with the concept of democracy is freedom - freedom of speech, freedom of opinion, 
freedom of the written word. Then there is the rule of law, the right to vote, the 
right to education, to employment, the right to enjoy the fruits of one's own labor, 
social equality, respect for differences etc. Respondents see a democratic society as 
a society that provides its citizens with security, freedom of association, a society 
that is sensitive to the demands of citizens who have the power to initiate change 
through civic engagement. 

It is easy to recognize how the story of democracy acquires a different tone after 
the first few introductory sentences. After summarizing the general concepts on 
democracy, and then turning to the domestic context, respondents concluded 
that there is no democracy in Serbia, but that it also does not exist on a global 
level either. Their conclusion is that an ideal social order is difficult to achieve, 
and according to one respondent even impossible, because, as he says, the idea 
of democracy is incompatible with human nature. Therefore, in addition to the 
concept of democracy, almost all respondents mention the concept of utopia.
It seems that respondents’ criticism of the current state of society, both in Serbia 
and globally, is mainly guided by their own problems. From unresolved housing 
issues, discrimination, feelings of exclusion from society, to the difficult position 
of health workers caused by the current pandemic. Almost all of them agree that 
democracy in Serbia exists only “on paper”, or that it is practically non-existent. 
However, I was surprised by the critical attitude towards democracy in other 
countries, and the attitude that a democratic system, in the full sense of the 
concept, does not exist anywhere in the world. Democracy is considered a term 
used to describe societies that are not essentially democratic.
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142 143I have the impression that respondents have re-examined their views as they were 
answering the question, their views on democracy, the society they live in, and 
the society they would like to live in. Noticing the gap between what democracy 
should be and what many specific democracies actually are, citizens express a 
desire for a better social system, which does not have to be necessarily democratic, 
but it is important that, as one respondent said, “it is a system in which I am a 
dignified citizen”.

IRINA
The deceived are those who believed 
that the advent of political democracy will 
automatically bring economic prosperity. 
(Zoran Djindjić)

A widespread belief among the citizens is that democracy does not exist and that 
it is more or less nothing but utopia. I also think that it is an idea that only looks 
good on paper. When we say democracy, the first thing that comes to mind is 
the rule of the people, freedom, and the rule of law. But that structure is prone to 
abuse, which is one of the points shared by the citizens of Trstenik. They think 
that it is especially difficult to maintain this type of a system in Serbia. We came 
out of a system that did not allow freedoms, just to find ourselves in the one where 
we maybe have too many rights. Maybe the people don't even want to exercise 
their rights, but they are required to do so. In a system where there is genuine 
freedom, there is no need to stress one’s rights since everything is transparent. On 
the other hand, in a society with quasi-democracy the constant emphasizing of 
one’s rights is the only way to fight for them. Saša Knežević claims dictatorship is 
the best form of government. I do agree that the ideas of democracy and freedom 
are wrong, primarily because of human nature. According to Knežević, democracy 
is also ruled by a dictator. Even though chosen by the people, he does not act 
according to their will; he is not a servant, rather quite the opposite. The solution, 
Saša claims, is in fairness and equity: to be honest with people, to work for the 
benefit of all citizens of one country. Democracy is definitely not honest with its 
people. It is nothing but a smokescreen for dictators who are backed by the will of 
the people, without exception and without conditions.
Already in Ancient Greece people were afraid every time a new dictator would 
come to power, since they could never be sure what lay ahead. Today, expectations 
are high, especially in Serbia where people want to hope for a better future. It 
was the same with the advent of democracy, as pointed out by Ljiljana and Ozren 
Nadoveza. The people wanted intellectuals to rule, the real elite, but in fact nothing 
has changed. I would say that the same people are constantly circulating, taking 

turns in the power positions. At first glance, Ozren seems optimistic, but in fact 
he expresses pessimistic views. And there you can see how much this nation 
wants and seeks something better, but all people get is a new ruling figure who 
represents the same views, only in a different form. How long can something 
like this last? How long can people's hope last until the next disappointment? 
Can anything really improve? For whom and how much better? I often get the 
impression that democracy is there for the rich to get even richer, and the poor to 
be poorer. And neoliberalism? Did we vote for it democratically or was it imposed 
on us? The idea of freedoms, the rule of law and the people has never seemed so 
dark and pessimistic. How right was Rousseau when he said that a man had no 
natural right to property.

One video discusses national minorities, mostly Roma, quoting relevant laws 
that protect them. A conclusion is that one of the characteristics of a democratic 
system is that everything must have its own statute, legal basis and written 
position, while practical implementation is not so important. This is how the 
seemingly most ideal type of government, one that brings the most freedoms, 
turns into its opposite. It is the same with women's rights. Everyone is shouting 
about women's rights and feminism, but things are different in reality. The fact 
that we do not see or hear oppressed women does not mean that we as a modern 
society have eradicated them. Democracy is there for good news to travel fast, but 
not so much for the bad ones. The same goes for the media. In a capitalist society, 
the trend is to privatize all media and have no public service. Who influences the 
dissemination of information and misinformation? Those who are in charge. But 
freedom always finds a way.

DANILO 
My impression is that the answers given by this group provide a very precise 
identification of the problems of democracy, both on the ideological and practical-
political level, which are still of interest to political and social theory today. 
Respondents are openly dissatisfied with the democratic system in which they 
live and all have either a utopian view of what democracy should be, or a similar 
vision of an ideal democratic order. As sociologists, we are inclined, even obliged, 
to discuss what democracy is, its definition, the difference between the form and content of 
the concept of democracy, the actors in democratic systems, the values nurtured by democratic 
societies, treatment of fellow citizens and people in general on the principle of democratic 
relations, etc., but it would certainly not be a bad idea to take into account the 
answers given by “ordinary” citizens about what this term represents and how 
it is realized, since they are the ones directly impacted by the implementation of 
democratic principles.



144 145What we can see at the very beginning is that all respondents from this group 
define the concept of freedom, without exceptions. They ask themselves (and 
others): What is freedom and where is it? Do we have a proper understanding of what freedom 
means, that is, have we forgotten the restrictions that it implies? Where are the obligations that 
accompany the rights? In the words of one respondent: There is no democracy if someone 
threatens me with their freedom, a definition of the very concept of freedom by those 
who “felt” that definition in practice. Or as another respondent said: With freedom 
comes everything that makes a person a person. 

Almost all respondents insist on the idea that freedom is being systematically 
disrupted and restricted by “someone”. In a more or less similar way, they 
articulate the problem that “someone” is not doing “something” for “us”, as they should in 
a democracy (I assume that most respondents mean the State, to which they refer 
to as “they”, “those”, “some”, “in this country”, etc.).

Although most respondents exhibit utopian-facing moments (seeing democracy 
as a society of free equals, where the people have an important role, where citizens 
ask questions, actively participate, their voice being heard, etc.), there are also 
very pessimistic answers that democracy not only does not exist “here in our 
country”, but “does not exist anywhere in the world”. Some respondents have a 
better system than democracy in mind, both jokingly but also seriously, with the 
vision of a “Just Dictator”, who will create a more ideal society than the one we 
know historically. Others see the solution in education (“smart people from state 
faculties who will do what they should and know how to do it”, where educated 
people will lead towards a fairer, better and more democratic society.

Another important point made by respondents is the deepening of the gap between 
rich and poor, where “They” as a minority are incredibly rich, while “the hungry 
become hungrier and the poor become poorer”, and democracy is used as a “means of 
manipulation”. The vision of democracy is that, regardless of nationality, material 
status, etc. everyone must enjoy equal status and fair implementation of laws and 
principles, so respondents often refer to the ideas of the state of law and rule of law.

There is also a very important and distinctly altruistic attitude among our fellow 
citizens who see democracy as an arrangement in which citizens help each other.

So, laymen or not, the answers of “ordinary” citizens or citizens of the system 
that is attempting to become democratic, show that we can assume that there is 
a high level of awareness of all the advantages and disadvantages of the current 
democracy, and we must listen to their voices and think carefully upon them. 

Category 2: Political parties

MILICA
 I must admit that I found the answers on democracy given by the members of the 
political parties less interesting than others. One of the first impressions is that 
they did not talk so much about their own understanding of democracy, but rather 
about its definition and basic ideas, while offering general and rather impersonal 
explanations.

While the concepts such as rights, freedoms and the division of power can be 
heard from all respondents, differences in other concepts (which are sometimes 
more related to the conceptual apparatus) can be linked to ideological differences. 
Members of the Radical Left Party were focused on the notions of direct and 
economic democracy, democracy in the workplace; members of the SPS on 
freedom and equality before the law; members of the DS on liberal values, 
individual freedoms, the will of the majority, equality of opportunity; and the 
Dveri movement members on autonomy, national sovereignty and the return of 
power to the people. Some of them answered from the position of party members, 
so when discussing democracy, they actually discussed the society promoted by 
their party.

Perhaps my strongest impression is the fact that, unlike most other respondents, 
members of political parties (especially Dveri, SPS and DS) do not see democracy 
as utopia, but as a realistically achievable socio-political system that will happen 
in Serbia as soon as institutional conditions are created, or as soon as the “right” 
people come to the top of the political hierarchy.

BRANISLAV
First of all, I must express the feeling of anxiety I get in the half-witted chatter of 
those who claim to be the champions of the democratic will of our society. And 
now to the analysis. Democracy seems to be a word that has lost all meaning, 
because everyone uses it as they please. Like other fiery political slogans and 



146 147insults, democracy has lost its edge and meaning since so many different groups 
are swearing by it (like using the word “fascist” for anything we don't like, so 
the word ultimately comes to mean everything and nothing). It is interesting 
to compare how historically different ideological groups have commented on 
democracy. In the 1930s, the political parties had much clearer and more opposing 
positions, which ranged from completely rejecting democracy to absolutely 
expanding it or restricting it based on class, and so on. Contrary to that, the 
main position of the parties today is that everyone is a democrat, and the more 
democracy - the better. 

Let us look briefly at what is common in the discourse of representatives of the 
parties. All parties swear by democracy and claim that society should undergo a 
more thorough democratization in terms of better political competition; they all 
refer to the historical tradition that reaches and draws legitimacy from Athenian 
democracy; they all agree (except the SPS) that the current situation in our 
country is devastating; they all advocate greater citizen participation through 
various popular initiatives. In contrast, the main divergence of opinions concerns 
the space in which this is practiced (only the state or both companies and other 
institutions), the scope of decision-making (only election of representatives or 
general state and economic policy), and ideology related to democratic practice 
(liberal or worker). Overall, the parties have proven to be extremely narrow-
minded and theoretically unskilled and unimaginative in their attempt to 
explain democracy and diagnose its ills in Serbia today. The only thing I can 
praise is that members of one party quite clearly and analytically identified the 
oligarchic-bourgeois structures as a serious obstacle and draw inspiration for 
democratization from the recent history of our Republic.

Category 3: NGOs and local action initiatives

STEFAN 
“Democracy as the will of the people”: there is agreement on the definition of 
the concept of democracy, that the people are the ones who should jointly make 
decisions. 

But the involvement, participation and ability of the people to participate in 
decision-making does not exist, and democracy is a “colorful lie” for the people. 
When we think we are deciding on something, we are actually only passively 
confirming the decisions that have been imposed on us. Such attitudes were 
recorded with all respondents, each of them presenting it in their own way. 

Whether they are talking about river defense, air pollution, social rights or social 
injustice on a global and local level, there is a consensus among participants on 
certain positions.

The first shared position is related to the possibility of participation in the 
decision-making process, with a common attitude that democracy gives us 
the opportunity to participate, but the system does not allow us to do that. 
Also, respondents emphasize the values present among the people as an 
essential component of the concept of democracy, and link it to education. Some 
respondents mention that the economic and political situation in the country has 
a huge impact on the development of democracy in Serbia. Everyone agrees that 
there is no democracy in Serbia.

IRENA 
What do we talk about when we talk about democracy? We can keep in mind 
its ultimate positive definition; democracy as an ideal, but also a theoretical 
concept and a utopia. We can keep in mind its negative definition; democracy 
as the absence of excessive prohibitions, domination and injustice. But if we ask 
the question of what democracy means to social actors, we will get very different 
answers that largely depend on the degree of development of democracy in a given 
society.

These all point us to common denominators. Dialogue, friendship, care, the 
common good, unification, coexistence, freedom, equality, equality of opportunity, 
peace, tolerance, rule of law, freedom of institutions - these are the words with 
which our respondents describe democracy that really suits it well. Democracy is 
associated with democratic values that chime with universal overtones. It is a set 
of ideals, desirable patterns of behavior, and a desirable form of social organization 
that seems to be shared by all. However, respondents are pessimistic and skeptical, 
or rather realistic on this issue. They clearly disassociate democracy from the 
current state of society. There is a gap between the reality and ideals, and social 
reality is assessed as the absence of democracy, the illusion of democracy, betrayed 
democracy, and even as the tyranny of the majority.

One could say that the state of democracy in our society is the presence of absence 
and the absence of presence. Alienation, survival, poverty, state of war, corruption, 
manipulation, hierarchy, domination, imposition, passivity, silence, self-censorship, fear, 
helplessness, discomfort, paralysis, ruin, decay, parasitism, control, restraint, surveillance, 
conflict - today's state of democracy is experienced physically and existentially, 
and actors see themselves as a kinds of slaves. Today, rights and freedoms are 
perceived as being usurped or non-existent. Still, “Don't talk about us without us.” 



148 149Respondents openly link the concept of democracy to struggle, oppression and defense. 
What is the capacity of slaves to defend their rights? Where is the source of social 
change? As one of the respondents asked: “Where is that seed?”

Change usually occurs when conditions become so unbearable that they cannot 
be contained anymore in their current form. In droughts, the seeds are hidden, but 
in order to germinate, a few drops from above are needed. The drop that is spilling 
from the glass of our bitter drink are the issues of water and air, homes and 
borders, margins and migration, which democracy, or its present manifestation, 
cannot defend or does not want to address. Democracy in that case very easily 
becomes direct, but in the sense of direct conflict, physical hand-to-hand fighting. 
“No talk about me without me” – at that moment the personal finally becomes political, 
and man is a social animal. All of this being said, naturally, with a healthy dose 
of irony. Involvement, activity and participation are concepts by which democracy 
is defended, even with bodies when democratic institutions fail. Fruitful 
participation and wise choices require education and information, and the worst 
situation we can find ourselves in, and in which we unfortunately find ourselves 
today, is that (free) decision-making is supported by ignorance.

JELENA
Respondents point out that people under the current state of affairs are inert and 
that any kind of activism cannot adequately articulate opinions and speech that 
deviate from the opinions and speech of the establishment. Workers face many 
problems, the main being their insufficient involvement. An aggravating fact is 
that trade unions do not have the power they had under socialism. Respondents 
used Yugoslav socialism (with workers' self-management) as a comparative basis 
when deliberating on the situation under the current system. Systemic limitations 
are numerous, but what is even more worrying is the negligence and indifference 
of companies towards workers. Alienation and objectification of workers is 
ubiquitous, and neoliberal capitalism further dehumanizes them, turning them 
into “machine accessories”. 

Movements focused on local action unequivocally point to the systemic non-
functioning of the basic principles of democracy. Their cry for help does not 
reach the ears of government representatives, and they have no choice but to 
oppose (with their own bodies where necessary) the particularistic interests. 
Respondents state that the value system is persistently molded to cater to the rich 
(corrupt) minority that holds monopolies over economic resources and ruthlessly 
humiliates those who are deprived of resources. The rule of law, the main pillar 
of democracy, is suppressed, the people are forced to fight lawlessness with their 

bare hands. It is also important to look at the (non) freedom of the media, which 
is under government control, which is a clear sign of autocracy. A media blockade, 
censorship and restrictions on civil society significantly distance our country 
from true democratic order. All of the above speaks of a hybrid system in which 
institutions are under strong pressure from the rulers and are used as their levers 
of power, rather than for democracy.

Category 4: NGOs and general-type initiatives

BRANISLAV
At the very outset we must note a marked difference in the commentary on 
democracy between NGO members and political parties. Specifically, NGOs have 
a much more serious approach, referring not only to some ideal-type constructs, 
but also to existing historical practice. Probably due to their practical activities, 
NGO members have experience with a number of challenges that our fellow 
citizens face, and therefore have far richer descriptions of democracy, aimed at 
solving these problems. They ask key questions: democracy – from whom and for 
whom? At what level? To what extent? At what time in the history of our society? 
etc. Although participants' definitions often differ - for example some stating the 
SFRY was democratic while others say it was totalitarian, for some democracy is 
universal while others perceive it as class-bound -  there are certain similarities 
of interpretation which can serve as a healthy common ground for dialogue. 
Namely, everyone respects democracy as a value in itself, everyone emphasizes the 
importance of personal and local autonomy, everyone states that the situation in 
our country is far from good in terms of democracy, everyone agrees that there is 
no justice and equality without democracy, and everyone considers it a legitimate 
form of political discourse and process. 

In the end, as much as it was devastating to listen to political party 
representatives, it was that much more encouraging and refreshing to hear 
engaged fellow citizens trying to explain a complex, multi-millennial and trans-
system phenomenon such as democracy, and making active efforts to fight 
for it in order to reshape the world around them. Yet there is one fundamental 
disagreement, and that is the very focus of democracy. Some see it as the 
integration of the “other / a foreigner” into the political process and wider cultural 
community, others are focused on economic democracy in the workplace, and 
some see it as being independent of the system in which it exists, saying there 
is no democracy in capitalism - without socialism. However, these are the 
foundations that must be clearly defined if we dare to dream of a democratic 
Serbia.
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The impression is that the respondents are “arranged” hierarchically, because 
there is a marked difference in speech between the groups. For example, 
respondents from NGOs pay more attention to the manner of expression and 
the terms they use. I get the layman's impression that NGO groups are more 
subordinate to democracy compared to “ordinary” citizens. It is like a vicious 
circle: the closer we think we are to democracy with our attitude and education 
and culture, the further away we are from it. In this sense, we can view citizens as 
a “tabula rasa” compared to other groups. People who “do not belong”, who are not 
politically active, may not be professionals, may not have higher education - they 
are free. They are free from any restraints and have the right to be themselves, 
in the true sense of the word. On the other hand, every group, trade union, non-
governmental or governmental organization, political party, local community, 
board, etc., is directly involved in all that is not democracy, and that is the ideology 
they defend, the attitudes they have or serve and what is of most interest to 
them. One respondent said that “parasites should be eradicated”, those that have 
involved themselves in politics only to serve their own needs and interests. What 
is the example of a Serbian ideologue who will give their own life for ideology, in 
one way or another? Maybe other nations or religions have such people, but we 
don’t. And what are we actually trying to eradicate here: a person who is also 
exploited or the whole system that is not good? 

One respondent mentioned “victory”. If we defeat someone or something, where 
is the place for democracy? It seems that the desire for victory, a firm hand, a 
charismatic leader, is rooted in the consciousness of this nation. It's hard to find a 
person who will say - yes, you're right, or - I was wrong, I'm sorry. Our mentality is 
stubborn and that is why it is difficult to implement democracy here. 

Maybe a solution is not to talk about the government, but about agreement, as 
stated by one respondent. Everything points to a sentiment that capitalism and 
democracy do not go hand in hand. Maybe capitalism isn't that scary, but this 
combination is. Which system would go well with capitalism, and which system 
with democracy?
  
Category 5: Trade unions and professional associations /interest groups

JELENA 
“The purpose of democracy is to live free” – this is the attitude that stood out the 
most in this group. The words used by this group to describe democracy include 
equality, social justice and freedom. There is no democracy in Serbia, there is 
no justice and no opportunities for activism, nothing has changed. Power is in 
the hands of one man or a group of people around him. Serbia is advertised as a 
“country of cheap labor”, which benefits foreign investors. While foreigners and 
the elite get rich, the majority of the population stays poor. When people are 
poor, they cannot be happy and satisfied, and in such a state, democracy is not 
possible. Everything is serving the interest of capital, not the interest of citizens. 
Respondents are unanimous in these opinions.

They also talk about institutions that should serve the people, which they don't. 
People in Serbia are “democratically illiterate” and do not have the support 
of institutions in solving their problems. The problem of media and objective 
information is also mentioned. This group paints a dark picture of years of 
existence of an illegitimate corrupt system.

STEFAN
What is democracy then? Respondents emphasize freedom, namely freedom of 
opinion and speech. In their opinion the level of distrust in political institutions is 
very high; those very institutions that should be the pillars of democracy. It seems 
that institutions work under the auspices of the Party and the Leader, which is 
very reminiscent of a totalitarian regime. 

If democracy entails election of the people's representatives, why don't elected 
representatives represent the people, or the majority? Democracy, therefore, can 
easily slip into oligarchy or ochlocracy, where the (rich) minority has a crucial 
role in society, holding the baton in its hands. A fertile ground for corruption and 
crime is laid down, and the already afflicted people are becoming increasingly 
helpless. Respondents point out the necessity of raising awareness and knowledge 
about democracy i.e. democratic literacy. Critical thinking must be developed to 
at least show that the people do not agree with the imposed decisions. Bending 
one’s back has proven useless when one desires change. Activities must be directed 
toward strengthening political activism of citizens, primarily young people. 
Respondents note that young people are “silent”, which is the most alarming 
indicator of the necrosis of our society. Particularistic interests are stifling social 
justice, and without solidarity of the threatened and disenfranchised majority 
there is very little chance for any change to take place. Therefore, in the absence 
of critical potential and synergy of young people it is difficult to hope for anything 
better, and democracy will remain an unfulfilled wish and an illusion.  



152 153General impressions and conclusion

DANILO
When we talk about democracy, despite its potentials not being fully realized, we 
must inevitably start from the ancient understanding of this political system, 
and even the worldview, since ancient philosophers did not separate politics from 
ethics. Taking the example of Socrates, who lived his philosophy, we see that living 
in the polis also meant participation in its political life, a tolerant dialogue (we 
can call it Socratic dialogue) on important issues for the lives of individuals. The 
Socrates' maxim “persuade or obey”, at the center of ancient democracy - the Agora, 
best depicts these principles. Some of these elements are very well recognized 
by our fellow citizens when they want to emphasize the basis of democracy, its 
essential elements, that is, what is missing from our democracy so that we may 
call it that. Almost all respondents think that the lack of civic participation, the 
lack of participation of “ordinary” citizens in political decisions, is the path to more 
authoritarian forms of government. The absence of Socratic dialogue between “us” 
and “them” is what democracy lacks the most today.

Respondents answered the question about what democracy represents, and we see 
that they also touched on general economic aspects, the deepening gap between 
rich and poor, which led to the almost ideal-typical definition of democracy given 
by Aristotle – “rule by the poor majority in their own interest”, which in the 
opinion of respondents does not exist today. 

The reference to the classical definition of democracy is also a criticism of the 
formalistic approach to the definition of this concept (the right to vote, freedom of 
speech, election of representatives in free and fair elections, the right to choose and 
be elected...), and I believe that this is something Serbian citizens also recognize,  
at least according to this more or less intentional sample. 

WITHOUT ANY UTOPIAN AND NOSTALGIC 
PRETENSIONS, I AM INCLINED TO CLAIM 
THAT THE CLASSICAL DEFINITION 
OF DEMOCRACY HAS NEVER 
COME TO LIFE, AND I WANT TO POINT OUT 
THAT THERE IS STILL MUCH TO 
BE INTERPRETED AND PRACTICED 
IN ORDER TO GET EVEN CLOSE TO 
THE RULE OF THE POOR MAJORITY. 

For now, whether some agree or not, I will interpret today's democracies as closer 
to what we would call oligarchic structures. 
JELENA 
There is a saying: “It takes all sorts to make a world”, so each of us understands 
democracy in a different way. Each respondent views the concept of democracy as 
something close to them and each emphasized those elements that they consider 
important, where the attached importance is based on personal experience. This 

is a common picture in all societies and it is a consequence of the distinction that 
exists between different groups, so all this is no problem. But the problem is the 
attitude shared by all - democracy does not exist in Serbia. Some call it a colorful 
lie, others say that it still needs to be worked on, and for some it is impossible to 
have democracy under the present circumstances in this country. In any case, 
the problem is clear and transparent - there is no democracy in Serbia. Who is to 
blame for that?

IRINA
During the presentation and performance of democracy, each respondent was 
silent for a little less than a minute at the beginning and at the end of the 
recording. That is democracy in practice - to speak only when you are invited to 
agree or to make choice. Theoretically, democracy is freedom, the rule of the people, 
the freedom of the people. For these reasons, democracy is difficult to perform, it is 
too general, vague and sometimes contrary to its own principles.  

BRANISLAV 
Speaking from a personal perspective, how I perceive the reviewed material not 
only as a political actor-citizen, but also as a person: such interpretations bring out 
in me anger, anxiety, and ultimately hopelessness. What kind of democracy can I 
hope for? How can I influence the fate of my society if the country’s administration 
is taken over by those whose mouths are full of empty praises for democracy? 
What will happen to me tomorrow? What about my children, my friends, fellow 
citizens? Of course, I focus on the opposition, because the ruling party did not even 
honor us with its opinion on democracy. 

RESENTMENT SHOULD BE HARNESSED 
INTO CONTEMPLATION, AND CONTEMPLATION 
ON THE CURRENT SITUATION 
SHOULD PRODUCE THE POSSIBILITY 
FOR SOMETHING BETTER. 

I will start from what democracy is not. It is not a social or political system, 
but a type of relationship between state-social managers and society itself, and 
essentially covers only one participatory and communication aspect of the political 
subsystem in a broader socio-economic system. Democracy is not the possibility 
of deciding on one's own life, it primarily concerns either extremely practical local 
issues of a small community, or the general social and economic development of a 
society. It does not exist to produce equality for all, because in indirect democracies 
the key issue is democracy for what, from whom and for whom, and in direct 
democracies there is only a greater expression of personal inequality at the level 
of individuals. So, in our self-managing socialism, most of the members of the 
workers' councils were actually workers, but opinions were most often given by 
white-collar experts, who were better educated and better prepared to participate 
in such structures. There is no such thing as a “true / honest / essential” 
democracy, nor is there just one, nor can we divide this type of communication 
into two absolutes - “democracy and non-democracy”. It exists in many forms 
and nuances, and I will therefore provocatively point out that SFRY, USSR, GDR, 
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people in those countries have had or have different degrees of participation 
in different aspects of public life. Democracy is not a value in itself, nor is it 
for everyone within the same society. Not all members of society are equally 
equipped to participate in decision-making at all levels, nor does everything 
concern everyone. To be a little provocative again, men have nothing to vote for 
and decide on when it comes to abortion, because it essentially doesn’t affect 
them. Democracy is a tool, a way of communication, it can be used to reach 
consensus, and it can also be a tyranny of the majority over the minority. There 
is nothing inherently good in it: a hammer can be used for both building and 
breaking.  

And what is democracy? If we dissociate it from ideology and idealism, we 
get a somewhat less inspiring but clear and useful answer. Democracy is a 
specific form of communication, in layman's terms, between the people and 
the government, in which those who are governed to some extent participate 
in the decision-making process together with those who rule over them, 
and nominally on their behalf. When it is so dry and unemotional, why is 
it important for us? Because it is a kind of guarantor of the responsibility of 
those who rule over those over whom they rule, because it is society’s lever 
to control and discipline the state that governs it. It is necessary for the 
sake of responsible, capable, and efficient state administration. Through the 
democratic process, the state cannot only create a more stable society that 
calmly and within the given framework negotiates its internal issues, but the 
democratic process is crucial for getting feedback on events on the ground. If 
people do not vote for a certain policy, it means that it must change; if they 
remove certain candidates from office, it may be a signal of resistance to local 
corruption; if they refuse to participate in the process, it means that something 
is wrong with the process itself. 

IN SHORT, IN ADDITION TO CONTROL 
AND HARMONIZATION, 
DEMOCRACY SHOULD ALSO 
DISCUSS ABOUT WHAT IS 
“ROTTEN IN THE STATE OF DENMARK”.

In conclusion, I leave it to the readers to think about what we can do to 
make things better. Two things are key for a functioning democracy: equal 
representation in relation to the structure of the population and equal 
opportunity to vote and be elected. If we want to take democracy seriously, we 
have to think for ourselves. Disenchantment and necessary information are 
there, let your imagination run wild, be bold to imagine an alternative, first on 
paper and then in front of people!

STEFAN 
My first impression is that respondents were on a good track when it comes 
to finding undemocratic principles of the system in which we live today and 
exposing anomalies and different kinds of systemic problems. Today, the 

concept of democracy is widely applied and often abused, which makes democracy 
itself unattainable and utopian. Freedom of opinion and expression are proclaimed 
all over, but the question that always arises, as pointed out by one respondent 
is - what after expressing that freedom? Lack of freedom? It seems to me that 
one fundamental problem in our society is the untapped potential of the youth 
and the inadequately balanced and articulated youth revolt. Democracy should 
imply equal rights for all to express their disagreements and dissatisfaction, 
and not silence and catering to a minority that is getting rich at the expense of 
the powerless and “invisible” majority. If the people have already elected “their" 
representatives, those representatives should look after the interests of those 
people and not their own. Without radical and comprehensive changes, democracy 
will remain just a word on paper; a fiction, an illusion.

MILICA
Respondents have communicated their previous knowledge about the concept 
of democracy, and had the opportunity to re-examine their own views on the 
state of democracy in Serbia today, as well as whether the political system in our 
country can be considered democratic. The disparity between what is considered 
a democratic system in Serbia and what democracy should be, opens the space for 
respondents to express criticism and dissatisfaction.

IRENA
Even if there is agreement on democratic values, there is no agreement on how 
to embrace them in reality. As a society, we still find ourselves torn between the 
polarities of socialist self-management vs. (neo) liberal democracy. Respondents 
see democracy as an element present in both systems, but not in its ideal form.  
We have been in the puberty of the democratic transition for over 20 years, and 
since those under 35 of age fall in the youth category, “we still have a ways to go”. 
Those who do think of a better future, seek it in Western European countries, 
emigrating as quietly and painlessly as possible. Once in the space of a built 
democracy, they start considering themselves democratic citizens. Once in that 
system, they easily conform to it. Maybe the real question is - if we are seemingly 
demanding democratic values, why are we actually still prone to unconditional 
submission to authorities and authoritarian leaders? And can democratic values 
be achieved by authoritarian measures at all? 
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Introduction
Attempting to define the notion of democracy proved to be the most challenging 
task for the participants in this unique performative collage. From definitions 
based on pure theory and science, up to arbitrary and free interpretations, 
all groups did share something – in an attempt to explain their view of 
the ideal society they all employed their selected definition as a means to 
identify something sound and concrete. However, the biggest differences and 
disagreements between the groups came from these attempts to determine what 
democracy actually is. 

In the first place, it can be noticed that most of the participants see democracy 
as an umbrella concept, a concept which contains the most idealistic perceptions 
and ideas on what democracy could or should be. Democracy thus becomes an 
umbrella for numerous values, a synonym for everything good and functional 
in a society. For instance, respondents from trade unions in Kragujevac equate 
democracy with human rights, freedom, equality and respect. Some others 
associate democracy exclusively with freedom of speech, freedom of opinion 
and movement, and see the purpose of democracy to create a richer and better 
society. In other words, the conviction that true democracy is the solution for 
all problems in a society emerged as an important constant in the interviews. 
Although all mentioned elements do represent features of a democratic society, 
most of the respondents don’t fully grasp the decision-making process which 
should precede the expected results. In short, they know what they want, but 
they do not know how to achieve it.

Even in this small excerpt of possible views one can notice that democracy does 
not have the same meaning for everyone. Rather, it is a somewhat subjective 
notion loaded with individual expectations and ideals, while each person 
transposes their own internal world of values to general societal categories. From 
this (idealistic) concept of democracy arises both dissatisfaction and conviction 
that there is no true democracy, which was another dominant thesis present in 
almost all video statements. Where the respondents accept that democracy in its 
corrupt form does exist, deficiencies of the democratic system are identified and 
this leads to further bitter conclusions which are supported by the belief that 
democracy is unattainable. 

Those who dealt with democracy in the narrower sense, namely with the 
political system based on decisions made by the majority of adult citizens, 
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were in the first place also identifying important anomalies the current 
democratic system. Eco-activists from Bor asked an extremely important 
question: is democracy attainable if it is based on a party system? This relates 
to a burning problem, particularly in our political circumstances, because it 
tackles the manner in which democracy is disavowed and avoided, leaving 
only the shell of democracy – a turncoat party system. They rightly ask the 
question whether circumventing democracy can lead to a democratic solution? 
It is exactly this feeling of circumvention that is resulting in growing anti-
democratic sentiments, and not only in Serbia, but also throughout Europe. 
Respondents from the SHARE Foundation correctly stressed that the most 
important problem is the substantial exclusion of citizens from the political 
decision-making process, namely utilizing elections and democratic procedures 
with the aim of circumventing the true will of the people. Citizens have a 
false impression of participation in the democratic process, whilst in practice 
they are excluded from political life once the elections are over, and a growing 
number of citizens recognize this as a problem. Considerations presented here, 
as well as contributions made by other participants, show growing aspirations 
to introduce participative and direct democracy.

According to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who already in the 18th century analyzed 
the important issue of how the general will is represented, the general will 
should not be a mere set of individual wills but rather an expression of the true 
aspirations and interests of a group in the form of the “sum of small differences”. 
However, Arrow’s theorem on social choice (named after the mathematician 
Kenneth Arrow), shows that society’s preferences are more complicated than the 
preferences of individuals, and that they are by no means merely a total sum 
(aggregate) of individual preferences. This was explained in the 18th century 
by the French mathematician Marquis de Condorcet who, in his jury theorem 
tried to mathematically represent the probability that a group would come to 
the correct decision. If we take his probability that every voter will vote correctly 
and put it into correlation with the degree of information on political decisions 
and their implications, it can be mathematically proved that the less informed 
individuals are, the greater the probability that they will vote incorrectly, and 
the lower the probability that ultimately a correct decision will be reached. In 
other words, the greater the number of uninformed individuals who cast their 
ballots, the greater the chance they will make a mistake. This is very interesting 
in the context of the current model of democratic decision-making which favors 
large turnout of the electorate, presuming that this is the best way to represent 
the general will of the voters. John Stuart Mill’s “plural voting” certainly can 
also not be a solution, since it gives more than one vote to certain groups, thus 
making them more privileged than the “ignorant” ones. 

A NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS 
POINTED OUT THAT 
ONE OF THE WAYS TO SOLVE THIS PROBLEM 
WOULD BE TO BETTER 
INFORM CITIZENS OF 
THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS.
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aggregative democracy, i.e. the mere sum of preferences. Deliberative democracy 
requires individuals to be included in the decision-making process from 
beginning to end, not only by passively accepting or rejecting proposals, but 
rather through an informed search for best solutions in constant exchange 
of opinions and by correcting their own views on the basis of new insights 
acquired through conversations with other members of the community. It is 
presumed that such a decision-making model would enable the majority to 
reach a common general conclusion, which would be in the general interest and 
a true expression of general will. Respondents from the Local Front pointed out 
that excessively fake information may create a kind of illusion for people to see 
things with their own eyes and hear with their own ears, while in fact they are 
only victims of media manipulation by those who have political and economic 
resources to control information. Respondents from the left side of the political 
spectrum have actually proposed this model of deliberative democracy as a 
potential solution to what they identify as a crisis in democracy. However, the 
main problem with this model remains the degree of its applicability beyond 
the local level, for example in the case of parliamentary elections in largely 
populated states. 

THIS POINTS US TO THE NEXT CLUE – 
TRUE DEMOCRACY WILL BE POSSIBLE 
AFTER THE DEMISE OF THE NATION-STATE, 
AS THE DOMINANT MODEL OF 
SOCIAL ORGANIZATION. 

In this sense, it is encouraging that most of the respondents were intuitively 
relying upon Rousseau’s and Kant’s ideals of people’s sovereignty, although we 
heard the opinion where respondents (representatives of Dveri), in the traditions 
of Lock and Montesquieu, were invoking national sovereignty. However, all other 
respondents did not see this aspect as playing an important role. 

Eco activists from Bor noticed an important link between the people and 
democracy – namely, as one of them presented it, bad people lead to bad 
democracy, so democracy itself as a model is no solution. This observation casts 
doubt on the possibility that democracy will solve all problems – especially 
when “bad” people are taking part in democratic decision-making, or when the 
democratic model is being circumvented by political actors who only want to 
manipulate the democratic form to maintain their own power and position.  
Of course, it is clear that most people cannot be presented as “bad”, nor can bad 
politicians be explained via bad people. The well-known motto that people have 
the government they deserve, simplifies the societal reality. This viewpoint fails 
to understand the complex mechanisms of political participation as well as a 
whole set of social, economic and psychological factors which have a limiting 
impact upon a significant number of people in the process of making, (as it is 
interpreted) “correct” political decisions. Ultimately, different starting positions 
result in different reach in political decision-making processes. However, 
this view point is important because it establishes a qualitative link between 

those who vote, and those who are elected. Although the thesis of bad people 
leading to bad government cannot be accepted, a correlation can be established 
between the level of voters’ political education and the level of political culture 
of the elected politicians. In this sense, citizens with lower political education 
will be more willing to tolerate certain transgressions of politicians that they 
would perceive as unacceptable if they had a higher level of understanding 
of the political and social reality; or as Rousseau put it: “To create rule for the 
people certainly is a useful thing, but there is one which is even more useful – to 
educate the people to rule”. If this seems as too idealistic, the couple Nadoveza 
offered an alternative and openly advocated meritocracy – the rule of capable 
and professional individuals. This model was rejected as unacceptable a 
long time ago, already by Aristotle, although some theoreticians did return 
to it; however, its main deficiency, which cannot be overlooked, is its latent 
discrimination in societies with unequal chances. 

This brings us directly to the next significant problem that we can identify 
in the democratic model of organization. Although not mentioned explicitly, 
the aforementioned statements show that a great number of participants 
noticed that purely mathematical models of democratic organization, i.e. 
reducing political models of organization to mere arithmetic operations, lack 
an important corrective in the form of an additional, we may say humanitarian 
criteria, which should stand side by side with the mathematical ones. In 
other words, although it is accepted as valid, pure mathematical criteria is 
increasingly considered as insufficient because it can be employed as a cover 
to hide authoritarianism and intolerance, as well as discrimination, anti-
democratic aspirations and values. The most paradigmatic example in this 
regard (and the most exploited one by demo-sceptics) was mentioned by 
respondents from the Center for Informal Communication “Nemušto” from Bor, 
namely that the Nazis also came to power in a democratic manner. Today we 
have also a handful of other, albeit less radical but equally worrying examples, 
that democratic (mathematical) validation is not sufficient. 

There is another important problem pointed out by Radomir Lazović from 
Don’t Let Belgrade D(r)own initiative - the relation between the majority and 
minority in democracy. The idea that the "overpowering" of the majority makes 
it privileged to make decisions on behalf of the minority is a key problem of 
democracy, which casts doubt on its purpose as a model. Dobrica Veselinović, 
from the same initiative, adds his observation that the terror of the majority 
paralyzes the minority from speaking out which is why it withdraws when 
faced with the so-called majority (which may not be the majority at all, but 
rather a loud minority which controls the levers of power and authority). Both of 
them recognize outvoting and disrespect for those who were declared losers by 
mathematics as an important problem for democracy. A triumphalist attitude 
of the majority towards the minority and the exclusive arithmetic legitimacy 
of the right to such a relationship makes today’s democracy a true smokescreen 
of democratic processes. On the other hand, Marija Perković does not see this as 
a problem, but rather argues that democracy was created precisely as a model 
which excludes (women, for the longest period), while pointing that it would be 
illusory to expect something different today.
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were considering other types of democracy as well. Some of them, like 
the participant from the Reconstruction Women’s Fund, noted that it is 
impossible to talk about one democracy, but that different social systems 
have different models of democracy (for instance, the most common is the 
distinction between the capitalist and socialist models). Representatives of 
the Trade Union Independence are thinking along same these lines when they 
say that democracy must go hand in hand with social justice. In addition, 
several groups of respondents were mentioning the importance of economic 
democracy, stressing that purely political democracy (election of government 
representatives) does not nearly answer all societal issues and problems. This 
is followed by activists engaged with the problem of migrants, who note that it 
is not democracy which is the dominant system, but rather something opposite 
to it. They see democracy as a significantly more regulated and more humane 
model than the one which offers greater rights for capital than for people. 
Economic democracy was an important topic for a number of respondents, like 
those from the Right to Water association and the Party of the Radical Left, who 
argue that certain issues can be decided on only by the people who are directly 
concerned by those issues. Hence, the more or less articulated idea of self-
management also appears in a number of statements.

Hannah Arendt’s “Dark Times” seems to never have been darker, and there 
are few clear and bright indications as to the direction in which the change 
should (and can) go. Statements presented here allow for the conclusion that 
respondents do not have much faith in a significant change in the democratic 
model, in the possibility of a more efficient system which would act in the 
service of individuals. However among the interviewed groups there are also 
splendid activist examples, which give rise to hopes that this could be the new 
direction of social and political organization. Bulky state and legal creations 
do not succeed in giving answers to questions which are of greatest interest to 
their citizens, and here they lose their historic chance to start a transformation 
into viable entities. The pursuit of increasingly autonomous and local 
decision-making on relevant issues at the level of more compact and coherent 
communities (united by more sustainable criteria than purely national or 
state), creates space for new models of organization, and that is the world I look 
forward to.

As evidenced by the plurality of experiences, identities, interests and statuses 
of the participants in this project, democracy as a notion has manifold and 
elastic meanings. Like freedom, justice or equality, democracy is one of the 
most debatable notions, with neither stable nor fixed contents. Hence, there are 
unlimited possibilities and efforts to redefine its meaning, to have it recurrently 
examined, or make efforts to fix it. All, or at least the majority of respondents, 
share the feeling that democracy is in a state of crisis, and that the very concept 
has been emptied of its meaning. However, what is also present as the “common” 
element when democracy is under consideration, is the emphasis on economic 
relations and processes and their impact upon society and democracy: making 
the minority rich, depriving workers of their rights, fading of social justice, 
helplessness and feelings of insecurity…

CONSENT WAS REACHED 
ON THE ASSESSMENT THAT 
SERBIA IS FAR AWAY FROM DEMOCRACY, 
BUT IT VANISHED WHEN 
RESPONDENTS TRIED TO DEFINE 
THE MEANING OF DEMOCRACY: 
IF THIS IS NOT DEMOCRACY, WHAT IS? 

When defining the notion of democracy, representatives of political parties 
start from the ideological position of a given party and use the recognizable 
public and political discourse on democracy: rule of law, freedoms and rights of 
citizens. In contrast, the understanding of democracy by citizens' associations 
and local initiatives goes beyond and deepens its meaning: democracy is 
not only a set of institutions and procedures but also political engagement, 
participation and organization of citizens at all levels within the political 
process. In other words, democracy is not merely the process of selection and 
delegation of representatives who make decisions on behalf of the people, 
but also citizens’ participation in shaping the will of the political body and 
participation in the decision-making process itself. Domains to which this 
applies are comprehensively defined, and in some cases, focus is drawn to those 
fields in which the association or initiative is active: trade unions, ecological 
and other groups. At this level, which is taking place below the activities of the 
political parties, there is a significantly broader understanding of democracy. 
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162 163The next level are individuals, such as retired persons, workers, artists or 
others. Starting both from their own experience and position in society, they 
see democracy in the broadest terms and, in an attempt to define it, they 
problematize many issues: social exclusion and invisibility, voices which are not 
heard, bodies which are not observed or recognized, the public space which is 
monopolized by parties and private interests. This classification into three groups 
might not be appropriate due to the fact that they do not have fully identical 
views on democracy, but they do correspond to a great extent. This does not mean 
that individuals see democracy completely differently from representatives 
of political parties, but rather that when defining it they start from their own 
experience and status: I am a citizen, and my problems are not being recognized in 
the public space, neither is my voice respected when I try to share and express it.
 
Following the aforementioned classification as a possible framework (parties, 
associations and citizens as individuals) it may be concluded that – when 
getting closer to the citizens – democracy is becoming more radical, its contents 
“overloaded” and in normative terms more demanding than the procedural 
comprehension of democracy. Isn’t this voice, which is unrecognized in the 
political process, actually the strongest proof of how “democratic” the political 
process really is?

The way we assess the state of democracy depends, above all, on how we see 
and understand the very notion of democracy. The dominant political discourse 
perceives and affirms democracy in a minimalistic manner – as a cluster 
of institutions and procedures which guarantee fair and honest elections. 
Some respondents see democracy as something more than just elections, and 
regard it as an opportunity for active citizens to manage political processes. 
Hence, democracy should be understood and thought of as an interpretive 
concept, a notion whose meaning is constantly changing and which is adopted 
as a principle which legitimizes maintaining or gaining power. One of the 
respondents shed light upon the problem: “The task of all politicians and 
intellectual elites is to give meaning to this word”. The battle over this meaning, 
and the outcome of these dynamics, will determine the nature of the concept of 
democracy.

HOWEVER, WHAT DID PROVE TO BE 
UNQUESTIONABLE IN THIS RESEARCH 
IS THE CONCLUSION THAT 
DEMOCRACY IN SERBIA, AS WELL AS BEYOND, 
FACES PROBLEMS AND IS IN A DEEP CRISIS. 

Its present is bleak, and its future uncertain. From whatever position we look 
at it, both in terms of values or profession – as a retired person, actor, activist or 
politician, socialist or nationalist – the feeling of discomfort, disappointment or 
dissatisfaction is constantly present. As identified by a few respondents, there 
is also the problem of differentiating between form and contents of democracy: 
are we just “consumers of democracy” whose contents had been established 
somewhere else, and where decisions are made far away from its citizens?  
Are we participating in the farce called “democracy” in which the rich are 
following their own particular selfish interests and getting richer, and the poor 
are becoming even poorer? Is democracy actually a utopia? It depends on whom 
we ask.

Representatives of political parties and political movements define democracy 
from their own ideological positions, using a well-known vocabulary: people, 
responsibility, human rights, division of power, identity etc. Democracy is 
possible, but with an altered content: democracy is possible if we achieve 
balance between democracy and liberalism; democracy is possible if we 
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164 165enlighten the people or implement certain reforms in the political system.  
On the other hand, representatives of the civil society and citizens understand 
the problems existing on the other side of politics – beyond the location of 
decision-making. In the view of the majority of participants, one of the biggest 
“stumbling blocks” for democracy is the fact that democracy is impossible in 
poverty, or in a society characterized by a high level of economic inequality. 
Burdened with concerns about their own subsistence, citizens lose the 
opportunity for significant engagement and, therefore, feel disempowered 
and helpless. For the time being, the statement “Democracy is the good life” 
represents only an ideal, one whose meaning has to be established, as well as an 
imperative which has to be followed.

DEMOCRACY IS NOT JUST 
AN OCCASIONAL MANIFESTATION 
OF THE PEOPLE WHO ARE GOING TO POLLS 
ONCE IN EVERY FOUR YEARS, 
BUT RATHER A CLUSTER OF INSTITUTIONAL 
AND NON-INSTITUTIONAL CHANNELS 
THROUGH WHICH CITIZENS CAN 
MANAGE POLITICAL PROCESSES 
AND HOLD ELECTED REPRESENTATIVES 
ACCOUNTABLE. 

“Democracy as a good life”, for the majority of respondents is inseparable from 
the economy, educational possibilities, citizens’ participation, clean air, healthy 
environment, inclusion of the “excluded” ones – and their identification and 
recognition. All these aspects of democracy were accentuated by different 
respondents, citizens who are on the “other side of politics”. Democracy did 
not fulfill the expectations of Serbia’s citizens. As one of the participants said: 
“Everything is the same, only now we have more parties”. Political alienation 
and citizens’ disempowerment produced apathy and made them feel that they 
have no possibility to change a thing.   

The most common idea in conversations with the citizens of the Republic of 
Serbia is that "democracy is taken for granted". However, after listening to the 
interviews over and over again, I cannot escape the impression that in this 
country democracy today represents a balance between Montesquieu's "political 
virtue" and "democratic darkness" as perceived by the character played by Petar 
Božović in the movie "The Black Bomber". When referring to Montesquieu, I 
primarily think of the explanation that “political virtue implies the love of the 
laws and of one’s country, that democracy must educate its citizens to identify 
their interests with the interests of their country, and should have censors 
to preserve its mores.” On the other hand, the warning of inspector Bešević, 
portrayed by Petar Božović in this cult film, that “democratic darkness will 
swallow up anybody who tunes into dangerous frequencies” shows that there 
will always be enemies of such an idea, and even more, that its feasibility is 
highly questionable. 

The issue of democracy was discussed with representatives of the ruling 
political parties and those in opposition, representatives of activist initiatives, 
and citizens not engaged directly in the political system. The notion of 
democracy is not easy to define, and I believe that the diversity of views 
represented within this project will help some future historians, anthropologists 
and sociologists to form a clearer picture on the standpoints of Serbia’s 
citizens in the first half of the 21st century. The only thing that I missed as a 
contemporary historian was a comment by the representatives of the currently 
largest and dominant party in Serbia. I believe that their views would add some 
“spice” to all this. However, I am sure that certain observations would remain 
unchanged. 

IF I COULD PERSONIFY DEMOCRACY 
ON THE BASIS OF WHAT WAS SAID
IN THE INTERVIEWS, WITH NO HESITATION 
I WOULD SAY – CINDERELLA. 

Most of the respondents see democracy as something beautiful, pure and 
perfect, but harassed and abused. Democracy is like Cinderella was before 
the good fairy arrived: dressed in rags and forced to run errands she was not 
born to run. Instead of serving society and helping it to function in the best 
possible way, democracy has been manipulated by those unnamed (although 
left-oriented representatives do sometimes mention capitalism as the main 
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166 167and responsible factor), and turned against those whose welfare should be 
democracy’s primary concern – human beings. Protestors from Bor are the rare 
ones who inadvertently broached the most important question: who constitutes 
this “horrible” regime that takes away and destroys our democracy? The answer 
to their question, which came up at the end of the interview, simultaneously 
disarms and brings back hope – if the people have destroyed it, then they, the 
people could mend it as well.

A separate analysis of the conversations and the respondents could result in 
some different conclusions, but a comparative analysis which I personally 
prefer, indicated some similarities that I previously would not have believed as 
possible. Representatives of the political parties and initiatives, although having 
completely different, if not diametrically opposed ideological standpoints, gave 
critical remarks on “democracy” almost identical to those we can hear coming 
from the present regime, and to whom they currently stand in opposition. 
Hence, both the radical left and the radical right arrived at harmonized 
conclusions: representational democracy is fake democracy, and the only 
way to return power to the people is to have direct decision-making through 
referendums and people’s initiatives. The terminology they use is different, 
but the alternatives offered from both sides contain virtually no ideological 
commitments. Members of the Democratic Party recognize deprivation of 
workers as the crucial problem, while the solution they propose is a constant 
struggle for civil rights which “once maybe did exist, but have been revoked”. 
According to them, populism we encounter today is precisely one of the 
deviations of that ideal balance between liberal and democratic values, which 
democracy should represent. However, as a listener, I have the impression 
that such standpoints are expressed only with the cynical aim to mobilize the 
masses or to improve their political standing in the future. Having said that, we 
must not ignore the opinion we heard from the representative of the Party of the 
Radical Left, which has been very relevant in the last few decades, and that is 
that program differences in the political parties in power do not actually exist at 
all. It is here that I would like to quote Božidar, a pensioner from Kamendin who, 
based on his experience, says that he does not believe in democracy “since every 
regime comes to power by promising democracy, but somehow always forgets 
about it in the meantime”. To this I would add that appropriation of democracy 
only helps its vanishing.

Activists who participated in the project, each group from the perspective 
of their own struggles, pointed to some serious challenges democracy is 
facing from the aspect of the human being. They all share distrust in the 
institutions, and see the "return" of democracy precisely through the changes 
and improvements in that segment. The representatives of the Reconstruction 
Women’s Fund opened their statement by saying that “democracy should not 
be a goal in itself, but a means that will help us achieve that goal”, and maybe 
these very words are the most important point they made. They asked: "What 
is our goal?", and that question may be crucial not only in discussing democracy 
as such, but in a wider understanding of society and the world in general. 
Members of the Local Front from Kraljevo point out that democracy should 
not be the right to make decisions for all, but rather the right of will – the right 

granted to everyone to participate in the process, and not only in its final stage 
(the right which, according to them, is also very questionable). Decision-making 
alone does not necessarily imply democracy, although voting as part of the 
election process does represent democracy. However, as noted by one member 
of the aforementioned organization, those decisions are based on public opinion 
shaped by public information offered to the people, and it is therefore highly 
questionable to say that it is democracy. The solution proposed by practically 
all participants coming from activist organizations lays in education, which 
qualifies people to make decisions independently and builds the confidence to 
express opinions that could contribute both to the improvement of life of the 
individual and the society in which they live. 

One of the members of the Centre for Informal Communication Nemušto from 
Bor began his presentation by saying that Nazis in Germany came to power 
through a democratic process. His fellow citizen, one of the protestors against 
pollution in Bor, said something very important – he said that “the people are 
neither good nor bad, they are simply the people”. And indeed, the people are 
just the people, who make mistakes, sometimes fatal ones. For that reason, it 
may be necessary to return to the question of what is actually our goal as people 
who live in a community with each other. What will be the outcome of our 
actions? Once we decide upon those main points, democracy should take the 
helm and enable their fulfillment in the best possible way. To quote the member 
of organization Nemušto from Bor, the most important precondition for such 
fulfillment is to agree on the values, as well as the constant reassessment on 
whether they are respected and properly applied. These same people, which 
are just “the people”, must stop being consumers of democracy and become its 
participants. 

While listening to the interviews and making a comparative analysis, one 
impression did prevail. Despite different ideological positions, different activities 
they are involved in, different occupations, levels of education or problems they 
face, for most of the respondents democracy remains a pure abstraction. In 
most of the statements we can hear both about its historical development and 
its downfall. We can hear appropriate definitions and explanations of what it 
is not. But when the discussion focuses on what democracy is, it transforms 
into Cinderella heading to the ball, dressed in the most gorgeous dress and in a 
carriage driven by the most elegant of horses. 

HOWEVER, WHEN THE CLOCK 
STRIKES MIDNIGHT, 
THE DRESS TURNS INTO THE RAGS AGAIN, 
THE CARRIAGE BECOMES A PUMPKIN, 
AND THE ELEGANT HORSES TURN TO 
MICE WHICH RUN INTO THEIR HOLES. 

It is the same with democracy in the presented views. The created image is 
very seductive and pleasing to the ear. However, we face its problems when 
we start comparing the opposing world-views and the solutions offered by 



168 169different organizations and individuals. Terminological differences aside, they 
resemble each other. Even if there is not much similarity in the definition, it 
is noticeable in the solutions and alternatives offered. Also, when it comes to 
presentations of political parties and initiatives, one gets the impression that 
these groups offer a certain democratic solution or at least give a promise that 
they will help find it. In the case of activist movements and organizations, 
however, the situation is somewhat different, but only in form. The reason why 
these movements and organizations emerged in the first place primarily lays 
in the mistrust in governmental institutions and the system, while their role is 
to informally enable the solution for a certain problem, or to provide assistance 
through informal education. It is from this standpoint that they look upon 
democracy. Statements of ordinary people who are not involved in any group or 
organization, reflect the image of democracy as offered by parties, organizations 
and initiatives. It is these statements that demystify the concept and show what 
an abstract noun it is.

My view on democracy remained somewhere in between Baron Montesquieu 
and inspector Bešević (Petar Božović). History shows us how interpretations and 
manifestations of democracy have not always been fortunate. The consequences 
of some of its past actions are still being debated and analyzed. Democracy is 
really not simple to explain, let alone to implement. The historical context is 
changing as well as the needs of individuals and society, and so does democracy. 
However, in spite of its fluidity and flexibility, democracy must no longer be a 
mantra. We must make democracy concrete and avoid “democratic darkness”. 

 

When listening to the statements and the views expressed in them, a historian 
has to notice that most of the respondents demonstrate a constant urge 
to almost ritually stress the historical origin of democracy, which in such 
popular concepts of the past is linked to Ancient Greece. From the standpoint 
of psychoanalysis this pattern of repeating the myth, namely the popular 
narrative on the historical origin (of democracy), develops from subconscious 
insecurity when facing such a complex and abstract notion as is the case with 
democracy. From the standpoint of history, the notion of democracy has never 
had the same meaning in dominant social conceptions of two different cultures 
during two different time periods, although the notion itself has been present for 
more than 2.500 years.
 
It is exactly through these standpoints that we can see their presupposed ideas 
on what democracy should be, and evidently is not. Such ideas, just like popular 
concepts on the historical origins of democracy, are completely opposite to what 
Athens’s democracy actually was. For citizens of ancient Athens democracy was, 
as our fellow countryman put it – “not perfect, but the best possible” system 
for free people. However, free people in ancient Athens, namely those who could 
take part in the democratic life of the community, were exclusively those who 
satisfied certain conditions, namely “freedom censuses”, related to property, 
gender, age and ethnicity etc. 

Hence, Athens’s democracy, as the unparalleled most progressive political 
system of the classical period in the Ancient Greece (of course, only from the 
ethical perspective of contemporary progressivism), was exactly the logical 
opposite of what we today imply when we use the notions democracy and 
democratic values. 

Among those interviewed, nobody expressed satisfaction with the current 
state of democracy in Serbia, or confidence in democratic institutions existing 
in this country. In many cases it seems that people simply lack notions 
through which they could express their dissatisfaction with the current state 
of democracy in Serbia. However, such a state is not the consequence of events 
from the past decade, or the past three decades, but rather of historic and social 
processes whose long-lasting continuity is older than the modern Serbian 
state established at the beginning of the 19th century. The biggest impression 
is that dissatisfaction demonstrated by many of those interviewed cannot be 
articulated within the frameworks of everyday terminology. People feel the 
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170 171presence of the problem, but lacking the notions by which to describe what 
the historians see as structural parts of long-lasting political, economic and 
cultural processes, they spontaneously turn to general ideas, although aware 
that individual criticisms of certain problems, political elites or individuals are 
not sufficient to express the depth of the gap between their reality and what they 
imply under the notion of democracy.   

Particularly interesting is the presentation of eco-activists from Bor, since 
after stating that “democracy is power in the hands of the people“ they voice 
their local problems related to pollution, exploitation of workers, negative 
consequences of irresponsible management of industrial complexes upon their 
local community etc. They then speak of their civic initiative that they started 
in order to fight for a better solution to these problems. Such a civic initiative 
launched by the local population with the aim to protect their own human, 
economic and political rights and to improve living conditions in their micro-
habitus actually is the essence of an engaged, namely civic democracy.   

The Center for Informal Communication  “Nemušto” from Bor also proposed 
two key questions: first, is democracy, understood as the will of the majority, 
actually capable of distorting fundamental democratic rights of individuals 
and groups? This question is of particular importance in Western-type “trickle-
down” democracies (again, by irony of history, exactly these democracies are the 
ones which reproduce most efficiently and sophisticatedly social inequalities, 
although they do stay on the other side of political culture which is de facto the 
closest to the concept of democracy), that Serbian democracy belongs to, at least 
in terms of its laws that have never fully been applied in practice. Activists from 
Bor stress that if there would exist direct, i.e. local democracy in Serbia, the many 
failings of the central executive government would be automatically limited. 
Together with the balance of stability and flexibility, the balance of local and 
national jurisdictions is the second functional pillar for survival of democracy. 

There is an interesting statement from the pensioner Božidar Savić that 
democracy is “reduced to manipulation of the minority over the majority, or 
of the majority over the minority, as suitable for the political elite”. The first 
thought expressed in this statement relates to the continuity of the eternal 
dilemma on competencies on the national and local levels and the relation of 
political rights of the “minority” and “majority” in democracy etc. However, 
particularly interesting is the second standpoint, expressed in more subtle 
terms – namely the idea concerning not only the potential, but actually the ever-
present process of manipulating democratic ideas and values for the purpose 
of maintaining power; which in Serbia’s case is the hegemony of only seemingly 
ideologically opposed fractions of the one and same political elite.   

Radomir Ćirilović and Vladeta Jovanović from the Association for the Protection 
of Consumer Rights from Novi Sad point out that a government is democratic 
only in the case that it was elected by a majority of the citizens while respecting 
democratic institutions and procedures. Bearing in mind that this is not the 
case in Serbia, its “governance” cannot be deemed democratic. However, this is 
exactly one of the essential problems in understanding the historic failure of 

democracy in Serbia. There is no government in the Serbian history that came 
to power with a full ethic legitimacy with regard to respect for democratic 
procedures, which de facto have been existing only in the last thirty years. Major 
differences between them were always reflected in external manifestations of 
political culture, namely in the level of authoritarianism expressed in violating 
constitutional and legal principles. Although these differences relate only to 
external, i.e. political and cultural manifestations of authorities within the same 
power structure, they are nonetheless not insignificant because they represent 
ethical precedencies for the future. However, the problem lies in the fact that 
these legal frameworks for the establishment of “democratic” government 
have never been defined with the intention to be respected, just as most of the 
progressive legislation in Serbia was not created with the real intention to 
“transcend” into the future from rhetoric to part of the social reality. 

The member of the Dveri movement pointed out that the neo-liberal concept 
of democracy is “self-revoking”, namely, that this is a concept of democracy 
“without content”. While it is completely true that the ideology of neo-liberalism 
is full of contradictions, one of the biggest problems of its social dysfunction 
is the flooding it with "content" without essence, i.e. a diverse political and 
cultural agenda without a social or class-structural ideological base. However, 
it is interesting that the democratization of Serbia was carried out according 
to the "top to bottom" or "trickle down" principle, which is characteristic of 
neo-liberal economic theory. During the last three decades, the capital in the 
West did not “spill over” from top to bottom, however, in a certain sense it 
has a progressive social agenda. This did not happen in Serbia, in spite of the 
“terminological” spill-over, as testified by our citizens’ statements on democracy. 
Of course, this is only part of much more complex and long-lasting historical 
processes. Here too, however, we can notice one and the same irregularity – 
repressive mechanisms of financial and political power structures in the West 
constantly undergo sophisticated processes within which political culture, too, 
undergoes progressive evolution. In Serbia, on the other hand, there is only a 
constant increase in our knowledge of these processes, the sophistication in 
understanding the foreign concepts, but there is no "spillover" of democracy. The 
progressive social agenda, on the other hand, "spilled over" in a theoretical sense, 
but never became a part of social reality.

Iva Marković and Miloš Baković, activists of the "Right to Water" initiative, 
put forward the fundamentally important idea that a democratic political 
culture implies compromise and cooperation, not competition, and that there 
are no "winners and losers" in a democracy. This is de facto definition of an 
ideal democratic political culture that can never be achieved, given that the 
precondition for its existence would be general, both economic and cultural 
progress of the whole society, which was last "seen" in the modern world during 
the 1970s. At the same time, this idea is of great importance if we consider 
that according to the majority of the opposition elite, the central problem of 
Serbian democracy is precisely the lack of political culture, and not the lack 
of fundamental social preconditions for the existence of democracy. What is 
almost always forgotten is that the existence of any type of political culture 
necessitates material conditions.   
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Teodora Jovanović and Olja Nikolić, the anthropologist and member of the 
Push Back collective, speak of the inseparability of what contemporary society 
considers to be universal human rights and the concept of democratic values. 
Here we return to the longest historical story of democracy, that is, the struggle 
to expand the "census" for participation in the democratic order. Hence, despite 
the existing legal frameworks that should guarantee equality in the rights of 
all individuals, society continues to apply racial, gender, religious, and above all 
class discrimination, while state institutions not only tacitly approve of these 
types of discrimination, but make no effort to drive them out of their inner, 
informal culture where they remain deeply rooted even at the beginning of the 
third millennium. 

However, the most interesting fact is that such progressive forms of democracy 
are discussed in Serbia, where there has never existed even a basic, centralist-
institutional, "trickle-down" democracy, except, of course, in the form of "different 
colors", of various ideologies of the "facade".

Thus, based on the examined sample, we can conclude that our fellow citizens 
are not only well acquainted with theoretical ideas about democracy, but also 
with general criticisms of the democratic order and ideas about its potential 
improvement that are in full accord with the global political trends. While 
researching the French press during the SNCF strike in 2018, the author of this 
text encountered exactly the same ideas in the statements of modern Parisians. 
How to understand this in the face of the obvious fact that French democracy, 
even after three decades of neo-liberal reforms, still is the most progressive one in 
Europe (of course, only in terms of "external" manifestations related to political 
culture and culture of civic engagement in democracy), and Serbia, on the other 
hand, is potentially the best example of "facade" democracy?

Of course, this similarity is greatly influenced by the process of globalization, but 
here we also witness a tradition of ideological "appropriation" of the progressive 
political agenda coming from the Western world, while there is no simultaneous 
appropriation of the political culture or deeper understanding of socio-structural 
causes of the current situation. This was an unviolable pattern of all democratic 
changes that followed the "top-down" principle. “Traditional weaknesses” and 
authoritarianisms of the central governments did not influence this situation 
to the same extent as did the lack of internal social structure capable of 
implementing the democratic agenda in political life and bringing the ideological 
perspectives of a few social groups closer to the overall social principle. As we can 
see from these statements, our fellow citizens understand democracy and basic 
democratic principles and values very well, but they do not have the economic, 
social or political power needed to adequately influence the entry of their agenda 
into their "everyday reality", precisely because this reality is controlled by the 
same informal power structures that have made democracy a "facade" ideology. 
Respondents perfectly understood the “essence” of democracy, but have also all 
agreed that our reality is far from it. As long as there is no internal social force 
strong enough to resist the "historical" mechanisms formed during the two 
centuries of continuous anti-democratic rule, democracy in Serbia will remain 

only an abstract concept that exists independently of us. This is comparable 
to the way in which the constitution and legal acts according to which Serbia 
is defined as a democratic republic remained just a framework of the “façade”, 
whose implementation in our everyday reality was never even expected. 
 
Citizen Ozren Nadoveza recalled his first encounter with the notion of 
democracy, which took place "during the introduction of pluralism in Serbia". 
Beneath these words there is a trace of the subconscious, namely the associative 
understanding of democracy, as well as the root of the symbolisms formed in 
the period of transition, which later populist ideologies will use as a basis for 
propaganda to discredit democracy. Here, too, we can see best how the cultural 
factor of understanding (non) democracy in Serbia is inseparable from the socio-
structural factor. Thus, the notion of democracy in its modern context entered 
the world of the citizen Nadoveza, as well as of the majority of our fellow citizens 
only during the transition, at the exact time when all the problems of this 
difficult historical period entered their political and social reality.

Activists from the Don’t Let Belgrade D(r)own movement point out how it is 
interesting that “people have confidence in the existence of the system” and that 
it seems as if we are repeatedly surprised that in reality “this is not exactly so”. 
The same activists make an interesting metaphor by comparing democratic 
institutions with a “shell”. When the system becomes dysfunctional, it may 
be fixed by removing certain problems; however, in a much larger extent, we 
have just an illusion of the system, which is a long-lasting historical and social 
problem. 

ONE OF THE ESSENTIAL 
CAUSES OF CONFUSION 
RELATED TO DEMOCRACY 
IN SERBIA STEMS FROM THE FACT 
THAT SERBIA HAS ALL LEGAL 
AND CONSTITUTIONAL DEFINITIONS 
OF DEMOCRACY, LEGALLY DEFINED 
PROCEDURES AND DEMOCRATIC 
INSTITUTIONS, BUT THESE ARE OBVIOUSLY 
NOT SUFFICIENT ENOUGH GUARANTEES 
THAT THE DEMOCRATIC SYSTEM 
IS FUNCTIONING.

The fact that a certain law was adopted in competent state institutions does  
not mean that the law is going to be applied, or that there was ever the intention  
to have its practical implementation, even within institutions which adopted  
the law.   

Actually, this is the key problem when it comes to the quest for democracy in 
Serbia. If in a few decades or few hundred years some hypothetical historians 
should apply their scientific techniques to research sources of the “façade” of 



174 175democracy in Serbia in the period 1991-2020, specifically if they would use as 
sources our contemporary laws and constitutions adopted during the transition 
period after the democratic changes, they could only come to the conclusion that 
Serbia in these years was an extremely sound, regulated, democratic, tolerant 
and progressive society, whose internal system did not differ substantially from 
other contemporary societies in Europe and the West (with the “small” exception 
of a “somewhat” more rigorous implementation of economic principles of neo-
liberal capitalism). However, we who have had the bad luck to be contemporaries 
of this period know from our own experience that this is not the case.   

So, does Serbia have democracy? This question can be interpreted at two levels. 
Serbia has formal democratic institutions which do not function, it has 
democratic laws which have never become part of social reality, and has a 
dominant societal ideology which is democratic at its “façade” only. But, and this 
should always be repeated, this is not only a consequence of the actions taken by 
the last in a series of authoritarian regimes (although it cannot be denied that 
they also have a number of specific actions). Nor is it a consequence of individual 
actions of the last in a series of "patrons" of clientelistic systems, which are 
historically so much rooted in the social reality of each epoch that they can 
already be studied as a specific structure. Nor is it the consequence of corruption 
of the last in a series of institutions founded with no real intention to ever be 
anything more than a screen holding, now a colorful, post-modern, neo-liberal 
and tolerant mosaic, that is, the facade. For democracy in Serbia to have any 
future, it must first of all adjust its agenda to immediate interests and needs of 
those citizens who have very little contact with formal democratic institutions 
and procedures that populist regimes try to conquer, discredit, marginalize and 
ultimately make meaningless. 
 
Members of the Zrenjanin Social Forum point out that democracy must be based 
on “social, economic and cultural inclusion of citizens”. Exactly in this inclusion of 
the citizen lays the key difference between democracy in France, where during the 
previous century it wasn’t unusual for governments to be overthrown due to a 
few cents increase in taxes for a mass consumption product, and democracy in 
Serbia where affairs that have “no answers or epilogues” are part of everyday life. 
Of course, prices of mass consumption products were in France only “triggers” 
for much deeper dissatisfactions and “motives” for the manifestation of those 
social feelings which could not have been articulated through conventional and 
institutionalized forms of political activism, but the very fact that half of the 
cars and shops in Paris can be burnt over just one night because Macron in his 
speech used expressions that could be "interpreted" as authoritarian, prevents 
French democracy becoming a “historic continuity of authoritarianism”, as is 
the case with democracy in Serbia. 

WHAT IS IT, THEN, THAT CAN BE DONE? 
HOW CAN WE USE  
COLLECTIVE AND INDIVIDUAL  
ACTIONS TO INFLUENCE CHANGES  
IN THE CONTEMPORARY SITUATION?

There is no easy answer to these questions, but it is necessary to get out from  
the “vicious circle”, i.e. to abandon those basic principles on which the political 
and social reality and political culture in Serbia have developed in the last 
thirty, seemingly democratic years.

As the historian Predrag Marković said, in order for democracy to have any 
future in contemporary Serbia popular polarization of the “toothless mob” 
and “the elite” must be overcome, with democracy becoming an ideology 
that will protect the interests, rights and freedoms of all citizens, regardless 
of their social, economic, political and cultural background. Marković also 
defines the fundamental precondition for this effort, the return of the left to 
its traditional values – solidarity, empathy, tolerance, understanding and, 
above all, enlightenment. At the same time, as the president of the Democratic 
Party, Zoran Lutovac pointed out, it is necessary to achieve a sustainable 
balance between liberal and democratic values, a balance between stability 
and flexibility of the system, a balance between the social “Eros and Thanatos”, 
namely the balance of political culture between “ideological passion” (which 
was precisely the first condition of freedom for the ancient Greek poleis), 
and objective pragmatism, which through centuries of sophistication has 
democratized and equalized European cultures. It is this “philosophy of balance” 
that represents the fundamental element of the social and economic principle of 
sustainable development, which is the basic condition for sustainability of the 
democratic system.   

Finally, we must be aware of the dangers of non-acting and the culture of 
political and social apathy which represents one of the basic pillars of survival 
of both populist regimes and the globally dominant economic doctrine. Too often 
we can hear the almost ritually repeated thought that “we must first reach the 
bottom in order for the things to start changing”. The problem is exactly in the 
fact that there is no “bottom”. If history did teach us anything, it is the fact that 
there is no boundary beyond which a society cannot regress even more.  
As C. Moya showed in his novel “The Disgust” using the example of San 
Salvador, if the “vicious circles” are not broken, they expand indefinitely  
and sink deeper and deeper.  
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When selecting senior under-graduate and post-graduate students to participate 
in the project we limited the number due to the manner in which their courses 
were organized, but also because there was no possibility for live contacts with 
a larger number of students. Hence, two students were selected from each level 
of studies. Unfortunately, due to the unexpected epidemiological situation, one 
student could not complete her work. Comments were received from one student 
from the fourth year of the Faculty of Political Sciences, two Masters and two 
PhD students. 

The task required students to have previous knowledge of the subject. Many of 
those participating in the project have specific ways of articulating their own 
understanding as to what democracy means to them, and students had to give 
their views on how democracy was understood by the filmed participants. 
Students did not get precise methodological instructions on how to analyze the 
filmed statements, because this type of approach would not give satisfactory 
results. They instead got general instructions on how to comment on what they 
heard in the interviews and were asked to give their opinion based on their 
general impression and in relation to their knowledge of democracy acquired 
during their education. It was not possible to organize plenary sessions when 
the comments were being written; instead, individual and group consultations 
and correspondence was undertaken. 

Students who applied for this work, demonstrated curiosity and enthusiasm in 
working on the project, but there was a noticeable difference in regard to their 
experience, previous knowledge and professional interests. This can be seen in 
the material received. Except in one case, there was little intervention to the 
texts sent by students, though they were asked to make certain corrections to 
their texts, which they did in a timely manner. The general impression is that 
students found both the subject and method of work interesting and that they 
gained valuable insights from their participation in the entire process. This 
can be seen especially from the parts of the texts that show their surprise with 
various notions and interpretations of democracy, more specifically by the fact 
that these notions were linked to categories with which they have not previously 
associated democracy within their education.

Democracy is the pompous name given to something which does not exist.  
This is the definition of democracy given by Giovanni Sartori, one of the greatest 
theoreticians in this field. And it is exactly the “emptiness” of the phenomenon 
which makes it so resilient. This emptiness enables constant opportunities for 
re-interpretations and adaptation, thanks to which democracy has acquired 
different forms from the beginning of its modern history in the 19th century. 
This emptiness is also the reason for its longevity, because in contrast to 
authoritarian regimes, democracy knows how to answer to this crisis.  
More specifically – crisis is its natural state. Democracy is a utopia, it will never 
be realized, but it is in this aspiration to reach the ideal that lays its ability to 
skip over hurdles and find new forms. Or, if we take this to the extreme –  
in democracy, every individual has the space to give it a shape that suits her  
or him. 

This is exactly why the project of Ana Adamović and Milica Pekić, “Performing 
Democracy”, which reveals different readings of democracy in Serbia is so 
important. These readings indicate a breadth of knowledge and ignorance, 
understanding and misunderstanding. As a mentor for PhD degree students 
at the Department for History of the Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade who 
participated in this project, I found it interesting to see how gladly and 
motivated the students accepted to work on this project. All of them, and as 
soon as they were invited! I say that this came as a surprise because I know how 
very burdened they are; juggling their precious time and concentration between 
their basic subsistence and their work on their doctoral theses. On the other 
hand, I found this interesting since their historical research is typically oriented 
to written sources, to "conversations" with respondents who are long since 
departed, and about issues from the past which, thanks to the time-distance,  
are seen as both better and worse than the contemporary ones. 

This is exactly why this was an interesting experiment. Writing about opinions 
presented within the project, students were also writing about themselves, 
expressing their temperament, their own way of thinking and analysing. Some 
of them found it appropriate to present their comments in diagrams, some opted 
for strong classifications, others for a much freer style of writing. The style 
they chose speaks both of them and of democracy, and confirms what was said 
in the beginning: its resilience lies in the fact that it can give form to different 
contents, that you can inscribe yourself into democracy. The project invited the 
participants and commentators to be what they are, and thanks to this, the 
otherwise unspoken pluralism of the Serbian society was expressed. Maybe this 
means that as a society we could gain more freedom? 
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3 Having experienced sincerity and openness from all participants in this dialogue 
we feel obliged to think of new open experimental formats within which 
discussions about democracy could become open to broader participation, as an 
act of collective rethinking and conceptualization of alternatives. It is exactly this 
task, the imagining of a format which could enable spaces for free participation of 
all those interested, that represents the biggest challenge moving forwards. How 
can we develop spaces for dissensus and discussions, for the experience of sharing 
and developing collective imaginations? We believe that nowadays it is important 
to develop such spaces within the field of art, which is building its transformative 
potential in resistance to dominant models of production, norms and narratives; 
exercising its capacity for imagination, common experience and free play. This is 
where the notion of “performing” comes from. On the one hand, it indicates that 
democracy is a collection of norms and agreed rules which regulate our society;  
on the other, it indicates our possibility to actively ask questions, seek answers 
and confront our ideas, proposals and possible alternatives to dominant narratives 
and norms – and actually “perform” possible spaces of collective imagination 
within which alternatives can be freely considered and agreed upon. The project 
Performing Democracy offers one of the possible platforms within which different 
ideas can be articulated and brought to the public. It also asks questions: Can we 
think of an alternative which would respond to actual challenges created by the 
pandemics, climate changes, growing inequalities and migrations? Can we 
collectively deliberate on and create new ideas within and beyond existing 
divisions? Can we nurture empathy beyond our own interest groups and recognize 
our own shared interest in the ideas of commons or collective? How do we shape 
spaces within which we can negotiate, talk, test, make mistakes, learn from each 
other, perform and create ideas and concepts beyond dominant narratives? How 
can we create spaces which enable us to experience alternatives?  
 

ANA ADAMOVIĆ and MILICA PEKIĆ
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