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The Language Situation for the Bosniaks on Both Sides of 

the Serbian/Montenegrin Border 

 

Robert D. Greenberg 

 

Introduction 

Although the language, formerly known most frequently as Serbo-Croatian, 

has ceased to exist, its successor languages—Bosnian, Croatian, 

Montenegrin, and Serbian—continue to evolve, and the relationships among 

the four new ethnically-defined languages often still evoke confusion and 

occasional controversy. As Vajzović (2008) suggests, the insistence among 

politicians, linguists, and leading intellectuals on the separateness of the 

ethnic languages of Bosnia-Herzegovina (Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian) 

has underscored the symbolic value of languages, often at the expense of 

the communicative function of language.   

 The most recent source of confusion and the potential erosion of the 

‘communicative function of language’ occurred when the new Montenegrin 

standard language received official sanctioning through the adoption of a 

Constitution for the newly-independent Republic of Montenegro in the 

autumn of 2007. Until that point, a separate Montenegrin language had 

been proposed in Montenegro but during the periods of the joint Serbian-

Montenegrin state (the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia from 1992-2003 and 

the Republic of Serbia and Montenegro from 2003-2006), the official 



language of Montenegro had been Serbian in its ijekavian version.1 In these 

two joint states, the status of Montenegrin vs. Serbian may have 

overshadowed the simmering controversies surrounding the status of the 

Bosnian language in the Sandžak and in Serbia and Montenegro more 

broadly. During the joint Serb/Montenegrin states, the Bosniaks of the 

Sandžak began campaigning for linguistic and political rights. Their plight 

has often been ignored in the sociolinguistic literature on the Balkans, and 

yet their demands have become more radicalized over the past few years.2  

In this chapter, I focus on the sociolinguistic status of the Bosniaks in the 

Sandžak areas of Serbia and Montenegro.  Like Kosovo to its South, the 

Sandžak is characterized by a significant Muslim community that in some 

municipalities constitutes a majority of the inhabitants. In the post-Yugoslav 

context, members of these Muslim communities have largely self-identified 

as Bosniaks, an ethnic/national term that gained prominence among 

Bosnian Muslims in the period immediately following the dissolution of 

Yugoslavia in 1991 and the outbreak of the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina.3  

While language policies in this region were centrally formulated in the joint 

state, with the dissolution of the Republic of Serbia and Montenegro in 

2006, the two halves of the Sandžak experienced divergent language 

policies. As I will argue, the division of the Sandžak may have been a 

                                                           
1 See Chapter 4 from Greenberg (2004 [2008]) on the debates within Montenegro on the 
status of the Montenegrin language in the period leading up to independence and the 
adoption of the new Constitution. 
2 An exception is the work of Christoph Giesel (2010), whose article on the Bosniaks of the 
Serbian Sandžak appeared in German. Most of the news contributions on the Sandžak 
Bosniaks have appeared in English in Balkan Insight Reporting Network or its precursor, the 
Institute for War and Peace Reporting. 
3 For a discussion of the history of the ethnic/national term Bosniaks, see Chapter 6 in 
Greenberg 2004 [2008]. See also Giesel (2010) for a more detailed account of the rise of a 
Bosniak identity in the 1990s among the Muslim Slavs of the Sandžak.   



catalyst for destabilizing and radicalized forces to emerge in the years 

following the formal Serbia/Montenegro split.   

 The Sandžak derives its name from Ottoman times, when it was 

referred to as the Sanžak of Novi Pazar, and it remained under Ottoman 

rule until the end of the first Balkan war (1912). In 1913, the region was 

divided between Serbia and Montenegro, and was reunited in 1918 when 

Serbia and Montenegro joined together in the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 

and Slovenes. In Tito’s Yugoslavia, when the boundaries were drawn among 

the Yugoslav Republics, the Sandžak region was administratively divided 

between the Republics of Serbia and Montenegro; however, only in 2006 

when Montenegro declared its independence, did this internal republican 

boundary become an international boundary (see the map below).  Each of 

these new states has enacted its own policies towards the Bosniak 

communities of the Sandžak. In this chapter, I will concentrate primarily on 

the divergent language policies on either side of the Serbian-Montenegrin 

border, and how these differences are reflected in the level of political 

mobilization and efforts to remedy grievances. I argue that the Bosniaks of 

Serbia are more politically radicalized and have cited their rights to their 

Bosnian language as an issue in their opposition to what some Bosniaks 

perceive as Serbia’s assimilationist policies. By contrast, the Bosniaks of the 

Montenegrin Sandžak have felt less threatened by a dominant ethnic group 

and appear to be more accommodating vis-à-vis the non-Bosniak citizens of 

Montenegro. 

 

 



 

 

 

  

 

The Sandžak after 2006: Divergent Language Policies of Serbia and 

Montenegro 

 

As discussed in Greenberg (2010), the language policies of the successor 

states of the former Yugoslavia have mostly continued those of Socialist 

Yugoslavia as defined through the Constitution of 1974, which provided for 

broad regional autonomy regarding issues of language and provisions for 



speakers of regional and minority languages to use their own languages 

under specific conditions.4 For Slovenia, Croatia, and the joint state of 

Serbia and Montenegro, one vehicle for the implementation of such a 

relatively tolerant language policy was through the European Charter for 

Regional or Minority Languages (ECRML). The ECRML had first been adopted 

by the Council of Europe in 1992, and its explicit purpose is to protect and 

promote regional and minority languages of the member states of the 

Council of Europe with the understanding that such protective and 

promotional efforts do not detract from the status of the official language(s) 

of a member state.  The Republic of Serbia and Montenegro ratified the 

ECRML on 15 February 2006. At that time, the country was a loose 

federation on the verge of separation into two independent states. The 

official language of this joint state was Serbian and through the ECRML, it 

designated several additional languages as regional/minority languages, 

including Albanian, Bosnian, Bulgarian, Croatian, Hungarian, Romani, 

Romanian, Ruthenian, Slovak, and Ukrainian. When the two constituent 

parts of this loosely federated state separated later that year, the Charter 

was applied in the newly independent countries: The Republic of Serbia and 

the Republic of Montenegro. Since the separation, the two new states have 

adopted divergent interpretations regarding both the hierarchy of official vs. 

regional/minority languages, and in the interpretation of the official status 

of the various successor languages of those speakers who in the former 

Yugoslavia were considered to be speakers of the joint Serbo-Croatian-
                                                           
4 The 1974 Constitution allowed for language diversity within the Socialist Federative 
Republic of Yugoslavia. This language diversity included the adoption of hierarchies of 
official and minority languages within each republic, and sanctioned the formal adoption of 
new ‘standard linguistic idioms’ which redefined the official varieties of the joint Serbo-
Croatian language in Montenegro, Croatia, and Bosnia-Herzegovina.  



language.  Thus, Montenegro has recognized designated multiple languages 

as official, including the four successor languages to Serbo-Croatian: 

Montenegrin Serbian, Bosnian, and Croatian. By contrast, Serbia has 

reserved official status solely for the Serbian language, and has considered, 

among others the successor languages to Serbo-Croatian, Bosnian and 

Croatian, as regional or minority languages that can only be in official use 

on the local level. (Initial periodical report, Serbia, 2007)  For the Bosniak 

communities of the newly-divided Sandžak region, sensitivity to the 

divergent language policies on either side of the new international boundary 

have grown in the period after the Serbian/Montenegrin split. Thus, whereas 

the Bosniaks of Montenegro have felt acknowledged through Article 13 of 

the Montenegrin Constitution that elevated the Bosnian language to official 

status, their counterparts in Serbia have felt threatened by the Serbian 

Constitution’s designation in Article 10 of the Serbian language and the 

Cyrillic script as being in official use in the Republic. The issue became more 

salient especially in municipal districts in which the Bosniaks constituted 

more than 50 per cent of the population.   

 The entire Sandžak region consists of 11 municipal districts, six of 

which are in the Republic of Serbia and five in the Republic of Montenegro.  

The Bosniaks constitute the majority in five of the 11 districts. The following 

Table (Bajrović, 2005) lists the municipal districts and indicates where the 

Bosniaks are the majority population: 

 

Municipality Country Bosniak                 Majority 

Berane        Montenegro                 No 



Bijelo Polje               Montenegro                 No 

Nova Varoš                  Serbia         No 

Novi Pazar                  Serbia        Yes 

Plav                Montenegro               Yes 

Pljevlja               Montenegro                No 

Priboj                   Serbia        No 

Prijepolje                  Serbia        No 

Rožaje       Montenegro               Yes 

Sjenica          Serbia       Yes 

Tutin                  Serbia                Yes 

 

In February 2005, a year before ratifying the ECRML, the joint state of 

Serbia and Montenegro introduced the Bosnian language as an optional 

subject in the primary schools of the Sandžak for municipal districts in 

which Bosniaks comprised a minimum of 15% of the population.5 This 

decision was controversial, and was denounced by many Serbs. Some 

Bosniak nationalists were also skeptical about this decision and believed 

that the Serbian authorities had not truly embraced the Bosnian language.6   

In the next section, I trace the developments leading up to the adoption of 

                                                           
5 The Bosniak National Council of Serbia and Montenegro was the main proponent for the 
adoption of the Bosnian language in the Sandžak. Their efforts gained momentum in 2001-
2004. Giesel (2010) documents the provides a thorough analysis of the post-Milošević era, 
and the moves towards the acceptance of a  Bosniak nationality and Bosnian language 
within Serbia.  
6 In a Balkan Crisis Report devoted completely to the Sandžak, Alma Rizvanović (2005) 
provides a snapshot of opinions about the introduction of the Bosnian language in Sandžak 
schools, highlighting in her conclusion one of Novi Pazar’s primary schools, where a Bosniak 
pupil she interviewed, Ramiz is reported to be ‘uninterested in the question of whether to 
speak Bosnian, Serbo-Croat or Serbian. “Let me go, this is all so stupid, I want to play,” he 
answers, sagging under the weight of his schoolbag.’  



Bosnian as a regional/minority language in Serbia, and analyze the main 

debates and controversies that have emerged.  

 

 

The Bosnian Language as a Minority Language of Serbia 

 

In the 1990s, Muslim Slavs in the former Yugoslav republics increasingly 

embraced a Bosniak identity. This new identity emerged first in Bosnia-

Herzegovina, and by the end of the decade had also taken hold among the 

Muslim Slavs of the Sandžak. The organization that led the efforts to protect 

and promote the rights of the Bosniaks of the Sandžak was founded in Novi 

Pazar in 1991 and was first known as the Muslim National Council of the 

Sandžak; its elected leader was Sulejman Ugljanin.  According to the 

organization’s website, the Bosniaks of the Sandžak endured the terror of 

the Milošević regime until the triumph of the democratic opposition in Serbia 

in 2000. (see Bosniak National Council website, 2012)  During the 1990s the 

term ‘Bosniak’ was rejected by the regime of the Federal Republic of 

Yugoslavia. Similarly, the Committee for the Standardization of the Serbian 

Language ruled in 1997 that the Bosnian language should be known as the 

Bosniak language, since the term ‘Bosnian’ implies all citizens of Bosnia 

(including Serbs, Croats, and Bosniaks), while a ‘Bosniak language’ would 

more accurately be construed as the language of the Bosniak people. 

(Greenberg 2004: 84) In defiance of these widely held beliefs in Serbia, the 

local authorities of Tutin adopted a statute in 1998 that referred to the 

Muslim Slavs in the district as Bosniaks who speak the Bosnian language as 



their mother tongue. The Constitutional Court of Serbia invalidated this 

statute in 2001, claiming that the Bosnian language did not exist. (Giesel 

2010: 133)  However, after the overthrow of Milošević in October 2000, the 

attitude towards the Muslim Slavic minority within Serbia became more 

moderate, culminating in recognition both of the Bosniak identity and of the 

Bosnian language within the borders of Serbia. In 2003 the Muslim National 

Council of the Sandžak changed its name to the Bosniak National Council of 

the Sandžak. Thus, for the first time, inhabitants of Serbia could declare 

their nationality to be Bosniak in the 2002 census, and the ethnic/national 

term Muslims (Muslimani), inherited from the days of Tito’s Yugoslavia, 

became a less frequent answer on the census questionnaire among 

respondents in Serbia and Montenegro.  

 This shift is clear upon analysis of the 2002 Census data conducted in 

the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The list of nationalities/ethnic groups 

includes both ‘Bosniak’ and ‘Muslim;’ however, the vast majority of 

members of the Islamic community declared their nationality to be Bosniak.  

Thus, according to the data, the Bosniaks consisted of 1.8 per cent of the 

population in the Republic of Serbia, or 136,087 inhabitants, mostly 

concentrated in the Sandžak region. In addition, for the first time, this post-

Milošević census provided respondents with the option of declaring their 

mother tongue to be ‘Bosnian’ or ‘Bosniak.’7 A total of 134,749 respondents 

                                                           
7 According to Giesel (2010), in the 2002 census, the Serbian authorities sanctioned the 
term ‘Bosnian’ for one of the mother tongues spoken in the Republic of Serbia, while the 
Montenegrin authorities used the term ‘Bosniak’ to refer to the language. See Greenberg 
(2008) for a discussion of the political implications of both terms.  For the Serbs, the term 
‘Bosniak language’ was long preferred as the designation of the language of the Bosniak 
population, since they believe that the term ‘Bosnian language’ can be construed as 
inclusive of all citizens of Bosnia-Herzegovina, including Serbs and Croats, while the term 
‘Bosniak language’ would be applicable only to those identifying as Bosniaks (Muslims). 



claimed the Bosnian or the Bosniak language as their mother tongue or 

approximately 99 per cent of all those who had declared their nationality to 

be Bosniak.  All but 149 of the Bosniaks reside in what the Census report 

calls ‘Central Serbia’ or the part of Serbia that does not include Vojvodina, 

and most of them reside in Southwestern Serbia, especially the Raška 

region (Serbian Sandžak). (see ‘knjiga 3’ or ‘Book 3’ of the 2002 Serbian 

Census) 

 In the three years after the 2002 census, authorities in the Republic of 

Serbia and Montenegro yielded to the demands of the Bosniak National 

Council of the Sandžak, and agreed that the language spoken by Bosniaks 

would henceforth be referred to as Bosnian, and that this language would 

become protected in municipal districts where Bosniaks constitute a 

minimum of 15% of the population.8 The protective measures put in place 

were summarized in Serbia’s periodic report on its compliance with the 

ECRML. These measures include:             

• Bosnian-language oral and written requests may be made at the 

municipalities of Novi Pazar, Sjenica, and Tutin. 

• A section for Serbian/Bosnian Literature will be established at the 

International Faculty’s Department of Philology, University of Novi 

Pazar.  

                                                           
8 The local speech of the Sandžak Bosniaks differs from that of the Bosniaks of Bosnia-
Herzegovina.  The Sandžak dialects are classified as Old Štokavian with a more archaic 
accentual system, while the dialects of Bosnia-Herzegovina are predominantly Neo-
Štokavian, which is the dialect standard Bosnian, Croatian, and Montenegrin are based 
upon.  In addition, the speech of the Sandžak Bosniaks, like that of South and East 
Montenegro, includes numerous features typical of other Balkan speech territories, such as 
Albanian, Macedonian, and Bulgarian. These Balkan features are largely absent from 
standard Bosnian or the dialects of Bosnia-Herzegovina.  For a description of these 
Balkanisms in the Sandžak-Montenegro and Macedonian dialects, see Greenberg (2001). 



• The Bosnian language will be expanded through grade five of the 

Elementary School curriculum. 

• The place names of Novi Pazar, Sjenica, and Tutin will be written in 

both the Cyrillic (Serbian) and Latin (Bosnian) scripts, although the 

names are identical in both languages. 

• State funds for a local newspaper in the Bosnian language, 

Bošnjačka riječ (Bosniak Word), would be made available in 2006. 

• Serbia agreed not to impede broadcasts in Bosnian (or re-

broadcasts of these programs) and the free flow of information in 

Bosnian from neighboring countries. 

• Materials in the Bosnian language will be published at the Center 

for Bosniak Studies in Tutin. (Initial Periodical Report, Serbia, 

2007) 

 As Giesel (2010: 139ff.) suggests, the appointment of Slobodan 

Vuksanović to the position of Minister of Education and Sport of the Republic 

of Serbia in October 2004 marked a turning point in the fortunes of the 

advocates for a Bosnian language in Serbia. By the end of the calendar year, 

the Serbian government had put a plan in place to introduce the Bosnian 

language as an optional subject in the first and second grade curriculum in 

school districts of the Sandžak with a Bosniak majority. In an 

unprecedented move, this curriculum was to be implemented immediately, 

i.e., introduced in the middle of the 2004-2005 school year.9 The 

government of Serbia may have been reacting to unilateral moves on the 

part of the leadership of the Bosniak National Council, which had already 
                                                           
9 The textbook was called The Bosnian Language with Elements of National Culture: Folk 
Tradition. (Džogović and Katal 2004).    



spearheaded the introduction the subject ‘Bosnian language’ earlier that 

year in the village of Leskova near Tutin. By the end of Vuksanović’s term in 

the Serbian government, Bosnian language sections had been set up at local 

radio and television stations, and the publishing of Bošnjačka riječ  (Bosniak 

Word) began in the Sandžak. 

 Despite these enhancements of the status of the Bosnian language, by 

2007 much of the attention in the Sandžak turned to the political squabbles 

among Bosniak religious leaders. In October 2007, Mufti Muamer Zukorlić 

feuded with the leader of Serbia’s Muslims, Mufti Adem Zilkić, and declared 

himself to be the spiritual leader of the country’s Muslim citizens. This 

unilateral moved caused a split in the main organization of all Serbia’s 

Muslims known as the Islamic Community of Serbia with its main offices in 

Belgrade. Zukorlić established a new group, known as the Islamic 

Community in Serbia, and set up offices in Novi Pazar. Zukorlić was 

motivated by his perception that the Orthodox Serbian majority had not 

granted the Bosniaks and other Muslim communities in Serbia sufficient 

rights, and had prevented closer ties between Serbia’s Muslim community, 

especially its Bosniak community, and the Bosniaks across the border in 

Bosnia-Herzegovina.  

 In 2009, the Parliament of the Republic of Serbia passed a new law on 

the rights of minorities, which gave new vitality and powers to the national 

councils representing minority communities of the country. According to the 

website of the Bosniak National Council, this law was based on an ‘especially 

advanced system of protection of minority rights and a significantly 

strengthened authority for the national councils of minority peoples of the 



Republic of Serbia.”’ (Bosniak National Council website, 2012).10  By 

increasing the powers of the national councils for each of Serbia’s minorities, 

the law had the effect of sharpening the political divide between religious 

leaders. Although the Constitution of the Islamic Community of Serbia 

forbade its members from engaging in political activities, the two rival 

groups represented opposing views on how to protect and promote the 

rights of the Muslims of Serbia. Zilkić’s Islamic Community of Serbia 

supported participation of Muslim politicians and political parties within the 

established structures of the state, while Zukorlić’s Islamic Community in 

Serbia espoused more radical approaches, such as boycotts, demonstrations, 

and opposition to the state structures. The first elections for a strengthened 

Bosniak National Council were planned for June 2010, and in advance of the 

elections, a new more radicalized movement of Bosniaks in the Serbian 

Sandžak was formed with the support of Zukorlić. This movement, the 

Bosniak Cultural Community (Bošnjačka kulturna zajednica or BKZ) was 

established under the leadership of Mevled Dudić in January 2010. The BKZ 

aimed to conserve and affirm ‘all the national and cultural values of 

Bosniaks.’ The press quoted Zukorlić's explanation of the need for the BKZ 

and his claim that 'this is a response to an attempt at the belgradisation of 

every man and all our European potential.’ (Barlovac 2010). In an interview 

posted to YouTube, (Zašto Bošnjačka kulturna zajednica?, 2010)  Zukorlić 

declared that other leaders of the Sandžak Bosniaks had over the years 

done little to advance their cause; he firmly stated his belief that the 

                                                           
10See www.bnv.org.rs and follow the ‘O nama’ link; the text in the original is ‘značajno 
unaprijeđen sistem zaštite manjinskih prava i znatno pojačana ovlašćenja nacionalnih vijeća 
manjinskih naroda u Republici Srbiji.’  

http://www.bnv.org.rs/


Bosniaks of Serbia did not constitute a minority, but a second 

autochthonous ‘nation’ (narod), alongside the Serb nation within the 

Republic of Serbia. The message of the BKZ seemed to resonate with the 

voters in the Sandžak, and in those June elections, the BKZ gained 17 of the 

35 seats on the Bosniak National Council. The Bosniak Renaissance party 

won two seats, and this faction supported the BKZ to command a slim 

majority of votes on the Council. However, just prior to the first meeting of 

the Council in July 2010, the Serbian authorities enacted a regulation 

requiring that two-thirds of the Council’s members would need to be present 

at the first meeting for the work of the Council to be legitimate. Given the 

sharp divisions within the Bosniak community, the first meeting did not 

garner such a plurality of Council members, and thus the Belgrade 

authorities declared that they would not recognize its work. In early 2011, 

the Serbian authorities announced plans for new elections for the Council, 

slated for April 2011. Zukorlić threatened to boycott the new poll, since he 

believed that his BKZ had legitimately won the first election, and that the 

repeat election had no legitimacy. In March 2011, these elections were 

postponed so as to avoid further divisiveness among Bosniak political 

parties and religious leaders.  As a result there has also been a split in the 

Bosniak National Council, which mirrors the split that had occurred in the 

Islamic Community of Serbia. The non-recognized Bosniak National Council 

has continued to conduct business under the control of the Bosniak Cultural 

Community, while the officially-sanctioned Bosniak National Council has 

been under the leadership of Esad Džudžević, who is also a Member of the 

Serbian Parliament. Efforts have been made to reconcile the two main 



factions, including a mediation effort by the Turkish Foreign Minister in 

2011, and several tentative dates for fresh elections to the Council were 

either set or talked about. (Bosniak National Council website, 2012)11 

 The competing Bosniak National Councils have been largely in 

agreement regarding the importance of the Bosnian language in the 

Sandžak. However, Zukorlić has contended that the establishment-oriented 

leaders of the Sandžak Bosniaks had not gone far enough in ensuring the 

rights of the Bosniaks to use the Bosnian language and to implement an 

obligatory course subject in the Bosnian language in the schools. The BKZ 

website included the following description of Bosniak identity: ‘The identity 

of the Bosniaks of the Sandžak comprises the Islamic faith, an Illyrian-

Bogomil ethno-genetic origin, an Oriental-Slavic tradition and way of life, 

the Bosnian language, and the richest cultural heritage in the Balkans.’ 

(ibid.)12 

 The centrality of the Bosnian language for the Bosniak identity was 

further reinforced by the BKZ’s rivals in the Belgrade-recognized Bosniak 

National Council led by Esad Džudžević.  On 1 March 2012, the Bosniak 

National Council passed a Resolution the Position and the Achievement of 

Rights and Freedoms for the Bosniak People of Serbia (2012).13 This 

Resolution puts forward 10 main demands of the Bosniak nation within 

                                                           
11Initially the Serbian authorities set the date of 17 April 2011, but Zukorlić and his BKZ 
faction declared that they would boycott those elections. Esad Džudžević had urged both 
sides to agree on a date during the Fall of 2011, and reiterated his desire for reconciliation 
in May 2012. See http://www.bnv.org.rs/vijesti/novi-izbori-za-bosnjacko-nacionalno-vijece. 
12 This fragment is my translation; the original reads 'Identitet Bošnjaka Sandžaka čine 
vjera islama, ilirsko-bogumilsko etnogenetsko porijeklo, orijentalno-slavenska tradicija i 
kultura življenja, bosanski jezik i najbogatija kulturna baština na Balkanu.' 
13 For a report on this resolution, see http://www.sandzacke.rs/vijesti/drustvo/rezolucija-
bnv-bosnjaci-narod-regionalna-samouprava-za-sandzak/; a poor English translation of the 
Resolution is available at www.bnv.org.rs. (ibid.) 

http://www.bnv.org.rs/vijesti/novi-izbori-za-bosnjacko-nacionalno-vijece
http://www.sandzacke.rs/vijesti/drustvo/rezolucija-bnv-bosnjaci-narod-regionalna-samouprava-za-sandzak/
http://www.sandzacke.rs/vijesti/drustvo/rezolucija-bnv-bosnjaci-narod-regionalna-samouprava-za-sandzak/
http://www.bnv.org.rs/


Serbia, including the demand for full recognition of their collective rights 

and a recognition that the Sandžak Bosniaks belong to the mother country 

and homeland of Bosnia and Herzegovina and are part of a broader Bosniak 

nation/people. The preamble of the Resolution also evokes the European 

Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, and suggests that Serbia has 

not fulfilled the Charter with regard to the Bosnian language. This 

conclusion is corroborated in the first main point of the Resolution, which 

speaks of the unwillingness of Serbia to fully recognize the rights of the 

Sandžak Bosniaks. The first three sub-points all relate to the rights of the 

Bosniaks in Serbia to the Bosnian language: 

a.  The official and public use of the Bosnian language and script; 

b. The right to an education in the Bosnian language and script; 

c. The right to receive information in the Bosnian language and 

script. 

The second point of the Resolution echoes the demands that Mufti Zukorlić 

had made about the status of the Bosniak people as a 'nation' of Serbia 

rather than a minority group. For this claim to be realized, the first Article of 

the 2006 Serbian Constitution would have to be modified so that Serbia 

would no longer be the nation-state of Serbs, but a multiethnic state of its 

citizens. The remaining points include demands for the economic 

development of the Sandžak, prosecution of those accused of committing 

crimes against the Bosniak population in the Sandžak, and decentralization 

of Serbia with the concomitant bestowal of autonomy in the Sandžak region.  

In connection with increased autonomy, the Resolution calls for "the right to 



establish a crossborder cooperation with regions and the southern part of 

the Sandžak in Montenegro.'14  

Since the fall of Milošević, the Bosniaks of the Serbian Sandžak have 

been increasingly emboldened in their demands for enhanced collective 

rights. With Serbia’s signing and ratification of the European Charter for 

Regional or Minority Languages, the Bosniaks secured protections for the 

Bosnian language as a minority language of Serbia. Many of the schools 

within the Sandžak region introduced the Bosnian language as an optional 

subject. However, with the increasing influence of Mufti Zukorlić and the 

Bosniak Cultural Community (BKZ), the demands of the Bosniaks have 

increased. They are no longer content with being a minority within Serbia, 

and have expressed their wishes for Serbia to be transformed into a 

multiethnic state and no longer the nation-state of the Serbian people.  

These new demands may have arisen because their fellow Bosniaks to the 

south, in the Montenegrin Sandžak, seemed to have enhanced rights within   

a multiethnic and tolerant Montenegrin state that had constitutionally 

guaranteed the rights of all its national groups. Nevertheless, as the section 

below reveals, not all of the demands of the Bosniaks have been met in 

Montenegro, and the issues brought up in Serbia have also reverberated 

among Bosniaks in Montenegro. 

 

Montenegro and its Bosniaks 

 

                                                           
14 This section is quoted from the English version of the Resolution (ibid.) 



In the 2007 Constitution of the Republic of Montenegro, the Bosnian 

language was recognized as one of the country’s official languages alongside 

Montenegrin, Serbian, Croatian, and Albanian (Article 13).  The Preamble 

also describes Montenegro as a state consisting of peoples and national 

minorities: ‘we, as free and equal citizens, members of peoples [i.e., 

“nations”] and national minorities who live in Montenegro, Montenegrins, 

Serbs, Bosniaks, Albanians, Muslims, Croats and the others, are committed 

to democratic and civic Montenegro.’ Article 79 outlines general provisions 

of the protections afforded to members of national minorities. However, 

these provisions do not seem to be fully applicable to the Bosniaks, since 

given the explicit mentioning of Bosniaks in the Preamble, and the elevation 

of the Bosnian language to official status, the Bosniaks—together with 

Muslims—fall into the category of ‘peoples’ or ‘nations’ of Montenegro and 

not a minority group.15 This situation is anomalous among the successor 

states of the former Yugoslavia, which have largely been defined as 

consisting of a primary nation (Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia), or of three 

primary nations (Bosnia-Herzegovina). In the latter, the three nations 

account for relatively high percentages of the population. In Montenegro, 

however, the two largest peoples are Montenegrins and Serbs. The State 

has further sub-divided its Muslim Slavic populations into three categories: 

Bosniaks, Muslims, and Bosniaks/Muslims. The following table reveals the 

                                                           
15 I use the term ‘nation’ rather than ‘people’ for narod since this terminology reflects the 
continuity from previous Yugoslav Constitutions that had designations for nations (narodi), 
nationalities (narodnosti), and national minorities (nacionalne manjine). The 2007 
Constitution does not make explicit which groups in addition to Montenegrins are 
considered to be nations, and which groups are defined as national minorities.     
   



data from the 2011 Montenegrin census with regard to the percentages of 

these three peoples/nations of Montenegro: 

 

National 

Group 

Bosniaks Muslims Bosniaks/Muslims Total 

Percentage  8.65% 3.31% 0.03% 11.99% 

 

However, only 5.33 per cent of the population declared their mother tongue 

to be Bosnian and 0.59 per cent declared the language to be Bosniak. Thus, 

nearly half of the Bosniaks of Montenegro do not believe that their native 

tongue is Bosnian. This statistic is in contrast to the much larger percentage 

of Bosniaks in the Serbian Sandžak who declared their mother tongue to be 

Bosnian in the 2002 census. Given the enhanced status of the Bosniak 

people/nation within Montenegro, the Bosniak community may not need to 

rely on linguistic distinctiveness to advance their collective rights. 

Nevertheless, the Bosniak National Council of Montenegro (Bošnjački 

Nacionalni Savjet Crne Gore) has been active in promoting Bosniak culture 

within Montenegro and in advancing closer links with the Bosniak 

communities in both Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina.   

 Nevertheless, the above Montenegrin census figures reveal that by 

contrast to neighboring Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina, in Montenegro a 

Bosniak national consciousness has been less strongly expressed by its 

Muslim Slav population. This issue has been a matter of concern for the 

leaders of the Bosniak National Council of Montenegro (BNCM). On 27 March 

2011, the BNCM organized a Forum in the town of Pljevlja in the 



Montenegrin Sandžak. The Pljevlja region in northern Montenegro is just 

south of the new international boundary between Serbia and Montenegro, 

which has separated Pljevlja from the main cultural and political centers of 

the Sandžak in Novi Pazar, Tutin, and Sjenica. It is likely that Pljevlja was 

chosen because of the issue of relatively weak Bosniak self-identification in 

a region with a Serb majority. According to the 2011 census figures for the 

Pljevlja region, Serbs constitute 57.07 per cent of the region’s population, 

while 6.91 per cent of the region’s population declared themselves to be 

Bosniaks and 5.65 per cent as Muslims. The speakers at the Forum included 

the historian, Professor Šerbo Rastoder, President of the BNCM, who 

contended that while the citizens of Pljevlja have the right to self-identify as 

they please, many people he had talked to did not believe that such a large 

portion of the Muslims of the district failed to self-identify as Bosniaks. He 

suggested that a more coherent coalescing of the Muslim Slav population 

around a Bosniak identity could greatly enhance the possibilities of 

preserving and advancing Bosniak culture in that region of Montenegro. 

(Bošnjački nacionalni savjet, 2011) 

 Increasingly, the Bosniaks of both the Montenegrin and Serbian parts 

of the Sandžak have been more vocal about establishing autonomy for the 

region, and for closer ties with the Bosniaks of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Some 

leaders have expressed their wish for both parts of the Sandžak to have a 

special status within both Serbia and Montenegro, without hindering the 

territorial integrity of either country.16 The efforts to unify the political 

                                                           
16 In August 2010, this proposal was made by Džemal Suljević, a supporter of Mufti 
Zukorlić; see http://forum.cdm.me/showthread.php?65169-Suljevi%26%23263%3B-

http://forum.cdm.me/showthread.php?65169-Suljevi%26%23263%3B-Ho%26%23263%3Bemo-autonomiju-cijelog-Sand%9Eaka&s=27bc61185aef429084839220e0876a86


agendas of the Bosniaks across the former Yugoslavia intensified in 2012, 

when the President of the Bosniak National Council of Serbia, Esad 

Džudžević, called for the holding of a joint meeting of Bosniak leaders from 

Serbia, Montenegro, and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The meeting was planned for 

24 March 2012 in Novi Pazar and was to include representatives of the 

Bosniak National Council of Serbia, the Sarajevo-based Councils of the 

Congress of Bosniak Intellectuals, and the Bosniak National Council of 

Montenegro. However, on 23 March 2012, the meeting was called off for 

security reasons, and was postponed until after the Serbian presidential and 

parliamentary elections. (Bosniak National Council website, 2012)17 The 

three organizations were planning to increase their collaborations and work 

towards enhancing the rights of the Bosniaks in both Serbia and 

Montenegro. 

 While the status of the Bosnian language as an official language of 

Montenegro is guaranteed in the 2007 Constitution, only in the municipal 

districts of Plav and Rožaje in the Montenegrin Sandžak is the Bosniak 

community in the majority. The larger of the two municipalities, Rožaje, had 

been a focal point prior to the break up of Serbia and Montenegro in 

November 2004, when Rožaje elementary schools were slated to introduce  

Bosnian language textbooks published in the Sandžak region (Giesel 2010: 

138)  

  The official website of Rožaje also reveals that nearly three-quarters 

of the population in the district consider themselves to be native speakers of 

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Ho%26%23263%3Bemo-autonomiju-cijelog-
Sand%9Eaka&s=27bc61185aef429084839220e0876a86 accessed on 7 October 2012.  
17 See www.bnv.org.rs under the link ‘Aktualno’ and news for March 2012. 

http://forum.cdm.me/showthread.php?65169-Suljevi%26%23263%3B-Ho%26%23263%3Bemo-autonomiju-cijelog-Sand%9Eaka&s=27bc61185aef429084839220e0876a86
http://forum.cdm.me/showthread.php?65169-Suljevi%26%23263%3B-Ho%26%23263%3Bemo-autonomiju-cijelog-Sand%9Eaka&s=27bc61185aef429084839220e0876a86
http://www.bnv.org.rs/


the Bosnian language. The site includes other relevant statistics from the 

2011 Montenegrin census, including the following: 94.95 per cent of the 

district's population declared their religion to be Islam, including: Bosniaks 

(83.91 per cent), Albanians: (5.04 per cent), and Muslims (4.55 per cent). 

The percentage of citizens declaring their mother tongue to be Bosnian was 

70.2 per cent, and 2.22 per cent of the population declared their language 

to be Bosniak. Despite such high percentages of Bosnian/Bosniak speakers 

in this region, the independence of Montenegro ironically derailed the efforts 

to implement a Bosnian language curriculum in this district, since such a 

move contradicted the policies of the new Montenegrin state, which has 

attempted to preserve a single language curriculum despite its official 

embrace of multilingualism. The policy has constituted a rejection of the 

kind of separate linguistically-based curricula practiced in the schools of the 

Serbian Sandžak and in Bosnia-Herzegovina. In Montenegro, this policy has 

thus far been possible by means of a compromise among politicians, who 

agreed that the school subject should be called ‘Montenegrin-Serbian, 

Bosnian, and Croatian Language and Literature,’ which replaced the subject 

‘Mother tongue’ in September 2011.18 After perusing several websites of 

elementary schools in Rožaje, especially under the link ‘Nastava’ 

(Instruction), I found no references to this official name of the language and 

literature subject.19 For now, it seems that the compromise terminology is 

used mostly in government circles, communications from the Ministry of 

                                                           
17 See Balkan Insight Reporting Network from 8 September 2011. 
18 The websites visited include www.mojaskola.me/os-25maj-ro/skola, 
www.mojaskola.me/os-mustafa-pecanin/skola, and http://www.mojaskola.me/os-bratstvo-
jedinstvo-ro/skola accessed on 221 October 2012. The last site is from Elementary School 
‘Brotherhood and Unity’ which claims to use both the old and new instructional plans, and 
the language and literature subject is still referred to as ‘Mother tongue’ (maternji jezik).  

http://www.mojaskola.me/os-25maj-ro/skola
http://www.mojaskola.me/os-mustafa-pecanin/skola


Education and Sport, and in the name of the language subject on final High 

School examinations. 

 This analysis suggests that while political leaders of the Bosniak 

community in the Montenegrin Sandžak are working towards a joint agenda 

with their counterparts in the Serbian Sandžak and in Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

the fate of the Bosnian language in the Montenegrin schools depends on the 

broader compromises achieved among the political parties of the country.  

While Montenegrin, Serbian, Bosnian, and Croatian all have official status, it 

is still unclear how this policy can be implemented in practice, especially 

given the examples of neighboring countries. Has Montenegro tried to 

minimize the linguistic differences by maintaining a unified language as a 

subject to be taught in the schools, while simultaneously preserving four 

distinct languages? Can such a situation remain stable in regions such as 

Rožaje or Plave where the overwhelming majority of the population declare 

their language to be Bosnian and not ‘Montenegrin-Serbian, Bosnian and 

Croatian’? The compromise formulation of Montenegrin-Serbian, Bosnian 

and Croatian may seem to have quelled any new demands of Serbs, 

Bosniaks, or Croats within Montenegro, but such a formulation may prove to 

be as flawed as Serbo-Croatian/Croato-Serbian in Tito’s Yugoslavia. 

 

Conclusions 

 

As demonstrated above, the sociolinguistic situation in the former 

Yugoslavia remains unstable more than 20 years after the breakup of the 

unified Yugoslav state. Linguists have long considered the Southern Slavic 



speech varieties in these countries to be subsumed under the category of a 

‘Central South Slavic diasystem’ largely based on sub-types of the 

Štokavian dialect.20 As the example of the Bosniaks of the Sandžak 

illustrates, in countries like Serbia and Montenegro, where the successor 

languages of the former Serbo-Croatian come into contact, inter-ethnic 

relations remain volatile. The recent past has also meant that the Bosniaks 

of the region have been further split among new states, including 

Montenegro and Kosovo. They are also considered to be a nation-forming 

people in Macedonia. As Jenne (2004) has suggested, the demands of 

ethnic groups can be greatly influenced by the policies of the country that 

the minority group considers to be the 'mother country.' Clearly, the 

Bosniaks outside of Bosnia-Herzegovina are closely linked to their 'mother 

country' of Bosnia-Herzegovina, and the intensity of their demands may 

frequently depend on the policies emanating from Sarajevo. The situation of 

the Bosniaks is more complex given how each of the new states they now 

reside in has formulated its policies vis-a-vis groups numerically so much 

smaller than the 'majority' populations. The difference in policies came 

suddenly into focus in 2006 when the Bosniaks of the Sandžak found 

themselves on either side of the new international boundary between Serbia 

and Montenegro. The real or perceived advantages enjoyed by the Bosniaks 

of Montenegro may have sparked further resentment among the Bosniaks of 

Serbia, and ultimately the new partition of the Sandžak may have been the 

                                                           
20 The Croat linguist, Dalibor Brozović, introduced the term ‘diasystem’ in 1971 to describe 
the relationship among Croatian and Serbian Štokavian dialects as part of a broader effort 
to assert the separateness of the Croatian standard language at a time when the Yugoslav 
state had been promoting the joint Serbo-Croatian or Croato-Serbian language. See 
Brozović’s article in Spalatin 1975. 



primary cause of newly-articulated grievances among the Bosniaks of the 

Serbian Sandžak.   

 By concentrating on the sociolinguistic status of the language of the 

Bosniaks in both Serbia and Montenegro, I have demonstrated how 

divergent language policies also have political implications, and provided a 

partial explanation for an increase in tensions within the Serbian Sandžak in 

the period after 2006. The recent Resolution of the Bosniak National Council 

suggests that the right to the Bosnian language is a key demand, and is 

linked to the desire for autonomy and equal status within the Serbian state.  

The kinds of controversies and debates erupting in the Serbian Sandžak 

resemble those that arose in the final years of the Socialist Federative 

Republic of Yugoslavia. For now, these demands are added to other non-

resolved issues within the Western Balkans, such as the status of Serbian-

Kosovo relations, and the name dispute between Macedonia and Greece. As 

in the past, language issues appear to reflect political and ethnic divisions.  

While for now compromise has prevailed in Montenegro, even there it is 

unclear how future competing demands for language and cultural rights will 

ultimately be resolved. Despite divergent language policies in Serbia as 

opposed to Montenegro, it is clear that the Bosniak identity in both countries 

has become an increasingly important political factor.  
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