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ON THE PROSPECTS OF
INTER-RELIGIOUS AND
INTER-ETHNIC DIALOGUE:
WHAT ABOUT MINORITIES?

When it comes to dialogue, it is reasonable not to expect
more from it than what it can offer. Dialogue, however, means
more than negotiations and outwitting in which negotiating sides
strive to achieve their own goals by diminishing aspirations of
the other side and its results need not have a decisive impact on
a shift in social processes. Such processes are underlined by at
least a minimum tendency to gain advantage benefiting one's
own group, even if interlocutors are convinced that their own
approach is completely honest and motivated solely by their wish
to produce public good. In a dialogue between individuals,
participants' position is a bit more favorable; especially provided
that they are not burdened by prejudices of the “we” group.
Nevertheless, since an individual position is blurred in the area
of religion and nation as both imply strong group-based assump-
tions, a fruitful dialogue gets easily transformed into a rigid form
of communication and individual capacity to resist group a priori
attitudes constantly faces the danger to slip under the influence
of laws of group psychology.

Inter-religious and inter-ethnic dialogue should not be
equated although they are sometimes similar, because certain
features of religious and ethnic, i.e. national life are close to each
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other, especially regarding attempts to preserve or strengthen
group identity. Whether this is to be achieved through sacred or
secular forms is not critical to this end. Religion and ethnic group
do not belong to the same type of phenomena, but they are not
so remote as to prevent us from noticing that they share similar
aspects when they strive to develop their own integrity. Hence,
ethnic characteristics are easily transferred through religious
contents and views, which carry the strongest tendency for
surviving over the other, and is often closely linked to national
tendencies. It can be assumed that this happens only in environ-
ments in which an overwhelming crisis resulted in an intense
association of national and religious symbols, as is the case in
South Eastern Europe, but the rest of the world is not finitely
exempt from similar types of associations and whenever the
balance is shaken, it is likely that religious and national creations
will come closely together or that one will be substituted by the
other. Western Europe, despite a widely spread belief that it has
distanced itself irreversibly from these phenomena, proves how
easy it is for them to attract whenever a society faces a situation
in which conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms are in
crisis.

Thus, inter-religious dialogue cannot be separated from
national phenomena: many religious communities in the world,
and particularly in this part of the world, bear in their name a
national identity that reconfirms their existence and, consistently,
distinctions among nations imply religious differences, and atypi-
cal cases are always treated as cases of special interest.

It is not easy to live in a society with different religious
and national entities. Nowadays, however, living in a religiously
complex environment is easier than before because religions, at
least in their more civilized form, gave up on attempts to use all
means available to create religious uniformity. Some religions
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may still persevere in their warnings that the only way to be
saved is through their mediation or they can threaten those who
adopt different beliefs by a loss of salvation, but they rarely
inspire elimination of other believers. Although there is rarely
in holy scriptures a direct call to dialogue among believers of
that particular religion with other religions, a conclusion can be
drawn from those scriptures that religions consider peace as
useful. People have been able to survive religious differences in
the past — although not without major difficulties — but whenever
national differences would become the predominant factor of
social life, survival was at stake. A sense of belonging to a nation
became an issue of life and death, much more than it was in the
earlier era of religious predominance, and infrequent attempts by
religions to help adjust aspirations of a nation-state with peaceful
religious messages did not have much success.

Religions have a certain autonomy from society given their
primarily concern with prospects of life after death instead of
earthly preoccupations, but they cannot ignore the environment
in which they emerge and which sustains them. Since the 20th
century world is one of hypertrophic national feelings and ex-
pressions of those feelings, nolens-volens, religions had to take
them into account. Not only were they taken by this overpow-
ering shift in values but they had also articulated it in ways they
believed were coherent with religious foundations. Christianity
was the first to interpret the national phenomenon as consistent
with religion; the process occurred later in Islam and was,
therefore, stronger; in most countries encompassed by these
religions, religion remained the predominant component of life.

This shift in religion was in concordance with develop-
ment of young national states. Its authority was unquestionable;
long ago, religion become the actor that could give a meaning
to secular efforts and could act as intermediary in critical social
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moments. Now, as nation-states developed and strived to become
unique, justifying all means that contributed to their own pro-
motion, the role of religion became more demanding and more
complex. Representing a national state before deity, although
such states did not shy away from “blood and steel” methods,
religions found themselves in a delicate position. As a rule, in
wars fought in Eastern Europe in the 20th century and especially
in the last decade of this century, religious communities, as
spiritual representatives of their respective nations have engaged
in the same voyage as their nations, whether it was to protect
themselves from outside pressures or to expand their own terri-
tory. Thus, during the break up of former Yugoslavia, especially
the larger religious communities, approached “their” nations,
disregarding the fact that leaders of those nations either used to
or still represent groups whose unfriendly impulses suppressed
peaceful trends.

Tendency to intertwine religion and nation that was weak-
ened in former Yugoslavia (which — rightly — suppressed clerical
tendencies but was also — wrongly — suspicious of religion as a
spiritual phenomenon) now grew out of proportions and started
to replace religious messages. Wherever a religion provided
uncritical support to a nation, inter-religious dialogue could not
start unless these harmful alliances were taken into account first.
On the other hand, if ethnic groups or today's nations link their
identity to religion since the old times, and by consequence
consider themselves immortal, it is impossible to observe them
in isolation from their own equations which compose their
second most important pertinent identity. At the same time, a
religious community must face the reality considering the nation,
resist the urge to stand by it both when the nation is right and
when it's wrong, and learn enough about phases of its surge and
fall in order to be able to face itself.
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Lately, there have been attempts to establish a dialogue
between religious communities, especially the Christian confes-
sions, which remain divided and opposed for several centuries.
It seemed like the promising sixties could also mark a change in
the field of religion. Books were written to praise the formerly
disliked communities. In his famous book “But There Is No
Other Way”, a theologian expressed his optimism regarding a
possibility to reach an agreement and those who thought alike
in other religious communities replied with similar compassion.
Nevertheless, the small circle of advocates of a dialogue was
entwined with zeal. It was shown that differences dating from
an early source still existed and that they were not cherished by
chance. The situation was all the more complex because on the
territory of South Eastern Europe, religion was so interwoven
with nation that whenever there were tensions among nations,
they were inevitably reflected on inter-religious relations. The
degree of religious tolerance was a partial indicator of inter-eth-
nic relations. Since those relations were not synchronized
enough, it was becoming more and more clear that in order to
reconcile them, it was not enough to make them closer but also
to be able to separate them. For this goal, national leaders were
ready to take their people in the most remarkable uncertainty.

Can people survive despite all the differences among
them? They obviously can and in some places so well that
differences get artificially produced. Despite religious and ethnic
multifacetedeness of some environments, conflict situations re-
sulting from different affiliations were overcome and even turned
to benefit those environments. There is, however, a grain of truth
in a widely spread belief that differences cause misfortune, but
it is also true that misfortunes can be avoided an that, over time,
differences that were once tolerated can become preconditions
of social progress. There are reasons to consider Isaac's opinion
that “it is becoming more and more clear that human beings
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cannot live in dignity with differences among them and they keep
growing apart.” (Isaac, 1989:2) but such a conclusion is better
suited to tragic events when it takes differences within a religion
and a nation to produce the most tragic outcomes. Another author
stated that among people, like among animals to be different
means to be unhappy. Although based on justifiable grounds,
this assertion also emerged out of the dark periods of social
reality, and it cannot be applied to all epochs. Even if diversity
can really cause the harshest of consequences, it is still more
related to particular than to universal events.

Eric Hobsbawm argues that it was from these differences
that much evil was produced in South Eastern Europe recently.
According to him, long term problems resulted from the break
up of Austro-Hungarian and Turkish Empires and no other
solution was found but “massive killings and forced mass dis-
placements” (Hobsbawm, 1993:180). He unambiguously asserts
that only barbarians were able to achieve the desired homoge-
neity. In reality, barbarians have made several attempts to sim-
plify religious and national images; the last and a fairly success-
ful attempt occurred in the previous decade of this century. Yet,
it was not entirely successful. Sooner or later, religious and
national communities will get closer to each other again because
their full separation is not only impossible to realize but also
impossible to imagine. Forces within a society, which tend to
separate one community from others are at work, seeking to
create impenetrable boarders in an effort to strengthen religious
and national identities, which are never solid enough to provide
a complete security. Carefully designed plans, such as instigation
of hatred strengthen the process; a war goes even a step further
in the process of solidification. At the same time, due to migra-
tions and globalization, integrative processes take place and
people search for a path that will enable them to survive and
progress despite the differences.
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Religion today rarely enhances misunderstandings, al-
though this possibility should not be overlooked. Believers are
part of society, they share its views, likes, partialities, hates and
hopes. They are not devoid of prejudice and they do not seek
deep for causes of schisms. Quite the contrary, when they point
out that they belong to a single religion that can save one's soul,
when they shy away from rites which differ from their own, or
when they engage in missionary activities, believers can inspire
animosities toward their own religion but they will seldom start
a war in its name. Even the crusades were more inspired by
economic motives than religious reasons. We shall not go any
further than to free religion from responsibility of supporting
tensions within a society. Wars fought throughout this century
in South Eastern Europe have not been organized by religious
communities but they were fought by the more or less convinced
Christian or Islamic believers whose arms have been blessed,
nonetheless. Even if this was not the case, it was enough for
religious communities to remain silent about the atrocities com-
mitted by their believers in order to establish a link between a
religion and momentous goals of a single group to justify all
national aspirations. Other than issuing the very general state-
ments regarding peace building that were articulated according
to selected exerts from the holy scriptures, religious communities
in former Yugoslavia have done very little in terms of unambi-
guous condemnation of those who have started the war, or helped
it spread; they failed to distance themselves from national idola-
try that rapidly dispersed on to all actors of social life. It might
be true that religions could not have done more in the midst of
a general turbulence but they would at least have helped sustain
hope that much more should be expected of religions in reducing
tensions. At the present, an impression that religions have a
decisive impact on national interests prevails, regardless of un-
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derlying ethical principles, and it seems like religions can do
little to help in moments of social paroxysms.

Back then, it was not possible to talk about a functional
inter-religious dialogue. Church leaders met to conclude that it
was in compliance with religious principles for conflicts to end
and for peace to begin, but they failed to condemn in an unam-
biguous way the extreme attitudes promoted by national ideolo-
gies. Some would go even further to say that believers should
be able to distinguish between good and bad and reject challenges
imposed by ideologies. Expectations, however, were too high.
How many Christians or Muslims could really fulfil them and
how many of those who are not believers? How to avoid national
phantasmagorias and recognize in oneself and then oppress the
aggressive instincts that emerge in times like those? An author
spotted that “a war could never start if there wasn't for that
instinct for fighting which lies deep in a human nature. Let's not
be naive: people are no angels.” (Susnjic, 1988, vol. II, p. 387).
That instinct only needed to be woken up, in accordance with
the critical events. It is a much more serious thing when “fish-
ermen of human souls” awaken it. That's precisely what hap-
pened here.

The Balkans are not an oasis of the evil in the world, nor
are they a paradigm for helplessness of religion in consistently
naming earthly infernalia, but it is an outstanding example of
unfortunate divisions, multiplication of misunderstandings and a
need to take revenge that was carried over in many generations.
The famous essay by Ivo Andric “Pismo iz 1920. godine” which
is much remembered these days because it supports the belief
shared by some people that hatred is predestined here, reveals
some interesting things. Nevertheless, this essay, as much as it
inspires reflection, has a primary literary character, and the writer
was not motivated by search for the whole truth. The story,
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therefore, ignores the times when there was a greater degree of
tolerance among religions. We still have to assess what it means
to live in an environment tense from religious divides. A char-
acter from “Travnicka Hronika” has the following reflection:
“Nobody knows what it means to be born and living on the verge
between two worlds, to know and understand both worlds, and
to be unable to do anything that would help reconcile the
differences between them and get closer to each other, to love
and to hate both of them, to hesitate and be drawn towards them
throughout one's life, to be in between two homes without having
one, to feel at home everywhere and to remain a stranger forever;
briefly, to live crucified, like a victim and a tyrant at the same
time.” (Andric, 1967:286/7) This verbal relief ends in the fol-
lowing way: “These are people from the border, spiritual and
physical, from a black and bloody line that was drawn as a result
of some large misunderstanding among people, those godly
creatures among whom borders should not and must not exist.”
(Ibid:288).

This expression inspires readers to remember what has
happened in the last hundred years or so. In the aftermath of the
Balkan Wars, an international committee wrote a report, asking
the following question: “Can we allow the Balkan Wars to end
without at least trying to learn something from them, attempt to
realize whether they created benefits or evil, whether they would
continue tomorrow and spread beyond our sights?” (Nedovrseni
mir, 1997:3). Very few lessons were learned, though. A few more
times, wars shook the Balkans, not only due to the regional ghosts
of a nation's own greatness but also in the interest of super
powers, and we are still looking for ways to preserve peace.

What is the likely contribution of religions whose sources
mostly call for love and forgiveness? To what extent can relig-
ious communities accept the truth that people were killed in the
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name of Christ and Allah, not only in self-defense but also in
attempts to eliminate others in order to advance one's own group?
Very few national endaviours have been undertaken without
religious presence.

Religions and nations belong to phenomena which find
little pleasure in facing their own unadorned past. They can easily
give an idyllic pastoral character to their own history in which
everything is linked in a continuum of uninterrupted fullfilments
of the highest ideals. Rough turns and falls are deleted in order
to create a “dense history” which claims to contain everything
that is relevant for the religion in question and leaves little space
for debate. Under the spotlights, there is only a residue that
cannot be questioned and which does not interfere with con-
science. Human ability to suppress that which unsettles is huge;
that is why religious and national excesses remain hidden under
many layers of self-forgetting or silence.

In former Yugoslavia, we witnessed statements issued
with full authority by religious and national representatives that
their side adhered to the international law standards as well as
religious norms, although they are well aware of the other side
of the coin. They seem to ignore the number of civilians killed,
houses destroyed, often outside of the conflict zone or after the
cease-fire, and devastated graves and concentration camps built.
An intended oblivion spread amongst individuals who are prone
to self-criticism and critical of their environment, which means
that much more courage was needed to face the truth. Silence is
still meaningful to them. Such groups call this attitude 'coherence’
in their inability to open up in conversations which, although
rarely, occur at times.

What is really the matter there? Why is it so hard to start
a dialogue in which each side would have to abandon a mono-
chrome image of itself, why is it even harder to conduct such a
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dialogue beyond the borders which offend the vane national
pride? Isn't it true that dialogue without reserve frees up huge
energy and that same amount of energy needs to be invested in
preserving a construct image regarding oneself? Or is it that by
preserving the image the group preserves itself? Delusions,
reconstruction of history and justification of any act within one's
own religion or nation may well be the only way to sustain a
group? Is this perilous pride which is so often seen as a virtue
guarding a group's vitality, extracting from its members features
they would not be aware of otherwise? Could it be that this
conscientious or, what is more often, subconscious oblivion of
dubious acts in a religion or a nation plays an important role,
which is overlooked by its critics? Nietzsche wrote that nobody
wants to acknowledge mistakes. People may remember disgrace-
ful acts but when remembrance faces pride, the former gives up
— he claims. What is the nature of pride? Is it fake, morally
dubious, or does it simply contribute to group coherence and as
such, it should not be disaggregated?

Still, the future of religion and nation lies more in dis-
course than in ignorance. A time comes when it is impossible to
remain untouchable, when attempts to suppress the unpleasant
facts about one's own group contribute to a crisis instead of
reducing it, and a group then starts to invest efforts, modest at
first, in unveiling reasons that prevent it from discovering the
unpleasant reality and that make it fill in the gaps artificially.
Whether that time come yet is difficult to assess because nations
here find themselves in a moment of self-examination. At times
when nations feverishly seek to adjust their interests with the
new circumstances, they expect assistance from religious com-
munities. Regardless of the direction of this process, it cannot
be said that national phenomenon is on a downfall, as is the case
in the West. A golden bolt of a nation-state, according to Andrei
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Ivanov, “has just begun to roll on the Balkans and, ironically
enough, the so-called international community has become an
active participant in these processes.” (Ivanov, 1996:168)

If this claim captures, at least partially, what is going on
in the Balkans, we should not expect a very successful dialogue
to be conducted among those nation-states and, by consequence,
among the leading religious communities. These communities
cannot easily distance themselves from secular trends of respec-
tive nations and they stick together even when nations head in
a direction opposite from peaceful religious teachings.

An authentic dialogue will not start while nations and
religions accept intentional blurring of reality. While all acts of
areligion or a nation concerning another are articulated as though
they were in harmony with positive religious or secular norms,
it is an illusion to expect positive outcomes of a dialogue.
Likewise, it does not help to keep silent about unpleasant past
events. Every group should examine its own acts in an attempt
to separate those that harmed others from those which can pass
even the harshest scrutiny. In this way, sources of hatred which
are passed from one generation to another can be reduced.

It is not easy to acknowledge falls; it is in fact one of the
greatest challenges that a group can face, although it appears to
undermine sustainability, otherwise there are only meager
chances for a change of an inherited pattern about one's own
righteousness and responsibility of the other. Unless we accept
the guilt, an avalanche of mutual accusations continues to roll
and underneath its weight, future generations are sacrificed.
There is no religion that in implementation abstains from things
it condemns in its purified religious tradition. If a nation since
its inception turned a religion into an intermediary that justifies
even its most controversial acts, or at least attempted to do so,
given that religions usually responded positively, then religions
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have to examine how much this kind of obedience coincides with
verified religious approaches. By doing so, both a religion and
a nation would purify and create the more realistic preconditions
for a dialogue. As far as Christianity is concerned, it is not
impossible for it to uncover truths about itself because, to quote
a writer “Christians will find the weakest justification of all in
ignorance given that they have two thousand years of experience,
the world and their own Church behind them.” (Jukic, 1997:480)

Yet, individuals who can understand the tricks and skills
used by their own group in order to hide, delete or annihilate
past activities won't do when it comes to changing a general
mood. An apparent change occurs when a majority becomes
aware of traps hidden in group psychology which sometimes
turns into patopsychology. What other name to give to a collec-
tive oblivion of a majority which fails to remember events that
plaid a decisive role in issues of life concerning and death of
certain communities or should we call it confusion they are not
responsible for? Helmut Dahmer called such states a collective
amnesia that threatens to come back along with the executors
who, in the name of majority, take care of religious and ethnic
cleansing of those who think different from the mainstream.
Controversies in some parts of South Easter Europe (former
Yugoslavia) cannot be dealt with in a satisfactory manner unless
past and current events are not clarified to a majority and assessed
as an attempt to prevent everything that was incoherent with the
momentous religious and national standards and preferences.
“Our only chance lies in creating a majority from a minority.”
(Dahmer, 1993:105)

How do we create such a majority? For, it tends to
recognize and affirm itself through myths that create bonds and
it is suspicious of everyone who try to remind it of other
possibilities in a social life. Religious or ethnic groups in con-
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ditions of a modern society can no longer cherish self-sufficiency
at least not without the highest costs and wherever their partisans
turn, they notice a confusing diversified reality that weakens the
feeling of self-importance and blurs the mission that before
seemed crystal clear. Mixofobia is strengthened as roots of
traditional society, in which the role of religion is to preserve a
social framework, get weaker. Occasional attempts by religious
(and national) communities to open up are opposed, and even
when it seems like the necessary steps have been made to alter
community behavior, the process of changes can be halted or
moved backwards. Thus, the Second Vatican Council announced
a major shift within Catholic Christianity in the sixties, especially
with regards to other religious communities. From those days
on, attempts are being made to make its spirit more relative and
to diminish basis for dialogue and reconciliation.

Inimical approach or, to say the least, misunderstandings
which, in reality, alternate with periods of tolerance and respect,
cannot easily lead to a state full of hope. It should be noted that
religions here have been suspicious of one another and their
willingness to accept others was always shadowed by their
weariness or dislike, and whenever nationalist tones became
predominant in an ethnic group, misunderstandings were deep-
ened. An author claims in what is a rather touching description
that he does not know of people more unhappy as they are in
former Yugoslavia. “There are others unhappy in the world,
maybe equally unhappy, but hardly more unhappy. All of us here
are cut in small pieces and we don't love one another because
we would not go through so many misfortunes otherwise... I am
not sure how much hope is there to brake the circle.” (Sbutega,
1999:18) In terms of love and hate there may be little hope. Freud
explained why believers of one religion cannot love by an equal
love believers of another religion. Playing on his thought, Karl
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Popper claims that natural reactions divide people to friends and
enemies. We think, says Popper, with our blood, national inheri-
tance, class consciousness, God's mercy, etc. We cannot build
equality on sympathies and lack thereof, nor can we base it on
love and hate. Emotions do not suffice to avoid conflicts in social
relations. Popper concludes that “emotions, even love, cannot
substitute the force of institutions controlled by reason.” (Popper,
1995:236).

If it is clear why there is no great love between members
of different religions, it should be said that inclination toward a
dialogue is more present. It is based on a realization that misun-
derstandings can be overcome through dialogue, and sometimes
participants feel enriched by the experience. Hence, dialogue
does not imply attempts to corner interlocutors in a position of
inferiority and using its weak spots to one's own advantage; it
means accepting others as they are and trying to influence only
those constraints that make the exchange of views harder. Such
a dialogue also means accepting the responsibility for past
actions which were aimed at religious expansion at all cost,
defamation of different beliefs and attempts to prove that only
one side can be the savior. A promising dialogue means a resolute
admission of the fact that, in every religion and especially in
every nation, there is a potential inclination for violence. Unless
such stream of events were taken into account, we would agree
with a conclusion that “what must not be cannot be” (Grunfelder,
1999:42).

As long as a majority of believers or community members
feels the need to present the world as a place which exists to
preserve their role of the chosen ones, dialogues will keep turning
into monologues and the first opportunity to impose one's own
views will be grasped. In order to halt this repetition and stop
negating the responsibility of religions and nations and pushing
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in the back of our minds the unpleasant memories, we need to
deny these kinds of protection. That is not easy because it is not
only about a “cunning mind” but also about the subconscious
deleting of parts of our past that would otherwise burden its
bearers. A more likely solution is to problems caused by our past
and present actions emerges when we give up irresponsible
behavior and when, as Dahmer said, “we admit mischievous acts
of a national collective body we are part of (even if we do not
wish to be) as a historic reality.” (Dahmer, 1993:104). Since
religion is closely linked to nation and even its revitalizing
element, then religious share in the process of de-mystification
of national reality must take an appropriate place. Otherwise,
everything will be constantly repeated, and religion and nation
will be a safe place for narcisism and a source of conflict
extension emerging from a need to prove one's own advantages
and others' disadvantages, and claims to rights that were denied
to others.

Whether such steps forward are possible — given that it is
not certain if religion and nation can come to life without the
selfish tendencies — needs to be verified. We can only guess
whether absence or weaker presence of self-worth along with a
lesser pride would have a negative impact on nation and religion.
It is certain, nevertheless, that when formed in the current
manner, they sustain themselves as a source of tensions, occa-
sionally even fanaticism, not only understanding and tolerance.
As long as this is the case, dialogue, as a civilized mechanism
cannot be sustained and is often interrupted in the very beginning,
as is the case in this region.

Dialogue, however, remains an unparalleled means of
communication because it is based on respect for interlocutors
and, what is more, on efforts to look for his or her good sides.
It means communication in which one side would not seek

87



Nikola Dugandzija

self-promotion at the expense of the other side; it shows that an
approach which is not premeditated can move things forward
even in the case of most complex conflicts. Even if there are
doubts regarding an outcome, tensions are relieved and a more
solid path for conflict resolution appears. This is why efforts
need not be spared when it comes to preserving a dialogue even
if participants are not convinced in success. We need to remem-
ber an old experience that in some cases, we need to advocate
something as if our efforts will be fruitful and work on it as if
our work will produce results. Even if our hope is tiny at the
moment, we need to undertake everything in order to change the
pattern in which religion and nation are causes of conflicts and
to make them into chances for acceptance.

It is not possible to discuss dialogue without reference to
numerous minority groups in this region. Majority groups often
try to reduce this complexity through assimilation wherever
possible by giving lesser or greater rights but almost never equal
rights to those that apply to a majority, an in extreme cases, they
use forced displacement as a pressure mechanism. In these
different ways, the situation is simplified to the extent of uniform
societies in terms of religious and ethnic identities; still, it is not
resolved. As much as certain religions or nations try to homoge-
nize the population and, to a certain extent, even succeed in their
efforts, minorities remain a definite trace of the past and an
introduction to the future, along with global trends in the world.

Since the minority issue emerged as a problem in the
beginning of this century, and as international organizations
started to deal with it, various measures have been used in order
to resolve it. There was little use of them all. States often fear
religious and national minorities and minorities, on the other
hand, feel disrespected and can even loose respect for them-
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selves. An author says that the one who succeeds in resolving
relationships among minorities and a majority “might save the
world from a catastrophe.”(Tatalovic, 1997:30).

Even if only partly true, this claim shows both the impor-
tance and the tragic character of this relationship. Majority
attempts to either get rid of minorities or to keep oppressing
them. Sometimes, this is mirrored by aggressive minorities who
tend to transform themselves in a majority and proceed with
ruthlessness similar to that of a previous majority. But, this is a
difficult task and when minorities manage to avoid falling in a
state of apathy, they ought to advocate for minimal rights.

In environments where civic rates are a first rate issue,
minority problems are less expressed and people are not treated
based on inherited religious, national and similar features but
according to adherence to civic ideals. Rare cases where this
model was successfully applied assert us that majority religio-
centrism and ethnocentrism are a predominant image in the world
today. In such environments, human rights can be circumscribed
especially those related to smaller groups which are, with rare
exception also marginalized groups that provide an alibi for
intolerant acts of a majority. While minorities exist, a majority
clusters in order to transfer its own responsibility to another and
refuse to reexamine its role in turning a segment of a society
into pariahs. Through ignorance, despise or bogus sympathy for
the minority, the majority derives supremacy and at the same
time, flatters itself in a triumphant rhetoric. It takes the subordi-
nation of others as a given, forgetting that it is a historical
relationship and that relations between majorities and minorities
are not fixed forever.

Small religious communities are a “dry branch” on the
trunk of right religion, whose status can change depending on
the needs of majority, ranging from recognition to denial.
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Religious communities are not used to conducting a dia-
logue with them and they do not want to exclude a possibility
for them to come back to where they came from. In the best
case, they are “believers in another way” but still lack precon-
ditions that would enable them to participate as equal partners
in a dialogue. Or else, they are treated without respect as if they
were living in apartheid. This is why one of those who became
a minority with the break up of former Yugoslavia can say: “It
was easier to come through the war. I have to be frank — nobody
touches us now. But nobody notices us either. We do not exist!
We are alive but not living! (source: Lovrenovic, 1999:43).
Unexpectedly, many people here have found themselves in mi-
nority groups by coincidence of the war; Serbs, Croats, Slovenes,
Bosniaks and others (not to mention minorities who have expe-
rienced the position of the minority being long ago) just because
they happened to be on the territory of a constitutive or majority
nation, are left to any kind of treatment by those who have the
power. How to conduct a dialogue between people whose starting
point is crude power and others whose helplessness is enough
of a burden to transform the dialogue in a meeting of the unequal.

Neither can they express their religious beliefs freely,
despite the legislation which is praised as an example of the
highest freedoms. Religious activities, therefore, become covert.
It is illusionary to expect that relations between religious com-
munities can improve unless everyone enjoys similar religious
freedoms. The first step forward on that path is to understand
that freedoms are not equally distributed; that supremacy of the
majority is mirrored by fear of a minority; the status quo pro-
moted by a majority is mirrored in desire to change it by a
minority. Consequences can be bad for everyone. Small and
especially large religious communities have a lot to contribute
to redefining relationships, although they first have to strengthen
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their own legitimacy because it is only then that they can take
the side of good and reject evil. Their success depends on their
ability to distance themselves from nationalistic preoccupations
which is objectively speaking, very difficult, as can be seen in
experiences of a few individuals who have succeeded. With rare
exceptions, in newly formed states of the former Yugoslavia,
there is a triage of people who happen to belong to a non-domi-
nant religion or nation. Religious or national monomania is still
prone to presenting itself as a blueprint that can only be approved
or else, those who are in disagreement will be left to capricious
responses of majority religion or nation and its pride.

Religious servitude to a nation in embryonic democratic
governments (in which religious communities also regain the
will to restitute social power they once had) shows all of its
weaknesses here. If religion continues to lower itself to the level
of collusion with the regime that can be sustained only in chaotic
times, it will still be accepted but it will distance itself further
from its high moral standards. To reduce the danger — and people
can advocate something even if chances for success are rather
thin — we can use dialogue, even with groups we perceive as
odious, often because they are just slightly different from us, to
help us choose paths with less prejudices on the road.

Notes

1. This is not an opportune time to discuss terms like
religion, religiousness, religious community, secular,
sacred, mystical, ethnic, people, nation, nation-state,
identity, majority, minority, etc. It is assumed that there
is at least a minimal consensus regarding those terms.
Additionally, it seems that even if more attention was
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devoted to those terms, it is unlikely that they would
sharpen up. When we study them, they behave like a
Snowman which melts away — as humorously noted by
an author.

Conclusions

Religious communities that engage in an active dialogue
with other communities, manage to recognize trends that can
cause envy by emphasizing one's own advantages and minimiz-
ing features of the other. A relationship with smaller and less
influential communities is always an indicator of a capacity for
dialogue. Lack of trust in them and belief that they are an
impotent product of religious life, on the other hand, represents
an inadequate part of history of large and usually privileged
religious communities in Southeastern Europe.

Capacity of religious communities — as religious off-
springs — are severely limited by capacity for dialogue of nation-
states which now have a prevalent influence in the region. If
these states are not ready for an inter-ethnic dialogue, religious
communities too tend to stay away from each other. Whether
religion will become an additional source of conflict or an
intermediary in an enhanced understanding depends, to a signifi-
cant extent, upon the character of those nations. In the last decade
of the 20t century, religious communities in former Yugoslavia
have not succeeded in separating themselves from extreme fea-
tures of respective nation-states in a timely and clear fashion.
Their voices were not always loud enough in opposing brutal
violence on people of other nations and different religious creed.
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If religious communities have not grasped every opportu-
nity to demonstrate peaceful intentions of their religion, it does
not mean that they are destined to follow in the footsteps of
nation-states. Even when there is no much hope, religions are
rightly expected to promote the spirit of dialogue and tolerance,
despite the challenges.

References

Andric, Ivo. Travnicka hronika. Zagreb: Mladost i ostali, 1967

Dahmer, Helmut. Derealizacija i ponavljanje, in Treci program
hrvatskog radija. Zagreb, 1993, #38

Grunfelder, Anna Maria. Braca po lomaci, in: Feral tribune,
Split, 1 February 1999, # 698

Hobsbawm, Eric J. Nacije i nacionalizam: Program, mit i stvar-
nost. Zagreb: Novi liber, 1993

Isaacs, Harold R. Idols of the Tribe: Group Identity and Political
Change. London: Harvard University Press, 1989

Ivanov, Andrey. The Balkans Divided: Nationalism, Minorities
and Security. Frankfurt am Mein: Peter Lange, 1996

Jukic, Jakov. Lica i maske svetoga: Ogledi iz drustvene religiolo-
gije. Zagreb: Krscanska sadasnjost, 1997

Lovrenovic, Ivan. Vitez u ulju, in: Feral tribune, Split, 1999, #
715

Nedovrseni mi: Izvjestaj medjunarodne komisije za Balkan Za-
greb and Sarajevo: Hrvatski Helsinski komitet za ljudska
prava i Pravni centar FOD BiH, 1997

Popper, Karl R. The Open Society and Its Enemies. Vol 1 and
2, London: Rotledge, 1995

93



Nikola Dugandzija

Sbutega, Branko. Interview. Feral tribune, Split, 1999, # 709

Tatalovic, Sinisa. Manjinski narodi i manjine. Zagreb: IP Pros-
vjeta i SKD Prosvjeta, 1997

Susnjic, Djuro. Religija, vol. 1 and 2, Belgrade: Cigoja stampa,
1998

94



