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MORE THAN  
MOSCOW’S SHADOW: 
Serbia’s Orthodox Church and 
Regional Influence

Publications, especially in Western Europe, 
often portray the Orthodoxy and the Serbian 
Orthodox Church (SOC) as a key conduit of 
Russian geopolitical influence in the Western 
Balkans;

Nevertheless, recent scholarship increasingly 
recognises the SOC as an autonomous actor 
that operates through local networks,  
symbolism and political engagement;

The concept of the “Serbian World”,  
presented in 2021 by Aleksandar Vulin,  
is emerging in academic analysis as a  
framework through which the SOC advances 
its own agenda across the region;

However, the activities of the Russian  
Orthodox Church (ROC) and the “Russian 
World” narrative remain closely intertwined 
with Orthodox mobilisation across the  
region;

The close ties between the current SOC 
leadership and the ROC highlight the  
extraordinary relationship between these  
two institutions and reinforce the perception 
of the SOC as a Russian puppet.
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INTRODUCTION 

The study of Orthodoxy in the Balkans has long been overshadowed by the dominant narrative of  
Russian influence. The Serbian Orthodox Church is often, and rightly, depicted as being closely linked  
to the Moscow Patriarchate in both scholarly and public discussions. However, this perpetuates the  
perception that Serbia is politically and religiously dependent on Russia, to the extent that the Serbian 
Church could be seen as a Russian puppet. Whilst not entirely lacking in foundation in view of the  
historical bonds and ongoing collaboration between the two churches and governments, this standpoint 
runs the risk of oversimplifying the intricacies of Serbia’s own ecclesiastical authority and regional  
influence. The Serbian Orthodox Church is not a passive entity, but rather an institution with its own 
agenda, strategies and impact on Balkan societies. It influences political discourse, cultural identity and 
regional alliances in ways that cannot be fully understood through a Russia-centric lens. This policy brief 
reviews existing narratives to demonstrate how Serbia’s independent role is often overlooked by both 
external and regional perspectives. However, it also highlights the continuously bigger focus on the more 
independent role of the Serbian Church and its influence in the region through Orthodoxy over all the  
socio-economic, political and security aspects.

THE RUSSIAN LENS IN BALKAN ORTHODOXY 
STUDIES 

Scholarship and media coverage of Orthodoxy in the Balkans often prioritise the role of the Russian  
Orthodox Church (ROC) in shaping religious and political life. The ROC is often portrayed as a key  
instrument of the Kremlin’s foreign policy, playing a central role in Moscow’s hybrid warfare strategies 
in Southeastern Europe, where Orthodoxy is prevalent.1 It is based on the fact that the Kremlin uses the 
church as a vector for influence in Eastern Europe, positioning it not merely as a religious body, but also 
as a tool of soft power and disinformation campaigns.2 In another sense, it is about spreading the idea 
of the so-called “Russian world”, a relatively recently adopted imperialist concept3 that includes Orthodox 
and Slavic countries as Moscow’s sphere of influence. The origin of this concept is still under discussion, 
but its contemporary perception is a product of modern history in recent decades, and its application is 
visible across the post-soviet space. Such examples are events in Montenegro, especially the clerical pro-
tests in 2019 or violent clashes in 2021, which shows that Orthodox narratives playing a major role in the 
“Russian world” concept are used to justify political unrest and encourage mass demonstrations against 
a pro-Western government.4 This illuminates the intricate interweaving of religious symbolism with geo-
political agendas, thus substantiating the contemplation of the church’s influence as a security concern.

Dominant focus on Orthodoxy in the Balkans through the Russian lens has historical roots, but it also 
stems from current geopolitical realities, where there is a tendency to simplify matters based on the 
Ukraine vs. Russia perspective, since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and hybrid warfare against the rest  
of Europe challenge the entire Western system.5 For a long time, Russian imperial ideology portrayed  
Moscow as the “Third Rome”6, the heir to Byzantine Orthodoxy and the natural protector of Slavic peoples. 
This narrative was adopted, for example, by Alexander Dugin7 in his Neo-Eurasian doctrine, in which Ortho-
doxy is reframed as a strategic instrument in the struggle between civilisations.8 During the Cold War, the 
ROC’s close ties to the Soviet state reinforced Western perceptions of Orthodoxy as a means of Russian 
statecraft, rightly so. Contemporary policy analyses continue this trend, but they adapt to the current 
situation. In some cases, Russian policy towards the Balkans is described also as exploiting religion as a 
means of exerting influence through Pan-Slavic fraternity myths.9 An illustration of this is the actions of 
Russian oligarch Konstantin Malofeev, a close associate of Putin. Malofeev is currently using his youth 
organisation, the Brotherhood of Academics,10  to establish a new far-right network that places significant 
emphasis on Serbia. This network is being cultivated through the use of Orthodoxy and a strong imperi- 
alistic outlook on Russia’s global role, therefore its clear promotion of the “Russian world” concept.
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The ROC is often depicted as the driving force behind Orthodox mobilisation in Serbia, Montenegro, North 
Macedonia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. For example, a 2023 report by the Clingendael Institute details 
how the ROC’s symbolic and financial support amplifies Russian influence in Serbia and Republika Srpska, 
portraying the region as a cultural extension of Moscow. The Clingendael Institute argues that the Serbian 
Orthodox Church (SOC), which has an estimated eight million followers11 in the region, is one of the 
most prominent channels through which Russia exerts influence in the Balkans. Although it is formally  
autocephalous and independent of Moscow, they claim that the SOC maintains close ties with the ROC, 
which is aligned with the Kremlin and lends legitimacy to Russia’s foreign policy, including the war in 
Ukraine. Through these ties, the SOC provides religious justification for nationalist and anti-Western 
narratives, as demonstrated by its opposition to Montenegro’s NATO accession in 2017, and promotes 
conservative values that align with Russian strategic interests. In their research, the Institute high-
lights how Russia exacerbates existing ecclesiastical divisions. For example, in Montenegro, the SOC  
organised protests against the 2019 religion law with overt support from Moscow. This, according to them,  
demonstrates how religious disputes can be exploited for political destabilisation. Nevertheless,  
according to the Institute, the SOC’s overt support for nationalist leaders, far-right groups, and  
secessionist movements indicates that it acts as both a conduit for Russian narratives and an  
autonomous political entity, promoting Serbian nationalist initiatives that often align with Russia’s  
regional ambitions.12 In this regard, the Institute acknowledged that the SOC also plays an autonomous 
role with its own goals. However, the main narrative still implies that it is part of Russian hybrid warfare 
and ROC.

Journalistic coverage often reinforces framing focused through the Russian lens. Media outlets  
repeatedly characterise the SOC as “Russiaʼs main tool in the Balkans”13, presenting it as a conduit  
for narratives that depict Russia as the defender14 of Orthodoxy against the West.15 Other publications 
argue that the ROC and SOC are “uniting against the West”, portraying Serbian ecclesiastical decisions 
as mere reflections of Kremlin priorities.16 This narrative leaves little room for understanding the SOC’s 
independent objectives or the ways in which it occasionally diverges from Moscow. On the other hand, 
in his 2023 policy paper on Russian religious influence, Harun Karčić notes that, while the ROC’s support 
networks are active, equating all Orthodox mobilisation in the Balkans with Russian manipulation ignores 
the regionʼs complex local agendas.17 This demonstrates that some of the more prominent authors and 
publications, such as the one by Clingendael Institute, were becoming more cautious about the SOC’s 
independent activity and are focusing more on its autonomy in recent years. These discussions about 
Orthodox mobilization also bring to the fore the concept of the “Serbian world”, which in principle should 
represent a counterforce to Moscow’s influence. 

The focus on the malicious influence of the ROC is also evident in EU institutions, where some official 
documents18 include sections on the ROC’s role in soft power influence in the Balkan region. Robert C. 
Blitt’s 2024 analysis19 provides a comprehensive timeline of Russian ROC hybrid activities in the Balkans, 
offering a chronological overview of these activities and demonstrating that the ROC is a key instrument 
for the Kremlin in achieving its political and security objectives. Nevertheless, the author also points out 
that the SOC is not the sole partner of the ROC, and his publication shed more light on mutual cooperation 
of ROC and local Orthodox bodies, instead of them being just Kremlin puppets. 

Earlier mentioned publications have tended to interpret Balkan Orthodoxy primarily through a Russian 
lens, which has served to emphasise the ambitions and influence of the Russian Orthodox Church.  
This focus rightly points to a significant and pressing issue. However, it has often come at the expense 
of acknowledging the independent role of local churches. This is especially true of the Serbian  
Orthodox Church. Reducing it to a mere “puppet” oversimplifies a far more intricate religious and  
geopolitical reality. It also fails to give the Church the credit it deserves in shaping its own course,  
particularly following the introduction of the concept of the “Serbian world” in recent years. 20



4

POLICY BRIEF/5 MORE THAN MOSCOW’S SHADOW

THE SERBIAN ORTHODOX CHURCH AS AN  
INDEPENDENT ACTOR 

The Serbian Orthodox Church (SOC) should be understood as an independent institutional entity in the 
Balkans, pursuing its own organisational interests and political objectives that are not solely influenced 
by the Kremlin. Despite the church’s public stance of staying out of politics,21 it is clear that it does,  
in fact, have a say on the matter. Empirical studies of the SOCʼs mobilisation in Montenegro, Bosnia  
and Herzegovina or Kosovo demonstrate how the church taps into social trust, local networks, property 
claims and ritual politics, which might be understood as an advance of a distinct “Serbian World” concept. 
This pattern of activity is well documented in the Atlantic Initiative policy paper on the SOC and  
Montenegro,22 which demonstrates how the Church acts as a sustained political force, capitalising  
on weak institutions and mobilising popular protest to alter domestic politics. That being said, the very 
concept of the “Serbian world” is the subject of debate, with it most often being referred to as a copy of 
the Russian concept. 

In his research on this topic, Aleksandar Ljubomirović points out that both of these concepts are fluid 
and their usage depends on the actor who is using them.23 According to him, the “Serbian world” is also 
regarded as a modern concept that has emerged from the distant history of Serbia, as the Russian one. 
However, it should be also understood through the lens of the contemporary situation, since it reflects  
and focuses on the ongoing geopolitical situation. The best explanation is probably that it’s a concept  
that unites ethnic and cultural Serbs, with Orthodoxy, and SOC, as a key point, which is similar to the 
Russian case, but this does not necessarily mean it should be used in an imperialistic way, as in the case 
with the current Kremlin’s policy. Other recent scholarship has linked SOC-sponsored commemorative 
practices and memory politics to tangible political outcomes, showing that the Church shapes historical 
narratives that support territorial and jurisdictional claims.24 This means that, institutionally, the SOC  
pursues goals related to national memory, heritage, and territorial claims. These can be interpreted as  
an embodiment of the “Serbian world” concept. Mentioned memory politics influence policy debates  
and lend legitimacy to political actors who adopt the SOC’s framing of past injustice and contemporary 
victimhood.

According to available research into the church’s activity, the SOC’s domestic strategies do not  
simply reflect Moscow’s priorities, but are instead indicative of a distinct approach. Research into the  
connections between the clerical and political spheres shows that, while the SOC sometimes works  
together with the ROC, it also builds its own independent networks of supporters, makes local political 
pacts and creates religious positions that are suitable for Serbian domestic politics.25 The SOC’s  
relationships with extreme-right parties and movements in Serbia26 and Montenegro27 illustrate a pattern 
of these tactical alliances: The Church lends symbolic capital, while local political actors deliver material 
and legislative outcomes. Such relationships reflect mutual convenience rather than external command.

Studies of ecclesial governance and autocephaly-related politics demonstrate how South-Eastern  
European churches, including the SOC, employ canonical arguments and self-consecration as tools for 
nation-building and asserting their jurisdiction. Internally, these moves are framed as the restoration of 
canonical order, and externally as the defence of national religious integrity, positions that serve the 
SOC’s strategic objectives rather than the foreign policy of another country.28 This means that legal and 
organisational autonomy further insulates the SOC from direct external control by ROC. Contemporary 
reporting and civil society monitoring confirm29 the SOC’s political influence: the church acts as a policy 
maker with the capacity to lobby, informally leverage political elites and shape public opinion through  
education and the media. Case studies demonstrate that the SOC functions within a “grey zone” of  
influence, where it is legally protected, socially trusted and institutionally empowered. This enables  
autonomous action even when its decisions align with the ROC.
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Scholarly analyses that include some idea or concept of the “Serbian world” and question the  
independence of the SOC suggest that the SOC’s pursuit of the “Serbian World” is an internally generated 
project drawing on nationalist beliefs, historical complaints and connections between different groups of 
Serbs living in different countries. These analyses also suggest that cooperation with Russia is merely 
one instrument among many and not a fundamental determining factor of SOC policy. The SOC’s active 
role in educational, commemorative and political spheres is also documented in the work on the question 
of Serbian identity30 and the church, according to which the local priorities often prevail over any external 
ecclesiastical influence in these fields.31

The suggestion that the SOC has an independent role is not without foundation. Its independent role as 
an influential actor has become increasingly visible in the region over the past decade, as evidenced by its 
own actions and political engagement, in which ROC did not always play a major role, but was only in the 
background, looked after its own interests or did not engage with the situation at all. In Montenegro, where 
it claims around 71%32 of the Orthodox faithful, the SOC has positioned itself as both guardian of tradition 
and decisive political actor, opposing the country’s independence, NATO membership, and recognition of 
Kosovo. Its organization of large-scale “litije” (religious processions) against the ruling coalition between 
2019 and 202033 as a part of a bigger anti-government movement helped to destabilise the government 
and facilitate the rise of a pro-Serb coalition. These protests also led to amendments34 being made to the 
2019 Law on Religious Freedom, initially forcing changes to the property regulations. In 2022, the new 
government signed a formal agreement with the church to step back.35 The violent protests in Cetinje  
in 2021,36  which were sparked by the enthronement of Metropolitan Joanikije, further highlighted the  
close link between religion and national identity in Montenegro and interconnected issues. In Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, the SOC aligns closely with Republika Srpska leaders, especially Milorad Dodik,37 supporting 
his secessionist agenda both symbolically and institutionally by taking part in state ceremonies,38  
endorsing nationalist holidays such as “Republika Srpska Day,”39 and withdrawing40 from the Interreligious 
Council in 2023. These actions reinforce separatist narratives, legitimise Dodik’s policies, and suggest 
the Church could play a mobilising role in the event of renewed conflict. Meanwhile, in Serbia, the SOC 
functions as both a partner41 and an occasional critic of the state. This is most evident in its rejection of 
compromise on Kosovo,42 and in its occasional clashes43 with President Vučić during negotiations with 
Kosovo and EU partners. However, the two generally cooperate44 on matters45 of identity and foreign 
policy. Symbolic exchanges,46 such as the awarding of the Order of Saint Sava to Vučić in 2019 and his  
attendance at the patriarchal enthronement in 2021, reflect their close ties. On the current domestic  
issues, such as ongoing student-led protests, however, the Church has ultimately sided with the state,47  
even calling on students to end demonstrations. That being said, voices are beginning to be heard from 
within the church that do not share these views.48
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CONCLUSION: RETHINKING PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS 
AND SCHOLARLY NARRATIVES 

Public and scholarly perceptions of Serbian Orthodoxy are often impacted by Russian influence, a  
tendency that is reinforced by the neo-Eurasian narrative which portrays Orthodox churches in the Balkans 
as tools of Moscow’s geopolitical agenda. This lens has shaped international media and policy discourse, 
where the SOC is commonly reduced to a channel of Russian hybrid warfare rather than recognised as an 
autonomous actor with its own strategies and priorities. Such portrayals resonate particularly outside the 
region, where Serbia is often depicted as a Russian client state and its church as an obedient partner of 
the Moscow Patriarchate. That being said, the current close relations between Porfirije, the 46th patriarch 
of the Serbian Orthodox Church, and Moscow, as well as his strongly pro-Russian stance, contribute to the 
image of the SOC as a Russian puppet.

As demonstrated in previous sections, analysis of the SOC’s independent role in shaping national identity, 
cultural memory and regional politics within the concept of the “Serbian World” is becoming more numer-
ous. It shows that while the SOC does cooperate with the ROC, this is neither uniform nor determinative, 
although for now, their goals and aims usually overlap. The SOC has consistently pursued its own agenda, 
but it is aligning with Moscow when interests converge, but it avoids open clashes with their Russian part-
ner. Based on that, the Balkan Orthodoxy studies, especially outside of the region, should move beyond 
Russia-centric narratives and give Serbia equal analytical weight. Future research should examine how 
the SOC’s local strategies interact with, but are not subsumed by, transnational religious and geopolitical 
currents. Bearing this in mind, the forthcoming analysis will look beyond the influence of the Kremlin and 
examine the SOCʼs calculated strategies in more detail. It will present the church as a powerful entity in 
its own right, rather than merely a proxy.
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