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Prof. Dušan T. Batakovi  Ph.D. 
Institute for Balkan Studies 
Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts Belgrade 

SERBIA ON THE ROAD TO NATIONAL LIBERATION: 
REBELLIONS, AUTONOMY, REVOLUTION (1788 1813) 

Summary 

It was not by chance that the first Balkan revolution (1804-1813), at the 
beginning of the era of nationalism, occurred in Ottoman-held Serbia. In this nort-
hern province of the Ottoman Empire, bordering the Habsburg Monarchy on the 
Danube and Sava Rivers, the central authority was the weakest while foreign influ-
ence was stronger than elsewhere within Turkey-in-Europe. Central Serbia (i.e 12 
nahis of the pashalik of Belgrade) was populated predominantly by Christian 
Orthodox Serbs, who had more dynamic and profound contacts with the Western 
world. Frequent wars, forced migration and resettlement campaigns on the shifting 
borderland between the Habsburg and Ottoman Empires made ties between the 
Christian Orthodox Serbs more intensive, in spite of various social and political 
statuses that they enjoyed under different imperial realms. The logistic support of 
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the Habsburg Serbs for their brethren in Ottoman-Serbia proved to be a fundamen-
tal element in the establishment of Serbia’s own institutions.  

The first phase of national emancipation was related to the semi-autonomous 
status enjoyed by the Serbian population after a series of wars and rebellions, when 
they achieved necessary military experience, and by guarding the Ottoman system 
against renegade janissaries, obtained significant privileges prior to the 1804 Ser-
bian revolution. Out of thirty-three petitions submitted by the Serbs from the pas-
halik of Belgrade to the Ottoman sultan from 1793 to 1806, only five referred to 
the agrarian problems while twenty-eight others were related to the extent of their 
local autonomy. Growing discontent of Serbia’s population by outlawed janissaries 
that usurped their power within the pashalik of Belgrade, severely limiting the 
autonomy obtained from sultan Selim III, eventually triggered a new, wide-scale 
insurrection (1804) that turned into both a social and a national revolution after 
1807, when insurgents, encouraged by the Russian presence in the Danubian prin-
cipalities and afterwards in Serbia as well, proclaimed independence from Constan-
tinople. In spite of repeated efforts to obtain political support and imperial protec-
tion from both from Vienna and Paris for the insurgent Serbia, its leader Karageor-
ge Petrovi  was bound to follow the geopolitical schemes of Russia who was 
directly involved in the Balkans, including Serbia. Although the First Serbian 
Insurrection, labelled by Leopold von Ranke as the Serbian Revolution, was crus-
hed by the Ottomans in 1813, after its leaders rejected the autonomy envisaged by 
the 1813 Bucharest Treaty, the way to the national liberation, followed by the abo-
lition of feudal ties and gradual cultural recovery, was already open. 
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