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Abstract 
 
Considering today’s overall politics, we conclude that there are no more issues in any 
domain of life that have not been politicized, manipulated or misused. Connection 
between every single discipline and politics realizes itself through an unanswerable 
question – who is actually in charge? Dealing with politics in architecture and urbanism 
leaves the profession in doubt - who is the actual owner of public places and spaces; 
whose is the town; whose is the state? 
 
Questions of property and ownership of public spaces and places seem even more 
complicated from the Serbian perspective. Due to the multilayered evolution of the state 
itself, the Republic of Serbia faces challenges of public property ownership at all levels. 
Inherited state-property relations from ex-Yugoslavia (Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia 1943-1992) showed as inadequate and inapplicable. Prosperity and new-
town concept, open space megalomania and national identification points all lost their 
significance. During wars that eventually led to its final division, the country was suffering 
from stagnation in all fields of architectural and urban development, which continued in 
an unstable period of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (1992-2006). Facing an 
exhausted political scene with a stress on the EU integration process, the today’s 
country is dealing with far more unsolvable problems.  
 
In light of all events in the past, one may wonder - what has really happened to the 
urban and architectural strategy and the image of prosperity that the former state sent to 
the world? Changes in the usage of public spaces have developed through several 
phases. The first phase was defined by public gatherings, which included thousands of 
people with a straight sense of national identity, in spaces that were understood to be 
mutual. A period of total stagnation, wars and mass political gatherings followed. Today, 
the usage of public spaces and places has a financial and semi-private tone. 
Discontinuity in urban planning strategy reveals some questions - who develops the 
strategy; who approves it; who carries it out; and perhaps in the first place – is there any 
strategy at all?   
 



 

Who is the owner of public places and spaces? 

 
Ownership issues have their appliance in every domain of the politics of one’s country. 
Their most common manifestation is through the ownership-questions. Different 
approaches to this theme have lightened up only the timeless dilemma – is the owner of 
a public space actually appointed? Or, is it a matter of a political, social or any other 
unique context that defines this “role” as a matter of course? One may wonder, is the 
governing politics of the country the owner of public spaces simply by its dominant 
political role? On the other side, does it mean that by naming those spaces – public 
spaces – they belong to the country’s citizens? Furthermore, is it necessary to know who 
owns a space in order to know who is in control?  
These questions have been posted so many times that they seem unanswerable and 
thus almost inappropriate. Different periods glorified different values of these spaces and 
places. But which characteristics have made them important and for whom? Moreover, 
what are the exact benefits of owning a public space?  
This paper will try to define major roles of public spaces from the constitution of the 
country, after World War II until the present times, with a stress on the changeable 
demands that were post upon those spaces and places. A plausible cliché of a socialistic 
country’s stumbling and changing priorities gets its special value looking from the 
perspective of unique historic conditions.  
 

The case of Serbia: multiple layers of ownership and control 

Spectacle as directed means of the state in SFRY 
 
As public space is, according to Don Mitchell, “the product of competing ideas about 
what constitutes that space – order and control, or free, and perhaps dangerous, 
interaction –and who constitutes the public”1, we may say that the ideas of “the public 
space constitution” differed between extremes in our country. Changeable regimes 
carried their own interpretations of public spaces and conduction of politics upon them, 
as well as the idea of the public itself. Politicization of public spaces and places achieved 
its maximum goal in the domain of uprising the identity of the Yugoslav nation. 
 
The Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (1943-1992) was proclaimed in the second 
half of World War II. According to some analysts – the mutual country of the most 
incompatible peoples – raised itself above the war as a winner and started its life 
consisting of all its heterogeneous parts. Šuvaković observes that all different Yugoslav 
cultures nourished “political and cultural voices for and against a real state, for a real 
culture or a virtual Yugoslavia.”2 Mutual ideas from People’s Liberation War needed 
further unification – the politics found them in the strengthening power of the nation 
through many representation aspects. Monumental manifestations from the domain of 
political spectacle took their place during Tito’si regime. The politics were clear – 
evocation of mutual imaginary nationality into the hearts and minds of formerly Serbs, 
                                                
i Josip Broz Tito – the leader of Yugoslav resistance movement in the World War II and later the 
statesmen of SFRY. 



Croats, Slovenians and other nationalities that once constituted Yugoslavia. 
Representation of the state had its crucial moments – in public spaces. Its main aim was 
to make the state of the SFRY and the regime legitimate, thus giving the real sense of 
identity to all its united peoples.  
 
These “higher aims” of the dominant (and the only) politics of that time are best seen 
through a specific state’s spectacle – the celebration of its leader’s birthday, which was 
marked every year on May 25th, starting from the year 1945 until 1980. This formalized 
event on the highest level of the government used to start with a relay, in which 
Yugoslavs from the whole country took part. It was a major public spaces event. It 
mobilised the whole country, and all the main spaces of public gathering became stages 
– satellites of an open–theatre play. In the spotlight of the event was a relay race called 
the Relay of Youth. It was held in the SFRY, and it started in Tito’s birth town and ended 
in the capital, Belgrade, where the crowd saluted the so-called Youth Baton, which was 
carried by the most outstanding member of Tito’s Youth and then handed over to Tito 
himself. In 1957, Tito’s birthday was proclaimed as the “Day of Youth”, a national 
holiday, and the event got an even bigger swing – the location of the celebration of the 
event was changed to the JNA (Yugoslav National Army) Sports Stadium. Many say that 
the spectacle that followed, while waiting for the Youth Baton to arrive, had a character 
similar to the Olympic Games opening ceremony.  
 
Occupations of public spaces seemed natural from the perspective of the Yugoslavs, 
although all spectacles were glorifying the state and its leader, and were directed from 
the government and its institutions. The peoples of Yugoslavia embraced the idea of a 
socialistic utopia and it still lives among some of them. Paroles like: “Yugoslavia may be 
dead, but the Yugoslavs are still here”, can be heard even nowadays. Generations that 
were born in the ‘40s and the ‘50s still feel nostalgic about the Yugoslavian idea. In spite 
of all not so glorifying periods that followed Tito’s times, even today there are still people 
who declare themselves as Yugoslavians.  
“Higher political aims” that controlled public spaces during the existence of the SFRY did 
not take those places away from the inhabitants. Actually, they included inhabitants of 
the whole country in spectacles that followed one another, giving the state a feedback it 
had asked for.  
 

Period of development stagnation: conflicts, wars and divisions 
 
The first public disturbances started shortly after Tito’s death. A magnificent spectacle of 
his funeral was the one that finalised the Yugoslavian utopia. The country began to fall 
apart, slowly but irreversibly. The strengthening of ideas of nationally clean countries, 
constituted of Yugoslavia’s federal republics, had led the country into conflicts, and later 
into wars that ultimately led to its final division. Nationalism took control. Development 
stopped.  
 
During this period, political influence and control over public space manifested mainly 
through gatherings of political parties and their followers and supporters. Political 
meetings and contra-meetings took over the main spots of public gatherings throughout 
the country. Places that were once known for the representation of the state’s unity 
became spotlights of political fights.  
Political protests achieved their goals in public spaces, mainly in towns and their most 
significant squares and streets. Those who participated in actual political events in these 



spaces really witnessed the real situation. The rest of the country had to rely on the 
media.  
Students and civic protests, which took place on Belgrade streets during 1996/97 and 
lasted for a half of year, were broadcast only by the independent media (and those were 
rare at the time). The protests were oriented against the regime of Slobodan Miloševićii, 
who was accused of leading the country into wars and isolation. In spite of the state’s 
official media, which spread lies, information about the real state of play could be 
reached by some means fortunately. Milošević’s regime did not fall at that very moment, 
but the so- called free media became stronger. Pictures of protests that followed and 
gatherings of opposition parties represented the leading enemy for the regime. People 
from the upcountry saw iconic spaces of public gatherings in the capital and masses that 
corrupted them. It was clear that the image of protest became a bigger problem than the 
protest itself. Without pictures of them, the protests could have been retained almost 
local. As that was not possible, the regime fought back – by sending a fake image of the 
public response on its meetings. The whole situation acquired dimensions of a giant 
trickery. How many people were there on those meetings, both the regime’s and 
opposition’s? All of them occupied the same spaces. Or else, that is what the images 
had told us.  
 
The conquering of public spaces – conditionally designated as spaces for the free 
gathering of people – became a weapon in the hands of those who ruled over the media. 
Whether the images they had sent were true or false did not matter.  
 

Today’s public space trauma – energy exhaustion  
 
The third part of this inglorious evolution brings us to today’s attitude and usage of public 
space, with a stress on public – private issues. There is no doubt that public spaces 
have remained under control, but the owner has changed. Calling the today’s owner of 
those spaces that should belong to all Transition, would not be adequate completely. 
Firstly because the majority of the countries, which are far from transition in any sense, 
are occupied with the same issues of privatisation of public spaces that Serbia faces 
today. Secondly, for how long are we going to use transition as an excuse for everything 
that is happening in this country? Looking from our perspective of a country in constant 
conflicts that got used to political occupation of public spaces, nothing stranger could 
have happened than privatisation. Dealing with a different way of living after Milošević, 
people in Serbia agree to remain silent and use traditional spaces of public gatherings 
for commercial and sometimes cultural functions. We may agree with Mitchell’s 
statement that somehow we created “a society that expects and desires only private 
interactions, private communications, and private politics, that reserves public spaces 
solely for co-modified recreation and spectacle”.  
On the other hand, privatization of public spaces in Serbia reaches its extreme in the 
usurpation of a town’s territory by economy and industrial giants. Citizens are not 
allowed to approach the complexes of those giants, in some cases not even to 
photograph buildings from the street, not even if this complex is situated in the very 
centre of a town. The example of the business building of Oil Industry of Serbia, situated 
in the centre of Novi Sad, illustrates this. The fountain and monumental stairs in front of 
the building, as well as a passage that connects the building with its urban context, 
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remain empty. The politics of private space with a quasi-public tone characterise today’s 
situation in this domain. 
 
 

Controlled development: dealing with what is left 
 
A problem has occurred due to instant-regime changes – as structures of power were 
changing their controllers, strategies of urban development of the country were changing 
as well. The current situation in Serbia looks like this: the overall strategy regarding 
urbanity issues is unknown, which applies to all levels of the country’s development. 
Constant political shifts did not support continuity in urban strategies. Furthermore, this 
kind of short-term thinking brought us into this situation, where no one can surely say 
who is in charge of what, which institution does what exact kind of job, or where this 
“strategy” leads us. There is no control over work that the state’s institutions do. Areas of 
a town change their purpose over nights – from a cultural area to housing, from public 
parks to business areas. At this exact moment the government does not have problems 
with public gatherings for political purposes. But it does continue to carry out its 
politicization strategy over public spaces – the only difference right now is that the 
motive is different. The public on the other hand is leaving streets and squares for virtual 
spaces, where their word is not censored or directed. But is their word actually heard? 
 
A kind of evolution, with perhaps a negative prefix, that took hold of usage of public 
spaces leaves us wondering – are occupations, “communication, consultation and 
participation”3 as mechanisms of public engagement still necessary for a town to live? Or 
perhaps the idea of a living town becomes nowadays a utopia.  
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