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Introduction
Mary Edith Durham, an English traveller and anthropologist, journeyed 
through Montenegro in the early 20th century witnessing, as she wrote, “the 
last example of the development of a wholly tribal nation into a State in Europe” 
(Durham, 1979:34). The transformation process was fast and Durham added: 

“Montenegro is now changing rapidly. Too rapidly. Modern and Western ideas 
are poured into medieval minds that are totally unable to assimilate them” 
(Durham, 1909:86). Some half a century later, in the 1960s, the American 
anthropologist Christopher Boehm, after spending three years in a remote 
village in Montenegrin Gornja (Upper) Morača, wrote that ‘the Slavic-speaking 
Montenegrins are among the few “tribal” peoples surviving today in Europe” 
(Boehm, 1984:5), adding that “in spite of [..] radical changes, the tribe of 
Upper Morača [..] still existed strongly in the minds of its members” (Boehm, 
1984:7). In an article published in 1983, Halpern and Kideckel (Halpern and 
Kideckel 1983) sum up the anthropological research interests in the region 
and conclude that the central theme then was documenting and analysing the 
intense transformation of the society under socialism. I visited Montenegro 
more than 10 times over the period between 2001 and 2008, staying there 
from a couple of weeks to six months at a time and again witnessed a period 
of ‘rapid change’ during which new ideas were “poured” into the minds of the 
local people. That makes about a century during which consecutive radical 
changes were observed. This should have produced a country that has said a 
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definite good-bye to its “tribal origins”, as Durham put it. Nevertheless, when 
I went to Montenegro, the traditional forms of organisation were still quite 
visible. I did not go to a remote village that would be connected to the nearest 
motorway by a journey on foot lasting four hours, like Boehm did. My field-
work was generally connected with people who spent most of their time in the 
well-connected two capitals or the coastal towns of Kotor Bay. My informants 
spoke of plemena (tribes) and bratstva (mostly exogamous patrilineages) as 
something belonging to the past. But my observations showed that the ideas 
and structures that Durham and Boehm saw as nearly vanished constituted 
much of the everyday lives of the people I met in the early 21st century. 

In this paper I will argue that the apparent conservatism of Montenegrin 
society is not simply an expression of unwillingness to change and, therefore, 
does not represent a kind of intrinsic and problematic cultural feature, an 
obstacle to development, but is, rather, a self-preserving reaction to the very 
progression of an almost never-ending stream of changes happening at the 
state level. Sticking to the values and organisational principles of kin-based 
institutions (especially those that are linked with the family, bratstva and 
kumstvo) is an expression of the buffer culture – a complex of cultural features 
geared to withstand frequent and radical changes at the state level, especially 
if these transformations are originating outside the immediate control of the 
society in question (I discuss the concept of buffer culture in more detail in 
Sedlenieks 2013). In order to describe the kin-related institutions as an ex-
pression of the buffer culture, I will first contrast the turbulence of the state 
system with the apparent stability and continuity of kin-related institutions 
in Montenegro. In the second part of the paper I will put the Montenegrin 
buffer culture in a wider context arguing for a change of perspective from a 
state-oriented to the society-oriented one. This perspective problematizes the 
ever permuting state rather than the social reactions to it.

The fluctuating state of Montenegro
When discussing relations and attitudes towards the state, people in Montene-
gro usually refer to certain historical legacies. For instance, they speak of the 
tradition of centralising power in the hands of a narrow circle of people (having 
in mind the phenomenon of Milo Đukanović) or some particular features (often 
linked with corruption) of dealing with state affairs that they trace to Byzantine 
or Turkish traditions. However, the experience of the actual state in Montenegro 
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has much less of a continuation. This is especially true of the last 150 years. The 
state system and the associated ideologies have been in constant shift. Since the 
mid 19th century in Montenegro (like in many other parts of the Eastern/Central 
Europe) the foundations of the governance of the society have undergone radical 
changes. Moreover, the new regimes were often antagonistic to the previous ones 
and, therefore, also to the supporters of the previous systems. 

A small proportion of what is now the territory of Montenegro (known 
as the Old Montenegro) was the cradle of an independent state. The 18th 
and 19th centuries were turbulent and dotted with wars. The territory of the 
state of Montenegro increased several times. However, the image of Mon-
tenegrins throwing off the yoke of the Turks and joining the free state of 
Montenegro is far too simplistic. Not all plemena were happy to be subjects 
of the state, which found expression in several uprisings against the rule of 
the Old Montenegro (see Fleming, 2002: 97 for more details). Territories that 
were added to Montenegro as a result of war or post-war treaties were, and 
to this day still are, not uniformly inhabited by people who are in favour of 
being citizens of Montenegro. Therefore, territorially, for many regions of 
what is now Montenegro, this citizenship was a novelty and, sometimes, not 
a particularly welcome one. 

However, the composition of the Montenegrin state itself, once established, 
was prone to radical changes. It started off by theocracy ruled by prince-bish-
ops (vladika) and democratic gatherings of patriarchal elders. In the second 
part of the 19th century, this state was transformed into a centralised absolute 
monarchy. In 1905 the Montenegrin prince Nikola I drew up the first consti-
tution, establishing a partly elected and partly nominated parliament, but left 
himself with a significant portion of power (Roberts, 2007: 271). Five years 
later, in 1910, he elevated himself into the rank of king. This arrangement 
did not last long. By the end of World War I, in 1918, Montenegro joined the 
state that later became the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. In about 20 years this 
state, after bloody participation in World War II, was transformed into a 
federation of socialist republics. The period of socialism was not particularly 
stable regarding the ruling ideologies either. The pro-Stalinist mood, to which 
many Montenegrins adhered due to their traditional friendliness to all things 
Russian, was inverted in 1948. The following 30 years was a period of relative 
continuity, which started to change with the death of long-time communist 
leader Josip Broz Tito in 1980. The 1990s came with the demise of socialism, 
wars and ‘transition’ to liberal democracy and a free market economy.
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Some of the transformations that I have sketched out in a very brief and 
superficial manner in the previous paragraph were somehow perpetuating 
the previous regime, but some of the new regimes were outright hostile to 
what happened before. Thus, for instance, the transformation of the state 
of Montenegro from principality into a parliamentary democracy and king-
dom did not require changing any loyalties. Joining the Yugoslav state was a 
different matter, as this new state had a different centre of the power, with 
new ideologies, laws and even borders of the local territorial units (Roberts, 
2007: 338). The experience in both world wars did not ensure the stability of 
the state system as luck often slipped from one side to the other. The arrival 
of the socialist state denied the previous system completely and deeply. The 
dismissal of the socialist state inverted the denial. Thus the experience at 
the level of everyday life for local Montenegrins was of a constant shift and 
transmutation at the state level. 

The periods between these shifts were somewhere in the range from 20 
to 30 years, which means that most of the people at any particular period 
experienced at least one of the transformations but some experienced more. 
This personal experience might have left some influence on the perception of 
citizens towards the state even if such an impact was not always consciously 
recognised and verbally expressed by the people themselves. 

Nevertheless I also found some indications of a conscious recognition that 
the state system is not particularly permanent and is prone to being over-
thrown by another power at some point in the future. A conversation that I 
had with two Montenegrin foresters was particularly revealing. 

The discussion was about the necessity of ignoring some of the laws in the 
daily routine of a forester. Thus, for instance, some people would illegally cut 
wood in the state forests. But as long as Petar, one of the foresters, classified 
the activity as necessary for survival and personal consumption, he would not 
press charges. Eventually Petar put the situation in the historic perspective 
arguing that: 

Every 50 years somebody came and brought their own laws. As soon 
as the countries vanished, the laws vanished with them. That’s why it 
became clear that there were no real laws.
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The list of the regimes that Petar mentioned included Spanish, Italian, Rus-
sian, Austro-Hungarian, German and communist (the Ottoman Turks went 
without saying). In the end he concluded:

Yes, there is nobody who has not been here. And all of them brought 
their own laws. But the people always believed in their own beliefs and 
believed in those laws of nature.

In the eyes of Petar the experience of the official rules and ideologies that 
governed society in Montenegro is saturated with radical changes. 

In many situations the power-centre of these transformations was outside 
the reach or influence of the local people. According to the economist Elenor 
Ostrom, being able to participate in the design of the rules greatly increases 
the level to which the rules are internalised, i.e. the working rules are usually 
the locally-made ones (Ostrom, 2000: 147). Some of the reforms introduced 
by Nikola I were there because of the pressure from the would-be allies and in 
order to secure loans for the state (Roberts, 2007: 271). The same reason also 
stood behind several reforms introduced in Montenegro in the post-socialist 
transformation period. The kingdom of Yugoslavia was governed from a rather 
distant Belgrade, while the communist ideas were imported en masse from 
Russia, not to speak of the occupation forces during wars. This said, it would 
be of course impossible to deny the importance of the local power centres. 
However, those were and still are based on many other, comparatively more 
stable considerations and principles and to the description of which I now turn.

The seemingly stable kin institutions
To a certain degree it is possible to say that life in Montenegro is structured 
around the principles related to institutions of kin. Among these, two stand 
out as more important for contemporary Montenegro: bratstvo and kumstvo. 

Bratstvo (bratstva in the plural) in the basic meaning of the word is a patri-
lineage, i.e. a lineage of descent where membership is inherited through the 
male line. The origins and history of the lineage are often carefully guarded, 
recorded and re-told from generation to generation. In many cases the brat-
stva trace their origins to the events surrounding the famous Kosovo battle 
in 1389, while some authors (Boehm, 1984: 41) argue that some bratstva are 
much older than that. With time, a bratstvo may grow and develop multiple 
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branches. Contemporary surnames of Montenegrins are in most cases names 
of these sub-secions of bratstva. This means that a bratstvo membership is 
demonstrated publicly every time a person announces his or her surname. 

When asked, Montenegrins usually would deny that bratstva still have a 
significant meaning in their contemporary lives. This view, however, is chal-
lenged by several other observations and facts. Lists and histories of bratstva 
(or families) are collected, researched and published. One prominent example 
of such work is a book written by Vukota and Akim Miljanić (2002), a collec-
tion and brief explanation of the origins of approximately 14,000 surnames 
in Montenegro. A digitalised index of Montenegrin surnames can also be 
found on the web page of the Montenegrin Ethnic Association of Australia – a 
reflection of the migration of Montenegrins and the importance of this kind 
of information in their global lives. 

Bratstvo membership is also strongly observed and investigated when it 
comes to questions of marriage. Although, again, at first glance people might 
deny its importance, it does not take long to find out that flirting between young 
people is cut short as soon as they discover that their surnames are the same. 
Marriage inside a bratstvo is generally considered incestuous. Only some of the 
largest bratstva consider the possibility that there could be marriage between 
representatives of distant branches and even then it is not a preferred situation.

When a person announces his or her family name, a wealth of stereotypical 
information is announced as well. Among this comes the reputation of the 
bratstvo – in some cases it may be good, in others – not so flattering. Some 
basic political affiliations can also be derived from the surname. People whose 
bratstva originate from the Old Montenegro would be perceived to be in fa-
vour of the independence of Montenegro, while those from some northern 
areas – more in favour of strong links with Serbia. Strong hints about one’s 
religious and, therefore, ethnic affiliation is also clear from the surname. 
Thus, a person who is born in Montenegro is already embedded in a set of 
assumptions that link him or her to some points in history (e.g. the battle of 
Kosovo field), geography (the origin and the routes of historical migration of 
the bratsvo, memories of which are also often carefully guarded and passed 
to the new generation) or in the political web, which, of course, is connected 
to the previous two points of reference. 

Belonging to a particular bratstvo gives a certain structure to what one 
can and cannot do in his or her life. I already mentioned wedding prospects, 
but public life is also influenced by the support one can get from his or her 
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own relatives and the rivalry of people who belong to other groups. Slobodan, 
whom I met in a village in the mountains of the Old Montenegro, described 
the situation in the following manner, starting from general perspectives and 
ending with marriage prospects:

There are strong bratstva and weak bratstva (jaka bratstva i tanka 
bratstva). The bratstva whose people have been in power and who have 
many people are strong. That bratstvo which is small – others look down 
on it. If there is somebody in the weak bratstvo who is smart and has 
studied a lot and is otherwise a good person – he cannot do anything 
and cannot get to the top positions. But if you are from a strong brat-
stvo, things are different. Everybody knows your family and knows 
that the family is healthy. People don’t want their children to marry 
into unknown families.

Another kin-related institution that is of a great importance in contem-
porary Montenegro is kumstvo. The term can be translated as ‘godparenthood’ 
or ‘compadrazgo’, as a similar institution in countries of the Mediterranean 
and Latin world is often described in the anthropological literature. What 
differs Montenegrin kumstvo from many other institutions of godparenthood 
is its collective and egalitarian nature. The term kum (or kuma) refers to both 
involved parties – to the godparent and godchild equally. Moreover, Monte-
negrin kumstvo traditionally involves not only the two individuals, but also 
the extended families that have produced the godparent and the godchild. The 
ties of kumstvo are treated similarly to blood-ties, which, in turn, means that 
the same restrictions regarding marriage would be expected to exist among 
the families involved in kumstvo relationships. Kumstvo is something that 
people in Montenegro often refer to with the greatest level of admiration, 
often calling it ‘the sanctuary’ (svetinje). 

In comparison to bratsvo membership, into which one is born and which is 
quite visible publicly, the ties of kumstvo are more flexible and more concealed 
from the public eye. Although one cannot choose the kum that baptises him 
or her (unless the baptism happens at a conscious age, when one is expected 
to choose his or her kum), one can decide on the wedding kum or the kum of 
his or her children. Kumstvo does involve certain obligations of the persons 
involved towards each other. In case of the baptismal kumstvo, the godparent 
is expected to become a sponsor of the godchild. However, my observations 
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in Montenegro (as compared to what has been recorded elsewhere) are that 
here such calculation is not treated as a normal state of being and is often 
despised. As a process and institution of the highest moral value, kumstvo is 
supposed ideally to be free of any kind of calculation and to be based on a 
purely affective wish to strengthen the bonds between the two people and 
their families. In other words, kumstvo is institutionalised friendship and close 
friends are expected to become one another’s kumovi (the plural form of kum). 

If bratstvo membership is publicly quite visible, then kumstvo ties are much 
less visible. Nevertheless, such ties cannot be totally concealed and people 
often are quite knowledgeable about who baptised whose children or who was 
the vjenčani (wedding) kum to whom (see for instance the journalistic analysis 
in Koprivica 2007, revealing such ties in the government). 

Combined with more mundane and much less sacred relations of friend-
ship and more casual acquaintanceship, bratstvo and kumstvo form a very 
important part of contemporary life of the society in Montenegro. In case of 
need, one has a group of relatives that one can rely upon, a circle of kumovi 
who would provide the same. At the same time, the same principle, of course, 
imposes certain restraints. Moreover, the connections do not work automat-
ically and in a fail-safe mode. One still is expected to invest a lot of effort and 
care to maintain these and other networks. 

However, there is one certain advantage of this system – it has the tenden-
cy (or at least an appearance) to be more or less stable. Despite the changes 
that might be happening at the official level of the state and governance, the 
principle of kumstvo or the structure and history of a bratstvo seem to be more 
or less stable. If one day Montenegro joins the European Union or loses its 
independence in some unexpected war, the principle of finding ones kum or 
the knowledge of one’s bratstvo history and other members of the family will 
not need to change.

Having said that, it is important to note that the stability of kin-related 
institutions is only relative and to a certain degree – illusive. If one would 
compare the importance of bratstva and kumovi in previous generations, the 
diminished importance is obvious. However, what is important here is the 
perception of the stability. In comparison to the state that seems in the eyes 
of many Montenegrins to be changing every now and then, the principles of 
kin-related institutions seem ancient (which they are to a certain degree) and 
unchanging. What is more important – these are things that get associated with 
some morally superior ideas – like friendship, loyalty, trust and unselfishness. 



207

Klavs Sedlenieks  

The current state with its associated laws, regulations, ideologies and 
structures in this world-view is often associated with quite the opposite 
qualities and, as a result, the state cannot and should not be trusted, but it 
can and will be exploited if there is such an opportunity. 

From state-oriented to citizen-oriented perspective
When looking from the perspective of the current state, the tendency of Mon-
tenegrins to stick to their bratstva and kumovi constitutes a problem, especially 
when the networks of relatives come into conflict with certain ideas on which 
the modern state is established. The principle of treating one’s relatives or fictive 
kin (as in the case of kumstvo) as a priority goes against Webberian principles of 
proper state bureaucracy, which is built on the rule of equality of citizens in the 
face of a law-abiding bureaucracy. From this perspective what one can observe 
in Montenegro seems to be a sign of backward conservatism where people are 
harming themselves by not following the enlightened principles of fair law.

I suggest taking another perspective. Instead of adopting the perspective 
of the state, I urge adopting the point of view of an ordinary citizen who may 
or may not be able to influence the political turmoil and whose priority is to 
survive individually and to satisfy the needs of his or her immediate family. 
Changing the world or even society is a problem of a different level, which an 
ordinary citizen is not necessarily concerned with.

Adoption of the state perspective entails assuming that the state in itself 
is a definite good, the aim of rational human development. Certainly there 
are multiple problems inside the state. It might not take care well enough 
of all the citizens, it might embody oppression of some groups, it might be 
unfair towards some citizens or it might leave too much power in the hands 
of those who do not deserve it or who abuse the entrusted power. There can 
also be various problems of the administrative kind, e.g., the bureaucrats 
might not work efficiently enough or they might be altogether corrupt. But 
from the state perspective these are all just deficiencies of the structure that 
is in principle correct and desirable.

According to Michael Herzfeld, the bureaucratic mode of governance 
has become entwined in the cosmology of the European mind with rational 
thought. Therefore, bureaucracy becomes the embodiment of rationality (and 
at the same time of Europeanness) (Herzfeld, 1993: 67) and failures of the ideal 
bureaucratic system become expressions of symbolic pollution (Herzfeld, 1993: 
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17, 38, 45, 177). Consequently the nation state that is rooted in democracy 
and structured by rational bureaucracy becomes an idea that is impossible to 
refute. However, it is quite possible to argue that this particular belief system 
(Herzfeld actually compares it with religious doctrine, see Herzfeld (1993: 
17)) is a product of European intellectual history and therefore should not 
be treated as a kind of a natural fact but as a social construct. Therefore, the 
inevitability of the state as a consequence of human development or as the 
ultimate solution of human existence should be treated critically.

James Scott (2009) argues that to a large extent the idea of the inevitability 
of the state is a result of state ideology, which is based on the viewpoint from 
the centre of the state. States produce their histories, which include only the 
moments and events that are connected with state building (Scott, 2009: 34). 
States are also the origins of the hegemonic ideologies that portray everything 
that lies outside of the state as something that simply has failed to be trans-
formed into the state and, consequently, all the societies and territories that 
are not brought under the ideal control of the state are treated as remnants of 
some ancient order, as primitives (in the sense that they represent some kind of 
previous state of development) or, as ”living ancestors of ours” (Scott, 2009: 8).

Scott, however, argues against such an interpretation of the societies that 
are not incorporated into the state system. Rather than treating non-state 
groups or societies as having left behind or having failed to adapt their life-
styles to more advanced and more enlightened life, Scott argues that these 
forms of social organisation are the result of conscious decisions to evade the 
state system. For the societies that are analysed by Scott, the reasons for such 
evasion lie in the oppressive nature of the state. Instead of providing the cit-
izens with the benefits of the state, it has subjected them to exploitation and 
the benefits that the state could provide could not outweigh the burdens. As a 
result, Scott argues, the features that are usually enumerated as an expression 
of backwardness of stateless people should be, instead, treated as expressions 
of a specific mode of adaptation to the life on the margins of states:

[..]their location at the margins, their physical mobility, their swidden 
agriculture, their flexible social structure, their religious heterodoxy, 
their egalitarianism, and even the nonliterate, oral cultures – far from 
being the mark of primitives left behind by civilizations, are better seen 
on a long view as adaptations designed to evade both state capture and 
state formation (Scott, 2009: 9).
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Pierre Clastres comes to similar conclusions by analysing Amazonian Guara-
ni Indians, who also are often treated as representing some ancient form of 
organisation that has simply failed to learn the more advanced ways of the 
state societies (Clastres and Hurley, 1989). Clastres convincingly demonstrates 
that the swidden cultivators of the Amazonia are not isolated societies that 
did not have access to knowledge and technology essential for transforma-
tion into a sedentary, agricultural, and state-organised society. As Clastres 
argues, Guarani have lived in close contact with people of the states and they 
did possess knowledge of permanent agriculture. However, he also argues 
that many features of their culture (for instance, insistence on the political 
impotence of the leaders or rotation of authorities) are specifically designed to 
prevent concentration of power in the hands of a single individual and, thus, 
to prevent even the very germs of state. Clastres, therefore, argues that the 
non-state societies of Amazonia should not be interpreted as “overdue embryos 
of subsequent societies” (Clastres and Hurley, 1989: 99). The reason they have 
not adapted an agriculture-based economy and state-based social system is 
that they do not want to have it, rather than because they failed in doing so. 

Although there are certain similarities between the above mentioned so-
cieties and Montenegro, it is not necessary to draw direct parallels to use the 
general idea. Scott primarily writes about the Southeast Asian massif of Zomia 
(Scott, 2009: 13). Like Montenegro it has a terrain that throughout history 
has been difficult to access and has a history of a refuge area. Some cultural 
features like emphasis on egalitarianism and refusal of vertical relationships, 
lower level of literacy and somewhat unorthodox religious practices can be seen 
as similar in both areas. The societies described by Clastres are more distant 
from Montenegro in their cultural expressions. However, both Scott and Clas-
tres argue in favour of treating the seemingly pre-state features of culture as 
functional adaptations precisely to life in direct contact with the state.

The similarity between these three cases is that in all of them the self-ev-
idence of the existence of the state system is challenged. But in order to see it, 
one needs to adapt the position of the individual or the society that is refusing 
to become incorporated into the state. 

In the case of Montenegro one could legitimately ask how it is possible to 
have a meaningful life in the presence of the ever-permutating state, which 
often turns against those who got too close to the previous regime. The sit-
uation is rather different from the cases where a traumatic change happens 
once and, after a longer or shorter period of transformation, things return to 
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more or less the same order as before or are permanently changed into a new 
one (see multiple accounts of such cases in Greenhouse, Mertz, and Warren 
2002). What is happening in Montenegro is a situation of permanent change. 
If the society can be expected to adapt to the changes in the environment in 
which it exists, then, in this situation, it is rather impossible to adapt to the 
current situation because history teaches that the next change might not be 
far away. Therefore the adaptation will be aimed towards the persistence of 
change itself. 

Montenegrin buffer culture
In this particular case the adaptation that I am talking about is geared to-
wards withstanding the regular and rather predictable change of the state 
system and ideologies – a cultural feature that I call the buffer culture. The 
idea of buffer is borrowed from colloidal chemistry which deals with so called 
buffer solutions that possess the capability of maintaining the acidity level 
unchanged even if a certain amount of acid or alkali is added to the solution. 
The buffer culture works in a similar manner – it allows the maintenance of 
social stability and more or less meaningful life despite radical changes at 
the state level. Just like there are many buffer solutions in nature (the most 
common being blood), there are many buffers in any culture – they allow for 
life to continue more or less in the same manner even if some changes in the 
environment happen. Housing and clothing in part are such buffers that guard 
against problematic changes in air temperature and humidity. However, I do 
not use the term buffer culture to describe features that allow neutralising 
or withstanding any such change, but rather only the change that happens 
at the level of state system and ideology. 

One of the expressions of the buffer culture is the continuous importance 
of kin-related structures in Montenegrin society. Interestingly, these institu-
tions are not only observable in the more or less private sphere (as would be 
in the case of helping one’s own relatives or fictive relatives, even if this takes 
place under the roof of a municipal or state institution), but also in public 
sphere. I observed this in the small village of Gorica (name changed) in the 
area of Old Montenegro. Despite the fact that there is an officially existing 
municipality that is elected according to the existing laws and regulations and 
that is common for a whole group of similar villages, Gorica also has a local, 
informal, kin-related self-government that is known as skup (gathering). The 
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skup is composed of three or four men (the number fluctuates somehow from 
year to year) in their 40s and 50s, delegates of some of the local families. Skup 
deals with issues that might be under the jurisdiction of any local government: 
repairs of the roads or buildings, organising festivities and other things of local 
significance. At the time I visited Gorica, the skup had just collected a sum of 
money needed for repairs of the local church. The money was collected in the 
same kin-related and traditional manner, each male member of each local 
family had to donate 100 Euros for the project. Female members, according to 
the tradition, were not considered to be eligible for this kind of participation. 

The existence of the skup of Gorica contrasts to the general attitude to-
wards political participation in contemporary Montenegro. Usually politicians 
and party members are treated with a significant dose of distrust and in some 
cases even – disgust. In the same manner participation in NGOs also does 
not receive too much support from those who are not themselves members 
of the organisations. If one would analyse the official political scene, public 
participation (apart from going to political demonstrations) would be very low. 
However, the skup of Gorica did not receive this dose of scepticism and distrust. 
This can be explained by the fact that this kind of organisation is first of all 
related not to the state system, but to the more permanent organisational 
principles that are kin-related. No matter what would happen to the current 
state system or ideology in Montenegro, the skup of Gorica will be able to come 
together and decide the same kind of matters. Thus, it represents some kind 
of continuity in the face of a frequently changing state system. In a sense, the 
skup is the institutional embodiment of what Petar, the forester, meant when 
he was speaking about the people who despite the passing powers, armies and 
ideologies kept believing in their own beliefs and ‘natural laws’. This kind of 
behaviour is the core of permanence that allowed and still allows people to 
maintain some integrity and find meaning in their lives. 

The effect of the buffer culture on the behaviour of the citizens vis-a-vis the 
state is, of course, adverse, because the buffer culture allows people to treat the 
laws of the current state regime as if they were somehow unimportant. That 
does not mean people do not see the benefits that the state can offer or that 
they would restrain from using these benefits. If there are some subsidies or 
weaknesses of the system, exploiting them is quite possible and permissible. 
In comparison to the kin-related world, the state system is not treated as 
any kind of sanctuary and may be abused. That does not mean the unscru-
pulous bureaucrats are treated with sympathy. Quite the contrary – they are 
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despised but at the same time one can understand them; to a certain level 
such behaviour is even expected. From the perspective of the ideal rational 
bureaucracy, the effects of buffer culture are quite devastating. Buffer culture 
does not mean an active resistance, but rather implies passive ignoring of the 
initiatives that representatives of the state are so eager to implement. 

At the individual level values of the buffer culture may be expressed in 
cynicism towards the struggles of the current regime. The post-socialist trans-
formations of the 1990s and early 2000s demonstrated a large-scale suffering. 
Apart from actual physical violence and economic hardship, a significant part 
of this suffering was caused by the collapse of the system of values promoted 
by the communists. Numbers of studies have been dedicated to understanding 
the suffering of the people whose world and belief system were crushed by the 
arrival of the new era (see, for instance, Bridger and Pine, 1998; Verdery and 
Burawoy, 1999). However, much less has been published on the experience of 
those who managed to transfer smoothly from one side to the other and for 
whom the ‘transition’ was not ideologically difficult or challenging, those who 
managed to exchange the trenches of communism for the opportunities of 
capitalism with no particular difficulty. In Montenegro, perhaps a good and 
visible example of such transition is the case of Milo Đukanović. He started 
off as a young and promising leader of the new generation of communists 
and ended up as a leader of an independent capitalist country, allegedly also 
managing rather lucrative unofficial businesses. 

Although this paper concentrated on Montenegro, similar expressions 
of the buffer culture can be observed elsewhere, especially in post-socialst 
Eastern Europe. Widespread disregard towards rule of the law, tax avoid-
ance and corruption that still is rather widespread in Eastern Europe can be 
attributed at least partly to this phenomenon. Thus, for instance, people in 
Latvia often express their distrust in the permanency of the current state 
system, believing that they can only rely on themselves and their closest 
relatives (Sedlenieks, 2012). 

Conclusions: a call for stagnation
I have argued in this paper that what seems to be a particular conservativism 
of Montengrin society should be analysed in the context of the historical 
changes of the state system. These changes have occurred frequently and 
comparatively often, most of them have been beyond the reach of influence 
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for ordinary citizens. Moreover, in many cases the new regime stigmatised 
its predecessor and the people who were associated with it. 

This sequence of regimes may, on the one hand, produce a situation of 
complete uncertainty. A person who tends to associate his or her well-being 
and world-view with a particular regime will be at disadvantage when the 
regime changes. This did happen all over the post-socialist world when it 
collapsed. When one such period follows the other and so on in a regular 
sequence, the only certainty is that the current stability is not here for long. 
This is, as I have argued, the situation in Montenegro, as well as in many other 
post-socialist countries of Eastern Europe. The buffer culture, the persistence 
of kin-related forms of organisation is an adaptive feature of Montenegrin 
society. It’s meaning is to make life possible in the face of the unstoppable, 
yet predictable onslaught of new transformations that will, as experience has 
shown, hit again sooner or later. 

The causality of the resistance towards new ideas and introductions that 
one might associate with some kin-related traditions in Montenegro, in my 
report is shifted from the conservative nature of the society to the nature 
of the state itself, which is not only changing at a high pace but where the 
new regime is also actively denying the values of the previous regimes and 
is trying to discriminate against the people who hold dear the ideas of the 
previous regime. 

If the buffer culture actually exists in the manner that I describe in the 
previous pages, then the only solution to the dissonance of the state and 
private values would be to reduce the pace of changes, provide the country 
in question with a period during which not much will change. That is to say 

– a counterintuitive period of stagnation regarding the state power might be 
what is needed. 
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