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Introduction

Th ere is a lot of interest among the citizens of a country, 
both nationally and personally, for the success of their natio-
nal teams. Th is success leads people to have the opportunity 
to empower national pride and belonging to the social gro-
up they belong to. Whether it is sports games, or individual 
sports, or any other competition, most sympathizer or fans of 
a particular team have a passion and a desire to win, and those 
feelings are the strongest when it comes to national teams. It is 
in the nature of a man to identify himself with the successes of 
the social group he belongs to; however, especially in the terri-
tory of the former Yugoslavia, but also in some other countries 
around the world, it is still not clearly demarcated to which 
national group they really belong, since, in certain social com-
munities, a clear social attitude is not taken about what is a na-
tion and what is ethnicity, and how citizens should experience 
these two well-known but very complex terms. Oft en, the term 
“religion” intertwines between the two aforementioned terms, 
and introduces even greater confusion in the defi nition of mo-
dern nations.

A large number of research questions are asked in order to 
answer the question considering which nation or ethnic group 
we belong to, while there are also a number of theories on nati-
onalism that recommend approaches that will give meaningful 
answers and solve practical issues in this fi eld; however, clear 
answers to the questions asked do not exist yet, as there is no 
consensus among the participants in the dialogue. Th erefore, 
the author decided to set up a research question that refers to 
the fact who is playing for the national football team of Monte-
negro, and in a practical way he tries to clarify how the citizens 
of Montenegro should experience the nation, and how ethni-
city, i.e. to off er a solution which would alleviate inter-ethnic 
intolerance and strengthen national identity and group cohe-
sion in Montenegrin society at large.

Nation and theories of nationalism

In order to answer the raised research question, it is worth 
to start from defi ning the nation and understanding the theory 
of nationalism, which, from the theoretical point of view, is the 
answer to the raised research question. However, it is known 
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that it is very diffi  cult with “dry” theory to reach citizens and 
their stands, but the theory is necessary as a strong basis in the 
process of proving any scientifi c legality and, therefore, in the 
creation of social values. Furthermore, in order to deal with 
certain problems in practical ways, when it comes to the study 
of nations and nationalism, or one of their main products, a 
national identity in contemporary society, it is necessary to 
process available literature in this fi eld. First, it should start 
from the fact that one nation, according to Popovic and Bje-
lica (2013), can be considered a group of people who share a 
genetic background and lives under the same conditions, i.e., 
possesses common and distinctive elements of culture, then 
has a unique economic system, an equal right to citizenship, 
have a sense of solidarity stemming from common experience 
and occupies a common territory, while the study of nationa-
lism is spanned by using diff erent terms to describe a simi-
lar or identical concept. Kellas (1998) has divided studies that 
have studied nationalism in two main approaches, primarily 
on instinctive and contextual, and then Cronin (1999) places 
them in primordialism, etatism, political mythology and mo-
dernism, while Smith (2001) divides them into perennialism, 
primordialism, etnosimbolism and modernism. Each of the-
se approaches can be widely categorized, and contemporary 
authors agree that there is an ethnic and modernist approach 
in the study of nationalism (Popovic & Bjelica, 2014). Th e di-
ff erences that appear between these two approaches are based 
on views that diff er in relation to the “birthday of the nation”. 
Ethnic nationalists believe that nations existed even before the 
last decade of the 18th century, while modern nationalists re-
cognize nations as the creation of the 18th and 19th centuries 
(Hastings, 1997). Th erefore, it is very important for a Monte-
negrin circumstances to determine whether to accept fi rst or 
the second approach. Ethnic nationalism off ers the option that 
the Montenegrin nation consists exclusively of “ethnic Mon-
tenegrins”, which according to the 2011 census do not exceed 
more than 50% (Monstat, 2011), while modern nationalism 
binds nationality for citizenship, as in most European coun-
tries, and in that case the Montenegrin nation was made of all 
inhabitants, i.e. citizens of Montenegro, who could be called 
“modern Montenegrins”. With the right approach, the creati-
on of a national identity that would raise the level of cohesion 
among the citizens of Montenegro, would direct them to work 
together towards achieving goals for the benefi t of the entire 
community. However, there is still an open question in Mon-
tenegro, and there is a lot of misunderstanding when talking 
about national and ethnic, and the clarifi cation of these dilem-
mas, for which there is no clear social consensus, are of great 
social signifi cance to be clarifi ed.

Who can play for the national football team of Monte-

negro?

Since football is the most popular sport in the world, and 
since every success of the national football team promotes na-
tional pride and its prestige internationally, provokes national 
pride and empowers national identity, it is no coincidence that 
for the needs of this study a national football team was taken 
as an example, because even the Montenegrins do not lag be-
hind other countries of the world when we talk about love for 
football. Nevertheless, no one looks at the following questions, 
which, with proper analysis, could give important answers to 
a number of socially topical issues: who can play for the natio-
nal football team of Montenegro, whether only those who feel 

like “ethnic Montenegrins”, all those who have the citizenship 
of Montenegro, or those who do not have, or do not feel like 
Montenegrins? Can those who have, solely Montenegrin citi-
zenship, play for another national football team or FIFA pro-
positions do not allow it, or do those who feel “ethnic Monte-
negrins” and do not possess Montenegrin citizenship can play 
for the national football team of Montenegro? Let’s start from 
the beginning. FIFA (FIFA, 2000) propositions clearly defi ne 
that for the national team of a country exclusively citizens of 
that country can play, that is, those footballers who have the 
citizenship of that country. Th erefore, for the national football 
team of Montenegro, only citizens of Montenegro, or all those 
who have Montenegrin citizenship, can play, regardless of how 
they feel considering ethnicity or religion, that is, any third 
social division. Also, for the Montenegrin national football 
team players who feel like ethnic Montenegrins, but do not 
have Montenegrin citizenship cannot play, which clearly tells 
us that those who consider themselves “ethnic Montenegrins” 
cannot play for the national team for example players from 
Diaspora, but only players who have Montenegrin citizenship. 
Th e same is the case with Montenegrin citizens of another et-
hnicity, who can play, exclusively for their national team, that 
is, for the national football team of Montenegro. Th erefore, it 
is interesting to put emphasis on the word “national” in the 
construction of the “national football team”, i.e. with the expla-
nation of the name of the state team, pointing out to the fact 
that in daily communication, these terms are used which give 
us an answer to the question of what represents nation and 
ethnicity. By agreeing to the daily use of this term, the message 
of approach is clearly sent out when the dilemma considering 
theories about nationalism are concerned, that is, the moder-
nist approach is widely applied in Montenegro. Th erefore, it is 
important to point out that most of Montenegrin citizens do 
not mind that the national team is set of players that are the 
same nation, composed of players of diff erent religious and et-
hnic backgrounds, as well as other minority groups. What does 
this mean in practical terms? Th is means that the nation is not 
represented by people with personal feelings about the biologi-
cal background of their ancestors, but people who are citizens 
of one state, and that every citizen of Montenegro has the same 
right to participate in the national football team, in accordance 
with his football qualities, and independently of his race, eth-
nicity or religion, or any other diversity at the national level. 
Furthermore, it is worth pointing out that it is evident that a si-
gnifi cant number of people, but also political leaders, although 
their political entities are called civil, still have resistance to 
the modernist approach; however, the question arises what is 
the basis of the above resistance: whether the blind monitoring 
of their political leaders who did not clearly and reasonably 
explained the possibilities of our choices, whether due to me-
re spite of one political party to another one, or from a third 
cause known to them. All in all, the fact is that a multi-ethnic 
and multi-confessional society, such as the Montenegrin, has a 
strong need to strive for the modern social trends of the mo-
dern world, in order to close the issues of separation and open 
issues of communion and development.

As there is a part of the citizens of Montenegro who oppose 
the modernist approach, there are other countries in the world 
where their citizens are also opposing contemporary and mo-
dern ideas, or striving for conservative approaches. If we take 
examples from the countries that are members of the Europe-
an Union, which should be an example, since they are precisely 
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the bearers of modern social values, the issue of the national 
identity in Spain, i.e. the strengthening of the identity of the 
ethnic group in one of the Spanish provinces, in Catalonia, 
then in Belgium, where there is still a strong confl ict between 
the ethnically distinct Flemings and the Valonians, who, with a 
lot of bitterness, gather around the Belgian national fl ag. Such 
issues are noticeable in other countries outside the European 
Union, such as, for example, in Macedonia, that is, the part 
of the inhabitants of Macedonia who are ethnic Albanians, in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, at the level of state entities, inhabited 
by citizens of the Orthodox, Catholic and Muslim religion, and 
also in China, or in Taiwan, where the islanders promote their 
specifi city, but also in Turkey, which has a clearly established 
modernistic approach at the state level, however, in the Kur-
dish region where exists open issues of similar character, and 
this very strong state has not yet fully managed to integrate the 
mentioned ethnic group. All in all, these issues can be solved 
exclusively by state-level consensus; however, in many cases 
such a consensus represents an impossible mission.

Conclusion and recommendations

From all of the aforementioned, it is a fact that for the nati-
onal football team of Montenegro exclusively citizens of Mon-
tenegro can play, that is, all those who pass the strict selection 
by the Football Association of Montenegro in all age categories 
of their national teams. In this way, we come to the conclusion 
that Montenegrins play for the national football team of Mon-
tenegro, that is, players who are in the fi rst place Montenegrin 
citizens, i.e. they have a valid Montenegrin citizenship. Th ere-
fore, it is not wrong to conclude that the national team consists 
of the elected representatives of one nation or the Montene-
grin nation in this case, regardless of their ethnicity, religion, 
or some third affi  liation which makes them diff erent from ot-
her citizens of their country. On the other hand, the question 
arises: what about the part of Montenegrins, that is, those who 
make the ethnic Montenegrin group, whether they should be 
the most important citizens or have any benefi ts in relation to 
other ethnic groups in the multi-ethnic and multi-confessional 
society like Montenegrin? Of course not, it would be wrong to 
off er any benefi ts to any ethnic group within a nation, as this 
would lead to the collapse of cohesion in society, that is, the 
interethnic intolerance would be heightened, which is not of 
interest to any of the ethnic or any other minority groups.

Nevertheless, despite clearly defi ned guidelines at the theo-
retical level, in Montenegrin society, in practical terms, the the-
ory is still not accepted at an adequate level, we are witnesses of 
frequent falls at sports, especially football stadiums, which are 
aimed at rebuilding inter-ethnic and among-confessional into-
lerance. In order to adequately neutralize such extreme cases, 
which still do not have a wide application, social responsibili-

ty is of great importance, primarily the academic community 
in Montenegro, then political subjects, especially those whose 
programs do not clearly defi ne guidelines for clarifying these 
very important issues one independent state, as well as sports 
subjects, such as national associations, clubs and players, who-
se clearly defi ned messages can quickly reach the citizens of 
Montenegro and infl uence their attitudes and beliefs.

Finally, for the sake of a better future and a calmer life, re-
ducing multi-ethnic and multi-confessional intolerance, and 
then raising social cohesion, which would allow us to focus 
more on socially topical issues for the purpose of economic 
development, we should appeal to all citizens of Montenegro, 
to accept the modernist approach to nationalism, which is wi-
despread in developed countries in Europe and the world. We 
should agree with the fact that ethnic and religious, as well as 
any other specifi city among Montenegrin citizens and mem-
bers of the Montenegrin modern nation, should be cultivated 
at lower levels the level of signifi cance within the family and 
members of minority groups, through various conferences and 
cultural programs, which the state should equally support in all 
its segments. Such an approach should be in the interest of all 
citizens, because it would save a lot of energy spent on ethnic, 
religious and other minority issues, which could be focused 
on current issues of interest to social prosperity and economic 
society development in which we all live and work together.
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