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Standard Croatian ~ Standard Serbian

• internationally (pre-1990 & sometimes today): 
Serbo-Croatian

• not considered politically correct in the region 
anymore

• modern cover-term: BCMS (standard Štokavian)



comparisons

• varieties of English, Spanish, French, German (no 
colonies!)...

• also: Dutch/Flemish, Hindi/Urdu, 
Indonesian/Malay(sian), Persian/Dari/Tajik...



•  a lot of (English-language) literature about 
sociolinguistic issues concerning standardization 
& nationalism in former Yugoslavia

• not really a lot of detailed literature on the actual 
differences between ((sub)standard/urban) 
Croatian & Serbian (& Bosnian & Montenegrin)





razlikovnici (differential dictionaries)





• differences between „General Croatian” and 
„General Serbian” (modern urban standard/near-
standard varieties) can be quite nuanced/complex 

• they are mostly poorly described linguistically, if 
at all (not only in comparison but by themselves 
as well)

• here, we shall try to illustrate some more complex 
types of differences

not just binary



da li...? ‘does...?’

• harshly proscribed in Croatian, considered very 
Serbian – standard in Serbian

• not that frequent in coll. lang. in either Croat. or 
Serb. (though presumably more frequent in Serb.)

• in Croat., sometimes used expressively, 
emphatically & even in formal situations (!) 
(„sounds unusual, thus must be standard”)



što/šta ‘what, that’

• Stand. Croat. – only što (thus also 
Zadar/Dubrovnik in Croatia & 
Montenegrin)

• Stand. Bos/Serb. – što/šta (complex 
distribution) 

= almost identical to most spoken 
Croat. Štokavian dialects (but Split 
only šta)



• jest(e) ‘is’
⚬ Stand. Croat. jest ~ Stand. Serb. jeste ‘is’ 

(emphatic/stressed)
⚬ however, colloquial Croat. stressed jȇ
⚬ some leftist/liberal writers in Croatia: jeste
⚬ in Serbia, some leftist/liberal writers: jest

• some other symbolic markers:
⚬ Croat. Evropa & Europa, <ne ću> & <neću>
⚬ Serbia/Montenegro: Latinic/Cyrillic script

symbolic markers



• Stand. Croat. žlica ~ Stand. Serb. kašika ‘spoon’
• but dialectal Croatian (Štokavian) also kašika
• cf. also Stand. MN kašika for dial. MN (also 

Dubrovnik) ožica (~ žlica)



Stand. Croat. tenisice ‘tennis shoes’ 
~ Stand. Serb. patike ‘sneakers’

•but Split/Osijek/Pula etc.:
patike (Zagreb tenisice)
•Sln. patike 
‘canvas sneakers’



• Serbian: januar, februar...
• Stand. Croatian: siječanj, veljača...
• but coll. urban Croatian: prvi mjesec, drugi 

mjesec... (encroaching also rural dialects)
• in Croat. prvi april, osmi mart... > sometimes 

proscribed (rarely even oktobarska revolucija > 
listopadska revolucija)

month names



• some leftist/liberal people in Serbia also use 
Croatisms like rabiti ‘to use’, ugodan ‘pleasant’, 
and natuknuti ‘to hint’ (instead of nagovestiti)

• formal Croatian uradak ‘piece of work’ obtained a 
sexual connotation in Serbian (e.g. porno-uradak)

• Serbian slang words > Croatian, e.g. sačekuša 
‘ambush’, smor ‘bore’, and smarati ‘to bore 
someone’



Croat. vrtić ~ Serb/Bos/MN obdanište
‘kindergarten’

• no razlikovnik has this 
example!

• nowadays, also vrtić in 
Serbian (& Bos/MN)

• obdanište – older, more 
formal now in Serbian



‘late; to be 
late’



Croat. plesati ~ Serb. igrati ‘to dance’

• but in transitive use: Serbian igrati/plesati 
valcer/sambu... (however, igrati kolo)

• not inferable from differential dictionaries



Croat. kozle/ić (jare/ić) ~ Serb. jare/ić ‘goat kid’

• however, both Croatian and Serbian 
use kozlić (‘vaulting buck’) in 
gymnastics



Croat. prijatelj ~ Serb. drug(ar) ‘friend’

• more complicated than this:
⚬ Serb. also form. prijatelj (also ‘true friend‘); 

drugar – predominantly a children’s word 
⚬ Croat. drug ‘comrade’ (also ratni drug, etc.)



false friends: nadobudan (*hope-awakening)

• Croatian: ‘(naively) ambitious’
• Serbian: ‘conceited’



Croat. zemljopis ~ Serb. geografija

• return of geografija in 
Croatia 

• in spite of Croatian 
purism!



• Serb. (also Bos/MN) duks(erica) 
‘sweatshirt; hoodie’

• parts of Croatia (e.g. Osijek) & spreading duks(a), 
dukserica ‘hoodie’ (but not ‘sweatshirt’)

‘ sweatshirt’ and ‘hoodie’



conclusion

•differences between Croatian & Serbian are very 
politicized but basically un(de)researched

•often not simple & binary – standardization is 
one factor among many

• research should ideally avoid political agendas 
(both ‘isolationist’ &  ‘unitarian’) 



• real, often un(der)described, differences exist –
no need for fabrication or denial

•contact dynamics of Croatian & Serbian are
complex – descriptive methods, sociolinguistics,
historical linguistics, (urban) dialectology...



Hvala!
どうもありがとうございます！
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