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David W. Ellwood1

Johns Hopkins University, SAIS Europe, Bologna

Will Brexit Make or Break Great Britain?2

Introduction: Brexit Comes From Afar

“In our bones we feel we cannot do it”. So said Anthony Eden , the 
Conservative shadow Foreign Secy., when, thanks to the Marshall Plan, 
the idea of European integration began to evolve from the visions of a 
few exile intellectuals and politicians in WWII, into a serious political 
project, embodied in the first design of a European Coal and Steel Com-
munity of 1951, the Schuman Plan. 

“In our bones we feel we cannot do it”. In this short phrase are em-
bodied some of the key characteristics of British attitudes to ‘Europe’ 
from then till now. First is its obviously negative character. No ifs or buts; 
unconditional refusal. Second, its unapologetic reliance on instinct, not 
reasoned analysis, to justify the negativity. Third, the unquestioned as-
sumption that “we” includes the government, the Commonwealth and 
Empire, the peoples of the four corners of the United Kingdom…

Over the decades, British governments of all colours have shown in 
public little but skepticism and dislike for the European project in its 
various phases. During the Marshall Plan the British fought as hard as 
they dared against its drive to involve them fully in its quasi-federalist 
design. The greatest book yet written on the Plan – Michael Hogan’s of 
19873 – is dedicated entirely to this battle. In 1955 the British sneered 
at the Messina conference, where a European community was first con-

1) Senior Adjunct Professor
  dellwood@jhu.edu 
2) This paper was originally presented at a joint Johns Hopkins SAIS – Institute for 

Political Studies event at the University of Belgrade, Faculty of Political Sciences 
on October 25, 2018.

3) Michael J.Hogan, The Marshall Plan: America, Britain and the Reconstruction of 
Western Europe, 1947-1952, Cambridge 1987.
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cretely envisaged, and after the creation of the EEC in 1957 they tried 
to set up an alternative free-trade area, EFTA, which reflected their un-
derlying preferences – hadn’t they invented free trade and developed 
the greatest empire yet seen on the basis of that principle ? But no-one 
believed in free trade the way they did, and EFTA got no-where. 

In the 1960s, weakened very badly by the end of Empire and eco-
nomic change, they tried against their will to join the new Economic 
Community, insisting that Europe recognize British priorities: control 
over the balance of payments and capital movements, New Zealand’s 
interests, and bizarrely, sugar. These were literally the Labour govern-
ment’s formal demands in 1967. General de Gaulle saw that this was an 
attempt by the British to force the Europeans formally to recognize their 
exceptionalism, and precisely on those grounds rejected their applica-
tion. This humiliation has never been forgotten or pardoned. When the 
British finally joined in 1973 – for purely opportunistic reasons, as EEC 
Europe was doing so much better economically than the UK – they as-
sumed, according to veteran witnesses I’ve talked to, that they would be 
in charge. They were quickly disillusioned. 

During the 1970s, the Labour Government tried to neutralize Euro-
scepticism with a referendum, which was largely about divisions in the 
Labour Party. There was no official government position. The country 
had never been weaker, economically, and the pro-EEC position won. 
But in the 1980s, with the EEC enjoying a new period of self-confi-
dence, Mrs. Thatcher fought every effort by the Commission’s Presi-
dent, Jacques Delors, to expand its ambitions, e.g. in defense and foreign 
policy, and of course obtained her famous rebate. Although Thatcher 
did not want to destroy the European Community as it then was, she 
wanted it to function on British terms, and in this she enjoyed signifi-
cant success, as we shall see.

The start of the 1990s were a crucial time: the end of the Cold War 
and the end of the Soviet empire in eastern Europe, German-re-unifica-
tion, and the need for western Europe, specifically the European Com-
munity to face up to the consequences, and take responsibility for them. 
The Americans made clear that now it was Europe’s turn. No more Mar-
shall Plans. The result was the process which led up to the Maastricht 
Treaty of 1992. In April 1990 a commentator in the pro-Europe London 
weekly Observer wrote: 

‘There is a rather uncharitable description of the British approach to 
the European Community that goes as follows: a group of people are taking 
a dog for a walk. The dog is on a lead, but instead of trotting cheerfully 
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along the pavement it digs its paws in. It can be dragged along, because the 
dog-walkers outnumber it and know where they want to go, but everybody 
arrives at their destination rather hot and bothered. The dog meanwhile, 
is barking loudly and seems to believe that by its behavior it has changed 
the direction of the walk.’

The British, said the writer, seemed to think that because they were 
so radically proposed to economic and monetary union, it would not 
progress. When they understood their mistake, they fell back on good 
old British pragmatism: deploring grand visions and insisting on the 
practicalities of everyday problems. All very well, but as a senior EC 
official told the writer, as the others ‘moved up the scale of Community 
business to the political level, the British view no longer counted at all.’4

When Labour returned to power in 1997, it made clear that Britain’s 
role would be as a ‘bridge’ between Europe and America, and set tests 
for joining the Euro which could never be satisfied. While Tony Blair 
was not unsympathetic to the EU, his Chancellor, Gordon Brown, never 
bothered to hide his contempt and indifference, eg refusing to partici-
pate in the joint ceremony for signing the Lisbon Treaty… It was Brown 
who somehow imposed on the EU, as it now was, the totally unknown, 
unequipped Lady Ashton as the first, post-Lisbon, High Commissioner 
for Foreign and Security Policy, now long forgotten. Of course he was 
not alone in destroying any ambition the EU might have had to develop 
genuine policies and power in this area

But the 1990s were a time of intense identity crisis for Britain as they 
were for most other western nations in the post-Cold War era of glo-
balization. In his Patriots. National Identity in Britain, 1940-2000, the 
historian Richard Weight demonstrated how the decade witnessed the 
most intense inquiry into the nature of Britishness since the Suez drama 
of 1956. The political scientist Joel Krieger explained in 1999 that: 

‘…the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion (are) fluid and vexed, the 
representations of nation hotly contested, the attachments at once robust 
and uncertain…5

This post-Cold War effort of self-interrogation has never ceased and 
is still going on. Like France, the land has for nearly 30 years been caught 

4) Isobel Hilton in The Observer, 26 April 1990.
5) Richard Weight, Patriots. National Identity in Britain 1940-2000 London: Macmil-

lan, 2002, p.665; Joel Krieger, British Politics in the Global Age, Oxford: Oxford 
U.P., 1999, p. 137.
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up in self-conscious and politically-oriented debates on its ideas of cit-
izenship, community, ethnicity, nationality and other identity charac-
teristics and labels. Deep anxieties have emerged over everything to do 
with ‘Europe’, around immigration and multiculturalism, the unity of 
the kingdom, the monarchy, the structure and function of the armed 
forces, the welfare state, the mass media, and the education system. 
These were debates which brought into question the very basis of the 
nation’s unwritten political and judicial constitution. Brexit has renewed 
and brought a new level of urgency to these discussions, especially in 
Scotland, as we shall see. Not by chance Welsh and Scottish nationalism 
were re-born in new and dynamic forms in the 1990s. In spite of its UK 
name and all-Britain ambitions, no-one doubted that English national-
ism drove the birth and development of UKIP – the UK Independence 
Party – at this time, the party whose greatest success would be to force 
the Conservative government of David Cameron to hold a referendum 
on EU membership in 2016. 

The financial crisis from 2007 and all that lay behind it simply made 
more urgent to the governing classes in Britain the dilemmas faced 
by their long-established national settlements. Now they involved the 
balance of the economy: the hegemony of financial services and the 
marginalization of manufacturing industry, the reliance on a bloated 
universe of private credit and ever-increasing house prices, the resent-
ments of the winners and the losers in the trends of the previous 20 
years, which had created unprecedented levels of economic and social 
inequality. 

Yet the referendum of 2016 was a short-term tactical move which 
the government casually and complacently expected to win. Referen-
da have almost never been used in British politics, which have always 
prided themselves on the absoluteness of Parliamentary sovereignty. 
That was one of the great complaints against the EU: it over-rode and 
marginalized the sovereignty of Westminster. That was why so many 
conservative forces had opposed the devolution of power to Northern 
Ireland and Wales, and the re-creation of a Parliament in Edinburgh, 
a project realised by Labour but which completely failed to confirm 
Labour’s hope that in this way Scotland’s new civic nationalism would 
be neutralised. Labour did help to prevent a majority in the Scottish 
independence of referendum of 2014, but the party – long dominant 
in Scotland – was subsequently destroyed in the Scottish national elec-
tions of 2015.
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Result of 2016 Referendum6

By now the underlying patterns and causes of these results are well-
known:

1. Class status and poverty (like US) ‘In the areas with more than 
30% of people in working class jobs, the Leave vote was more than 20% 
higher than in the areas fewer than 20% of the population in working 
class jobs. 63% of people in working class jobs chose Leave. As in Amer-
ica, say Evans and Tilley in a detailed political science study, class pol-
itics are back: Brexit and Trump, they say, are the revenge of those left 
behind by the embourgeoisement of the two dominant parties since the 
era of Clinton and Blair, and their smug connivance with the ever-ex-
panding gaps in wealth between the winners and the losers of the age of 
global finance. 7 The old mining town, Coalville, was called ‘a dump’ by 
DAvid Cameron. It voted 35,000 to 22,500 to leave, its public housing 
estates witnessing an 80% turnout. 8

2. Age (like US) ‘Brexit is an old people’s home’ writes Anthony Bar-
nett in his penetrating comparison of the successes of Brexit and Trump. 
A survey of voters on referendum day showed ‘the 18-24 age group 
backing Remain by 71%. It was the pensioners over 65 who supported 
Leave by 64%, and won the day. Among the under-25s, young women 
voted by an overwhelming 80% to 20% for Europe’.9 

3. Education (like US). There was a 20% gap in the Leave vote be-
tween the 62 areas with fewer than 20% graduates and the 99 areas with 
more than 30% graduates. 72% of people with no qualifications voted to 
leave, only 35% of people with a university degree did so. However we 
should remember that only a quarter of the voting population went to 
university.

4. English provinces; NOT London. ‘It was England’s Brexit’, writes 
Anthony Barnett.10 This was regional England sick of the overwhelming 
domination of London in all things powerful; the England resentful of 
all the immigrants (2.6m during the LAbour years, still a third of a mil-
lion a year under CAmeron) ; the England left behind by first the indus-
trial revolution and then globalization; by the shrinking of agriculture 

6) https://www.bbc.com/news/politics/eu_referendum/results. 
7) Geoffrey Evans and James Tilley, The New Politics of Class. The Political Exclu-

sion of the British Working Class, Oxford 2017, Ch.10.
8) Cit. in Anthony Barnett, The Lure of Greatness. England’s Brexit and America’s 

Trump, London 2017, p. 51.
9) Ibid., pp.228-9.
10) Ibid., Ch.10.
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and traditional country life; the England of so many TV historical dra-
mas, including Downton Abbey Poldark..all the Jane Austen versions..

5. There was total lack of effort by UK parties, or the EU, to explain 
what the EU is all about: most still think it’s just about trade. No EU 
leader was allowed to speak directly to the British people; the EU has 
no information office in major towns and cities as in say, Italy. The EU 
has always been very bad at communication, and it’s not clear if this is 
a choice by leading members, or incapacity. The Commission has now 
relaunched its efforts in this area, but you have to be an inside expert 
to know it. One wonder how many voters on referendum day knew the 
difference between the single market and the customs union, to take 
an obvious question. No-one expects Facebook to explain that, and the 
role of the BBC & co still provoke debate. Of course ALL except one of 
the most popular newspapers, especially the Murdoch press, were and 
are militantly, even violently, anti-EU. So much for the British idea of 
themselves as mild, fair-minded and tolerant…

6. Extreme ambiguity of LAbour all along. I was tasked with following 
the LAbour referendum campaign by the Istituto affari internazionali in 
Rome during the months October 2015-June 2016. It was extraordinar-
ily weak and ambiguous, and in fact remains so to this day. As always 
Corbyn relied almost entirely on Facebook; his Brexit ‘minister’ had no 
website at all, and the Party version was always out of date and incom-
plete. Corbyn dedicated 2 sentences to the question in his 2015 party 
conference speech and tried to avoid it altogether in the 2016 version. He 
himself is clearly anti-EU, as are his voters in the old working class com-
munities in the north. But his Parliamentarians and the masses of young 
people who support his other policies are quite clearly for Remain, and 
lead the crowd demanding a 2nd vote. How he has handled this dilemma 
raises serious questions about his leadership abilities and aims..

7. Intangibles: Nostalgia (WW2); a certain idea of Englishness as-
serted itself, says Barnett, a militant nostalgia expressed in the most 
successful slogan of all: “ Take back control”, a spirit of rebellion that 
goes back to the 17th century. Here is pride in isolation (our nationalism 
saved us, yours destroyed you); in exceptionalism; in an idea of the tra-
ditional hierarchy of nations…79% of people who described themselves 
as ‘English not British’ on polling day voted Leave. 11

Yet was all was said and done, the best indicator of all of the Leave 
voter , according to the British Election Study, was support for the res-
toration of the death penalty..12

11) Ibid., Ch’s 12-13.
12) David Edgar, ‘Jailbreak from the Old Order’, in London Review of Books, 26 April 
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Now a comment on the two special cases:
1. Scotland is radically different. With a 62 Remain versus 38 Leave, 

Scotland provided the most radical rejection of the Brexit vision. The 
Remain vote here increased by 4% between 1975 and 2016, while Eng-
land’s dived by 20%. The context of course is the political revolution 
of the last 20 years which has seen the re-constitution of the Scottish 
Parliament, the total eclipse of the once-dominant Labour party, the rise 
of the SNP and of course the independence referendum of 2014, won 
decisively by the anti-independence lobby, 55 to 45%. While the SNP 
after 10 years in power is not at all as dominant as it was 5 or 6 years ago, 
it makes sure that the independence question does not go away, and is 
watching the Brexit negotiations like a hawk, furious that the Scots re-
main majority is being ignored in the negotiations, and desperate to en-
sure that Brexit does not mean a reassertion of central power in London. 

2. Ireland /Northern Ireland. Possibly the greatest shock of all to the 
Brexiteers and to the English in general is the discovery of the inevitabil-
ity, even centrality, of Irish questions to the future of their nation. With 
the famous Good Friday agreement of 1998, it seemed that Ireland’s 
problems north and south could be forgotten, and they were. Brexit has 
brought them back in greatly magnified form, if not – yet – with the 
potential of a return to violence as during the 30 years of armed conflict. 
As observers at Kings College London have said:

Northern Ireland is a deeply divided society and a contested space with 
different sections of the community having different constitutional aspira-
tions. Notwithstanding all of the progress in the peace process, the region 
continues to have a major fault line.

The [Good Friday] Agreement provided a framework to manage these 
divisions and associated tensions, and, although it is not yet fully realised, 
the opportunity to transform the nature of society. 13 

The fact that Northern Ireland is without a government since Jan 
2017, and that the Protestant ultra-Unionists of Leave are confronted 
by a majority of Catholic, social/democrat, green parties which support 
Remain, does not promise well. But three factors complicate the situa-
tion. First, the small unionist group sits in the London Parliament while 
the others don’t. Second, that small group supplies Teresa May with her 
majority in London: she cannot survive in the House of Commons with-

2018.
13) http://ukandeu.ac.uk/all-simple-solutions-to-the-post-brexit-irish-border-fail-to-

acknowledge-complex-realities/, 21 Sept. 2018.
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out it. Third, the Irish government and Press have been deeply involved 
in the Brexit debate, fighting every inch of the way politically to avoid 
Brexit. For a minority in Dublin, the crisis could reunite Ireland. But the 
majority, and the government, know that the Republic’s very economic 
survival and political stability depend on resolving the question of the 
border between their nation, fully in the EU, and the province of the 
north, fully out of it as an integral part of the UK.

Conclusion
So where are we now, more than 2 years after that fateful referen-

dum? The short answer is: we don’t know. On Saturday, the 21st Oc-
tober, 700,000 people marched through London demanding a second 
referendum. But London, as we’ve seen, is not typical. On the following 
Monday, in Parliament, May declared that 95% of the withdrawal deal 
is done, mentioning Gibraltar, Cyprus, citizens’ rights, the divorce bill, 
but very little else, other than the possibility of a longer transition, to the 
fury of the Brexiteeers. On Tuesday she spent the morning in hours of 
discussion with her Cabinet on the risks and consequences of NO deal 
being concluded in time, amidst ever-more desperate warnings from 
the police, the National Health Service and the most senior scientists 
on the disastrous consequences for them all if no deal at is concluded 
in time for the March 2019 deadline. Big business has been saying the 
same for many months.

It’s precisely because the threat of no deal is so serious that the stick-
ing point has arisen in Ireland, that question of how to manage the bor-
der between northern Ireland and the Republic if there is no deal, but 
also after the UK becomes a ‘Third country’. ‘NO HARD BORDER’, they 
all say, but if not what else ? No deal means the province stays under 
the rules of the EU, or doesn’t it? The Republic is in Schengen, the UK 
is not, so what’s to stop enormous smuggling of people – and goods – if 
there are no controls? The Irish press has been particularly brutal about 
British behavior. Its most eloquent commentator, Fintan O’Toole, wrote 
in July:

Has any country ever gone into international treaty negotiations hop-
ing to emerge with a status greatly inferior to the one it already enjoys? 
What do we want? National humiliation. When do we want it? Now.14

14) https://www.irishtimes.com/opinion/fintan-o-toole-britain-has-gone-to-huge-trou-
ble-to-humiliate-itself-1.3558995?mode=amp, 10 July 2018
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One of Britain’s most senior ex-diplomats, Sir Ivan Rogers, a man 
with long experience of Brussels and Westminster, put the situation an-
other way:

For non-British elites, the most striking thing about the Brexit vote was, 
after all, that the construction of a completely sui generis British place 
within the Union – permanently opted out of Monetary Union, out of 
Schengen, out of Banking Union, out of a common asylum policy, and 
with an ability to pick and choose which areas of internal security and 
legal co-operation to join – was still not enough for a Remain victory. 

Having won so many of its battles in Brussels over the years, Sir Ivan 
went on – including the export of its neo-liberal philosophy, we might 
add – ‘how could the UK’s governing party talk itself into a revolution-
ary defeatist position, constantly convincing itself and loudly proclaim-
ing to the public that the UK had no impact.’15

But the most remarkable of all the scores of polls on British opinion 
reveals how the passions generated by this whole process have destroyed 
any rational basis for the continuation of traditional ideas of British na-
tionhood, including its place in Europe and the world. Published by the 
Centre on Constitutional Change in Edinburgh two weeks ago, their 
research shows that:

•  Clear majorities of English Conservatives would support Scottish 
independence (79%) or the collapse of the NI Peace Process (75%) 
as the price of Brexit. 

•  87% of (overwhelmingly Unionist) Leave voters in Northern Ire-
land see the collapse of the peace process as an acceptable price for 
Brexit and 86% say that of a Yes vote in IndyRef2

•  Voters typically expect higher levels of policy alignment with Eu-
rope post-Brexit (roaming charges, food hygiene standards, etc.) 
than within the UK (tuition fees, prescription charges, free social 
care, etc.) 

•  In none of the UK’s nations is a majority of taxpayers happy to see 
their taxes spent in other parts [of the country] when those parts 
are mentioned by name

15) https://share.trin.cam.ac.uk/sites/public/Comms/Rogers_brexit_as_revolution.pdf. 
Undated,  accessed in Oct. 2018.
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As the directors of this research said:

An overwhelming majority of Conservative voters in England would 
prefer to see Scotland become independent and a breakdown of the peace 
process in Northern Ireland rather than compromise on their support for 
Brexit.16

In other words, IF the emotions of the present Leave majority are to 
be allowed to determine the future of the country, the United Kingdom 
as we have known it since 1707 when Scotland and England joined to-
gether, or from 1920, when Ireland was divided into Republic and Brit-
ish province, that United Kingdom will soon cease to exist. 

16) centreonconstitutionalchange.ac.uk/news/press-release-may’s-‘precious-union’-
has-little-support-brexit-britain 8 Oct 2018
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Abstract

Modern democracies around the world are threatened by growing political 
populism and intolerance. This fact is prominent especially in the Balkan re-
gion, where the effect of violent ethnic conflict is still present. Empirical data 
from this region registered low level of political engagement, high ethnic stere-
otyping and distance toward non-majority groups.

We examined the effects of activism in real and virtual worlds on social 
distance toward minority groups, and how it is mediated by belief in a just 
world, political interest, political anomie and cynicism. We employed analysis 
of national representative survey data on adult citizens, collected through face 
to face method in Serbia in 2017 (N=1258). Survey design has been used to 
investigate the extent to which common forms of online/offline civic activity 
mediated by different psychological constructs foster offline forms of social 
inclusion of marginal groups. 

Results confirmed that both online and offline activities can have a positive 
effect on social inclusion in real world by reducing political anomie and cyni-
cism and belief in a just world, and increasing political interest. This research 
highlights the importance of fostering different types of civic activism because 
the impact of political engagement in the real and even more in the virtual 

1) jasna.milosevic@fmk.edu.rs
 Professor 
2) Senior Research Fellow
3) This research was supported by the Serbian Ministry of Education, Science and 

Technological Development project number 179009, granted to the Institute for 
Political Studies. The authors thank Ana Milošević for editing the manuscript. 

UDC: 316.334.3:316.64
https://doi.org/10.22182/spt.18212018.2
Article received: 15.09.2018.
Accepted for publishing: 30.10.2018.
Original scientific paper
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world leads to a reduction of social distance toward minority groups in reality. 
Data suggested that broadening platforms for civic engagement could be an 
effective strategy in building social inclusion.

Key words: civic participation, social media, social distance, online, offline 
civic activity

Introduction

Modern political systems are threatened by growing political pop-
ulism and social exclusion of numerous minority groups (such as mi-
grants as a group recognized on a global level and other groups specific 
for each local community). This is specifically the case for the ethnic 
minorities in the Balkan region, as a consequence of violent conflict 
form the past (Second World War and ethnic conflicts in 1990-1999). 
The effect of these conflicts is still evident in Serbia, manifested by 
strong ethnic stereotyping and discrimination, as well as frequent ten-
sions and political disputes between them. Empirical data from Serbia 
and the region have indicated great prejudice not only toward ethnic 
minorities (mostly Albanians, Croats and Hungarians) but also toward 
gay and lesbian people (Milošević Đorđević, 2016: 421; Bajović, 2013; 
Kalaba, 2013; Ivanov, 2008; Miladinović, 2008; Mihić & Mihić-Lisul, 
2003: 168). In addition, the Balkan region became in the past few years, 
a route for migrants from the Middle East who are trying to reach the 
European Union in attempts to escape the conflict and political insta-
bility of their home countries. Studies have also confirmed the growing 
intolerance toward migrants in the Balkan region (Vesković Anđelković 
& Bobić, 2015: 231-236). As gay and lesbian people, ethnic minorities 
and migrants are usually the target for hate speech and stereotyping, it 
is of great importance to analyze mechanisms that might promote tol-
erance and acceptance toward different groups, using modern online 
platforms. 

The Internet and its diverse platforms, including numerous social 
networking sites have a huge impact on attitudes and behaviour of or-
dinary people. It influences our everyday life, therefore it is of great 
importance to understand how is it used and integrated into various 
political contexts for shaping attitudes and political actions. The Inter-
net makes information and contacts instantly available, making social-
izing and searching for information much easier and less demanding 
(Branković, 2017: 26; Skorić et al., 2016: 3). Empirical data confirmed 
that using the Internet for information leads to a higher level of political 
knowledge and civic participation (Kahne & Bowyer, 2018: 482; Kahne 
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& Middaugh, 2012: 493-509; Kenski & Stroud, 2006: 173-190; Pasek et 
al., 2006: 197–215). Greater availability and access to information are 
one of the unambiguous positive impacts of the Internet, together with 
endorsement of social interaction, building tolerance and inclusive so-
cieties, and creation of social cohesion (Quan-Haase et al., 2002: 291-
324). What is less clear, however, is whether and how engagement with 
social media is associated with social inclusion. Nevertheless, there is 
mounting evidence that the Internet can have negative impact, includ-
ing disempowering citizen’s freedom, endorsing the hate speech, and 
developing addictive behavior (Milošević Đorđević & Žeželj, 2014: 229-
234; Dahlgren, 2000: 335-340). Thus, allowing selective avoidance or 
acceptance of content of (dis)similar others, the Internet can be used 
for both types of civic tolerance and/or intolerance. Some studies have 
shown that active Facebook users might perform selective avoidance 
of the people they do not agree with, which can be characterized by a 
certain level of political intolerance (Zhu, Škoric, Shen, 2017: 112-131). 
These facts inspired the number of studies investigating the positive and 
negative capacity of the Internet, and its influence on political behav-
iour.

Civic activism has been changed by the emergence of the Internet. 
There are no sharp divisions between the real and virtual worlds for 
political engagement, as citizens in modern societies are engaged in 
different forms of activism within online and offline contexts, forming 
new “hybrid activism” (Milošević, Žeželj, 2017: 113-118). Civic activism 
differs in the scope of engagement from low involvement (expressing 
one’s opinion, or trying to persuade others to change their opinion) to 
high involvement (protesting, volunteering) in real and virtual world. 
The Internet expanded diverse forms of civic activism, so traditional 
forms of activism are strengthen by a wide range of civic activities that 
nowadays exist in the virtual world. It provides new platform for civic 
engagement, and changes greatly traditional activities, offering alterna-
tive such as easy self-expression and sharing ideas in social networking 
sites, supporting online groups and online petitioning (Dalton, 2008). 
Scholars agree that social media has a significant positive impact on 
civic participation in general, with special effect on political transfor-
mation such as mass protests in North Africa, USA, and Latin America 
(Castells, 2012; Tufekci & Wilson, 2012: 363-379; Valenzuela, Arriaga-
da, &Scherman, 2012: 299-314). The empirical data confirming this fact 
is so robust that some authors suggest that the Internet has a leading role 
in organizing protests nowadays (Van Aelst & Walgrave, 2002: 465-493), 
since digital world connects and organizes collective action on a larger 
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engagement scale, more quickly and flexibly, bringing more diversity 
issues into discussion (Žeželj et al., 2017: 386-395; Skoric et al., 2016: 
1817-1839; Bennett & Segerberg, 2012: 739-768).

There are several possible factors mediating the relationship between 
civic activism and social inclusion. People develop just-world preserva-
tion strategies (belief in a just world), a belief that people get what they 
deserve. The stronger the belief in a just world, the more inequality will 
be denied, in an effort to preserve one’s belief that the world is a just 
place, and the responsibility for negative outcomes will be attributed ex-
clusively to the individual. When people believe strongly in a just world 
they tend to blame disadvantaged groups, denying inequality of life op-
portunities (Mohiyeddini & Montada, 1998: 41-54), therefore a strong 
belief in a just world would be associated with lower social acceptance. 
However, empirical findings are somewhat controversial, since experi-
mental studies in which people were confronted with suffering of the 
victims, such as poor people, AIDS patients and rape victims, demon-
strated higher emotional concern for disadvantaged people (Appel-
baum, 2006: 387-402; Hafer, & Bègue, 2005: 128; Furnham, 2003: 795-
817; Hafer, 2000: 165; Dalbert, 2000; Mohiyeddini & Montada, 1998: 
41-54; Dalbert, Fisch, & Montada, 1992: 11-18; Furnham & Proctor, 
1989: 365-384). In addition to belief in a just world there are other fac-
tors associated with a tendency for social exclusion such as the political 
anomie and political cynicism. Political anomie is a concept introduced 
by sociologist Durheim (1897), reflecting an increase in moral disrup-
tion, and a breakdown of the social bonds between citizens and the soci-
ety. Political anomie and cynicism might lead to higher social exclusion 
of minority groups (Zhao & Cao, 2010: 1209-1229). 

The aim of the study is to measure: a) endorsement of different 
forms of civic participation among adult Serbian population; b) social 
distance toward minority groups; c) online and offline activism predic-
tive capacity in reducing social distance; d) the mediating role of politi-
cal cynicism, anomie, interest and belief in a just world in this relation. 
We tested two online and offline activism models, hypothesizing that 
those more active both online/offline would perform higher acceptance 
of minority groups, mediated by lower levels of political anomie, cyn-
icism, belief in a just world and higher political interest. We assessed 
the potential significance of six broad categories of online activities and 
their counterpart in offline civic activities testing the hypotheses that 
these practices in offline and online world will foster social inclusion. 
These hypotheses might be broken more specifically: 
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H1a: Civic activism in online world will be positively related to so-
cial inclusion. 

H1b: Civic activism in real world will be positively related to social 
inclusion.

H2a: Political cynicism, anomie, interest and belief in a just world 
mediate the effects of online activities on social inclusion. 

H2b: Political cynicism, anomie, interest and belief in a just world 
mediate the effects of offline activities on social inclusion. 

H3: Online civic participation would have stronger impact than of-
fline forms on social inclusion in real world

There is uncertainty in the literature and empirical evidence whether 
and how online social media activity affects offline participation. Our 
study advances knowledge on social media activism to social inclusion 
in reality on few aspects: First it tested the model through national rep-
resentative sample; Second it introduces a model explaining psycholog-
ical moderators fostering effects of online and offline activism to social 
inclusion in real world; Third it compares the impact of online and of-
fline activities on behavior in real world.

Materials and Methods
Data was collected via face to face interview in May and June 2017, 

on a nationally representative sample (N = 1258) of Serbian population 
older than 18. The average length of the interview was approximately 30 
min. Data was collected by the Institute of Political Studies in Belgrade. 
The survey includes multiple measures of civic engagement and online 
activity.

2.1 Instruments
Online and offline civic participation were assessed through par-

allel versions of the activism scale, in which the participants were 
asked to mark all (offline/online) activities they ever took part in (Mi-
lošević-Đorđević, Žeželj, 2017: 114). Every offline activity had its on-
line counterpart. Different levels of engagement were operationalized 
by activities in the real offline sphere (I openly expressed my opinion 
on that issue; I tried to persuade other people to agree with my opin-
ion; I was wearing a T-shirt or a badge with the slogan supporting an 
idea; I signed a petition; I participated in meetings/rallies to support 
an idea; I volunteered in organization / was a member of some organ-
ization) and online activities (I openly expressed my opinion about 
that issue in a virtual discussion; I tried to persuade other people to 
agree with my opinion during a virtual discussion; I changed a photo-
graph, status or profile on Facebook/ Twitter, etc. to support an idea; I 
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signed an online petition; I joined Internet groups to support an idea; 
I volunteered in an Internet group e.g. as an administrator). The re-
spondents were offered four options to express the frequency of each 
online or offline civic activity behavior (from 1 never to 4 regularly). 
Online and offline separated activity scale was calculated by adding 
all different forms of online/offline activities (making the total score 
from 6 to 24 for ONLINE activism, and the same score scope for ac-
tivism in REAL life).

Social distance/acceptance was measured for each minority group 
using four questions: I wish I have more friends among...; I would not 
mind having a close relationship with...; I would not mind if my next 
door neighbour was..; I would not mind having a boss...; This was an 
adapted version of Bogardus’ social distance scale (1959). Participants 
assessed their agreement on a five-point Likert scale (from 1 do not 
agree at all, to 5 completely agree). Social acceptance scales of five tar-
geted groups demonstrated satisfactory internal reliability (Cronbach’s 
Alphas for gay and lesbian people social distance scale = .923; Hungar-
ians social distance scale = .920; Immigrants = .938; Albanians = .952; 
Croats= .948), which allowed computing a total score ranging from 5 
to 25 for each social group. One composite measure of social distance 
toward different marginal groups was composed from 20 to 100 (Cron-
bach’s Alphas = .96). 

Political cynicism refers to the degree in which public respect poli-
ticians, perceive closeness, value and importance of the political sphere. 
The object could be politicians, political institutions and political sys-
tem in general. It could be defined as a degree in which the public per-
ceives immorality and incompetence of the politicians, institutions and 
system in general. It was assessed by eight items, combining several 
already used scales of political cynicism (Pavlović, 2013: 11; Dekker, 
2007; Schynsi Nuus, 2007: 91-103) such as: The politics are dishonest 
and a ‘dirty’ job; The biggest concern of politicians is how to stay in 
power longer; Political parties are only interested in my vote and not 
my opinion; Politicians always promise more than they can achieve. 
The respondents were given the scale from 1 (I completely disagree) to 
5 (I completely agree). We compose one measure of political cynicism 
ranging from 8 (low political cynicism) to 40 (high political cynicism) 
(Cronbach’s Alphas = .937). 

Political interest was defined as a subjective perception of interest of 
each respondent in politics, assessed by one question: How much inter-
est do you have in politics. Respondents were offered scale from 1 not 
interested at all to 5 very interested (Pavlović, 2013: 10).
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Belief in a just world is defined as a belief that people, in general, 
deserve what they get and get what they deserve, providing individuals 
with a perception of order and stability of the social context, serving as 
a protective factor defending the individual against the possible neg-
ative outcome (Appelbaum, Lennon, Lawrence Aber, 2006: 387-402). 
This variable was assessed by six items such as (Allen, Ng, Leiser, 2005: 
159-185; Kamble, Dalbert, 2012: 269-278): I think basically the world 
is a just place; I am confident that justice always prevails over injus-
tice; I think people try to be fair when making important decisions. Re-
spondents were given Likert scale from 1 I completely disagree to 5 I 
completely agree. The composite score has minimum 6 (do not believe 
in a just world) and maximum 30 (believe in a just world to the great 
extend). (Cronbach’s Alphas = .846).

Political anomie reflects the breakdown of social ties between an in-
dividual and their community in the social context with no moral guid-
ance from social institutions to individuals. The concept consists of two 
components: lack of social ties and lack of social norms. We assessed 
political anomie with four items (Dulić, 2012: 57-61; Šram, 2007: 103-
118) such as: We cannot expect anything good from the future; I feel 
helpless to do anything in life for myself; If a person wants to achieve 
something in life he/she is forced to cheat and steal; Respondents were 
given a scale from 1 I completely disagree (low political anomie) and 5 I 
completely agree (Cronbach’s Alphas = .763). 

2.2 Respondents and sampling
The sample type was a two staged stratified combined probability 

sample. The sample stages were households chosen by a simple random 
method and household members chosen by quotas derived from the 
Serbian Census 2011 data. Primary sampling units were households: 
one household comprised people living in the same dwelling. Second-
ary sampling units were actual respondents. Allocation of the sample by 
stratum was proportional to the size of the stratum. We had a majority 
of Serb ethnicity respondents in our sample (85%) but other ethnicities 
living in Serbia were also covered (Montenegrians, Albanians, Bosniaks, 
Hungarian, and Coratian ethnicity, all together represented 14% of the 
sample). Table 1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the 
sample of the adult citizens of Serbia.
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Table 1: 
Demographic profile of the sample

Sample structure Percent %

Gender 
Male 53
Female 47

Education 
Primary and lower 15
Secondary 60
Higher 25

Age 
18-25 15 
26-45 40 
46+ 45 

Internet use

Every day 48
Every week 17
Every month 6

Rarely 5
Never 21
DK NA 3

Ethnicity
Serbs 85
Other 14
No answer 1

Total number of respondents 1258

2.3. Data analysis
To test our hypothesis we used descriptive statistics, correlation, path 

and regression analysis. Path analysis parameters were used for this pur-
pose: chi-square (the normal theory maximum likelihood chi-square), 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI), and Root Mean Square Error of Approx-
imation (RMSEA). A value up to 0.08 for RMSEA represents the rea-
sonable error of approximation in the population (Browne & Cudeck, 
1993: 136-162). Values below the recommended level of 0.900 for CFI 
suggest that model cannot be accepted, and above this limit that the 
model can be accepted (Byrne, 2001: 55-86). Adequate model fit was 
evaluated using a combination of indices: the root mean square error of 
approximation (RMSEA <0.08), the comparative fit index (CFI≥0.90), 
and the discrepancy level (i.e., 𝜒2 /df <5.00). For comparing an alterna-
tive causal ordering of the variables, we also used the Akaiki Informa-
tion Criterion (AIC).

Results

One of the study aims was to investigate the prevalence of online and 
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offline activism among Serbian adult citizens (Table 2). Activism is not 
present among Serbian population to a great extent. Online activism is 
less endorsed than offline activism in Serbia, strongly confirming previ-
ous research findings among youth in the region (Milošević Đorđević, 
Žeželj, 2017: 115). As expected, soft activism forms were more present 
then the hard ones. If one action requires less involvement the chances 
that one would join are greater. Expressing opinions online or offline, 
happens more frequently then signing petitions or volunteering.

Table 2:
 Different forms of Offline/online activism among Serbian adults (from 
1 never to 4 regularly)

Offline
Mean

I openly expressed my opinion on that issue 2.04
I tried to persuade other people to agree with my opinion 1.67
I was wearing a T-shirt or a badge with the slogan supporting an idea 1.54
I signed a petition 1.71
I participated in meetings/rallies to support an idea 1.68
I volunteered in organization / was a member of some organization 1.45

Online
I openly expressed my opinion about that issue in a virtual discussion 1.62
I tried to persuade other people to agree with my opinion during a virtual discussion 1.44
I changed a photograph, status or profile on Facebook/ Twitter, etc. to support an 
idea

1.40

I signed an online petition 1.43
I joined Internet groups to support an idea 1.51
I volunteered in an Internet group e.g. as an administrator 1.24

Data showing social distance is presented in Table 3, where the lower 
mean signifies lower acceptance of minority groups. An acceptance of 
the Hungarian minority was the highest, followed by Croats and gays 
and lesbians, while the lowest acceptance is of Albanians and migrants. 
In general, the Serbian adult population exhibits low social acceptance 
toward minority groups. The curves for all measured groups accept 
Hungarians is banded toward the left, showing non-acceptance of dif-
ferent social relation with specific minority group.  
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Table 3:
Social distance toward minority groups 

Mean  (1 do not agree at all,  
to 5 completely agree)

LGBT Hungarian Migrant Albanian Croat

I would like to have more 
friends among.. 2.03 3.18 2.01 2.04 2.63

I wouldn’t mind to have close 
relationship ... 2.12 3.31 2.12 2.17 2.81

I wouldn’t mind if my first 
neighbour ... 2.65 3.62 2.33 2.38 3.04

I wouldn’t mind to have boss 
from... 2.53 3.42 2.19 2.27 2.82

Total acceptance (4-20) 9.16 13.47 8.49 8.69 11.20

The correlation matrix in Table 4 shows the association among vari-
ables: moderate offline and somewhat lower online activism with strong 
correlation between them confirming existence of the new hybrid forms 
of civic activism on both platforms (Milošević Đorđević, Žeželj, 2017: 
117); extremely high political cynicism, and high anomie and 0belief 
in a just world; moderate political interest and moderate social accept-
ance of five minority group. Social inclusion is positively correlated with 
higher online and offline activism (H1a & H1b), negatively correlated 
with belief in a just world and political anomie. 

Table 4: 
 Correlation, means and standard deviations for measured variables 
(1strongly disagree, 5 strongly agree)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Activism REAL (1) 1 .70** -.16** .04 -.01 .41** .12**
Activism ONLINE (2) 1 -.09** .06 .03 .29* .17**
Political cynicism (3) 1 -.02 .16** -.09** .08*
Belief in a just world 
(4)

1 .12** -.01 -.07*

Political Anomie (5) 1 -.04 -.16**
Political interest (6) 1 .04
Social acceptance (7) 1
Scale Min-Max 6-24 6-24 8-40 6-30 4-20 1-4 20-

100
Mean 10.07 8.64 32.92 18.53 10.91 2.34 51.34
SD 4.23 3.98 7.96 6.10 4.26 1.02 21.60

* p< .05 ** p < .01

Next, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis to test the validity 
of our models for online and offline activism (Graph 1). When analys-
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ing the fit of the model we relied on conventional recommendations 
about the parameters (Table 5). Both models (for the impact of online 
and also for offline activism) demonstrated superior fit in all required 
indices (H2a & H2b): CFI and NFI were higher than .90, and RMSEA 
remained even lower than an acceptable level of .09. In addition, we 
employed an additional fit measure AIC which is commonly used to 
compare competing models. 

Graph 1:
 Online (Offline) activism model with moderators as a tool for reducing 
social distance
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Note: Direct and indirect effects of online/offline activism to social 
acceptance. Arrows indicate path coefficients that are standardized re-
gression weights.

Table 5:
Path analysis, fit indices for online and offline model

Chi 
Square Df Chi/Df CFI NFI RM-

SEA AIC

Online model 18.8 5 3.76 .932 .916 .054 62.828

Offline model 13.2 5 2.64 .975 .962 .036 57.184

Note: HI: The normal theory Maximum Likelihood Chi-square; DF: 
Degrees of freedom; CFI: Comparative Fit Index; RMSEA: Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation; NFI: Normative Fit Index; AIC: Akai-
ke’s Information Criterion.
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Finally, we conducted regression analysis to see what kind of activ-
ism has better predictive value in explaining social acceptance. Table 
6. shows that offline activism is not significant in predicting higher ac-
ceptance of minority groups, conforming the predominant influence of 
online social activities in building social inclusion (H3) (the predictive 
power in explaining social acceptance of marginal groups of all meas-
ured variables is 8%). 

Table 6: 
Regression model

Standardized Coefficients, Beta T Sig
Offline Activism -.016 -.308 .758
Online Activism .179 3.765 .000
Scale Political Cinicism .160 4.611 .000
Scale Political Anomie -.202 -5.787 .000
Interest in politics -.005 -.125 .901
Scale Belief in a Just World -.043 -1.257 .209

R=.286; R2= .082; F(6,816)=12.013, p=.000

Discussion

People around the globe are heavy Internet users, and a great number 
of their social interactions are virtual. Additional social phenomena of 
the modern democracies are low political knowledge, low involvement 
in civic activities (Galston, 2001: 217-234), and intolerance toward mi-
norities (Vergeer & Scheepers, 2000: 127-143). In this study those facts 
were confirmed presenting low level of civic activism among Serbian 
adult population, high level of political anomie and cynicism and mod-
erate social distance toward minority groups. Having in mind the grow-
ing political intolerance and the popularity of the Internet, it was vital 
to explore online activities that may lead to social inclusion of minority 
groups. Can we promote social inclusion in modern societies, especially 
after the violent conflict, using the capacity of Internet? Whether and 
how particular forms of offline/online activity foster social inclusion? 

Many authors suggest that digital sphere has positive contribution in 
fostering democratic processes and social capital (Gil de Zúñiga, Jung, 
& Valenzuela, 2012: 319-336), and can be used to stimulate positive 
change by building civic engagement, social acceptance and sense of 
community (Amichai‐Hamburger & McKenna, 2006: 825-843; Quan-
Haase, et al., 2002: 291-324). Therefore, given the promising capacity of 
the Internet (Pasek, More & Romer, 2009: 197-215), it is of great impor-
tance to further investigate the factors related to social media use that 



27

Jasna Milošević-Đorđević, Živojin Đurić
Hybrid Civic Activism as a Tool for Building Social Inclusion

can endorse public acceptance of marginal groups. To map out the effect 
of online activism in promoting social acceptance we included and test-
ed both online and offline activities and involved several psychological 
mediators that can lower the level of social distance in real world. Data 
from this study confirmed that online platforms could be used to create 
more positive attitudes toward rival groups, encouraging social accept-
ance; being involved in civic activism can decrease belief in a just world, 
political cynicism, anomie and increase interest in politics and can lead 
to the reduction of social distance toward five minority groups (Gays 
and lesbians, Croats, Albanians, migrants, and Hungarians). Both types 
of civic activism can build social connections between different groups, 
but the effect of online activism is even stronger. 

Online communities that frequently promote open democratic dis-
course, allowing expression of different perspectives could be used to 
promote higher levels of social commitment and inclusion improving 
intergroup relation. Our research does not confirm the doubt that on-
line activism platforms would only increase hate speech and discrimi-
nation toward minority groups– quite the contrary, it seems that they 
have capacity to build tolerance. Therefore, these results have policy im-
plications: enhancing civic activism via social media has the potential 
to make people more attentive to social inclusion. These mechanisms, 
however, need to be further investigated, as our results do not allow for 
causal explanations. 

4.1. Limitations
The fact that our study relied on self-reported measures can be 

viewed as a limitation. It can be sensitive to socially desirable respond-
ing and acquiescence biases. Observable behaviour is more reliable and 
more strongly related to different predictors in comparison to self-re-
ports. However, as we obtained a relatively strong pattern of correlation 
and path parameters, we can hypothesize that even stronger connec-
tion would have been found with observation measures. We only test-
ed few selected psychological mediators, limited by the length of the 
questionnaire and some of them failed to show high relation with the 
social distance. In the future, it would be good to explore more diverse 
psychological mediators: emotional such as empathy, feelings of pow-
erlessness and cognitive as intergroup trust or outgroup heterogeneity. 
Our study relies on national representative survey, and cannot resolve 
the causality.
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Conclusion

There is large empirical evidence that political interest and online 
and offline news consumption is positively related to interpersonal dis-
cussion and political engagement (Gil de Zúñiga, Puig-i-Abril & Ro-
jas, 2009: 553-574). However, little consideration has been given to the 
role of new media platforms in building social inclusion in the modern 
world challenged by the frequent rejection of marginal groups. The re-
sults of this study show that the use of traditional offline and even more 
online participation is related positively to reduction of social distance 
toward marginal groups mediated by beliefs in a just world, political 
cynicism, anomie and interest. Taken together our results suggest that 
enabling citizens to engage online activities can have positive effects on 
society in general, and that the online world can be used as a promoter 
for building tolerance toward different minority groups. While tailoring 
strategies for building inclusive societies, involving diverse online tools 
would have a positive effect.

Our findings reveal that online and offline civic activity relate to so-
cial inclusion. This indicated that even being exposed to weak ties of 
digital networking and online activity might promote higher level of 
social inclusion. There is a need to specify and promote different online 
activities and social networking because they can lead to higher social 
inclusion of marginal groups. 
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Introduction

The idea of   the so-called transitional justice has experienced tremen-
dous popularity in the last thirty years and has become a separate aca-
demic field. It received a major boost with the establishment of special 
ad hoc tribunals, first for the former Yugoslavia and then for Rwanda. 
There are, however, a series of controversies associated with this idea. 
Except for the manner of its implementation, the concept of transitional 
justice itself is under question; acting less as a form of objective and 
universal justice, but rather as a form of Europeanization (Bachmann, 
Fatić 2015: 157), liberalization (Dyzenhaus 2003), democratization etc., 
which in itself includes deep ideological, political and normative as-
pects. This has led to numerous accusations of transitional justice be-
coming selective, one-sided and instrumental to the question as to what 
extent can transitional justice be stretched for political purposes and yet 
preserving justice.

 The purpose of this article is to contribute to such criticism based 
on the analysis of the work of the International Tribunal for The For-
mer Yugoslavia (ICTY). The basic idea can be formulated in this man-
ner: There is possibly a dimension of the political use of the Tribunal 
which has not been emphasized enough, but it ought to have attention 
drawn to it. In Serbia the Tribunal is often criticized as the place where 
the “alleged historical truth” about the recent events is manufactured. 
However, if one takes a serious look at the decisions and especially at 
the timing of certain acts of the ICTY, it seems that the ICTY has also 
been used as an instrument for daily political activities and for direct-
ing of the political processes in the region of The Former Yugoslavia. 
Therefore in addition to being a tool of ad hoc and selective justice and 
“historical revisionism”, the ICTY could also be perceived as an effective 
instrument for directing and manipulating Balkan politics towards the 
interests of the big Western powers that have played a crucial role in its 
establishment and functioning (the US & the UK). 

From a theoretical point of view, it is interesting to pose the question 
as to whether the ICTY could, and to what extent, be perceived as a 
case of political justice in the sense of Otto Kirchheimer’s established 
concept.2 Since he mostly talks about the cases connected with internal 

2) See his classical book from 1961, and his article in International Encyclopedia of 
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political struggle, we could for this purpose modify the concept to talk 
about geopolitical justice. Hence, could transitional justice in some cases 
be regarded as a form of political justice or geopolitical justice? Here the 
concept is stretched to include not only verdicts but the whole process, 
along with indictments, timing of indicting, threats of indicting etc.

Let us put this hypothesis on trial.

*

Generally speaking, two visions prevail in the perception of the 
Hague Tribunal for The Former Yugoslavia:

1) This is an important step in the overall process of establishing 
international criminal justice. It is true that this is an ad hoc tribunal 
covering only one region and treating only one conflict area. It is also 
true that there have been many problems, many things that are un-
clear, vague accusations, judgments, verdicts and so forth in the Tri-
bunal’s work. Essentially however, it is a successful endeavor that has 
led to having certain important criminals convicted and punished on 
the one hand and on the other victims have been satisfied. The process 
discussed herein is lengthy, imperfect and gradual – clearly, the crimes 
committed by the great powers cannot be prosecuted for now, but any-
way, in the long run this process will result in the victory of the idea of   
universal justice.

Just as the methodologies and the system of World governance 
(Babić, Bojanić, 2010) has in literature and practice replaced hope that 
the World government (and thus the World Supreme Court) will be 
formed, the idea of   transitional justice, advancing gradually and spread-
ing to those areas where it can, has replaced the idea of   an unequivocal 
jump to universal justice delivered by the universal court in accordance 
with the same laws applicable to the whole World.

2) While the first vision insists on a normative point of view, the 
second is occupied with harsh reality and the actual results of the 
ICTY’s operations since 1993. From this perspective, the practice of 
ICTY seems so overburdened with partiality that it almost becomes 
the institution in which the idea of   justice gets too often abused for 
the intended geopolitical goals of big Western powers. Moreover, it is 
particularly dangerous since, under the guise of alleged justice and the 
alleged fulfilling of moral demands and universalism, it implements 
selective justice and undermines the trust in the real idea of   universal 
criminal justice.

Social Sciences (2008).
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I find the latter interpretation far more realistic and closer to the 
truth. There are numerous examples for that. There are many pieces 
of evidence that support this view, ranging from the problematic and 
the illegal establishment of the Tribunal, via its financing, instrumen-
talization and partiality, up to the scandalous cases of the acquittals 
of Ramush Haradinaj and Gotovina, or the mild conviction of Naser 
Orić.3

Allow us now to take a look at the example of the study (elaboration) 
ordered by the Tribunal and written by Audrey Helfant Budding. The 
thirteen pages of this report were published under the title of Serbian 
Nationalism in the Twentieth Century (Budding 2003). In it, the author 
provides an overview of the development of Serbian nationalism in the 
twentieth century, with an explicit intention to show that there was Ser-
bian national (nationalist) mobilization in the 1980’s and how, together 
with national mobilization, such a mindset contributed to the disinte-
gration of Yugoslavia (Bachmann, Fatić 2015: 232-240). This fits into the 
overall strategy of the ICTY’s prosecutors to state and prove that Serbs 
and the Serbian nationalist mobilization led to the breakup of Yugosla-
via. They claim that, with his accomplices from inside and outside of 
Serbia, Milošević began a “joint criminal enterprise” intended to create 
Greater Serbia. They also asserted how for that purpose members of this 
JCE conducted ethnic cleansing of other nations. In accordance with the 
standard propaganda matrix, the said report spins that the breakup of 
Yugoslavia was a result of Serbian nationalism, the Serbian Academy of 
Sciences and Arts memorandum, Milošević and so on.

Simultaneously, the prosecutors failed to commission studies of any 
other people’s nationalism, such as the study of the secessionist Albanian 
nationalism that had caused the protests at the end of the 1960’s, namely 
in November 1968 (about the same time when a wave of the nationalist 
MASPOK (Mass Movement) was rising in Croatia), followed by the es-
calation of the same immediately after Tito’s death, with the protests in 
1981, despite the fact that they had had a quasi-statist autonomy and full 
control over the area of   Kosovo and Metohija. More interestingly, the 
ICTY failed to commission a similar study on something to which there 
was explicit evidence and testimonies: Croatian nationalism. These tes-
timonies were presented by persons involved and they clearly display 
the continuous and intentional development of Croatian nationalism 
since MASPOK, only to be followed by the actions taken by the Roman 

3) In 1996 there could already be heard voices asking for more initial proportionality 
between indictments against members of the various ethnic communities. See Fatic, 
(1996).
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Catholic Church and ending with the formation of the HDZ (Croatian 
Democratic Union) and violent secession.

The so-called Mass Movement or MASPOK was a widely organized 
movement of Croatian nationalism and secessionism supported by Josip 
Bakarić (according to some researchers, even by Tito himself), which 
was being developed in Croatia in the late 1960’s. After the starting 
phase implemented at universities and cultural institutions, the lead-
ership of the Movement was nominally put to the leaders of the Croa-
tian Central Committee of the League of Communists, Savka Dabčević 
Kučar and Mika Tripalo. The requests also included one for the forma-
tion of separate national armies. 

At that time the Serbs were far from expressing any kind of nation-
alism whatsoever. Moreover, the then Serbian leadership and leading 
party’s cadres from Serbia were fully attached to the ruling brother-
hood-unity policy. The so-called Serbian liberals insisted on moderni-
zation, economic development and so forth. In Serbia, even intellectual 
protests against the 1971 constitutional amendments and the 1974 Con-
stitution were rare. The said Constitution split Serbia into three separate 
parts and created the basis for the future disintegration of the country.

After the fall of MASPOK and the period in which Croatian na-
tionalists carried out terrorist attacks, such as the bomb planting in 
Belgrade’s cinema “20th October” in 1968, followed by the placing of 
a bomb on JAT’s (Yugoslav Air Transport) flight in January 1972 and 
inserting a terrorist group in Bugojno in June 1972, the suppressed flag 
of anti-Yugoslav Croatian nationalism was taken over by the Roman 
Catholic Church in Yugoslavia. As Don Živko Kustić explained in his 
confession to journalist Darko Hudelist for the Zagreb weekly magazine 
Globus, in the period from 1975 to 1984 the Church had revived an old 
project that had been prepared prior to World War II, commemorating 
thirteen centuries of Christianity among the Croats. The project was led 
by Don Kustić, the editor-in-chief of the Official Gazette of the RoC’s 
Church in Yugoslavia, Voice of the Council (Glas koncila). The action 
was clearly designed and implemented precisely in order for the Church 
to take over the political strategy and ideology of secessionism through 
the instruments of allegory and metaphor and prepare the Croats for 
their exit from Yugoslavia.

According to Kustić’s explanation, all the biblical metaphors had 
been used to send the appropriate message to the Croats regarding their 
leaving Yugoslavia: e.g. the exit of the Jews from Egypt was commem-
orated in such a way as to suggest the need for the release of the Croats 
from Yugoslavia and so on. The second task was to teach the Croats 
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how to organize big rallies, go out onto the streets, gather in large num-
bers and follow the leaders and the goals which were not Yugoslav and 
party ones. In this venture they succeeded extraordinarily, constantly 
increasing the number of participants, so that, at the final rally in Marija 
Bistrica in 1984, there were an estimated 400 000 people. As the author 
noted, they had conducted a complete preparation and five years later, 
the HDZ only took over its infrastructure and used it to bring to the 
rallies the population the church had already largely prepared (Hudelist 
2008). Kustić alone claimed that he did not understand why the Yu-
goslav leadership had not done one single thing at that time to stop it, 
although everyone had been clear what that was about.

There is no study on the foreign powers’ continuous operations 
against Yugoslavia either. It is also absolutely impossible to understand 
the process of the breakup of Yugoslavia without a clear sense of Ger-
many’s continuous operations and of German nationalism and expan-
sionism against Yugoslav people, the Serbs and Yugoslavia itself. In the 
First and Second World Wars, this led to military occupation, whereas 
in the period after 1985, it led to the encouragement of Croatian seces-
sionism and the breaking up of Yugoslavia. As we shall see however, 
absolutely without any convincing explanation, the Tribunal decided to 
exclude  foreign powers’ operations and their leaders, although as the 
participants in all those developments and in compliance with the rules 
of the Tribunal itself, they should have been treated as being equally 
responsible participants whose crimes would have had to be prosecuted.

This exclusion of foreign factors and the Roman Catholic Church 
goes hand in hand, because the institution of the Roman Catholic 
Church, particularly since 1979 and the appointment of Wojtyla as 
the head of the Vatican, in coordination with the Americans and other 
Western powers (Flatley 2007), is known to have spurred Eastern Euro-
pean nationalisms and the renewal of religious intolerance as a tool for 
the collapse of communism. Though the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 
Eastern Bloc is often celebrated as a victory of liberalism and democra-
cy, nationalistic (and separatist) sentiments of eastern European nations 
against Russians or in Yugoslavia against Serbs, played an enormous 
role.4 It seems that ICTY simply integrated that cold war inheritance ac-
cording to which some nationalisms are friendly, useful and good, while 
others are not, and only they should be prosecuted.5 But if the cold war 

4) Mark Beissinger pointed to this neglected dimension of the fall of communism. See: 
Beissinger (2009).

5) Apart from geopolitical interests and alliances, part of the explanation could be found 
in the implicit popularity of the concept that Tamir calls remedialist nationalism. 
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geopolitical perspective enters the space of justice, which probably has 
happened with ICTY, there comes a problem.

The researchers wrote about these things on various occasions.6 
Hayden gives a clear example of double standards with comparison of 
the cases of Milan Martić, who was prosecuted for using cluster bombs 
and the same practice by NATO which is ignored. French colonel 
Jacques Hogard, who led French troops that were entering Kosovo in 
1999, testifies about the close alliance of British Special Forces and KLA 
fighters, which included the giving of logistic support for ambushing 
retreating Serbian civilians (Hogard 2014: 75,83). It is possible that this 
alliance from the field and its sentiments have found their way even into 
the field of justice that should be objective and impartial.

There is another dimension to the political use of the Tribunal which 
has not been stressed enough as yet and should have the attention drawn 
to it. As having been stated at the beginning, there are serious accusa-
tions that the Hague Tribunal for The Former Yugoslavia has also been 
used as an instrument for daily political action and for the directing of 
the political processes of dissolution within the area of the former Yu-
goslavia. Thus, in addition to being a tool of ad hoc and selective justice 
and historical revisionism, the ICTY could also be perceived as an effec-
tive instrument for directing  Balkan politics towards the interests of the 
great powers and financiers (the US, the UK, Soros, NATO), as stated by 
the aforementioned words of Jamie Shea.

For the purpose of illustrating and corroborating this working hy-
pothesis, seven cases are used and shortly presented and developed as 
the confirmation7 for the said hypothesis.

Public opinion in the Western countries, during the nineties, sympathized with 
nationalisms of ethnic groups which were perceived as oppressed and endangered. 
See Tamir (1993), “Introduction”.

6) A good example is Robert Hayden (2011).
7) In addition to the above, there are other examples that could be systematically 

analyzed from this perspective. A prominent and an illustrative example is that 
of the Serbian politician Vuk Drašković. At the beginning of the war in Croatia, 
his party – SPO (Serbian Renewal Movement Party) created the Serbian Guard 
paramilitary organization, commanded by a man with a criminal record, Giška 
Božović. In the last fifteen years, whenever Drašković (who was the Minister of 
Foreign Affairs during a particular period) tried to distance himself from the Euro-
Atlantic path, there was always some person from the prosecutor’s office of the court 
to issue a speculation that their office had an interest in the crimes committed by the 
Serbian Guard in Croatia. Drašković would very soon change his policy. Today, he 
is the loudest advocate of Serbia’s membership in NATO. Vojislav Šešelj asked the 
Prosecutor’s office on 28. 2. 2006 to see all the documents about the Serbian Guard, 
but his motion was denied. It only strengthened the suspicion that there are some 
interesting materials, linking the Serbian Guard with war crimes, but for the time 



40

1. Allow us to start with the fact that, through this court, the respon-
sibility for the crimes and other unpleasant events in the former Yugo-
slavia is exclusively attributed to the local participants. Since the begin-
ning of the work by the ICTY, the Tribunal has taken a position and a 
view that the conflict is of a local character and that the sole responsibil-
ity is with the participants from the Former Yugoslavia. The Tribunal’s 
officials systematically severed all links leading to the direct involve-
ment and responsibility of the big Western powers involvement. There 
is neither a single rational nor a legal justification for this. Moreover, 
the Court has jurisdiction over all crimes committed in the former Yu-
goslavia in the period following 1st January, 1991 through to 2003. The 
Tribunal has jurisdiction over individuals regardless of their nationality; 
this jurisdiction being clear even for the obvious crimes committed by 
NATO members in 1999. As it is known, the ICTY Prosecutors have all 
but initiated any process whatsoever against the direct perpetrators or 
the military and political leaders of the NATO leading countries. Boris 
Krivokapić cataloged a series of acts committed in 1999, which can be 
clearly demonstrated to belong to the category of war crimes (Krivoka-
pić 2000; Krivokapić 2013: 32-36).

Incidentally, in a similar way, the operations of the International 
Criminal Court, which until 2013 initiated proceedings for crimes com-
mitted in only seven countries, which are all in Africa, can be called into 
question. According to many reports, the NATO forces committed obvi-
ous war crimes, including also inter alia those aimed at civilian targets, 
during the Libyan events in 2011. The ICC, however, did not react to it.

As far as the ICTY is concerned, the Tribunal even suppressed the 
defendants’ attempts to bring as witnesses to The Hague the former 
and current political and military leaders of the United States, UK and 
Germany, as well as others. Why? Why are   individuals coming from 
Western countries untouchable and above the law to the ICTY officials, 
whereas local participants are not?

Recently, however, in the United States a dispute has ended in the 
lawsuit pursued by the organization “Krajina Victims of Genocide” 
against the successor of the US private company MPRI, whose mem-
bers advised, trained and equipped the Croatian army for the “Storm” 
operation despite the UN embargo. As proof, the contracts between the 
US companies and Croatia signed in the US in September 1994 with the 
approval of the State Department were submitted to the Chicago Court. 
Under the agreement, the company’s officers, headed by the retired US 
General Carl Vuono (a former US Army Chief of Staff), trained the 

being it is all kept out of reach, and no one has yet been accused. 
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Croatian Army and its officers in the military complex “Petar Zrinski” 
in Zagreb and in other garrisons also. Due to a lack of money for a fur-
ther procedure, the plaintiffs have accepted mediation and agreed upon 
a settlement, according to which the defendant is to pay $ 1.4 million 
for various humanitarian activities in connection with the suffering of 
Serbs in the “Storm” Operation. This is de facto the recognition of the 
involvement of the MPRI and the US Administration in this crime. The 
ICTY, however, rejected all such initiatives.

We should also stress the controversial position of the United States 
as the main supporter and promoter of the ICTY, on the one hand, 
while simultaneously being the opponent that in every possible way 
fights against the ICC and creates bilateral agreements with all possible 
states, prohibiting the extradition of American soldiers to this court, on 
the other (Smith and Smith 2010). So, this is a clear piece of evidence 
that the United States is against real universal justice, which would be 
equally valid for all potential perpetrators. There are suspicions that it 
is supportive of only transitional, selective justice, allowing it to control 
the processes in the countries that are under the Sword of Damocles of 
the ICTY. Serbia was, for example, at the same time pressed by the US to 
extradite its citizens to ICTY and to sign the bilateral Article 98 agree-
ment8, prohibiting the extradition of American soldiers to ICC.

By this a priori exemption of the risks of any liability, the leaders of 
the Western powers were able to influence and in some cases to instru-
mentalize the ICTY for their own needs.

2. In the famous book entitled Shadowplay, the British journalist 
Tim Marshall (2003: 79) displays the testimonies to the use of the insti-
tution of the ICTY in the course of preparations for the military inter-
vention against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, which began on 24th 
March, 1999. British senior officers directly telephoned their Yugoslav 
counterparts who were soon to become their adversaries from the top 
of the Yugoslav Army, only to warn them to take care of how to behave 
during the upcoming war. It was a direct threat that if one carried out 
his duty and adequately defended his country he could end up with an 
indictment before the ICTY. These threats were real because everyone 
in the Yugoslav security forces was clearly aware of the fact that it was 
the Americans and the British who were the most influential where the 

8) This is a title for series of bilateral immunity agrements that USA signed wih huge 
number of countries, in order to avoid possible prosecution of its military personel 
and citizens for war crimees. They are based on Article 98 of Rome Tribunal. See 
for example agreement with Montenegro: https://www.state.gov/documents/
organization/175687.pdf
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Tribunal’s politics of indicting were concerned. In this way, the Tribunal 
as an institution was directly used to undermine the defensive power of 
the state, which would soon be attacked by the NATO Pact. It seems that 
de facto, during that year, the ICTY was being used as a part of the joint 
direct attack on Yugoslavia9.

3. This is best evidenced by the timing of the disclosure of the in-
dictment against Slobodan Milošević and Željko Ražnjatović Arkan. 
The indictment against Milošević for the alleged crimes committed in 
Kosovo was raised and made public on 27th May, 1999, precisely at the 
time when the Western mediators were trying to break the resistance 
of Serbia during the war in Kosovo. In an interview with the CNN, the 
prosecutor Louise Arbour said that the indictment had been filed even 
though they had no access to the events on the ground. However, the 
crucial fact was that on the 22nd May, they reportedly received important 
evidence from the US and NATO allies10.

The indictment against Željko Ražnatović Arkan was allegedly filed 
in September 1997, but was unsealed and made public on 31st March 
1999, one week after the bombing started. In early June 1997, CNN 
broadcasted a half-hour show by Christiane Amanpour dedicated to 
Arkan and the operations of his guard during the previous wars. Her in-
terlocutors Richard Holbrooke’s and the president of the Court Antonio 
Cassese’s astonishment was obvious regarding the fact that Arkan had 
not been indicted. (Klarin 1997). However, there are testimonies that, in 
1995, Arkan and his men helped the Americans during the deployment 
of the troops in Bosnia and Herzegovina. It is possible that in this way, 
he postponed the indictment against him for a while.11 Disclosure of 

9) However, one has to point out the problematic nature of the very fast and legally 
controversial formation of the Hague Tribunal in 1993, as a means of pressure 
primarily directed towards the Serbian side, which was then militarily dominant 
in B&H and Croatia, and was refusing to accept the destruction of Yugoslavia as 
the Westerners defined it (a dissolution along the borders between republics). 
According to prosecutor Richard Goldstone’s testimonies, they were asked to start 
with the indictments as soon as possible in order to justify the existence of the 
Court. See Škulić (2013: 61-63). Before the first indictments ICTY was criticized by 
media for inaction. See Bass (2002: 220).

10) See http://edition.cnn.com/WORLD/europe/9905/27/kosovo.milosevic.04/ Tim 
Marshall (2003: 175) clearly speaks of the ICTY as a part of the strategy of pres-
sure on Milošević. Western services have created his psychological profile and then 
abused the knowledge of his diabetes, raising the pressures when he was under 
stress. Thus, during the war, he was charged as the first sitting head of the state. 

11) In the case of Jovica Stanišić, former chief of Serbian secret police this cooperation 
is even disclosed. In 2004 the CIA sent the document to the ICTY in support of 
the defense of Stanišić who was indicted there. Los Angeles Times, on 1. 3. 2009, 
published an article based on that document, full of evidence of cooperation between 
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Arcan’s indictment immediately after the NATO attack against Yugosla-
via, however, was clearly in the power of intimidation, threatening and 
reducing his readiness to play a more important role in the forthcom-
ing war. The same applies to the disclosure of the indictment against 
Milošević. Krivokapic convincingly claims that the act had been in the 
function of propaganda and the justification of aggression and illegal 
NATO intervention (p. 47).

The ICTY had the same political and instrumental function during 
the intelligence preparation of the “Fifth October Coup” in 2000. Many 
high-ranked and influential officers in the army and the police moved 
“to the other side”, thanks to the promises that that would help them 
to avoid the indictment before the ICTY. Similarly to other cases, it 
did function for a while, only to subsequently see the Western players 
acting contrary to the promises they had made. Zoran Živković, the 
former Prime Minister in 2003, testified in the case of Sreten Lukić that 
the Serbian authorities had contacted the Tribunal in order to check his 
status and received an answer that he was clear. Lukić was one of the 
chiefs of Serbian police during the Fifth October Coup and has con-
tributed to its success by obstructing intervention against protesters. 
However, in October 2003, Lukić was indicted, on the basis of which 
he was extradited to the Tribunal in 2005, where he was sentenced to 
twenty years in 2009. 

4. The concept of transitional justice as developed in the case of the 
ICTY has one extremely problematic dimension. It is highly dubious 
that the concept of justice, which should be universal and objective, is 
linked to the fundamentally selective and intentional concept or request 
for “transitional” justice, directed towards the democratization of the 
country concerned. From this perspective it becomes fully justified to 
invent reasons for arresting a man and violating his most elementary 
human rights. Klaus Bachmann12 explicitly defends this concept of tran-
sitional justice in terms of the justification of accusations and moving 
out of the area local people who could disrupt the process of transition 
to democracy. Allow us now to look at what it means in the case of Vo-
jislav Šešelj.

Stanišić and CIA which had started in 1992. Stanišić was using his cooperation with 
CIA as strong support to his request for temporary release from the Tribunal. See 
Greg Miller (2009). The fact that he was closely collaborating with CIA (including 
handing them top secret material about Iraqi military bunkers), at the same time 
when he was, according to prosecutors, establishing paramilitary troops accused of 
war crimes, raised justified serious suspicion in Serbia.

12) See Bachmann, Fatic (2015: 157). Klaus Bachmann repeated this statement recently 
at a conference held in Novi Sad on 23rd Oct. 2016.
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There is a famous testimony given by ICTY’s prosecutor Carla Del 
Ponte, published in her book The Hunt: Me and the War Criminals in 
2008. She was told this by Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic in 2002, con-
cerning Šešelj: “Take him away and do not ever return him.”13 On the 
basis of the indictment settled in this way, on 24th February 2003, Vo-
jislav Šešelj voluntarily surrendered to ICTY, where he spent the next 
eleven and a half years. His trial began in 2007, namely more than four 
years after his arrival at the ICTY. He was released on 12th November 
2014. In Serbia all political participants know that his release stalled 
without any legal basis, only for the fear of its possible impact on the 
political scene in Serbia. Moreover, there is speculation that he was 
released when some political subjects wrongly estimated that he could 
contribute to a decrease in Vučić’s rating given the fact that Šešelj’s par-
ty – SRS (Serbian Radical Party) – could be a serious opponent to the 
absolute dominance of the SNS (Serbian Progressive Party) in Serbian 
politics14.

 In this way, his right to trial without undue delay15 and to have 
the verdict in a reasonable time, which is guaranteed by the European 
Convention on Human Rights and by International Covenant on Civ-
il and Political Rights, was violated (Krivokapić 2013: 37). Šešelj com-
plained about that in 2011 but the Court rejected his appeal without 
giving clear legal reasons. Finally, on 1st March, 2016, the Trial Panel 
announced the verdict, after which Šešelj was acquitted of all charges 
and became a free man. Since under the ICTY’s Statute there is no right 
to compensation for the time spent in custody, it becomes possible for 
this Tribunal to file charges at its own discretion against anyone and ille-
gally keep him/her in custody for a long time, only to later release him/
her without any consequences, simultaneously directly and deliberately 
violating the rights of the accused. Šešelj was known not to have been 
involved in any direct crimes and to have been tried for verbal incen-
tives for a joint criminal enterprise. So this case shows how it is danger-
ous to build justice on what some unknown bureaucrat, leader from the 
West, or even ambitious prosecutor seems to consider as necessary for 
transitional justice in the given country. 

13) Del Ponte (2008). On 14th April 2008, Serbian daily Politika published a translation 
of some parts of the book under the title of this famous Djindjić’s sentence. http://
www.politika.rs/sr/clanak/39448/Dindic-Vodi-Seselja-i-nemoj-vise-da-nam-ga-
vracas, 

14) Serbian Minister Aleksandar Vulin, who Vučić uses as an informal port-parole, has 
openly criticized the ICTY for this. See http://www.teleprompter.rs/sleteo-stigao-
seselj-u-srbiju-da-rusi-vucica.html 

15) For treatment of this right at ICTY see Boas (2007: 29).
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Although the Serbs usually complain the most about this practice of 
ICTY, the same method can also be spotted in accordance with the rep-
resentatives of other Balkan nations. We will show this in several cases.

5. The most famous Croatian ICTY prisoner was general Ante Got-
ovina, against whom a secret indictment was filed in 2001 for crimes 
committed in the operation “Storm”. After he was informed about this, 
he disappeared. He had been on the run, hiding, until 2006, when 
with the help of the Croatian government he was arrested in the Ca-
nary Islands. It was a condition for starting negotiations on the Croa-
tian membership to the EU. Gotovina was sentenced to 24 years in the 
proceedings before the ICTY in April 2011 and Mladen Markač to 18 
years. Both were convicted of having participated in a joint criminal 
enterprise, which aimed at expelling the Serbs. Only a year and a half 
later, in November 2012, the Appellate Chamber of the ICTY issued the 
acquittal of both. What happened in the meantime?

In Croatia, the HDZ party was ultimately dethroned after eight 
years. The Western leaders, in particular those in the United Kingdom, 
were extremely dissatisfied with their government. In the period from 
2010 to 2011, the UK blocked negotiations on the Croatian accession to 
the EU and in fact, campaigned against this country16. It was a period 
when the media in Britain and even the Foreign Office warned UK cit-
izens not to go on holidays to Croatia, since it was a country defined as 
dangerous to visit.

The actual reasons for which Sanader firstly resigned in 2009, only 
to later be charged in 2010, and why the Western countries (UK and 
the Netherlands) conditioned harshly and almost blackmailed Croa-
tia are still only a matter of speculation. At that time, all the accused 
had already been transferred to Hague, so cooperation with the ICTY 
was not an outstanding condition. The Western countries’ (Britain’s 
and according to some, Germany’s) intention was to remove Sanader 
first and then the HDZ from power. The assertions that the reason for 
that was corruption were absolutely all but convincing because in the 
Balkans the Westerners certainly know how to tolerate corrupt gov-
ernments if they meet their requirements (Đukanović’s Montenegrin 
regime is the best example for that). Finally, all charges against Sanader 
fell at the appellate level and six years after his arrest, he is awaiting a 
new trial.

16) On 9th December, British Guardian published an article based on the Wiki leaks 
Telegraph, in which the Americans expressed their dissatisfaction with the UK’s 
blocking of Croatia’s accession to the EU. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/
dec/09/wikileaks-uk-us-croatia-accession. 
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The geopolitical reasons are more convincing in this case. Sanader 
was representing the HDZ’s sovereignist wing, which sought to preserve 
Croatia’s resources and prevent the delivery of those resources to foreign 
factors. One of the possible reasons mentioned was his insistence that 
Croatia should use its own funds to build the Zagreb-Rijeka highway 
which should only pass through the Croatian territory. Similarly, as in 
the case of Hungary, the Westerners were more prone to let the more 
cooperative government formally take the country into the EU. Finally, 
after having had Sanader removed, the process of the NATO-ization of 
the HDZ began. Initially the goal was its removal from power and ulti-
mately the complete removal of the remains of the “old team”, headed by 
Karamarko. Upon the completion of the said process, the HDZ assumed 
a new, pro-NATO leadership and character, with Kolinda Grabar Ki-
tanović and Plenković at the head of the Party.

In any case, after Croatia having fully returned to the desired gauge 
set by the Westerners, the negotiations were brought to an end in June 
2011 and the Accession Treaty was signed in December in the same 
year. The first instance verdict against Gotovina and Markač was over-
turned at the Appellate Panel, with a very strange explanation in support 
of that17. Simultaneously, this decision brought to light that no person 
is responsible for the crimes committed during the operation “Storm”, 
despite the Brioni transcripts18, the 2000 victims, the hundreds of thou-
sands expelled and so forth.

6. Another controversial case is the first hearing verdict passed in 
May 2013 against the Croats from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Jadranko 
Prljić, Slobodan Praljak, Bruno Stojić and others, who were charged 
with  crimes of JCE directed towards the cleansing and removal of the 
Bosniacs from “Herzeg-Bosnia” and sentenced to 25 and 20 years. This 
verdict is very interesting because it hanged over the head of not only 
the Croats from Bosnia and Herzegovina, but also of Croatia itself. It 
claims that the JCE project was implemented together with Croatia’s 
then leadership with the aim to form the Croatian entity that would 
later be joined to Croatia proper. It means that this was an international 
conflict, implying that Croatia committed aggression against Bosnia.19

While in the former case of Gotovina and Markač the appellate deci-
sion was made within a year and a half, in the latter case the judgment of 
the Appellate Council was expected to be brought no sooner than No-

17) On controversies of this decision, see Marko Novaković (2013).
18) The Gotovina case, Prosecution Exhibit P461, Brioni Transcripts.
19) The summary of the Judgement can be seen at http://www.icty.org/x/cases/prlic/

tjug/en/130529_summary_en.pdf 
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vember 2017, which is four and a half years after the first verdict. There 
is speculation that this is a way to exert political pressure primarily on 
the Croats in B&H to accept the announced process of the re-composi-
tion of the Dayton Agreement of Bosnia and Herzegovina, with respect 
to which the Croatian leaders in B&H have been very critical, trying to 
have the third-entity proposal re-discussed at the table again.

Since they refused to join the political process, and since Croatian 
leadership didn’t succeed in persuading them to do that, initial verdict 
was confirmed at the appellate court. Six Croats from BiH were convict-
ed to 111 years of prison for JCE with then president of Croatia Fran-
jo Tudjman. It is still hard to predict precise political consequences of 
this verdit, but that is without doubt hard political burden lying on the 
shoulders of Croats in Bosnia and Croatia as well. 

7. On the Albanian side there are also accusations that the establish-
ment of the Special Court for War crimes of the KLA, which the foreign-
ers imposed on the Assembly of Kosovo in 2015, was politically moti-
vated so as to, among other things, be used for managing the political 
processes in Kosovo in these very turbulent times.20 Since an enormous 
huge number of former KLA leaders dominate the political life in Koso-
vo, there is speculation that the international community intends to use 
this court for a change of the political elite in power in Pristina. It is ex-
pected that the war elite could be changed for a new modern, educated 
and easily manageable one. Local analysts criticize the fact that alleged 
crimes will not be prosecuted at ICTY, but at a special Court for KLA.

*

In a manner which we tried to emphasize in here, Richard Hol-
brooke spoke about ICTY as a “huge valuable (political - M. Đ.) tool”. 
Although prosecutor Goldstone spoke about the release of indictments 
against Karadžić and Mladić at the time of Dayton preparation as a co-
incidence, Holbrooke denied it claiming that “We used (the tribunal 
–M. Dj.) to keep the two most wanted criminals in Europe… out of the 
Dayton peace process and we used it to justify everything that followed” 
(Holbrooke 1998: 107). Even for those who are in favor of such an in-
strumentalization of justice for political purposes, it becomes necessary 
to ask where is the limit?

After everything presented here, we might recall the dictum that se-
lective justice can sometimes be worse than injustice. But advocates of 

20) Fazliu. (2016) presents some of the crucial arguments against the court that can be 
heard at Kosovo.
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the need for transitional justice insist that even imperfect justice is bet-
ter than none. They can argue that in spite of everything a large number 
of perpetrators have been sentenced and that at least one part of the 
victims’ corpus received satisfaction. From this perspective, the cases 
we mentioned come as unintended incidents, as a result of random de-
cisions of individuals who succumbed to their preferences, sympathies 
and political views.

However, it seems that there are too many such cases which in the 
broader context confirm our hypothesis about the ICTY as a court 
which has largely succumbed to the temptation of implementing (geo)
political justice. For example, avoiding the arraigning of Western polit-
ical and military participants in front of the ICTY, even as witnesses, if 
not as accused, casts a big shadow over the fairness of this court.

In any case, this article attempts to add yet another dimension to the 
understanding of the work of the International Tribunal for The For-
mer Yugoslavia. We are aware that in such cases, one can hardly find, 
for the time being, adequate documentation and primary sources for 
complete corroboration of the basic hypothesis. But we hope that we 
have presented substantive valid material to initiate further debate and 
investigation.

We should at the end, point out the factual situation in the former 
Yugoslavia as well. Twenty-three years after the formation and opera-
tion of this court, relations between the former conflicting nations are 
no better than they used to be. Moreover, during 2016, there was a re-
markable tension in relations between Serbs and Croats, among all the 
three ethnicities in Bosnia and Herzegovina, in Macedonia and so on 
and so forth. Hardly anyone can truly claim that this kind of transition-
al justice has given good results and, above all, healed the wounds and 
repaired relations in the region. Moreover, ICTY is often considered to 
be yet another complication that has brought new bad blood among the 
local people.

Contrary to the proponents of such transitional justice, we find that 
an ad hoc tribunal is not a good solution and that, according to Krivoka-
pić’s proposal, much better results can be provided by universal or re-
gional courts on the condition that, of course, such courts are indeed 
fair and equal for all, independent of private financiers and finally able 
to make judgments even against the members of the military and polit-
ical leaderships of the most powerful states in the World. 

With Boas (2007: 293) we can at best conclude that the practice 
of the ICTY can offer sufficient valuable lessons for the future devel-
opment of international criminal justice. However there are two buts: 
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1.The fact that ex/Yugoslav citizens were subjects of imperfect justice, 
experiments, political instrumentalizations of justice or political justice, 
etc., might be in some way justified if ICC spreads its competence across 
the whole globe, including the biggest powers. 2. After Brexit, Trump’s 
victory, or the annexation of the Crimea to Russia, it is more logical 
to expect a global return to sovereignty politics rather than the further 
development of international criminal justice. So it would be highly 
problematic if the biggest powers continue to sabotage efforts for global 
criminal justice and at the same time force smaller nations to participate 
in that. If it be the case, it would become completely understandable 
why small nations will still have huge reservations about the concept of 
transitional justice and the ways in which it is implemented, seeing in it 
plenty of elements of political justice.
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Abstract

Trade and financial sanctions are regularly considered one of the most wide-
ly employed tools of economic statecraft, although their efficiency is occasional-
ly disputed. In academic literature and political practice alike, it is often claimed 
that they can effectively be used to influence a particular state’s behavior and 
shape international political outcomes. Even the potential for sanctions to be 
imposed is sometimes enough to produce the wanted consequences. Some con-
ditions are previously required, though, in order for sanctions to work. They 
pertain to the level of balance between the actors’ capabilities and vested inter-
ests. In the case of sanctions imposed to Russian Federation by a large number 
of Western countries, the conditions have clearly not been met. Given that the 
purpose of sanctions imposed is not to affect the targeted state’s economy, but to 
influence its behavior, it may well be stated that the tool has not been successful-
ly used. Also, within the current, ever-larger global interdependence, the con-
sequences produced by international sanctions have backfired and hampered 
the economies of many of the European Union member states, thus creating 
blocks of opposition within the Western club and demonstrating the ambiguity 
of the tool itself. It all goes to show that the way of handling the Ukraine crisis, 
regarding its reliance on international sanctions, was flawed. As such, it is not 
only significant as a roadmap of how not to handle international conflicts, but 
as a potentially valuable case study in the future economic statecraft textbooks.
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Introduction

Since the 1980s, and especially after the Cold War’s end, internation-
al sanctions have gained significant prominence in international politics 
(Baldwin 1985). It might be safe to say that sanctions are states’, and 
especially great powers’, favorite tool of economic statecraft, understood 
as “the use of economic tools and relationships to achieve foreign policy 
objectives” (Mastanduno 2016: 222). More often than not, sanctions are 
imposed multilaterally, including those approved by resolutions of the 
United Nations Security Council, but there are also cases when a single 
state decides to impose sanctions in order to induce the wanted behav-
ior of its rivals. 

As will be shown, the success of economic sanctions depends on the 
existence of various factors, and ways in which they play out in the in-
ternational political process: most notably, planned goals or objectives 
of actors who employ the measures; material and other capabilities of 
the sides involved, and type and importance of interests of states which 
impose, or suffer from, the sanctions. Each of the factors directly in-
fluences the outcome of measures imposed, but at the same time it in-
fluences the way that other factors work, as well as being influenced 
by them in return. This goes to show that economic sanctions need to 
be utilized only within a wider and well thought-of strategy: vagueness 
of intended objectives induces suboptimal behavior by the state which 
made the decision to impose sanctions; miscalculation of the opponent’s 
capabilities is almost certain to make the measures ineffective; while 
wrongly understood interests of the target state, as well as its readiness 
to defend them, cause prolonged disruption in political and economic 
system, which has the potential of backfiring and making the situation 
worse off for the party imposing the measures. International position of 
Russian Federation since 2014 has been strongly marked by internation-
al sanctions used against the country, the overall situation being a clear 
example of the importance of factors and determinants influencing the 
application of sanctions, as well as the decision to use them.

It is our intention here to grasp the Ukrainian crisis in the context 
of sanctions as a tool of economic statecraft. To this end, we will first 
outline some of important views on the issue of sanctions within con-
temporary scholarship. Secondly, the background of events regarding 
the imposing of sanctions to Russian Federation by Western countries 
will be briefly presented. Thirdly, the issue will be assessed from the per-
spective of interests at stake, capabilities employed and effects achieved. 
In the concluding part, a recapitulation will be made, along with the 
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final assessment of the circumstances regarding the imposition of sanc-
tions and their effectiveness. 

Sanctions as a tool of economic statecraft

Coercion is a vital segment of a state’s foreign policy instruments and 
activities. Apart from military and diplomatic, coercive tools can also 
be economic. In fact, in the last three decades, the economic form of 
international coercion seems to be becoming a dominant one. Econom-
ic coercion can be defined as “the threat or act by a sender government 
or governments to disrupt economic exchange with the target state, 
unless the target acquiesces to an articulated demand” (Drezner 2003: 
643). Understood in this manner, economic (trade, financial, monetary) 
sanctions are clearly the most prominent instrument of this kind of co-
ercive policy.

Although sanctions are directed to the economic sphere of sanc-
tioned state’s activities, their purpose almost always transcends the eco-
nomic sphere, striving to influence the target’s domestic or foreign poli-
cies. As Rosenberg et al. (2016: 6) put it, “when targeting states, coercive 
economic measures work primarily through compellence: punishing an 
actor to the point where the target reconsiders the costs and benefits of 
its problematic policies or activities”. It has to be clarified, however, that 
the idea is not merely to punish the target for its actions, but to change 
its course of behavior, at the present moment as well as pro futuro. Given 
the various strategic objectives that night be pursued, the width of range 
of the sanctions’ design has to be kept in mind. The overall international 
environment often plays an important role as well: according to some 
realist perspectives (Mastanduno 1998; Krasner 2000), the structure of 
international system will induce distinct kinds of connections between 
economic and political spheres, which, in turn, determines potential 
usefulness of different models of economic coercion. 

Probably the most controversial issue regarding application of eco-
nomic sanctions is the one of their effectiveness. Leaving aside the cases 
where the application of sanctions has clearly failed, the results are par-
ticularly hard to measure due to various reasons: it can rarely be stated 
beyond any doubt that the target has altered its behavior under the pres-
sure of sanctions and not in response to other factors. Although some 
records show that they are a rather unreliable tool of coercion, sanctions 
seem to work in the form of ‘the hidden hand’: in many cases they give 
results without actually being employed (Drezner 2003: 650). The sanc-
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tioner usually has a lot of options at disposal, including credible threats, 
and the targeted state will often react before being subjected to openly 
coercive means (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Drezner’s model of economic coercion (Drezner 2003: 646)

This is, without a doubt, an important property of sanctions as a 
tool of economic coercion; however, due to specific nature of results 
produced, this kind of effects can very hardly be precisely assessed. In 
the cases where the results are observable to an extent, Dresen (2015) 
offers a fourfold matrix for the evaluation of sanctions’ effectiveness. 
Four considerations that need to be taken into account are: 1) compar-
ison to other options (such as diplomacy or military engagement); 2) 
expectations (the target’s desired actions or behavior); timeframe (the 
period over which the results should be visible); and cost-benefit analy-
sis (maximizing gains while avoiding excessive loss on the part of ordi-
nary people or the sanctioner’s own economy and security).

According to Mastanduno (2016: 228),

The logic of economic sanctions as a foreign policy tool is relatively 
straightforward. The imposition of economic pain in the target country 
is intended to compel political change. Economic pain may force the 
target government directly to reconsider its behaviour. Alternatively, it 
may create political divisions within the government which lead to pol-
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icy change, or it may prompt the suffering target population to apply 
pressure for policy change or even change in the government itself. The 
greater the economic pressure, the more likely it is that these political 
effects will be felt. 

As straightforward as the logic behind the imposition of sanctions 
may be, there are still numerous challenges regarding their use. They 
are important both in regard to the future success of intended measures, 
as well as professional and academic debates on economic statecraft in 
general, and economic coercion particularly. It is often the case that the 
sanctioner’s perceived interests, especially in the short run, blur all oth-
er considerations, thus inevitably hampering the outcome of intended 
policies. Mastanduno (2016: 228-229) identifies four crucial challenges 
in this regard. The first one is how to maximize economic pain, given 
that the target almost always has – legal or illegal – ways of finding alter-
native partners to trade with. The second one regards the connection of 
the inflicted pain and the targeted actor’s behavior: sometimes the out-
come can be the very opposite of what was intended, as is the case with 
‘rally around the flag’ phenomenon, when political leaders gain stronger 
support within the targeted country in order to deter foreign influence 
(this is exactly what happened at the onset of Western sanctions against 
Russia). Thirdly, in the context of contemporary, ever-larger global in-
terdependence, economic consequences can be significant for the sanc-
tioner, as well as the sanctioned state (the US, as the biggest sanctioner 
in the international system, loses billions of dollars every year in lost 
exports). Fourth challenge is the portion of effects that falls on innocent 
victims, or ordinary people – apart from obvious ethical issues, this cre-
ates problems in the context of public relations, thus threatening to cut 
down the sanctioner’s support in the domestic, as well as international 
public opinion. Smart sanctions, as a means designed to overcome this 
problem, are rarely the only tool employed in the situation of an interna-
tional crisis; the ‘smartness’ is, thus, a much harder goal to achieve than 
it might seem (Drezner 2011).

Background: the Ukrainian Crisis

While there are multiple disputes and controversies about legality 
and legitimacy of each actor’s moves in the context of Ukrainian crisis 
beginning in the spring of 2014, there is little disagreement about the 
events timeline. What originally began as a domestic political crisis in 
Ukraine, leading to the overthrow of a pro-Russian president Victor Ya-
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nukovych, eventually sparked fear among Russian and Russian-speak-
ing population in Ukraine that the country might sever political ties 
to its eastern neighbor and make a complete strategic and economic 
turn to the West. Unrests ensued, and as they expanded to the Donbass 
region, Russia decided to covertly intervene in the area, while helping 
organize a secession referendum in the Crimea and eventually annexing 
the territory.

Sanctions were introduced conjointly by the European Union, the 
US and Canada on March 17, one day after independence has been mas-
sively supported on the referendum (this lead Vladimir V. Putin to rec-
ognize Crimea/Sevastopol independence by presidential decree, even-
tually admitting it as a federal unit within Russia). The sanctions thus 
became the most widely coordinated act of economic coercion against 
post-Soviet Russia. Japan, Australia and Moldova joined the action 
briefly afterwards, while Ukraine, Iceland, Albania and Montenegro 
followed the European Union policy in early April. Eventually, Norway 
and Switzerland joined the measures as well.

The sanctions have been introduced in several rounds, gradually 
expanding in scope over the course of six months, from March to Au-
gust 2014. They started off in the form of individual travel bans and 
asset freezes, and were subsequently expanded to include embargos 
against Russian oil companies, large banks, arms and dual-use goods 
industry. Russian response was mainly oriented toward travel bans and, 
eventually, a full restriction of agriculture product imports from West-
ern countries. The Minsk Protocol from September 2014 and, after its 
breakdown, Minsk II from February 2015, represents the basis upon 
which the change of Russian policies is expected to happen. The issue of 
annexation of Crimea, which is also viewed as a breach of international 
norms by the West is, however, virtually non-negotiable. From 2015 to 
2017, strong opposition to further, measures arose from the member 
countries. 

Interests, capabilities and effects

As it was stated previously, although it was expected that the Western 
actors – most notably the United States – would react in some kind of 
economically coercive manner, it might well be stated that the interests 
involved have not been weighed carefully enough. The same goes for the 
material (military and economic) capabilities of actors involved – espe-
cially on the part of the sanctioned side. As it was subsequently noticed, 
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“never before has a target of the strategic importance of Russia been 
sanctioned to this degree” (Moret 2016: 7). This produced a suboptimal 
outcome, from the point of view of Western countries, given that Russia 
has not curbed its engagement in any significant way, apart from the 
concessions made through the diplomatic process of the Minsk proto-
cols. In the academic and policy literature in the West, the effects of the 
sanctions are highly disputed and it is being made clear that it is more 
likely that other economic and political factors have exercised a more 
important influence on Russian policy decisions (Rosenberg 2016; Har-
rell 2017), or that the sanctions have been more successful as a means of 
communication than as a means of coercion (Moret 2016). 

Apart from specific economic and political goals, since the beginning 
of the twenty-first century, Russia has strived to reclaim its great power 
status. It has formulated its national security and defense strategies ac-
cordingly, insisting on its right to exercise political influence and pro-
tect its borders from expansion of adversarial military alliances (such as 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization – NATO) in the Commonwealth of 
Independent States and other countries of the “near abroad”. As such, 
its interests are sometimes perceived as inherently conflicted with those 
of the west, challenging the dominant European and American views of 
international order (Chebankova 2017; Facon 2017); at the same time, it 
should be beyond clear that, unlike in the case of the West, Russian goals 
in the “near abroad” are essential and vital – which means that there is 
almost no cost to high for their achievement, including being subjected 
to a wide range of international coercive measures. At the same time, 
American and European interests have been somewhat conflicted, with 
the American aspiring to cloak the strategic moves of limiting Russia’s 
influence in its “near abroad” as a defense of international legal order 
without much cost, and the Europeans trying to exercise their foreign 
policy agency and follow the American partners, at a cost of tens of bil-
lions of dollars a year in lost trade with Russia. 

Aalto and Forsberg (2016) have developed an explanatory model 
(see Figure 2) to present the ways that Western sanctions have played 
out within the complex internal and external environment of Russian 
politics. It is obvious that the impact has varied within three dimensions 
identified by the authors (resource-geographic, economic, institutional); 
including the fact that not all of the influence exercised has been nega-
tive: occasionally, as Sergey Karaganov has noticed (Aalto and Forsberg 
2016: 224), international blockade has provided Russian research and 
development sector with incentives for advanced and improvement of 
domestic industrial capacities. In the institutional dimension, also, Rus-
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sia has demonstrated a much more robust design than the sanctioners 
have expected: measures applied by the Central Bank in response to the 
financial crisis and ruble collapse have significantly contributed to the 
mitigation of the sanctions’ consequences, especially at the onset of the 
crisis (Logendran 2015).

Figure 2. Aalto/Forsberg model of sanctions’ impact 
(Aalto&Forsberg 2016: 227)

There is no doubt that the measures employed have seriously hit the 
Russian economy. What was an even more damaging blow is the dra-
matic fall of oil prices in the world market (see Figure 3), which coin-
cided with the sanctions: from over $80 per barrel in 2014, to less than 
$40 in 2015, and under $30 in 2016. It would, of course, be almost im-
possible do distinguish between the consequences of Western sanctions 
and the decline in oil prices, if one did not take into account the fact that 
exports of oil and other fuels comprised over two thirds of the country’s 
total exports prior to 2014, contributing crucially to the sustaining and 
growth of gross domestic product.
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Figure 3. Brent oil price vs. Russian GDP growth 2012-2017.3

With oil exports representing the key aspect of Russian economy, 
even with an unhampered production and placement of oil and other 
goods (see Figures 4 and 5), including trade with the Western adversar-
ies, even the United States (see Figure 6), overall economic performance 
had to suffer from such, significantly reduced revenues. 

Figure 4. Crude oil production growth 2012-2016.4

In other words, as production kept growing in the period 2014-2016, 
revenues acquired fell dramatically – in accordance with the drop of 
global oil prices. If anything, this encouraged Russia to further strength-
en connections and try to coordinate policies with other oil exporting 
countries, in order to arrange a limit in production, thus contributing to 
the stabilization of prices.

3) Source: Harrell et al. (2017: 4).
4) Source: https://tradingeconomics.com/russia/, accessed 01/09/2017.
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Figure 5. Drop in Russian total exports revenue 2012-2016.5

Figure 6. Russian energy exports by destination in 2015.6

5) Source: https://tradingeconomics.com/russia/, accessed 01/09/2017.
6) Source: https://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/PET_MOVE_EXPC_DC_NUS-NRS_

MBBL_A.htm, accessed 01/09/2017. 
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In the field of arms sales, although the sanctions have been very rig-
id, the results can be evaluated as fairly modest. What may seem par-
adoxical at first sight, is actually rather simple to account for: Russian 
arms sales also represent a bulk of its gross domestic product – and Rus-
sia is the world’s second largest arms exporter – but its main partners 
in this sector, with more than two thirds of the exports purchased, are 
China, India, and North African countries: none of them took part in 
the Western sanctions. As calculated by Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute (SIPRI), India is number one, China number four 
and Algeria number five arms importer in the world in the period 2012-
2016 – together they account for over one-fifth of global arms imports 
(see Figure 7). Needless to say, most of their arms purchases originate 
from Russia. Under the sanctions, Russian arms exports have continued 
to grow annually, although at a slower pace.

Figure 7. Global arms imports 2012-2016.
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In time, beginning already in early 2015, opposition to economically 
coercive measures started to emerge within Europe. With the decision 
on Brexit, European Union seems to have lost one of the loud propo-
nents of sanctions: the United Kingdom. In the summer of 2017, Austria 
and Germany have harshly criticized the last round of sanctions voted 
on by the US Senate, especially in regard to the prospective Nord Stream 
2 project. Skepticism has previously been demonstrated by Italy and 
Central European countries (excluding Poland). Greece and Bulgaria 
have also made clear that they only reluctantly support the course taken 
by the United States and Western European partners.  The arguments 
went along two main lines: the need to avoid the possibility of escalat-
ing conflict with Russia, thus starting the new – hot or cold – war, and 
the economic damages that the EU and its member states have suffered 
from the sanctions. These losses are estimated to reach tens, or even 
hundreds of billions of dollars, over the course of sanctions application. 
It has often been stated, and correctly (Bershidsky 2016), that it is much 
easier for the United States to afford the use of economic coercion, due 
to the much more modest scope of its economic relations with Russia, in 
relation to those of the European Union and its member states.  

Conclusion

Ambiguity of economically coercive measures is more or less obvi-
ous in every occasion of their employment. The situation in relations be-
tween the West and Russia, however, makes it even clearer that foreign 
policy undertaking of this sort is neither simple nor certain to succeed, 
especially if it is not applied within a broader and well thought-of in-
ternational strategy. The willingness to send a strong message to an ad-
versarial power, such as the one demonstrated in the report by Karásek 
(2014), is far from enough for the measures to succeed. Whenever eco-
nomic tools are utilized in order to achieve political goals, consequences 
and results inherently transcend mere economic sphere (Lišanin 2016), 
and even in this sphere the unintended consequences often endanger 
the achievement of proclaimed goals. The fact that sanctions as a for-
eign policy instrument have, over the decades, become more sophis-
ticated and precise (Drezner 2011), in the form of smart, sectoral and 
personalized sanctions, changes relatively little in this regard.

In the context of sanctions against Russia as a response to the Ukrain-
ian crisis, distinctive features of Russian international position have 
largely been neglected. It was presumed that Russia, having joined the 
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World Trade Organization only in 2012 (Neuwirth and Svetlicnii 2016), 
would comply with the demands in order to sustain its newly obtained 
position within international political and economic order. At the same 
time, not only have its other geopolitical interests been overlooked by 
the West, but the West’s own interest have largely been misperceived. 
Authors from the realist theoretical camp have offered some plausi-
ble explanations for Russia’s renewed assertiveness, while suggesting a 
course of action based on a more carefully assessed interplay of inter-
ests. In Kissinger’s words (Kissinger 2014: 49-50),

Russia has played a unique role in international affairs: part of the 
balance of power in both Europe and Asia but contributing to the equi-
librium of the international order only fitfully. It has started more wars 
than any other contemporary major power, but it has also thwarted do-
minion of Europe by a single power, holding fast against Charles XII 
of Sweden, Napoleon, and Hitler when key continental elements of the 
balance had been overrun. Its policy has pursued a special rhythm of 
its own over the centuries, expanding over a landmass spanning nearly 
every climate and civilization, interrupted occasionally for a time by the 
need to adjust its domestic structure to the vastness of the enterprise—
only to return again, like a tide crossing a beach. From Peter the Great 
to Vladimir Putin, circumstances have changed, but the rhythm has re-
mained extraordinarily consistent.

Neoclassical realist author, Stephen Walt from Harvard, also warned, 
having the Ukrainian situation in mind, against the United States taking 
obligations towards various countries in the regions in which Ameri-
ca’s interests are far from vital, while those of Russia are directly endan-
gered, or at least perceived as such, to an extent that could induce it to 
take drastic measures in the case of possible conflict (Walt 2014). As 
noted by William Wohlforth, “the consumption of US security guaran-
tees by some states (e.g., NATO) arguably can reduce the security of oth-
ers (e.g., Russia)” (Wohlforth 2014: 119). Post festum rationalizations of 
deepening and widening the measures against Russia, in the context of 
its involvement in the Syrian crisis and alleged meddling in the Ameri-
can electoral process in 2016, were supposed to provide what was clearly 
a strategic miscalculation with a purported foreign policy purpose. Ac-
cording to Larison and Skidmore (2003: 456), at the end of the twen-
tieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century, “U.S. international 
economic policy has become more driven by narrow national interest 
and less focused on the pursuit of global economic stability for its own 
sake”. If we accept that such policies are ever driven by something other 
than national interest, we can still reasonably ask whether said national 
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interest are correctly defined – and this is the condition required for the 
successful employment of economically coercive measures.

The ambiguity of economic sanctions as a foreign policy tool is 
demonstrated through their disputed effectiveness and strong willing-
ness of states to resort to them in order to try and influence their rival’s 
behavior. It is also visible in the occasions of strong interdependence 
of actors, when the sanctioner suffers from the measures imposed on 
another country – European-Russian economic dynamics is an example 
of such a situation. Serious miscalculation of the actors’ interests and 
capabilities in the context of Western sanctions against Russia goes to 
show that such a way of handling the Ukraine crisis, regarding its re-
liance on international sanctions, was flawed. The extent to which the 
measures generated change in Russian behavior is highly questionable, 
while economic losses on the side of many Western partners are unrea-
sonably high. As such, the imposing, and especially gradual deepening 
and widening of sanctions against Russia as a means of reaction to the 
crisis in Ukraine and the annexation of Crimea, is not only significant as 
a roadmap of how not to handle international conflicts, but also as a po-
tentially valuable case study in the future economic statecraft textbooks.
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Introduction 

The introduction of state aid control is a crucial factor in the trans-
formation of former planned economies, in which government involve-
ment and the role of business was one of the crucial features of the system 
(Gros, Steinherr 2004).3 The Stabilisation and Association Agreements 
(SAAs) concluded over the past decade between (potential) candidates 
and the European Union and its Member States require candidate coun-
tries to develop an “operationally independent” body charged with con-
trolling state aid granting. Institutional design and detailed procedural 
rules are left to the individual candidate countries (prospective Member 
States). The standard of “operational independence” is still to be fully 
defined in EU legislation but is being gradually elaborated by European 
Commission.4 This concept of “operational independence” is of both 
theoretical and practical interest, having been envisaged mainly as in 
order to avoid prescribing for future Member States how they must in-
stitutionally organise certain tasks, rather allowing them to put in place 
arrangements that are in keeping with their respective constitutional 
and administrative traditions. On a theoretical level, it is an intriguing 
task to examine the constitutive elements of the operational independ-
ence, whilst in practical terms it is challenging for decision makers to 
create models that are capable of complying with the (relatively vague) 
EU integration conditionality criterion. Comparative analysis points to 
three main types of institutional setup for state aid control: control by 
a body that is part of or linked to the Ministry of the Economy and Fi-
nance; state aid control by a body that is also a competition authority; 
finally, and most infrequently, an independent authority. This will be 
addressed in more detail further in the paper.

Within the context of the process of the integration of Republic of 
Serbia into the European Union, and according to the signed SAA,5 Ser-
bia undertook to establish an operationally independent authority vested 

3) For an analysis of the transition from a planned to a market economy, see inter alia: 
Gros, Steinherr (2004). 

4) In the connected area of competition protection, see further: European Commission, 
Commission Staff Working Document Enhancing competition enforcement by 
the Member States’ competition authorities: institutional and procedural issues 
Accompanying the document communication from the commission to the European 
parliament and the council Ten Years of Antitrust Enforcement under Regulation 
1/2003: Achievements and Future Perspectives, {COM(2014) 453}.

5) Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the European Communities 
and Their Member States of the one part, and the Republic of Serbia, of the other 
part, “Official Gazette Of RS-International Agreements”, No. 83/2008 signed on 
29.4.2008.



71

Marko Milenković
The Institutional Setting for State Aid Control...

with the powers necessary for the full implementation of state aid con-
trol on national level. Serbia must ensure that the state aid authority is 
operationally independent and that it has the powers and resources that 
are necessary for the full and proper application of EU State aid rules. In 
this regard, the Law on State Aid Control (OG RS 51/2009) established 
the Commission for State Aid Control (CSAC). 

The challenges associated with the introduction of the system of state 
aid control in Serbia against the backdrop of enlargement fatigue have 
been considered elsewhere (Milenkovic 2016: page, Milenkovic 2018), 
and this paper will focus on what we find the most pressing problem of 
the Serbian state aid control system: its institutional base. Scholarship 
on state aid in Serbia is still relatively limited, and this paper aims to 
fill this gap building on our previous research in the area.  The paper 
is based on literature review, an examination of the Serbian legislative 
framework along with interviews with officials and experts involved in 
the regime in Serbia for collecting relevant qualitative data. This ena-
bled to get an insight into the most pressing problems associated with 
the process of introducing state aid control along with the challenges 
faced by the institutional structures put in place in order to control and 
sanction government action in this area. The second part of the paper 
explores the context of EU conditionality and the European Commis-
sion’s reporting on the progress of a candidate country. Part three briefly 
describes the basic legal provisions and the current institutional setting 
for state aid control in Serbia. In part four a comparative analysis of 
three different models for the organisation of administrative mecha-
nisms is carried out alongside an analysis of the main features of state 
aid control bodies. Finally, the fifth part, we discuss how best Serbia 
might achieve the standard of operational independence for its state aid 
authority in current societal context. 

Setting the scene – introduction of state aid control in the EU pre-
accession process and “operational independence” of control body

The integration of countries that were partly or predominantly planned 
economies has represented a political challenge for the process of EU in-
tegration since the late 1980s, when it became clear that political changes 
were about to occur, which would have far-reaching consequences for 
both the EU and its Member States (Sedelmemeier and Wallace 2000).6 

6) For an overview of the relations of the EU with the CEE countries, see inter alia: 
Sedelmemeier and Wallace (2000).
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The introduction of the new competition and state aid regimes proved 
to be particularly challenging in the transition process, as the countries 
of Eastern and Central Europe were forced to leave behind the legacy of 
state (over)interference in market relations (Emmert 2003).7 Therefore, 
since the CEE countries had not experienced trade and economic lib-
eralisation after the Second World War,8 the approximation of laws in 
this area has been particularly challenging. All countries acceding to the 
European Union today are obliged to introduce state aid control regimes. 
This was envisaged for the Member States that acceded in 2004 and was 
stipulated in their respective European Agreements (Cremona 2003).9 A 
similar obligation is foreseen for Western Balkan countries through the 
far-reaching Stabilisation and Association agreements mentioned above. 
The political, economic and legal transformation of the Western Balkans 
over the past two decades has been mostly EU-driven. Croatia was the 
first of the Western Balkan countries to join the EU, whilst in the midst 
of enlargement fatigue and experiencing slow economic recovery. How-
ever, it has been clearly stated by the head of the EU Commission that 
no further enlargement is foreseen during the mandate of the current 
Commission, which ends in 2020.10 As has already been stated elsewhere 
(Milenkovic, Milenkovic 2013, Milenkovic 2016 and Milenkovic 2018),11 
the lack of EU prospects will only create more difficulties for Serbia as 
elites will not be fully motivated to implement reforms, and therefore 
conditionality, especially in difficult and challenging fields such as state 
aid, may well fail to bring results. 

The Serbian Stabilisation and Association Agreement contains pro-
visions on the approximation of laws, law enforcement and competition 
rules in line with the structure of the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union.12 According to the SAA, Serbia needs to establish an 
operationally independent authority vested with the powers necessary 

7) For some accounts of the transformation of competition regimes in the region, see 
inter alia: Emmert (2003).

8) However, the former Yugoslavia was a notable exception, with its specific Socialist 
self-governance system, which was much more open to foreign trade than the 
countries of the Communist bloc.

9) For state aid provisions in the European agreements and SAAs, see: Cremona 
(2003). The first reference to State aid acquis was in the case of Poland and was 
made as early as 1991 in the European Agreement. (Paczkowska-Tomaszewska, 
Jaros, Winiarski 2006: 669).

10) Eubusiness, “Juncker to halt enlargement as EU Commission head”, 15 July 2014, 
http://www.eubusiness.com/news-eu/politics-juncker.x29.

11) Milenkovic Milos, Milenkovic Marko (2013 a,b); Milenkovic (2016), Milenkovic 
(2018).

12) For the relevant provisions see further Article 73 SAA. 
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for the full application of state aid rules set out in the Treaty within one 
year from the date of entry into force of this Agreement. This authority 
shall have, inter alia, the powers to authorise state aid schemes and in-
dividual grants of aid as well as powers to order the recovery of state aid 
that has been unlawfully granted. The SAAs require candidate countries 
to develop “operationally independent” bodies charged with the con-
trol of state aid. However, the standard of “operational independence” 
is not defined by EU legislation, and has not been elaborated in case 
law. It is also a matter of debate within academia. As has been argued: 
“the requirement to make the State aid control authority independent 
is included in the association agreements that associated countries have 
signed with the EU. However, these agreements do not specify the con-
ditions of guaranteeing such independence, which leaves a wide scope 
of freedom for national lawmakers. The authority that controls State aid 
must be independent to be able to make objective decisions authorising 
aid schemes and executing their applications. Particularly, it means that 
the authority cannot be dependent upon the organs of administration 
engaged in the granting process, nor upon the beneficiaries of State aid.” 
(Biegurski 2012: 569). Although the criteria have not been defined in 
the area of state aid, the European Commission has elaborated on the 
elements of independence in the context of competition authorities: “In 
order to ensure effective enforcement of the EU competition rules, it is 
generally accepted that NCAs should be independent when exercising 
their functions. Independence means that the authority’s decisions are 
free from external influence and based on the application and interpre-
tation of the competition rules relying on legal and economic arguments. 
In the vast majority of Member States, the NCAs benefit from a certain 
degree of independence but the extent of their independence and equally 
the degree of supervision exercised by other state bodies varies. Many 
NCAs are designated in national law as independent state bodies and 
formally established as either an administrative authority or an agency. 
In addition, around half of the NCAs have legal personality.” (Europe-
an Commission, 2014: 6, para 12). As has been further outlined by the 
EC: “In terms of accountability, which is generally seen as an impor-
tant counterpart for a state body’s independence, almost all NCAs are 
obliged to report on their activities of the previous year, mostly in the 
form of submitting an annual report to the parliament or (part of) the 
executive branch. In addition, some NCAs may have to appear before a 
parliamentary committee or have to submit an annual plan for the up-
coming year.” (European Commission, 2014: 6, para 13). Other useful 
indications from this document include the assertion that: “The vast 
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majority of NCAs also enjoy operational, organisational and financial 
independence. Operational independence is foreseen for most NCAs in 
carrying out their duties, for example, by explicitly excluding interfer-
ence by, or instructions from, other state bodies or other persons when 
investigating and deciding on individual competition cases. The large 
majority of NCAs also decide on their internal organisation and they 
have a separate budget allocation in the overall state budget for which 
they have budgetary autonomy to spend. …” (European Commission, 
2014: 7, para 15). Based on feedback received from stakeholders through 
qualitative research, it is possible for the purpose of CSAC, but also for 
other independent controllers, to define the following characteristics of 
“operational independence”: 1. the ability to take decisions independent-
ly, free from political interference and freedom from any requirement to 
seek or receive instructions from any government, or other institution, 
body, office or entity; 2.   the ability to exercise powers transparently and 
impartially, with appropriate rules on conflict of interests; 3. adequate 
and stable human and financial resources; 4. full authority over the re-
cruitment and management of staff; 5. a separate annual budget with 
autonomy over the spending of the budget allocated; 6. management/
board selected according to transparent procedures on the basis of merit. 

Role and position of the Serbian Commission for State Aid Control 

A few measures in the field of state aid were taken over the years 
prior to the introduction of the regime in the country. The National 
Reports on State Aid, which Serbia has comprised since 2004, point to a 
relatively high level of state aid as a proportion of GDP.13 Following the 
enactment of the Law on State Aid (after the  process lasted for several 
years), the basic substantive, procedural and institutional rules were put 
in place. It was envisaged that the Government would form a State Aid 
Control Commission entrusted with controlling all individual state aid 
measures and schemes. According to the law, no aid may be granted 
without a prior decision by the Commission. The Law on State Aid was 
adopted in July 2009 and entered into force on 1 January 2010. As was 
prescribed, the law was to be implemented from that date, leaving very 
little time for the necessary institutional preparations (Dajkovic 2010).14 

13) For years, it has amounted to more than 2% of GDP as compared to the 0.5% 
usually granted through subsidies in EU Member States. Reports are available in 
English at: http://www.kkdp.gov.rs/eng/izvestaji.php 

14) For the overview of the Law see: Dajkovic (2010).
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According to the Law, the members of the Commission for State Aid 
Control were appointed in December 2009 by a governmental decision 
only a few days before the planned start date for implementation the 
new regime in the country. The Law itself largely transposes the provi-
sions of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union and de-
fines state aid according to the established approach of the Commission 
and the Court of Justice. However, there are still a number of changes 
to be made in order to ensure full alignment with EU law. European 
Commission 2016: 38) The Law does not contain detailed substantive 
norms on the types of aid that are compatible/allowed. These are laid 
down in detail in the Regulation on the Rules for the Granting of State 
Aid. As was explained by the interviewees who were involved in the 
drafting of the law, the intention was to keep the law relatively “short 
and simple” and to allow for the substantive provisions to be amended 
more frequently in order to ensure compliance in line with regulatory 
changes in the European Union.

The Serbian state aid authority is a hybrid body – an independent 
commission entrusted with control tasks, but without a separate budget 
or administrative capacity (Transparency Serbia 2015).15 This body has 
been entrusted with controlling state aid measures until Serbia’s prospec-
tive accession to the European Union, when this obligation will cease to 
apply and the power to scrutinise state aid measures will transfer to the 
European Commission. Accordingly, most bodies described further in 
the text ceased to exist or fundamentally changed their role upon entry 
in the EU. The Commission has no legal personality, and no budget or 
separate administrative capacities, but is served by the Ministry of Fi-
nance (Department for State Aid) (Milenkovic 2016: page).16 Members 
of the Commission are proposed by relevant ministries, along with one 
member by the Commission for the Protection of Competition, and are 
appointed for a five-year period according to the governmental deci-
sion. This institutional design, under which the Commission is over-
whelmingly dependent on the Ministry of Finance (and other grantors 
of state aid due to the specifics of the appointment procedures), has ev-
idently led to general weakness and difficulties in meeting the standard 
of operational independence (Botta 2013 and Popovic, Caka 2017).17 

15) For the comprehensive account of problems of the state aid control system see 
further: Transparency Serbia (2015).

16) For the detailed overview of CSAC and Ministry department competences see 
further: Milenkovic (2016).

17) This however is not surprising, but is rather recognised as a trend in all countries in 
the region, see: Botta (2013), Popovic, Caka (2017).
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Under the Law (Article 6), the Commission has five members and is set 
up by the Government. Its members are elected by the Government acting 
upon proposals from: the ministry responsible for finances; the ministry 
responsible for the economy and regional development; the ministry re-
sponsible for infrastructure; the ministry responsible for environmental 
protection; and the Commission for the Protection of Competition. Mem-
bers of the Commission are appointed for terms of five years and may be 
reappointed. The representative of the ministry responsible for finances 
is, at the same time, also the Chairperson of the Commission, and the 
representative of the Commission for the Protection of Competition is the 
Deputy Chairperson. “Representative” is the very formulation used in the 
Serbian version of the Law. In our opinion, it reflects the approach taken 
by lawmakers forming a control body representative of the biggest gran-
tors of aid. The conditions for membership of the Commission are: Ser-
bian citizenship and “at least a university degree”; in addition, members 
must “possess expert knowledge in the field of state aid, competition, and/
or EU legislation.”18 The Commission is explicitly defined as “operational-
ly independent” and is also entrusted with adopting its rules of procedure. 
However, it does not have separate budget. The Law provides that funds 
for the Commission’s activities shall be provided from the budget of the 
Republic of Serbia, and that the Ministry shall provide the premises and 
other technical resources for the Commission’s activities. (Article 7) 

The current CSAC secretariat is based in the Ministry of Finance 
within the Department for State Aid. According to the organisational 
arrangement of civil servants within the Ministry it is envisaged that 
8 civil servants/employees will be allocated to the sector. According to 
data obtained from the CSAC, the Department currently has 8 employ-
ees, and was the only one excluded from the mandatory reduction of 
employees during the implementation of austerity measures from 2014. 
As the interviewees attest, the Commission, along with the Department 
as its secretariat, has a constant need for new employees in order to meet 
the demands of the increasing workload. These officers are charged 
with handling notifications and preparing draft decisions for the CSAC 
as well as taking inventories and drafting reports for the Government. 
As was outlined by a majority of the stakeholders interviewed and some 
of the members of the CSAC during previous research project carried 
out by author, even though significant experience has been gained by 
administrative staff and capacities have been developed, this is still not 
sufficient to meet the demands of the workload.

18) This provision is becoming obsolete as there is now a critical mass of professionals 
with expertise in the area of state aid.
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The Law did establish mechanisms for resolving conflicts of interest, 
as members of the Commission are de iure  representatives of the minis-
tries, which are the largest grantors of state aid. Members are obliged to 
respect the provisions of the law governing the prevention of conflicts of 
interest in the discharge of their public functions. Furthermore, it is stip-
ulated that member of the Commission who is at the same time a repre-
sentative of the grantor or state aid, or the body proposing the regulation 
establishing grounds for the grant of state aid, may provide additional 
information within the state aid control procedure but shall not have the 
right to take part in the decision-making process (Article 21).19 The in-
terviewees confirm that this rule has been adhered to within the practice 
of the Commission, although control is still left to the group of “repre-
sentatives” of the biggest grantors of aid, which need to be controlled. 

Finally, the Law contains provisions on reporting (Article 23). Based 
on the information collected from grantors of state aid, the Ministry (not 
the Commission) prepares the proposal for the annual report on state aid 
granted in the Republic of Serbia, which the Commission submits to the 
Government only (and not to Parliament). The Ministry also specifies in 
detail the methodology for drafting the annual report, the deadline for 
the submission of data to the Ministry, and the deadline for the submis-
sion of the draft the annual report. By this way, the procedure remains to 
the great extent Ministry driven. To sum up, the Law has established the 
“operationally independent” body but without legal personality, separate 
budget, administration/secretariat and overall dependant on the gran-
tors of the aid. Therefore, it is interesting to study comparative examples 
from former (and current) EU candidate countries.

State aid authorities during the EU accession process from a 
comparative respective

There are in principle three types of institutional settings for state 
aid control within the transitional context of EU accession.20 Each type 
of administrative organisation of state aid related tasks has its advan-

19) The Commission may also invite representatives of other authorities, organisations 
and professional associations to provide further information that is relevant to decision 
making. In terms of the provision of information, a representative of the grantor of 
state aid, or the body proposing the regulation establishing grounds for the grant of 
state aid, who is not a member of the Commission, is entitled to participate in the state 
aid control procedure in order to provide additional information. (Article 21).

20) Here we mostly concentrate on former candidates who have since joined the 
European Union.
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tages and disadvantages, as the more detailed national studies citied in 
this paper attest (Botta 2013).21 Therefore, in identifying the appropriate 
form for the institutional structure of state aid control, national specif-
icities must be taken into account – including in particular the stage 
within the transition process reached by the country in question, the 
level of economic reforms implemented  prior to the enactment of the 
state aid reforms, the role of independent bodies within the legal system 
as well as the overall societal and political context.

The first model is one in which the control body is part of or, or 
linked to, the national Finance/Economy Ministry. This has been a 
widely used approach in transitional economies. It also reflects  the cur-
rent legislative choice in Serbia. This model has usually included the 
establishment of a separate Commission in charge of state aid control, 
with some administrative tasks being carried out by the Ministry of  
Economy / Finance. A major challenge within this model has been the 
involvement of the Finance Ministry in certain aspects of the work of 
the control body, and especially in some monitoring stages and/or the 
control process. It has been argued that this model introduces a number 
of risks for independence, mostly due to the fact that members are pro-
posed or appointed by grantors of state aid (Biegurski 2012: 570). Com-
missions that meet on an ad hoc basis, the decisions of which are drafted 
by supporting offices, may be open to influence (Biegurski 2012: 570). 
We have identified four examples of this model in current EU Member 
States that have passed through the transitional process, and a further 
three in current candidate countries. 

Slovenia established the Commission for State Aid Control in 2000, 
and by the same legal act the State Aid Control Section was established 
to carry out “specialist, administrative and technical tasks for the Com-
mission” within Ministry of the Economy and Finance (Jagodic Le-
kocevic, Pelka, Vosu 2004).22 Due to the close cooperation between col-
leagues from the Serbian and Slovenian Finance Ministries, this model 
had been used for establishing the Serbian CSAC.23 Upon accession to 
the EU, the Commission ceased to exist and remaining national compe-
tences were transferred to the Ministry of Finance.

Estonia offers a further example of a new Member State that com-
plied with the obligation under the European Agreement with the Euro-
pean Community by establishing Competition and State Aid divisions 

21) Boota asseses that state aid control at national level is unsuitable and pointing to 
need for a  supranational control even before accession, see further: Botta (2013).

22) See further: Jagodic Lekocevic, Pelka, Vosu (2004). 
23) The Serbian Government at the time was advised by Slovenian expert.
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within the Ministry of Finance. Notifications were made directly to 
the Minister and the relevant state aid rules were incorporated into the 
Competition Act (Jagodic Lekocevic, Pelka, Vosu 2004:382).

Hungary established a Monitoring Authority within its Ministry of 
Finance, which was operational from 1996-1999. The State Aid Moni-
toring Office (SAMO) was established in 1999 but was also incorporated 
into the Ministry of Finance (Hargita, Filep 2004: 585), making it a rath-
er unique model, which operated within the core governmental struc-
ture until accession to the EU. The same body remained a competent 
national authority for state aid following accession to the EU in 2004.

Latvia established a State Aid Surveillance Commission in 1997. It 
was an “independent collegiate institution: not subject to any Ministry 
and consisted of 13 representatives delegated by different institutions 
who met whenever needed to consider notified State aid projects” (Bed-
nar 2005: 267). Following the first phase in which the Commission had a 
permanent secretariat within the Ministry of Finance (with competence 
similar to a department within a Serbian ministry), “on January 2002 an 
independent State Aid Control Division/Department was created and 
acted as secretariat to the Commission” (Bednar 2005: 268).24 The insti-
tutional setup of state aid control has changed since accession to the EU; 
today, the national point of contact for state aid in Latvia is again the 
Ministry of Finance.25 Such experience in institutional transformation 
from 2002 onwards may be useful for Serbian decision makers in order 
to achieve the standard of “operational independence”. As regards the 
current candidate countries Montenegro (Lagzdina, Kurtagic, 2015)26 
and Albania,27 both have opted to establish state aid commissions with 
tasks partially done  by the Ministry of Finance. 

The second most frequently used institutional option was the com-
petition authority as a state aid authority, which has also been a widely 
used institutional option within the transitional context. It is claimed to 
have a number of advantages (Biegurski 2012: 569). As the protection 
of competition is regularly ensured by an independent authority with 
its own legal personality, an administrative structure separate from the 
central administration and an independent budget, this forms a solid 

24) However, no further data are available in the literature on the exact composition and 
organisation of this independent secretariat. 

25) The list of all current national state aid contact points in Member States is available 
at: http://ec.europa.eu/competition/state_aid/overview/contacts.html.

26) For an overview of the challenges see: Lagzdina, Kurtagic, (2015)
27) Gjevori points to similar problems faced by the Albanian State Aid Commission 

to those of the CSAC in Serbia, questioning this concept of “independence within 
government”. (Gjevori 2014: 18).
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basis for creating an independent “watchdog” to oversee the grant of 
state aid in the country. 

In Lithuania the Competition Council (Competition and Consumer 
Protection Office before 2000) was entrusted with state aid control. This 
autonomous body was also charged with drawing up procedural rules 
and criteria for accessing state aid in the country. After accession to the 
EU, this body has retained its role in the notification procedure (Bednar 
2005: 269-271).

In Poland, prior to accession, state aid control was carried out by the 
President of the Office for Competition and Consumer Protection (ap-
pointed as an authority in 2000), whose term was fixed but which was 
also subordinated to the Prime Minister (Paczkowska-Tomaszewska, 
Krzysztof, Krzysztof 2006: 669-670).

In Romania, state aid control was entrusted to an autonomous au-
thority – the Competition Council – from 1999, but with some tasks 
performed by the Competition Office within the Ministry of Finance. 
Many similarities with Serbia can be observed within that period with 
regard to the weak track record and EC complaints (von Borriers 2006: 
510-511).

The Czech Republic is another country which charged its Office for 
the Protection of Competition with the function of state aid control 
prior to accession to the European Union; after accession, this office 
became the central national authority for coordination, advice, consul-
tation, and monitoring in the area of state aid (Bednar 2005: 265).

Croatia serves as a valuable comparative model for examination, as it 
was the first state from former Yugoslavia that opted to implement its state 
aid control requirement through the Croatian Agency for Competition in 
2003.28 According to the Law, the Agency had very broad powers; it was 
deciding on the compatibility of state aid through ex ante and ex post con-
trol and also had the power to order the repayment of unlawful aid. Upon 
accession to the EU, the competences in this area were transferred to the 
Ministry of Finance (Botta 2013:88-90).29 In addition to Croatia, Macedo-
nia is the only country of the WB region that has opted for entrusting state 
aid control to the Commission for the protection of Competition since 
2006, having previously used the model of 3 members state aid commis-
sion aided by the Ministry of finance (Biegurski 2012: 568).

28) Law on State Aid, Official Gazette no 140/05. According to the interviewees, the 
example of the Croatian institutional setup is regularly pointed to, unofficially, as 
a useful example for the remaining candidate countries from the Western Balkans, 
including Serbia.

29) For a detailed account of the work of the competition agency in Croatia in the field 
see: Botta (2013:88-90).



81

Marko Milenković
The Institutional Setting for State Aid Control...

The third model – an independent state aid authority – has been 
the least widely used among the former EU accession countries. Ac-
cording to available data, authorities with considerable independence 
and responsibility solely for state aid control were only introduced in 
Slovakia and Cyprus. Slovakia established its Office for State Aid in 
199930 which was a separate agency for state aid control (Biegurski 
2012: 571).31 According to the Slovakian Law, the State Aid Office was 
set up as the body of the state administration responsible for the review, 
evaluation and approval of state aid, control of its provision and the 
keeping of records in relation to state aid. 

In Cyprus the specific model of state aid control was introduced 
within the context of the EU integration process in 2001; the body 
charged with the task of controlling state aid was the Office of the 
Commissioner for Public Aid (Andreou 2005: 27).32 This institution is 
a very valuable comparative example as it is still operational, albeit 
with a different role following the accession of Cyprus to the European 
Union. The Office is headed by a Commissioner (for public/state aid). 
The Cypriot Commissioner for State Aid Control is an “independent 
government official”. He/she is appointed by the Council of Ministers 
in consultation with the Parliamentary Committee on European Affairs, 
and has a term in office of six years.

In the Western Balkan region, only Bosnia and Herzegovina has opt-
ed to establish a fully independent institution for state aid control – the 
State Aid Council of BiH. The council is served by its own secretariat.33

As experiences from the previous rounds of enlargement indicate, 
there are numerous challenges in achieving operational independence 
when the state aid body is located within or connected to the govern-
ment, and therefore the position of regulator with independent legal 
status (irrespective of whether it is entrusted with powers in only one 
or more regulatory fields) and a clearly defined mandate may be an im-
portant guarantee of the achievement of the policy goals envisaged by 
association treaties. Both the interviewees and a study of the compar-

30) Law No.231/1999.
31) For some criticism of the functioning of institution see: Biegurski (2012: 571).
32) Public Aid Control Law (Law 30(Ι)/2001) which entered into force on 30 April 

2001 following the decision of the Council of Ministers no.53.538 of 11 April 2001. 
On 29 April 2004 the State Aid Control (Amendment) Law of 2004 was passed 
and the Commissioner’s title was changed from Commissioner for Public Aid to 
Commissioner for State Aid Control, and the name of institution was changed to 
Office of the Commissioner for State Aid Control. See further: www.publicaid.gov.
cy/; (Andreou 2005: 27).

33) See further: www.szdp.gov.ba/en/.
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ative literature indicate that it is of the utmost importance for the state 
aid authority to demonstrate competence, integrity vis-à-vis grantors, 
and persistence in pursuing agendas that might be at odds with political 
interests and also to act according the goals of competition policy as 
defined by the acquis and the respective national legislation.

How to achieve the standard of operational independence of the 
state aid authority within a given societal context: some findings 
from qualitative research

In this part we examine how this criterion of operational independ-
ence can be achieved in the Serbian context. The results of our research 
indicate that the current model has significant shortcomings and has 
reached its limits in ensuring the independence of the watchdog body 
(Milenkovic 2016 and Milenkovic 2018).34 Therefore, further explora-
tion is needed into the options for the new institutional setup of state 
aid control, taking account of two models previously used that included 
autonomy of the authority from the state aid grantors: control by the 
competition authority or oversight of state aid by an independent body. 
At this point, we stress that no specific model for the administrative 
organisation of state aid control body can guarantee the success of an 
independent authority in scrutinising grantors’ actions. Based on this 
comparative analysis and the qualitative research results, and having re-
gard to the political, legal, and societal context in the country, we con-
sider the establishment of a state aid authority with both operational 
and organisational independence to be the most appropriate model.35 

What are the main features of a position of the state aid authorities and 
how can their independence be secured? As our research points out, it is of 
the utmost importance to ensure separate legal personality for the state aid 
authority, either by tasking this control to competition authorities (which 
have a similar position in many European legal systems) or by establishing 
separate administrative organisations with legal personality. This feature 
of independence should be combined with other attributes including but 
not limiting to: 1. separate budget, 2. fixed term appointment of the indi-
vidual or collective body leading the organisation, 3. conflict of interest 
provisions preventing interference by the central government and other 
grantors of state aid, and 4. separate administrative service/secretariat.

34) See further: Milenkovic (2016, 2018).
35) Here we depart to some extent from the opinion in Milenkovic (2016) were we 

argued that powers should be transferred to the competition authority.
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The Serbian commission has already been defined as independent by 
the Law on State Aid Control and this status only needs to be strength-
ened through a few legislative changes. This could include granting legal 
personality, the establishment of a separate budget and own secretariat 
entrusted with all of the specialist, administrative and technical tasks 
necessary for the operation of the Commission, the election and release 
from the position of the CSAC members, who should be accountable to 
the Parliament. 

Although the competence of the state aid authority changes signifi-
cantly following the country’s accession to the EU (with the transfer of 
the powers to the European Commission), the administrative capacities 
of the SA authority may continue to perform an advisory role and in-
dependently oversee the preparation of notifications to the European 
Commission and the implementation of block exemptions by the (new) 
Member State authorities. 

There are also some disadvantages to this option within the given le-
gal and social context. The creation of new public agencies has ceased to 
be a preferred policy option for Serbian governments over the past few 
years, even though there are a large number of such regulatory and con-
trol institutions in the Serbian administrative system, which were estab-
lished between 2001 and 2012 (Milenkovic and Milenkovic 2013b).36 
If given full independence, this option would in practice require the 
establishment of a new institution, most probably the transfer of ad-
ministrative staff form the Ministry and the adoption of new internal 
rules of conduct. It would also raise other standard issues and potential 
challenges associated with the establishment and (re)commencement of 
the work of the institution. The appointment of members is an impor-
tant feature of the independence of the institution. As the current CSAC 
members are appointed by the government, their position may not be 
considered to be sufficiently independent. Therefore, the election of 
the Commission members by Parliament, preceded by a parliamentary 
hearing, would be a more suitable option.

The legal transformation of transitional societies is commonly 
achieved by transferring or introducing models and norms that have 
already been implemented within the same regulatory areas in different 
countries. However, in Serbian case, the existing domestic model of the 
Commission for the Protection of Competition (CPC) could be used to 
redefine the position of the CSAC, since it has already been positively 
evaluated by the European Union in the context of EU integration. As 
the CPC already displays some important features of independence, this 

36) See further Milenkovic and Milenkovic (2013b).
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paper outlines those that could be used to enhance it and fulfil the crite-
rion of operational independence. According to the Law, the CPC is an 
independent and autonomous organisation exercising public powers in 
accordance with this Law. The Commission has a status of a legal entity. 
The Commission is accountable for its work to the National Assembly, 
which elects president and members and to which it submits an Annual 
Report on its activities (Article 20). Therefore, this body represents a 
viable domestic model which can be used for reconfiguring the state aid 
authority. The transfer of powers to the CPC at this moment might com-
promise the exercise of core antitrust powers and therefore it is better to 
use its expertise and experience in order to establish a new independent 
state aid authority. Finally, similarly to Competition authority, it would 
be advisable to members of the state aid authority to commit themselves 
full time to this public post and not to engage in other work.37

Concluding remarks

Serbia has come a long way in transforming its legal system within 
the context of EU integration, and there is no doubt that the state aid 
regime in Serbia is a direct consequence of the EU’s influence, and  a 
prime example of conditionality put into practice. Even in the context of 
enlargement fatigue and given the distant membership prospects, there 
is value in introducing this control system into the economies of the 
Western Balkans, including that of Serbia. It comes as no surprise that 
(successive) governments have worked on harmonising national legis-
lation with the EU acquis, although have not made any extra efforts to 
introduce a new competitive dynamic into the transitional market. This 
would require both the Government to be restraint and the develop-
ment of a culture of integrity and impartiality by control institutions. 
Given the available EU assessments, and on the basis of the law as it 
currently stands, it may be concluded that the existing administrative 
arrangement as provided by the Law does not meet at least four out of 
six standards of “operational independence” outlined in part two.

As outlined in part four, no specific model for the administrative 
organisation of state aid control authorities is able to provide a guaran-
tee of the success of the independent authority in scrutinising grantors’ 
actions. Models need to be contextualised and adapted accordingly in 

37) Save for professors and researchers, which are traditionally exempted and whose 
core work in parallel is usually considered compatible with  positions in regulatory 
bodies.
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each country. The goal of the operational independence of the CSAC (or 
any other body entrusted with state aid control) can only be achieved 
if the conditions are created for the state aid control mechanism to act 
professionally, basing its decisions on expertise and by enhancing the 
role of the control body in this area. Although independent institution 
model has rarely been used, compared to the other policy options it 
appears to be more suitable within a given societal context. Considering 
that the CPC is already a functional model within the Serbian system, 
and that its track record is viewed positively, it could be used alongside 
comparative best practice examples in order to redefine the CSAC posi-
tion. Since the model of the CPC was recommended as a good example 
upon which the rearranged CSAC could be structured, it would also be 
beneficial to draw on the experience gained in the development of the 
CPC, including internal acts, administrative practices, etc. in expanding 
the capacities of the state aid control mechanism. Whatever institutional 
setting is chosen the state aid authority to demonstrate its independence 
from grantors, competence in the field and willingness to pursue con-
trol in line with the criteria set by the acquis and the relevant national 
legislation even when needed to confront with the Government actions.  

Finally, this analysis is concluded by pointing to the potentially in-
triguing concept of “operational independence” as developed through 
the work of the European Commission, which deserves greater atten-
tion in the EU and administrative law scholarship. The vagueness of the 
concept however allows for different constitutional and administrative 
traditions to adapt newly emerging regulatory functions within their 
respective legal and political contexts.
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Abstract

Arab Spring, Libyan crisis and subsequent explosion of migration created 
‘perfect storm’ for the European Union (EU), challenging the EU as security ac-
tor. This research apply Christopher Hill’s capability-expectations gap concept 
on the CSDP, more specifically to the EU’s response to the crisis in the Medi-
terranean, focusing on two aspects. One is the (in)capacity to reach a collective 
decision, as demonstrated in the EU’s response to Libyan crisis 2011. Second 
aspect is related to the ambitions of the EU’s crisis management, focusing on 
high expectations raised by the EU itself by defining overambitious and unre-
alistic mandates for three CSDP missions in the Mediterranean: EUFOR Lybia, 
EUBAM Lybia and EUNAVFOR MED. The main thesis of this article is that the 
EU’s actions as security actor in the Mediterranean represents a major setback 
for the CSDP, leading to the disillusion when it comes to the EU’s capabilities of 
providing security in its own neighborhood. 

Key words: European Union, CSDP, Capability-Expectations Gap, Libya, 
Mediterranean

Introduction

As HR/VP Catherine Ashton observed on more than one occasion: 
how the EU operates in its neighborhood and the effectiveness of what 
it does will define the EU and its role on the international stage in the 
future (Blockmans 2014: 5). When it comes to the southern neighbor-
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hood, over the recent years the Mediterranean became a testing point 
for the EU. After Libya has turned to failed state, up to 90 per cent of 
people crossing the Mediterranean Sea to Europe depart from that 
country. (UNHCR, 2017) Between 2011 and 2016, some 630,000 irreg-
ular migrants and refugees reached Italy via the Central Mediterranean 
Route (CMR). (European Political Strategy Centre 2017: 1) The CMR 
has accounted for almost 88% of all recorded deaths along the Medi-
terranean since 2014 while only accounting for 25% of arrivals. While 
comparisons between the first two months of 2017 and 2018 may show 
that arrivals to Italy and deaths dropped from 13,446 in 2017 to 5,247 
in 2018, and from 442 to 316, respectively, the rate of death along the 
CMR has actually increased. By February 2017, for every 30 people who 
arrived to Italy, 1 person had died; while at the same time 2018, for every 
16 people who arrived, 1 person had lost their lives. (Mixed Migration 
Hub 2018:1,2) Libyan crisis and subsequent explosion of migration cre-
ated ‘perfect storm’, which resulted in a major setback for the EU’s Com-
mon Security and Defence Policy (CSDP). EU’s CSDP operations (or 
lack of it) in the Mediterranean will be analyzed using Hill’s concept of 
Capability-Expectations Gap. 

In his famous 1993 article, Christopher Hill (1993: 315) saw the ca-
pability–expectations gap as having three primary components, name-
ly, the ability to agree, resource availability, and the instruments at the 
EU’s disposal. (Hill 1993: 315) He defined capabilities as conventional 
instruments of foreign policy – the use and threat of force, diplomacy, 
economic carrots and sticks, cultural influence – but also the under-
lying resources of population, wealth, technology, human capital and 
economic stability, together with cohesiveness, or the capacity to reach 
a collective decision and to stick to it. Expectations comprise ambitions 
or demands of the EU’s international behavior which derive from both 
inside and outside the Union. They can be many and various: political 
pressures to grant membership, or to provide ‘solutions’ to the prob-
lems of third countries; pressures for economic assistance in the form of 
aid, trade preferences, intellectual expectations that the EU can resolve 
the problem of the nation-state, provide a new framework for European 
order, etc. The gap was seen as potentially dangerous because it could 
lead to debates over false possibilities both within the EU and between 
the Union and external supplicants. It would also be likely to produce a 
disproportionate degree of disillusion and resentment when hopes were 
inevitably dashed. 

Since 1993, the capability–expectations gap has narrowed consider-
ably. The EU enlarged considerably, augmenting its territory, popula-
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tion, economic size, etc. During almost twenty years since Cologne and 
Helsinki 1999 European Councils, the CSDP has been a rapidly evolv-
ing policy: numerous steps have been taken towards endowing CSDP 
with the institutional structures and civil/military instruments. Under 
the framework of the CSDP, the EU has launched over 30 missions and 
operations. Today, the EU has access to the civilian and military capa-
bilities which are governed by a comprehensive institutional structure. 
(Toje 2008: 124) However, the capability-expectations gap is still perti-
nent. This research applied Hill’s concept (originally related to the EC’s 
foreign relations in general) on the CSDP, more specifically to the crisis 
in the Mediterranean since the Arab Spring, focusing on two aspects. 
One is the (in)capacity to reach a collective decision, or vertical incoher-
ence, which refers to the coherence between a policy at the EU level and 
the individual EU Member States policies in the same sphere, to ‘the ex-
tent to which the foreign policy activities of individual EU states actually 
mesh with those of the Union’ (Hertog, Stross, 2013: 377-378), which is 
analyzed by using the case of the EU’s response to the Libya crisis (part 
one). Why Libya crisis? Given the very nature of the Libya crisis (dem-
ocratic aspirations), its scale (a relatively small area affected) and its lo-
cation (being close to Europe), many saw this as a golden opportunity 
for the EU to take lead. (Lindström, Zetterlund 2012: 53) Second aspect 
is related to the ambitions of the EU’s crisis management, focusing on 
high expectations raised by the EU itself by defining overambitious and 
unrealistic mandates for three CSDP missions in the Mediterranean: 
EUFOR Lybia, EUBAM Lybia and EUNAVFOR MED (part two). The 
main thesis of this article is that the EU’s actions as security actor in the 
Mediterranean represents a major setback for the CSDP, leading to the 
disillusion when it comes to the EU’s capabilities of providing security 
in its own neighborhood. 

Opening the Vertical Incoherence Pandora’s Box: The EU’s Response 
to the Libyan Crisis

In words of former president of the European Commission, “Europe 
counts when we speak with a strong and united voice”. (Barosso 2010: 
3) Speaking with one voice has been the European Economic Commu-
nity/European Union’s ambition for decades (Davignon Report, 1970: 
2; London Report 1981:2; Copenhagen Report, 1973: 2; SEA, 1987: 13). 
According to Maastricht Treaty article J.5, Member States which are also 
members of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) will concert 
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and keep the other Member States fully informed. Member States which 
are permanent members of the Security Council will, in the execution of 
their functions, ensure the defense of the positions and the interests of 
the Union.2 Amsterdam Treaty, in article J.1 further promotes solidarity: 
the Member States shall refrain from any action which is contrary to 
the interests of the Union or likely to impair its effectiveness as a cohe-
sive force in international relations. According to Lisbon Treaty article 
16, before undertaking any action on the international scene or enter-
ing into any commitment which could affect the Union’s interests, each 
Member State shall consult the others within the European Council or 
the Council. Member States shall ensure, through the convergence of 
their actions, that the Union is able to assert its interests and values on 
the international scene. In Libyan 2011 crisis, however, the EU gave the 
rest of the world yet another opportunity to see its internal divisions. 

Riots in Benghazi started on 15 February 2011 and quickly resulted 
in an uncoordinated cacophony instead of a common EU position. On 5 
March, opposition forces established the Transitional National Council 
(TNC), presenting itself as the sole representative of all Libya. One day 
ahead of the extraordinary European Council on 11 March, which had 
been summoned after a request from France and the UK to reach agree-
ment on developments in Libya, in a unilateral move France recognized 
the TNC as the sole legitimate representative of the Libyan people and 
announced the exchange of ambassadors (“la diplomatie électrochoc” 
aimed at pushing the other member states to position themselves on the 
issue), leaving other EU member states displeased and preventing the 
evolution of a common EU strategy towards the TNC. (Koenig 2011: 
10) In spite of that move, the European Council considered the TNC it 
as “a political interlocutor”. (Koenig 2011: 10) Italy came second in Eu-
rope in recognizing the NTC in April, while the UK gave its formal rec-
ognition only on July. Amid a major military and humanitarian crisis, 
it took more than six months for EU member states to reach an overall 
consensus on the matter, until Sweden eventually recognized the NTC, 
in September 2011. (Ivashchenko-Stadnik et al. 2017: 12)

But perhaps the most blatant manifestation of vertical incoherence 
has regarded the military intervention in Libya itself. In a letter sent to 
the European Council, David Cameron and Nicolas Sarkozy both advo-
cated for the implementation of a no-fly-zone (NFZ) and asked to keep 
the door open for a military intervention to protect civilians, while oth-
er countries, and most famously Germany, showed reluctance, which 
led to the rejection of military intervention at the European Council 

2)  See also Amsterdam Treaty, article J.9, and Lisbon Treaty, article 19.



93

Maja Kovačević
European Union’s Common Security and Defence Policy ...

meeting on 11 March. (Louati 2011) Another early French proposal – 
that the EU should manage the maritime embargo given its experienc-
es from the Horn of Africa – also fell through due to lacking political 
will among member states. (Lindström, Zetterlund 2012: 52) Europe-
an Council concluded that, in order to protect the civilian population, 
Member States will examine all necessary options, provided that there 
is a demonstrable need, a clear legal basis and support from the region. 
(European Council 2011) 

Different reasons were given when member states tried to explain 
their reluctance to get involved in Libya: Romania argued it was not 
yet “the moment” for a military solution in Libya and that a NFZ was 
something only NATO could undertake, some thought the UK-French 
proposals were leaning towards “regime change” and did not want to 
take part for that reason, others interpreted the Libya intervention as 
being motivated by oil interests, while somewhat surprisingly, Poland 
– traditionally viewed as being Atlanticist – distanced itself from the 
intervention, having no direct interests in Libya and being already in-
volved in Afghanistan. (Lindström, Zetterlund 2012: 52, 53) The Es-
tonian President stated: “Poland and Estonia know well that bringing 
down a despotic regime is easy, but what’s much harder is to build up 
a new democratic society”. (Louati 2011) However, despite the fact that 
more than half of EU’s member states refused to get involved in Libya, 
it was the German opposition which surprised the most, although some 
EU member states who shared Berlin’s misgivings about the interven-
tion could hide behind the German position. (Lindström, Zetterlund 
2012: 53) 

The European Council was then followed by negotiations at the UN 
and the adoption of Resolution 1973 (with ten in favour and five ab-
stentions - Brazil, China, Germany, India and Russia) to implement a 
no-fly-zone and to take all necessary measures to protect civilians un-
der threat of attack in the country, while excluding a foreign occupa-
tion force of any form on any part of Libyan territory. (Louati 2011) 
On 18 March, Germany broke ranks with its EU and NATO partners 
and abstained in the vote on UNSC resolution 1973, catching most of 
its allies off guard and angering them - this was the first time Berlin 
did not vote along with at least one of its NATO allies, which German 
foreign minister Westerwelle officially justified by stating that the risks 
of a German participation in military engagement were considered to 
outweigh the benefits. (Koenig 2011: 11) This evoked painful memo-
ries of the Iraq debacle almost a decade ago. Why did Germany voted 
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in that manner? There are several reasons. Germany’s political system 
builds on a process of consultations, and tends to be slow. It seems that, 
in the case of Libya, events simply unfolded too quickly for Germany’s 
policy-making machine, chancellor Angela Merkel and her advisors at 
the time were preoccupied by other pressing issues, most notably the 
euro crisis, while the Defence Minister, Thomas de Maiziere, had only 
been on that post since 2 March 2011, Foreign Minister Westerwelle 
had little foreign policy experience and his focus and strengths were 
seen to rather be domestic politics - being relatively inexperienced in 
the foreign policy field, it is also possible that he did not fully com-
prehend the potential implications of voting against allies, but also one 
should not forget experiences from the protracted fighting in Afghan-
istan which fueled such fear of getting trapped in another drawn-out 
conflict. (Lindström, Zetterlund 2012: 27) Electoral considerations also 
probably played a role in the Chancellor’s decision, as well the fact that, 
because of German past and its subsequent reluctance towards military 
engagement, Germany is attached to the civilian identity of the EU and 
its desire to shape normative power Europe appears as fundamentally at 
odds with the vision defended by Britain and France. (Louati, 2011) It 
should be added that there was poor coordination between allies in the 
UN. Berlin did not think it was about to choose a separate path than its 
allies as it had received indications that the US would not support the 
resolution. When, on March 15, the US administration decided to vote 
yes, Berlin was caught off guard and there was little time for the politi-
cal and diplomatic machinery to change track. (Lindström, Zetterlund 
2012: 29)

There are a number of reasons for why France took lead in advocating 
prompt action in Libya: the operation became something of a test case 
of French full reintegration into NATO’s military command structure in 
2009, France didn’t want to be sidelined, it viewed it as an opportunity 
for Paris and London to join forces after the signing of the bilateral de-
fence treaty in November 2010, there was a strong desire to set things 
right after having acted slowly in the beginning of the Arab Spring, and 
President Nicolas Sarkozy likely viewed the crisis as an opportunity to 
gain voters ahead of the upcoming Presidential elections in April 2012, 
since the president suffered record low popularity at the time, with one 
poll on March 13 showing disapproval ratings at 71 per cent – making 
him the least popular right-wing president ever in France.  (Lindström, 
Zetterlund 2012: 19, 20)
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Lindstrom and Zetterlund account several reasons behind the UK 
involvement. The UK, together with France, assumed the lead in push-
ing for and carrying out the military intervention in Libya. British Prime 
Minister David Cameron was first in proposing the idea of a NFZ over 
Libya. The campaign also became a test case for the recently established 
National Security Council (NSC). Already on March 7, five days ahead 
of extraordinary European Council, media reported for the first time 
that the French and British missions to the UN were drafting a Security 
Council Resolution proposing a NFZ over Libya, with the UK in the 
lead. When it became clear that the US was only prepared to lead the 
military mission in its initial phase, Washington’s call for someone else 
to take lead in Libya likely played a role. It is possible that the UK was 
eager to step up to those demands in order to preserve its ‘Special Rela-
tionship’ with the US and its role as a major European power. Of great 
importance was also that the Libya intervention enjoyed large domestic 
support among the public as well as across political lines. (Lindström, 
Zetterlund 2012: 31-37)

When the international community eventually decided to respond 
to the Libya crisis, a coalition led by the US, France and the UK first 
undertook the responsibility of implementing the NFZ and launched 
air strikes. Only five EU’s member states participated in strike missions 
(France, UK, Denmark, Belgium and Italy), four member states par-
ticipated with air support (Sweden, Spain, Netherlands and Greece) 
and two participated in the naval operation to enforce the arms embar-
go (Bulgaria and Romania). Initially, under US coordination, French, 
British and US military operations were conducted under the different 
code names of Operation Harmattan (France), Operation Ellamy (UK), 
and Operation Odyssey Dawn (US). At the initial stage of the upris-
ings in Libya, it was unclear whether NATO would have a role at all, 
which highlighted the existence of a further cleavage among EU mem-
ber states: the UK saw NATO command and control structures as the 
sole option, France advocated for a bilateral solution with the UK in an 
EU mission, and Italy argued in favor of a “broader regional consensus” 
under a NATO flag to dilute Paris’s influence. (Ivashchenko-Stadnik et 
al. 2017:13) To prevent the Alliance from taking over full control of the 
operation, French diplomats  also pushed for a parallel diplomatic 
process in the EU with the goal to create a coalition of countries led by 
France and the UK with a strong EU involvement, but from the very 
beginning, this was seen as an “absurd idea” by other EU and NATO 
diplomats, because not only did EU member states not agree on Libya, 
but also, none of the other member states wanted a strong EU involve-
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ment because the EU clearly lacked  the command structure and 
capacities. (Adler-Nissen, Pouliot 2014: 16) On 24th March, an agree-
ment was reached at NATO and the operation was handed over to the 
Atlantic Alliance, with the launching of Operation Unified Protector. 

What is also important, no serious proposal about launching a mil-
itary CSDP mission to enforce the Libyan no-fly-zone was ever put on 
the table. (Brattberg, 2011: 1) Instead, national leaders, seemingly more 
preoccupied with playing domestic politics than addressing the situa-
tion, have openly quarreled over the right course of EU (in)action, and 
in certain respects, the divisiveness over Libya even surpasses that of 
Iraq, since expectations of a coherent EU line are much higher today 
than they were a decade ago. (Brattberg, 2011: 2) All in all, the perfor-
mance of the EU was met with sharp criticism: the EU’s reaction was 
criticized for being too slow, too weak, too divided, and essentially inco-
herent. (Koenig 2011: 3)

CSDP in the Mediterranean: Missions Impossible?

Since 2011, the EU has deployed three CSDP missions3 in the Med-
iterranean: EUFOR Libya, EUBAM Libya and EUNAVFOR MED, but 
all three turned out to be “missions impossibles”, albeit for different rea-
sons. 

EUFOR Libya
French diplomats pressured the EEAS to draft proposals for a hu-

manitarian EU mission in Libya to avoid NATO from t a k -
ing over the leadership, and just one day after the launching of opera-
tion Unified Protector, the EU launched a CSDP mission, EUFOR Lib-
ya, tasked with assisting the rescue operations. If requested by the UN 
Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), EUFOR 
would be deployed to Libya to secure the movement and evacuation of 
displaced persons and to support humanitarian agencies in their work. 
(Koenig 2011:5) However in the subsequent weeks humanitarian ac-
tors never requested the intervention of EUFOR, and the mission was 
discontinued a few months later. (Adler-Nissen, Pouliot 2014: 16) The 
short-lived and somewhat enigmatic parabola of EUFOR Libya further 
stresses the initial lack of coordination and preparation that charac-
terised the EU’s response to the quick unfolding of the crisis in Libya. 

3)  Other EU missions in the Mediterranean, such as Frontex Joint Operation 
Hermes or Triton, not being CSDP missions, are beyond the scope of this article.
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(Ivashchenko-Stadnik et al. 2017:13) It is striking that the CSDP instru-
ment was not even called upon when it came to evacuating EU citizens, 
which was instead carried out by Member States on their own, though 
coordinated by the Commission through DG ECHO. (Brattberg 2011: 
1,2)

EUBAM Libya
The migratory consequences of the Arab Spring soon became a bone 

of contention within the EU. The EUBAM (EU Border Assistance Mis-
sion) in Libya, launched in May 2013, had very ambitious mandate: to 
support the Libyan authorities to develop capacity for enhancing the 
security of Libya’s land, sea and air borders in the short term and to 
develop a broader Integrated Border Management (IBM) strategy in 
the longer term, especially through training, mentoring and advice 
(Council Decision 2013: art. 2, 3) It was quite an unrealistic task, one 
that would need years of stability and institution building in order to be 
realized. However, EU authorities adopted a predominantly technical, 
rather than political, approach to border management and security, and 
the assumptions upon which EUBAM was constructed failed to realise 
that border control in Libya had been long standing issue, fragmented 
by design, not by accident, since it was ensured through patronage net-
works - reforming such a deep-seated structure thus amounted to an 
eminently political challenge, not to a mere technical exercise.  (Ivash-
chenko-Stadnik et al. 2017: 19) 

Naivety soon became obvious. After the removal of Qadhafi regime, 
a power vacuum was created which led to a division of the country into 
two main opposing political blocks and an array of violent subgroups and 
conflicting interests. Libya has turned into a failing state and the country 
suffered from insecurity and instability, which prevented the establish-
ment of a systemic relationship between the mission and Libyan interloc-
utors. As the mission’s task was to build government capacity in terms of 
border control, it fell directly into a minefield of fractions of elites pulling 
in different directions, all interested in using the mission to their own 
advantage. (Højstrup Christensen et al. 2018: 6) The mission had to be 
withdrawn a year later due to a further deterioration of the security situ-
ation. The largest majority of international actors and stakeholders quit 
Libya during the summer of 2014, including EUBAM, and were tempo-
rarily relocated in Tunis. EUBAM was de facto put ‘on hold’ in February 
2015, and its personnel reduced to the very minimum required to keep 
the mission formally open. (Ivashchenko-Stadnik et al. 2017: 21, 26) 
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According to Højstrup Christensen et al. analysis, the EU seemed 
confident that it could handle the situation in Libya, which shows a mis-
match between political desire and the actual capability to deliver a solu-
tion that would have prevented the Libyan security sector and the whole 
country from collapsing. Furthermore, a lack of historical consideration 
arguably also played a significant role in the mission’s outcome, because 
the EU did not fully take into account during its planning the stateless 
nature of Libya, and according to mission planners, this is where the EU 
really ‘got lost’. The EU considered Libya like any other country, despite 
the fact that it had no central structure or administration, which would 
have been essential elements needed to secure both effectiveness and 
sustainability. (Højstrup Christensen et al. 2018: 7)

Why the the mission shortcomings were not foreseen? Reportedly, 
doubts were raised within the EEAS Department for Crisis Response 
and Operational Coordination, but Member States could not reach a 
consensus, and yet they wanted a mission to say that at least they were 
doing something, which resulted in a compromise on a relatively empty 
mandate, creating mission which will be a complete failure because its 
assumptions were based on naivety and wishful thinking. (Ivashchen-
ko-Stadnik et al. 2017: 19) The political ambitions of EU member states 
affected the decision-making process to the level that a mission, which 
was not up to the challenge, was launched. (Højstrup Christensen et al. 
2018: 9)

EUNAVFOR MED
The failure of EUBAM did not prevent the launching of yet another 

mission impossible. On 22 June 2015 - two months after 900 migrants 
lost their lives in a single shipwreck - the EU launched a EU military op-
eration in the Southern Central Mediterranean (EUNAVFOR MED4). 
The aim of this operation is to undertake systematic efforts to identify, 
capture and dispose of vessels as well as enabling assets used or suspect-
ed of being used by migrant smugglers or traffickers, which only con-
firmed long standing securitization of migration phenomenon (Glušac 
2014: 160). EUNAVFOR MED was to be conducted in sequential phases: 
the first consists of the deployment of forces to build a comprehensive 
understanding of smuggling activity and methods (completed); phase 
two foresees the boarding, search, seizure and diversion of smugglers’ 
vessels on the high seas under the conditions provided for by applicable 

4)  Also called Operation Sophia, after a name of the baby who was born on 24 
August 2015 on board the German frigate Schleswig-Holstein, operating in the 
Central Mediterranean Sea as part of EUNAVFOR MED Task Force.
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international law (since October 2015, the operation moved to phase 2 
International Waters), and this activity will be extended into Territorial 
Waters upon the release of any applicable United Nation Security Coun-
cil Resolution (UNSCR) and the concerned coastal State consent; the 
third phase would include the taking of operational measures against 
vessels and related assets suspected of being used for human smuggling 
or trafficking inside the coastal states territory, which is again subject 
to the necessary legal framework established by UNSCR and following 
coastal state consent. (EEAS 2018)

EUNAVFOR MED drew criticism from international partners and 
the general public alike, raising fears about unacceptable levels of vio-
lence and collateral damage. As Giovanni Faleg and Steven Blockmans 
point out the problems of EUNAVFOR MED lie less in clumsy public 
diplomacy than in the perilous mismatch between its stated objectives 
and the absence of a clear strategy and mandate, and this creates both 
operational and political risks for member states. Phase one of the op-
eration (which did not need a UNSCR because surveillance is executed 
in international waters and airspace) has begun with no legal mandate 
to carry out the crucial phases two and three for which (except for the 
action in international waters) UNSCR and Libyan consent are needed 
(Faleg, Blockmans 2015: 3), which severely undermines the capacity of 
the mission to carry out the mandate for which it was initially designed.

In spite of these uncertainties, the mission EUNAVFOR MED was 
approved in the record time of a couple of months, reportedly under 
great pressure since EU leaders wanted to show something to their 
constituencies. (Ivashchenko-Stadnik et al. 2017: 31) In the meantime, 
neither the expected UNSC mandate nor an invitation by the Libyan 
authorities to conduct operations on the Libyan shores materialised. 
(Ivashchenko-Stadnik et al. 2017: 31) The situation partially changed 
on 14 June 2016, when the UNSC adopted Resolution 2292 authorizing 
UN Member States, acting nationally or through regional organizations, 
to inspect vessels on the high seas off the coast of Libya believed to be in 
violation of the embargo of arms and related materiel into Libya. (UNSC 
2016). Drawing on this legal ground, on 20 June 2016 the Council of 
the EU added two supporting tasks in the EUNAVFOR MED mandate: 
training of the Libyan coastguards and navy, and contributing to the 
implementation of the UN arms embargo on the high seas off the coast 
of Libya. (EEAS, 2018) According to Amnesty International, the center-
piece of EU strategy has been cooperation with the Libyan coastguard. 
European governments have provided the Libyan coastguard with 
training and assets and have encouraged it to intercept refugees and 
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migrant boats trying to reach international waters. This strategy is aim-
ing to stop departures, but is in fact exposing refugees and migrants to 
even greater risks at sea and, when intercepted, to disembarkation back 
in Libya, where they face horrific conditions in detention and torture. 
(Amnesty International 2017: 5) As far as the second task is concerned, 
there is only limited and sporadic evidence of arms smuggling across 
the Channel of Sicily, where EUNAVFOR MED is deployed, while ma-
jor flows of arms trafficking are connecting Libya to the broader Middle 
East, North African and the Sahelian regions (Ivashchenko-Stadnik et 
al. 2017: 32). 

Conclusion

A prerequisite for an effective EU foreign policy is the ability to 
speak with one credible voice. In matters concerning a Western military 
intervention, extending recognition to the Libyan opposition, and deal-
ing with the increase of migrants, there was disagreement among the 
EU member states, and once again, it became clear that during times of 
crisis, in particular, foreign policy remains the domain of the individual 
member states (Nunlist 2015: 2). The EU has received extensive criti-
cism for its inaction and indecision over Libya. The EU’s failure to act in 
Libya severely damaged the CSDP and questioned not only the EU’s ca-
pability as a crisis manager but also the EU’s strategic objectives and pri-
orities (Lindström, Zetterlund 2012: 51). The EU’s mixed track record 
in Mediterranean raises some questions about the EU’s efforts to forge 
a common foreign policy and what are the implications for the kind of 
actor the EU should strive to be on the international stage? (Brattberg 
2011: 2) The EU has continued to lose credibility by launching three 
CSDP “missions impossible”: one that never intervened, the other based 
on naivety and wishful thinking, and third that has begun with no legal 
mandate to carry out its crucial phases. 
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The battle of ideas has raged in Russia since the times of Peter the Great and 
Catharine the Great and continues even today. The front line is between the lib-
erals (Westernisers, Europhiles) and a camp that could broadly be called con-
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It is hardly possible to speak about contemporary Russian political 
thought meaningfully, nor understand it fully, without first shedding 
some light on its origins. If there is one characteristic of Russian polit-
ical thought that has remained constant over the last three centuries, it 
is a lack of consensus on which civilisation Russia belongs to. Divisions 
apparent in other, Western political communities, have always been ide-
ological but the one thing they had in common has been a consensus 
on civilisation. In Russia, on the contrary, there has been little unity 
even about some of the most basic questions, such as which civilisation 
Russia and its people belong to – Western, Romeic (Byzantine), Turkic 
or some other – nor even to which continent: Europe or Asia or both.

Since the time marked by two rulers titled “the Great”, Peter I2 and 
Catherine II, Russia’s elite has been divided into two broad camps, each 
with its many differences and nuances. One is broadly known as the 
liberals and the other the conservatives. It should be borne in mind that 
both terms are subject to distinctly Russian understandings, which will 
be explored in more depth later in this article. The root of this division 
was the rapid Westernisation experienced by Russia’s elite during the 
reign of Peter the Great, which socially – and, in a manner of speaking, 
nationally – divided the Russian people.

It was difficult to speak of a nation when aristocrats usually spoke the 
Russian language only with servants in the city and with peasants in the 
countryside. Noblemen spoke French to one another, cultivated Italian 
music and architecture, and–most fatefully of all–thought in German. 
(Billington 2004: 10)

Conservatives too came from the nobility but believed that this kind 
of division can be fatal for national unity. Russian history proved them 
right as a significant motivation for the revolutionaries of 1917 was how 
alienated the elite were from the people.

In the Russian context, the label liberal is essentially attached to a 
Westerner, hence liberalism means Westernism with all the general-

2) Peter’s westernisation of Russia was dense with symbolism. In 1721 he subordinated 
the Russian Orthodox Church by abolishing the institution of Patriarch, replacing it 
by the Holy Synod. This would exclusively be led by laymen and often some of its 10 
members were not even Orthodox. Peter also degraded the long monastic tradition of 
Russia, making entry into monkhood difficult by placing the lower age limit at 50. He 
moved the capital from Moscow to Saint Petersburg, erecting the city from scratch in 
a completely Western manner. Its very construction in marshland cost thousands of 
lives. Peter even introduced a high tax on beard wearing, a fashion among Russian 
men at the time. Russian conservatives would argue that all these reforms – and the 
many others he introduced – left a permanent stain on Russia’s character.
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isations that this term carries in non-Western societies. That is why 
Russian conservatives (populists)3 (Бердяев 2013:26) see their “liberal” 
compatriots as self-hating despisers of the people.4 These charges stem 
from the works of certain Russian liberal thinkers, such as Vasily Tat-
ishchev (Василий Никитич Татищев) of the 18th century or Alexander 
Herzen (Александр Иванович Герцен) and Pyotr Chaadayev (Пётр 
Яковлевич Чаадаев) of the 19th. The latter – one of the most prominent 
liberal thinkers – claimed that all of Russian history

represents a chain of barbarities, crude superstitions and ignorance, and 
humiliating rule by conquerors, whose legacy is irreversible to this day. 
United in our seclusion [i.e. monasteries] we have not moved from our 
spot, while western Christianity was on a glorious path defined by its 
divine founder. (Решетников 2013: 29)

While undermining Russian history and culture, Chaadayev ideal-
ised the West, particularly the Roman Catholic Church, and proposed 
conversion to Catholicism and western Christianity in general as the 
best solution for the people of Russia. This meant that, in terms of iden-
tity, modernisation would simultaneously represent Westernisation, 
which he saw as a positive outcome. The circle of Russian liberals also 
included such resounding names as Vissarion Belinsky (Виссарион 
Григорьевич Белинский), Ivan Turgenev (Иван Сергеевич Тургенев) 
and Sergey Nechaev (Сергей Генадьевич Нечаев).

Nechaev went so far as to write that the best route to salvation for 
Russia would involve the murder of all those mentioned in the Great Ek-
tenia (Великая Ектения).5 Needless to say, Vladimir Lenin (Владимир 
Ильич Ульянов Ленин) was delighted by this aspect of Nechaev’s work. 
According to the testimony of Lenin’s close friends and prominent Bol-
shevik, Margarita Fofanova (Маргарита Васильевна Фофанова):

Vladimir Ilyich […] excitedly said, “[…] just listen to what Nechaev writes! 
He says that all of the Imperial family should be killed. Bravo Nechaev!” 
After making a short pause Vladimir Ilyich continued: “We shall do what 
this great revolutionary could not achieve.” (Димитријевић 2006: 721)

3) The English term populist is not a direct translation of the Russian word 
народолюбитель (lit. one who loves the people), however I have chosen to use 
it in order to describe this ideological standpoint. This term is mentioned in the 
preface of Nikoly Berdyaev’s (Николай Александрович Бердяев) book Руская 
идея (Russian Idea).

4) All translations of Russian and Serbian language sources are by the author.
5) The Great Ektenia is a litany within Orthodox Christian liturgy which lists all of 

the highest Church dignitaries, as well as the Russian state leadership, including the 
Emperor and his family.
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Lenin’s secretary, Vladimir Bonch-Bruyevich (Владимир 
Дмитриевич Бонч-Бруевич), testified of his even clearer expression of 
excitement for Nechaev’s idea.

“It is completely neglected,” said Vladimir Ilyich, “that Nechaev pos-
sessed extraordinary talent […] It is enough to recall his reply, in one 
flyer, when asked who should be murdered from the imperial house. 
Nechaev gave the correct answer: ‘The whole of the Great Ektenia.’ Well, 
this is pronounced so simply and clearly […] Everybody knew that in 
the Great Ektenia the entire imperial house is mentioned, all of the 
members of the House of Romanov. ‘Who among them should be killed 
then, an ordinary reader would ask.’ ‘The whole House of Romanov’ 
should be one’s answer. Hence, this is simple to the level of geniality!” 
(Димитријевић 2006: 721).

On the other side of this historical division are the members of 
the Society of the Russian Word (Беседа любителей русского слова): 
Gavriil Derzhavin (Гаврил Романович Державин), Alexander Shish-
kov (Александр Семёнович Шишков), Dukes Sergey Shahovskoy 
(Сергей Владимирович Шаховской) and Platon Shirinsky-Shikhma-
tov (Платон Александрович Ширинский-Шихматов). The most 
prominent thinkers of the 19th and 20th centuries were Konstantin Leon-
tiev (a neo-Byzantine, author of Byzantinism and Slavdom and The Aver-
age European as the Ideal and Instrument of Universal Destruction), Lav 
Tikhomirov (Лев Александрович Тихомиров), Konstantin Pobedon-
ostsev (Константин Петрович Победоносцев), Sergei Nilus (Сергей 
Александрович Нилус), a famous thinker sadly rather neglected by 
scholars, Alexander Pushkin (Александр Сергеевич Пушкин), who 
started out as a liberal but later in life became a monarchist, a path also 
taken by Fyodor Dostoyevsky (Фёдор Михайлович Достоевский) 
and Durnovo (Н. А. Дурновo). Durnovo’s idea was perhaps analogous 
to British theorist, Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha, as, according to Leonid 
Reshetnikov (Леонид Петрович Решетников), Durnovo proclaimed: 
“The only holistic approach to the salvation of the person as well as 
of the state is the patriarchal arrangement according to Christ and His 
eternal truths.” (Решетников 2013: 33)

Among the conservatives one of the most important was Nikolay 
Danilevsky (Николай Яковлевич Данилевски),6 a famous Slavophile 

6) Danilevsky insisted on Russian distinctiveness from Europe: “So, does Russia 
belong to Europe? I have already answered that question. As you wish; for he 
who wishes it, it belongs if you wish it to – it partially belongs to it, if you so 
wish. In essence, in the discussed manner, there is no Europe at all, but only a 
western peninsula of Asia, which in the beginning differed little from other Asian 
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and author of Russia and Europe. Regardless of being a Slavophile him-
self, Danilevsky warned Russians not to fall into the trap of Slavophilia, 
which would lead to them losing their identity. The main concern and 
constant fear of the Russian conservatives was the imminent danger of 
a loss of Russian identity, which was distinct from what they considered 
to be European identity. They saw European identity, and Russia as its 
part, only as the Asian periphery, while their leading thought was that 
Russia was a unique civilisation. Danilevsky thought that the trap of 
Pan-Slavism could be that Russians, as the true Panslavists, could come 
to adopt Western culture through Catholicism and Protestantism as 
practiced by the western Slavs.

The representatives of this branch of Russian political thought in the 
20th century were Ivan Ilin (Иван Александрович Ильин),7 Ivan Solo-
nevich (Иван Лукьянович Солоневич), with his masterpiece Peoples 
Monarchy,8 Eurasian émigrés,9 Nikolai Trubetzkoy (Николай Сергеевич 
Трубецкой),10 Peter Savitsky (Пётр Николаевич Савицкий)11 and 

peninsulas, which were on the periphery, becoming ever shredded and ever 
parsing.” (Данилевский 2008: 74) 

7) Often quoted by Vladimir Putin (Владимир Владимирович Путин).
8) Solonevich emphasised the indigenous and distinct Russian political culture: 

“Russian statehood, Russian nationality and Russian culture go along their own 
path, absorbing many foreign influences, yet not repeating paths of any other 
statehood, nation and culture in the history of modernity. The Empire of the 
Rurikids is at the beginning of our history as peculiar and as unrepeatable as the 
autocracy of the Moscow tsars, as is the empire of the Petersburg period, or even as 
today’s Soviet authorities. Therefore, no foreign measurements, recipes, programs 
and ideologies borrowed from wherever are, in any sense, applicable to Russian 
statehood, Russian nationality and Russian culture.” (Солоневич 2014: 26–27) 

9) “The publicity that the first Eurasianist publications received in emigrant circles 
(above all, as a new idea and theoretical stance which is irreducible to pre-
revolutionary streams of thought), contributed to their popularity, especially among 
the emigrant youth, which was dissatisfied by the world of ideas of their fathers.” 
(Суботић 2004: 32) 

10) Trubetzkoy saw western cultural domination in Russia, as well as in the rest of 
the world, as a form of chauvinism: “Let’s see what content do the European 
cosmopolitans attach to the term ‘civilisation’ and ‘civilised humanity’? Under 
‘civilisation’ they understand the culture that was jointly build by the Romanic and 
Germanic peoples of Europe. As civilised peoples – foremost again, they consider 
Romanic and Germanic peoples, and only after them others who appropriated 
European culture. In this way that other culture, which should, according to the 
opinion of cosmopolitans, rule the world, abolishing all other cultures, is also a 
culture defined by a specific ethnographic-anthropological unit, as well as that unit 
of which a chauvinist dreams. There is no principle difference here.” (Трубецкој 
2004: 10) 

11) In his opening article “Turn to the East” (rus. Поворот к Востоку) of the most 
famous publication of the first Eurasianists “Exodus to the East” (rus. Исход к 
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Georges Florovsky (Георгий Васильевич Флоровский), and their suc-
cessor Lev Gumilyov (Лев Николаевич Гумилёв).12 This war of ideas 
never ceased, and I would argue that it is as present now as it has been 
over the last three centuries.

From Chaos to Order

After the Cold War, Russia emerged from the ideological collapse of 
communism, which also meant the breakdown of existing ethical, eco-
nomic, educational and value systems. The Russian Federation emerged 
from the ruins of a very rigid, inflexible ideology, hence in 1991 Russia 
had an urgent need to redefine itself. One of the main legacies of Pres-
ident Boris Yeltsin’s (Борис Николавич Ельцин) era of decay was the 
hastily adopted 1993 Constitution. One of its basic tenets, still in force 
today, is the explicit prohibition of a state ideology (a statement that 
could itself be seen as ideological).

Russia did however embrace a new ideology, but one that resisted 
being presented as an ideology at all. This new invisible ideology was 
‘free market liberalism’, imported from the winners of the Cold War. 
The United States with its ‘perfect’ system and the consumerist West 
in general were viewed as the ‘golden calf ’ by the citizens of the col-
lapsed Soviet Union, in particular the people of Russia. The buzzwords 
of the day were ‘democracy’, ‘free market’, ‘business’, ‘stock exchange’ 
and suchlike.13 The populace were fascinated by newly available con-

востоку) Savitsky exclaims: “Precisely because Russia is not only ‘West’, but 
‘East’ as well as, ‘Europe’, as it is ‘Asia’, and not even Europe at all but ‘Eurasia’, 
– exactly because of that, to that historical essence, which is the great French 
revolution, the Russian revolution is amalgamated, by another yet undisclosed 
essence.” (Савицкий, Сувчинский, Флоровский, Трубецкой 1921: 9) 

12) Like his predecessors, Gumilev insisted on opposition to the exclusivity of Euro-
centrism: “Eurasian polycentrism presumes that there are many centres. Europe is 
the centre of the world but Palestine too is the centre of the world. Iberia and China, 
likewise, and so on. There are many centres, and their number could be calculated 
by similarity of the landschafts.” (Гумилёв 2007: 25) 

13) “Yeltsin then named himself acting prime minister and proceeded to form a 
government led by a group of young, Western-oriented leaders determined to carry 
out a decisive economic transformation. Charged with planning and carrying out 
the program was his deputy prime minister Egor Gaidar. Under the program – 
widely called ‘shock therapy’ – the government undertook several radical measures 
simultaneously that were intended to stabilize the economy by bringing government 
spending and revenues into balance and by letting market demand determinate the 
process and supply of goods. Under the reforms, the government let most prices 
float, raised taxes, and cut back sharply hardship as many state enterprises found 
themselves without orders to financing… In every country where it is applied, 
radical economic stabilisation affects many interests and causes acute hardship for 
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sumer goods such as Nike sneakers or McDonalds burgers, in the same 
way indigenous nations were fascinated by the simple trinkets western 
sailors brought to trade prior to enslaving them and plundering their 
gold and diamonds. At first, Russian citizens were intoxicated by the 
newly-discovered freedoms available to them, only to realise that, like 
Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio, they had been duped and made jackasses of 
by their western ‘friends’ and local Russian crooks. What emerged from 
this application of Adam Smith’s invisible hand of the market was chaos, 
mafia rule, pyramid schemes, all kinds of swindles and, consequently, 
extremely high crime rates, especially violent crime and murder.

Moscow for example with about 1,700 murders in 2001, had about 1,000 
more murders then New York City […] Russia was second only to South 
Africa in terms of murders per 100,000 people and crimes connected 
to organised crime were up 36 per cent in 2001. Most important, the 
Russian Mafia and crime in general have been a major impediment to 
Russia’s economic recovery. (Goldman 2003: 177–178)

Eventually this chaos gave rise to a new class. The barons of the new 
elite came to be known as oligarchs and the Russian people came to see 
them as a modern incarnation of the boyars. At the end of the Cold War 
most oligarchs were young professionals within the state apparatus who 
understood that the system was collapsing and had the combination of 
boldness, opportunity and skills to loot state-owned corporations and 
resources14 by privatising them for pennies, thus generating enormous 
wealth for themselves at the expense of the crumbling state and its un-
fortunate citizens. This time was also marked by the catastrophic First 
Chechen War (1994–1996) and Wahhabist terrorist attacks in Moscow 
and elsewhere in Russia. The deadliest of these was the attack on Mos-
cow’s Dubrovka theatre in October 2002, when the mostly female ter-
rorist group (the so-called black widows of martyred terrorists) held 
hostages for several days before anti-terrorist troops stormed the build-
ing and killed all of the attackers. The tragedy continued as many hos-
tages subsequently died having inhaled a gas that used to incapacitate 
the terrorists. A medical logistics failure meant that doctors were not 
aware of the plan to pump gas into the theatre and so could not admin-
ister an antidote to all of the freed hostages. Another massive terrorist 
attack was carried out on a school in North Ossetian town of Beslan on 

society, at least in the short run.” (Remington: 2004: 53–54) 
14) Alena Ledeneva (Алёна Валерьевна Леденёва) wrote two excellent books on 

these corruption mechanisms and how a culture of corruption emerged in Russia. 
(Ledeneva 2006; Ledeneva 1998)



110

1 September 2004, the first day of the school year. Aslan Mashadov’s 
group held more than 1,100 hostages, including 777 children, for three 
days. After special forces stormed the building, 334 hostages were found 
murdered, among them 186 children. All of the attackers were eliminat-
ed but the cost in innocent lives was unbearable. This terror spree had 
to end. The citizens of Russia demanded order.

Fear of ideology or fear of a classical ideological system as we know 
it remains to this day a defining feature of modern Russia. The years of 
free fall into wild capitalism, which brought wealth to few and misery to 
many, resulted in growing unrest among the population who demanded 
security above all else.

Vladimir Putin, with early successes such as the Second Chechen War, 
his ability to bring the oligarchs to heel and swift economic growth (driv-
en by the high price of oil during America’s foreign adventure in Iraq), 
gave the population the sense of security they so badly needed. Regard-
less, there remained void to be filled, a need for a higher purpose. The 
emerging political system was based on security and stability and a swift 
move in a new ideological direction was considered to be very dangerous 
and sensitive. In a sense, it was arguably impossible after the catastrophic 
collapse of the Soviet Union. Russia was no exception here because, since 
the end of the cold war, great ideals and ideas were in retreat around the 
world. Russia’s comparable misfortune relative to other countries was that 
it was at the epicentre of an ideology that had just lost that war.

A new era had arrived but no one knew what was it supposed to mean 
and it seemed these new times were not founded on coherent ideological 
grounds. This new system emerging in Putin’s Russia needed a name. 
The content of the system was essentially branded – Putin’s personality 
was in the centre, saving the country from absolute collapse and disso-
lution. Nevertheless, this process was also very chaotic and it was not 
grounded on any ideology whatsoever. An attempt by the state to define 
the new ideology was made, resulting in sovereign democracy, a term 
coined in 2006. The term is not new (Jean-Jacques Rousseau used it to 
describe the Swiss system) but in the present-day sovereign democracy 
was introduced to contemporary political jargon by Putin’s top spin-doc-
tor Vladislav Surkov (Владислав Юрьевич Сурков). His job is known 
in today’s Russia as ‘political technologist’ or creator of politics and polit-
ical content, which some might call manipulation and others deception. 
Before his time at the Kremlin, Surkov worked for two oligarchs, Boris 
Berezovsky (Борис Абрамович Березовский, who fled to London in 
2000 and was found dead under suspicious circumstances in 2013), and 
Mikhail Khodorkovsky (Михаил Борисович Ходорковский).
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Sovereign democracy is an attempt to reach compromise between 
Russia’s ever antagonistic ideological camps. The word democracy here 
should stand for freedom and liberty, something opposed to the previ-
ously rigged ideological society. A Hegelian antithesis to communism, 
a system still vivid in minds of many, which sought to control its citi-
zens. Yet, at the same time, due to their experience of ‘democratic and 
capitalist transition’ (which in reality meant criminal privatisation, loot-
ing of public property and pauperisation), in the minds of many Rus-
sians the word democracy had become corrupted and associated with 
general feelings of uncertainty, insecurity and loss of sovereignty. That 
is why the word sovereign was placed in front of democracy to check 
and balance it and, essentially, to provide much needed psychological 
insurance. With this context in mind and in an attempt to appease all 
ideological camps, Putin’s Russia reinvented sovereign democracy as a 
very important political formula. Its main quality was that it represented 
syncretism. The idea was that it should be broad enough for everyone to 
read into it whatever they pleased. Another important feature that sov-
ereign democracy should have is that it be exceedingly Russian, coming 
from and imbedded in Russia’s unique political culture. As Putin’s fa-
vourite thinker, Ilin, put it: “Every people and every country represents 
living individuality with its unique characteristics, its unrepeatable his-
tory, soul and nature.” (Иыин 1993: 28)

Syncretism did not end with sovereign democracy but became an 
inseparable part of Russia’s new political culture. There are many exam-
ples: The new Russian national anthem with its familiar Soviet melody 
but revamped lyrics, cleansed of their former ideological baggage; mili-
tary insignia combining imperial eagles and communist stars; Kremlin 
towers topped both by red stars and two-headed eagles; and so forth. 
The glorification of the Red Army’s victory over the Nazis in World War 
II – but, crucially, not the Bolsheviks who destroyed the Empire – is 
symbolically represented every 9 May by a victory parade on the Red 
Square where the red flag of victory (a copy of the one flown over Reich-
stag) marches side by side with the tricolour of the Russian Empire. Ex-
amples of these trends are abundant: “With this combination of symbols 
representing all the stages of Russian history, Putin proposed to show 
the ties of time and to give tangible form to Russia’s glorious heritage.” 
(Shevtsova 2003: 144)

Syncretism in fact is the main characteristic of this non-ideological, 
fluid and flexible formula. This flexibility sits in stark contrast from the 
rigid system of ideological dogmas. Thus far it has worked well and has 
proved to be the main strength of this new system.
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In the BBC documentary, HyperNormalisation, (Curtis 2016), Adam 
Curtis described this way of ruling:

In Russia there is a group of men who have seen that this very lack of be-
lief in politics and dark uncertainty about the future could work to their 
advantage. What they have done is turn politics into a strange theatre 
where nobody knows what is true or what is fake any longer, they were 
called political technologists […] they rose up and they took control 
over the media […] for them reality was just something that could be 
manipulated and shaped into anything you wanted it to be […] Surk-
ov used Kremlin money to finance all kinds of groups […] even whole 
political parties that were opposed to president Putin […] both Donald 
Trump in America and Vladislav Surkov in Russia had realised the same 
thing that the version of reality that the politics presented, was no longer 
believable. (Curtis 2016)

Or as suggested by the title of a book by Peter Pomerantsev, anoth-
er BBC employee and Briton of Russian origin: Nothing is True and 
Everything is Possible: The Surreal Heart of the New Russia. Pomerantsev 
dedicated a whole chapter to Surkov and his description is even more 
direct then Curtis’.

As former deputy head of the presidential administration, later depu-
ty prime minister and then assistant to the President on foreign affairs, 
Surkov has directed Russian society like one great reality show. He claps 
once and a new political party appears. He claps again and creates Nashi, 
the Russian equivalent of the Hitler Youth, who are trained for street bat-
tles with potential prodemocracy supporters and burn books by unpat-
riotic writers on Red Square. As deputy head of the administration he 
would meet once a week with the heads of the television channels in his 
Kremlin office, instructing them on whom to attack and whom to defend, 
who is allowed on TV and who is banned, how the President is to be 
presented, and the very language and categories the country thinks and 
feels in… ‘Stability’ – the word is repeated again and again in a myriad 
seemingly irrelevant contexts until it echoes and tolls like a great bell and 
seems to mean everything good; anyone who opposes the President is an 
enemy of the great God of ‘stability.’ ‘Effective manager,’ a term quarried 
from Western corporate speak, is transmuted into a term to venerate the 
President as the most ‘effective manager’ of all. ‘Effective’ becomes raison 
d’être for everything: Stalin was an ‘effective manager’ who had to make 
sacrifices for the sake of being ‘effective.’ (Pomerantsev 2014: 208–210)

Pomerantsev’s account holds a strong bias, yet his description of the 
government’s techniques for media management is extraordinarily de-
tailed and gives an sense of the atmosphere surrounding the centre of 
power in modern Russia.
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While this ‘magic’ might be true for internal politics and to some 
extent in the international arena, Russia behaves according to the ra-
tional rules underpinning realpolitik – although Western partners seem 
to no longer speak the same language. The problem in the West is that 
the brief moment of victory that brought on Fukuyama’s end of histo-
ry, characterised by liberal interventionism driven by a peculiar type of 
idealism, made them forget that other countries can adhere to rules of 
engagement dictated by realpolitik. At one point, it seemed that West-
ern politicians and public opinion started to believe that, after the fall of 
the iron curtain, the whole world became liberal. This belief became a 
rigid dogma that blinded the Western political class to a new emerging 
reality in which a country like Russia can, in post-ideological times, in-
vent an incomplete post-modern anti-ideology based on the syncretism 
of everything it wishes to integrate, regardless of any or all dogmatic 
scruples. Western dogma based on the ‘responsibility to protect’ was 
incompatible both with Russian realism and with post-WWII interna-
tional law and endangered, therefore, the whole international order. In 
political terms, Robert Cooper’s “breaking of nations” rules,15 enforced 
by the (Clintonian and Blairite) idealists in the aftermath of Cold War 
victory, was something to which the whole world was expected to ad-
just. This naturally included the idea that, in spite of the double stand-
ards it applied, the West always held the moral high ground. This was 
in Cooper’s mind and the minds of likeminded thinkers, a burden that 
the victors of the Cold War were forced to bear. Soon enough (it is hard 
to say when exactly – probably at the time of the 2008 Georgian war), 
Cooper and those who shared this worldview were proven wrong.

Henry Kissinger was probably the only Western statesman who actu-
ally understood what was going on in Russian behaviour in the interna-
tional arena. He travelled to Russia often, spoke with Putin and his own 
counterpart, Yevgeny Primakov (Евгений Максимович Примаков), 
on many occasions, but it seems there was nobody willing to listen to 
Kissinger back home.

Despite sovereign democracy and syncretism as the main features of 
internal politics and, on the other hand, a realpolitik approach to inter-
national affairs, there remained an ideological battle within Russia. This 

15) “For the postmodern state there is, therefore, a difficulty. It needs to get used to 
the idea of double standards. Among themselves, the postmodern states operate on 
the basis of laws and open co-operative security. But when dealing with more old-
fashioned kinds of state outside the postmodern limits, Europeans need to revert to 
a rougher methods of an earlier era – force, pre-emptive attack, deception, whatever 
is necessary for those who still live in the nineteenth-century world of every state 
for itself.” (Cooper: 2004 61–62)



114

battle, as in the 19th century, concerns Russia itself but the clash of ideas 
is also about what Russia’s role should be in the world. In the next chap-
ter I will try to identify the ideological camps of contemporary Russia.

Tree Broader Ideological Camps in Russia Today

Today there are three broader ideological camps or three ideological 
coalitions: liberals, realists16 and conservatives.

Besides this there is another division or another level of Russian po-
litical life. Here the criteria are based on relationships with the state. 
In other words, whether people, parties, movements, NGOs or media 
belonging to any of these three broad camps “respect” or are in some 
way affiliated to the state (and government) or not. Or in Russian po-
litical jargon, whether they are part of the system or not (системные, 
несистемные). We can, therefore, distinguish systemic or non-systemic 
liberals and conservatives. There are, however, no realists who do not 
belong to the state system because this is the mainstream or centrist 
position both within governmental structures and the public arena.

What does this mean in reality? A good example can be found in the 
2011 protests. These protests were supported by anti-system (non-sys-
tem) people from across almost the whole political spectrum: commu-
nists, national-Bolsheviks, neo-Nazis, monarchists, ultra-liberals and 
others – all of them protesting against the establishment representing 
the system and all protesting for their own reasons.

It is possible for the liberals and the conservatives to be inside system 
or outside of it and even to enter and exit the system multiple times. 
For instance, former Minister of Finance (2000–2011), Alexei Kudrin 
(Алексей Леонидович Кудрин), became an anti-systemic opposition-
ist, yet he found his peace with Kremlin and became a part of the system 
again, this time as the Dean of the Faculty of Liberal Arts and Sciences 
at Saint Petersburg State University and, more importantly, in 2016 he 
became Deputy President of the Economic Council of the Presidential 
Administration of Russia. On the other hand, there are similar exam-
ples among the conservatives too, such as well-known writer, Zakhar 
Prilepin (Захар Прилепин).17 Once an opponent of Putin during the 
protests, but after the reunification of Crimea in 2014, Prilepin came to 

16) The deological standpoint of Russian realists was shaped by former Russian 
minister of foreign affairs, Yevgeny Primakov. Arguably, today this ideological 
position is represented by Fyodor Lukyanov (Фëдор Александрович Лукьянов) а 
opinion-maker, and chief editor of a journal called Russia in Global Affairs, which 
is affiliated to American journal, Foreign Affairs. 

17) Born as Yevgeny Nikolayevich Prilepin (Евгений Николаевич Прилепин).
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the conclusion that the authorities regained their legitimacy and gave 
them another chance.

Three Test Questions

One way to understand ‘who is who’ on the Russian ideological map 
is to pose three test questions. The first test question tests attitudes to the 
1993 Constitution, i.e. whether this document is in need of amendment 
or not. While realists avoid this topic, liberals lean towards thinking 
that the state should provide a more liberal environment and relinquish 
some of its powers for the benefit of individual liberty. Liberals essen-
tially want Russia to integrate into the West and become a part of world 
envisaged by Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man. As for 
conservatives of various colours – whether they be National-Bolshe-
viks, Stalinists, Eurasianists or Monarchists – from their perspective, the 
main flaw of the Constitution is that it forbids a state ideology.

The second test question pertains to Ukraine. Even some system lib-
erals opposed the Russia’s reunification with Crimea (or annexation of 
the peninsula – how this event is defined depends largely on one’s ide-
ological stance). Of course, conservatives maintain that Ukraine, Kiev 
especially (as the “mother of all Russian cities”), is historically Russian 
land. They claim that approach of the Russian authorities towards the 
Ukraine crisis was far from satisfactory. Realists, meanwhile, remained 
quiet while the Crimea operation was unfolding but were compliant 
with the official position of Kremlin when reunification occurred. Es-
pecially so because, according to perhaps the most important name 
in contemporary Russian conservative thought, Alexander Dugin 
(Александр Гельевич Дугин), said that realists are in fact “closet lib-
erals”. In his words, liberals represent a fifth column while realists are 
the sixth column. In his view, this fifth column includes all system and 
anti-system liberals, while the sixth column are the realists within the 
system who obstruct the authorities from making more radical patriotic 
moves but, once the authorities do such a thing, they became apologists 
for this approach.

The third test question is about the role of Central Bank of Russia or 
its powers and its status as an invincible institution, independent from 
other branches of the government, especially the executive branch. 
Conservatives regard the Central Bank as an alien institution, a body 
that is independent from Russia and, in essence, as part of the Amer-
ican Federal Reserve System. The chief villain in their eyes is Elvira 
Nabiullina (Эльвира Сахипзадовна Набиуллина), Chairwoman of 
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the Central Bank of Russia. In the view of Russian conservatives, the 
powers that the bank has derive from the 1993 Constitution. Three of 
the most prominent thinkers focusing on this are famous Russian econ-
omist, Valentin Katasonov (Валентин Юрьевич Катасонов);18 State 
Duma deputy and prominent member of the United Russia party, Yevg-
eny Fyodorov (Евгений Алексеевич Фёдоров), who claims Russia is 
under soft occupation; and Putin’s economic advisor, Sergey Glazyev 
(Сергей Юрьевич Глазьев). Realists avoid the question of the Central 
Bank altogether while liberals, especially system liberals, do not see any 
problems with this institution.

Fyodorov wrote the following about the Central Bank:

The Russian Central Bank is independent and does subordinates nei-
ther to the president nor the state, it organizes the issuing of the rouble 
by purchasing foreign currency for a total sum of 1 trillion roubles an-
nually. That is why the majority of Russia’s problems should be linked 
precisely to the ‘Law on the Central Bank’, written by American advisors, 
according to which the USA can not only buy all imaginable resourc-
es of the country (Russia), but also influence in its internal processes. 
(Фёдоров 2014: 187)

Katasonov’s thoughts follow these same lines:

Many things happening in Russia and the very political system of the 
country can be understood by evaluating the true position of the fifth, 
but in reality the first, and only branch of power – the power of money, 
exercised by the Central Bank. Especially if one takes into account that 
for the state government, and for the management of the Central Bank 
of Russia, the people and the economy of the country do not consti-
tute priority elements in the formation of long-term goals and tasks. 
(Катасонов 2014а: 107)

Interestingly enough, the official symbol of the Central Bank of Rus-
sia is a two-headed eagle, yet without the three crowns that appear on 
the state coat of arms. It is the exact same eagle that symbolised Alexan-
der Kerensky’s (Александер Федерович Керенский) Provisional Gov-
ernment, established after the February Revolution in 1917. This brief 
period of Russian history is praised by modern Russian liberals and 
anathematised by conservatives, furious about its symbol being minted 
on every rouble and kopek. Many among them see it as yet another sym-
bol – or even solid proof – of the ‘internal occupation’ they claim dom-

18) Katasonov spent much of his career in global financial institutions. He was, for 
example, an advisor to the president of the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development and also an expert at the World Bank and the UN.
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inates Russia. Here again, we see how the war of symbols and historical 
references is very much alive in modern Russian political discourse and 
the important role it plays.

In Katasonov’s view, standing in opposition to today’s Russian econ-
omy is Stalin’s period of state-led rapid economic growth and industrial-
isation. “After his death J. V. Stalin left the most powerful economy, that 
according to most indices was the first in Europe, and second place in 
the world (only to that of the USA).” (Катасонов 2014b: 8) For Andrey 
Fursov (Андeрей Ильич Фурсов), this rapid industrialisation, espe-
cially between 1927 and 1941, was one of the reasons why the Soviet 
Union was able to win World War Two and defeat Nazi Germany, which 
was, according to him, a globalist project.

Third Reich was an experimental project of the globalists. The very fact 
that Stalin destroyed it is, without a doubt, a blow against the globalists. 
This is another thing for which Stalin is so hated in the West: under his 
leadership the Soviet Union was rebuilt. Stalin died or was assassinat-
ed in 1953, however, already by the mid-1950s, i.e. for the better part 
of Stalin’s life, the Soviet Union was rebuilt and became a superpower. 
(Фурсов 2017: 192)

This view is not so very rare among the Russian conservatives. An-
other prominent individual sharing this view is Alexander Prohanov 
(Александр Андреевич Проханов), editor-in-chief of the Zavtra 
newspaper (Завтра, Tomorrow). It is also not rare for conservatives 
frequently laud Stalin as the victor of World War II, together with the 
Imperial Russia. This would, of course, have been impossible in the So-
viet Union but today, as I have previously explained, this syncretism 
became the official position of the state. This worldview is incompatible 
with the views of Russian liberals and the 1993 Constitution.

Universities as Ideological Barracks

The camps that can be characterised as being part of the system, ex-
cluding the conservatives, have their institutional basis within higher ed-
ucation. The fortress of the liberals is the Higher School of Economics. In-
terestingly enough, its Rector, Yaroslav Kuzminov (Ярослав Иванович 
Кузьминов), is married to the previously mentioned Chairwoman of the 
Central Bank, Elvira Nabiullina. The headquarters of realists is world-fa-
mous MGIMO University (the Moscow State Institute of International 
Relations). Russian conservatives, however, do not dominate a university 
in a similar fashion. As a result of the propaganda about Russia that they 
have created and started to believe in, this maybe come as something of 
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a surprise to Western political thinkers, politicians, media and public 
discourse in general. Instead, Russian conservatives congregate around 
a club of thinkers called the Izborsky Club. Conservatives did attempt to 
hold ground at the Lomonosov Moscow State University where Dugin 
taught sociology, however, when his views started to differ from the per-
ceived official position of the Kremlin (i.e. the realist position) after May 
2014, he was in effect forced to give up his position at the University.19 
Today, therefore, the conservatives have lost their base there. This feeds 
into the view of most Russian conservatives who believe that Russia is 
dominated by liberals or so-called crypto-liberals.

Apart from the universities, members of ideological camps gath-
er at annual forums or summits. The economic branch of the liberal 
camp gathers at the Gaidar Forum. This forum is founded by one of the 
most recognisable faces of the 1990’s, Yegor Gaidar (Егор Тимурович 
Гайдар), who was Minister of Economy & Finance during the Yeltsin 
presidency and also acting Prime Minister and Vice-Premier for the 
Economy between June and December 1992. Gaidar is considered to 
be the father of Russian shock therapy (a term coined by Jeffrey Sachs). 
Gaidar’s reforms resulted in privatisation and mass poverty. Today he is 
a wealthy individual and is considered to be a leading reformer by the 
liberal ideological camp.

The Valdai Club is a political forum considered to belong to sys-
tem liberals and realists. The conservative hard-core consider the Valdai 
Club as a liberal forum, yet it sits better in the realist category, since 
it is organised by the state and, in addition to economic and political 
matters, covers other state and global matters and is always visited by 
President Vladimir Putin who is a regular keynote speaker.

The conservatives also have their own forums but these are not as 
well-financed, nor are they as permanent as those of the liberal and re-
alist camps.

The situation is very similar when it comes to the media sphere. 
Mainstream state media such as TASS and RIA Novosti or TV Russia 
1 belong to the realists, while liberals have TV Dozhd and Radio Echo 
Moskvy. The latter, interestingly enough, belongs to the media arm of 
Gazprom.20 Conservatives are as fractured in the media sphere as they 
are amongst themselves. The various fractions at the conservative end 

19) Rumours at the time were that Surkov was behind Dugin’s dismissal from university.
20) Gazprom is the Russian state gas monopoly and one would think they would lend 

their support to the realist position. For some reason, however, they back Echo 
Moskvy, which is often critical of the Kremlin, gives a voice to non-systemic 
opposition, and sometimes even broadcasts very harsh statements against President 
Putin himself.
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of the ideological spectrum have a number of mostly marginal inter-
net TV stations, websites, blogs and so forth. Until recently there was 
no serious TV channel that would give them a voice. Only a few years 
ago in 2015 Tsargrad TV (Царьград ТВ) was established. Tsargrad is 
a major conservative TV station with the highest production quality 
and professionalism of top global TV stations, and it is the only channel 
of its kind in Russia.21 Tsargrad was founded by Konstantin Malofeev 
(Константин Валерьевич Малофеев) who is portrayed in Western 
media as an “Orthodox-Christian tycoon” and, because of its dark pub-
lic relations, the channel is often attacked by ideological foes in Russia 
and abroad.

Pomerantsev would argue that no matter what ideological position 
the Russian media adopt, they all belong to the Kremlin and play their 
own role in a grand political reality show. Although there might be a 
grain of truth in this point of view, this position is oversimplified be-
cause Pomerantsev underestimates the power of ideas and ideologies 
themselves, and if the Kremlin underestimates them too and sees them 
only instrumentally, as Pomerantsev suggests, then they are making the 
same mistake. I believe the same is applicable to the universities as the 
ideological barracks of the future generation of Russians.

Conservative Alternatives

I have given the conservatives more space in this essay in order to 
explore the diversity apparent in the conservative corner of Russia’s 
ideological landscape – i.e. precisely because they are the most divid-
ed camp. Indeed, they could arguably hardly be called one camp at all 
due to their considerable ideological differences. What connects them 
(besides previously mentioned test questions) is more what they oppose 
than what they are for, because they stand for very different visions of 
Russia’s future and often its past too. 

The essential problem for all Russian conservatives is the lack of a 
coherent ideological alternative to liberalism, which won in 1991, and 
for them continues to dominate Russian social, political and econom-
ic life. Maybe here one can find the answer to the almost metaphysi-
cal problem of the resilience of Elvira Nabiulina, the Russian Central 
Bank and the rest of the financial elite who are so closely integrated with 
Western-dominated global financial institutions. This ‘liberal’ group of 
financial gurus appears to have so many enemies within the Russian 
political elite and broader society, however, the fact remains that while 

21) That is, if one does not count TV Spas of the Russian Orthodox Church.
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there is no coherent alternative nor official ideology or radically differ-
ent economic programme, Russian society will continue to operate as 
part of the liberal economic paradigm. In a sense, ideology is no longer 
important. Everybody can say virtually anything they want and not be 
held to account. Freedom of speech in modern Russia is almost limitless 
and open discussion has become and continues to be a normal part of 
daily life. So what is the catch? As long as no one actually challenges 
the existing liberal financial system, they can do and say whatever they 
wish. This might change with the emergence of a new Cold War and 
the imposition of the economic sanctions on Russia by the West. If Rus-
sia is forced to create its own SWIFT system and other financial tools, 
then it might start thinking about changing its economic paradigm and, 
necessarily therefore, its ideological paradigm also. This process may 
already be underway but only time will tell how far is Russia prepared 
to go with reforms that would provide her with economic sovereignty. 
Russia started to trade oil on the Shanghai stock exchange in Yuan rath-
er than petrodollars; there are talks of creating an alternative world cur-
rency, bank, trading system etc. Also worth mentioning is that, thanks 
to Western sanctions, Russian agriculture has now become independent 
and self-sufficient.

Faced with these issues, like their predecessors from the 19th and 20th 
centuries, contemporary Russian conservatives are trying to formulate 
an ideological alternative to the West. They are actually the only ones 
trying to create an ideological alternative, in other words trying to give 
a meaning to Russia, make sense of it and find it a higher purpose. I 
will mention some of most important thinkers and people known in 
the Russian media and internet spheres who are working to formulate 
alternative ideological formulae.

Alexander Dugin came forward with the Forth Political Theory. 
(Dugin 2012) He claims that all three ideologies that emerged from 
Modernity: liberalism, socialism and fascism (in all its forms from eth-
no-nationalism to racially founded National Socialism) have failed. The 
latter two clashed during World War Two, resulting in the end of fas-
cism, while liberalism (according to Dugin the first and purest ideol-
ogy of the modern era) defeated socialism at the end of the Cold War. 
All three of these ideologies had a Cartesian subject, which represents 
them. For liberalism this Cartesian subject is the individual, for social-
ism it is the class, while for fascism it is the race or nation (depending on 
the form of this third political ideology in Dugin’s vocabulary).

Dugin proposes the Forth political ideology, which would oppose all 
but first and foremost liberalism as the remaining ideology of the era of 
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modernity. This Forth political ideology is, however, more a mechanism 
for the creation of a new ideological formula than a coherent ideological 
system in its own right.

There is only one way out – to reject the classical political theories, both 
winners and losers, strain the imagination, seize the reality of the new 
global world, correctly decipher the challenges of Post Modernity and 
create something new, something beyond the political battles of the 19th 
and 20th centuries. Such an approach is an invention to the development 
of a Forth Political Theory – beyond communism, fascism and liberal-
ism. (Dugin 2012: 6)

Andrey Fursov, a neo-Stalinist historian and one of the most famous 
social scientists in today’s Russia, does not propose a new ideology, as in 
his view the Stalinist Soviet approach is preferable. Instead he proposes 
a new science with new disciplines and methodology. Conspirology, he 
claims, should no longer be mystified and should became a legitimate 
field of study applying scientific methods, because without it it is simply 
not possible to explain many political and historical phenomena.

Nikolai Starikov (Николай Викторович Стариков), an alternative 
historian and prolific writer, gives new and often daring explanations of 
historical events, such as the nature of the Russian Bolshevik revolution, 
with emphasis on the role of foreign secret services, especially those of 
Great Britain.

Yegor Kholmogorov (Егор Станиславович Холмогоров), a Rus-
sian nationalist author, suggests that the ethnic Russian people have of-
ten been neglected by Russian empires and especially during the Soviet 
period. A neglect that has also become common in politically correct 
thinking in contemporary Russia. In a sense, his nationalism has much 
in common with that of famous Russian writer, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 
(Александр Исаевич Солженицын).

The young voice of the Russian nationalist is well articulated by 
blogger, Anatoly Karlin (Анатолий Карлин), who criticises the Krem-
lin for not being loyal enough to the interests of the Russian people in 
the post-Soviet space. For the group he represents in the conservative 
camp, Ukraine is the most important issue and also Putin’s ‘greatest sin’. 
Karlin does not, however, criticise only the Kremlin and the President’s 
policy, he is also very critical of people who he identifies as ‘bots’ of the 
regime, such as Starikov, mentioned earlier.

The Kremlin hesitated in 2014, probably fearing a New Cold War with 
the West, but it increasingly looks like they are going to get it anyway. 
Russian Stalinist nut job, Nikolay Starikov, was preaching scare stories 
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of nuclear war with the West if Russia was to intervene in 2014, but a 
few months ago, a mercenary group belonging to one of Putin’s cronies 
seems to have directly attacked American troops in Syria and promptly 
got wiped out. ‘Let’s fight a nuclear war not over our own people but 
over some oil refinery in a Middle Eastern shithole,’ nationalists com-
plained. Whereas in 2014 the entirety of Novorossiya was ripe for the 
taking, as of today it seems like Russia would be lucky to merely hang 
onto a small slice of the Donbass in the long-run. But at least Putin got 
his chance to play G.W. Bush in the Middle East, and the 80% approval 
to go with it, and that’s what really matters. (Karlin 2018)

Radical leftist, Eduard Limonov (Эдуард Венияминович Лимонов), 
leader of the National-Bolshevik Party, is a very interesting character in 
the conservative camp. He was one of the leaders of the protest move-
ment in Soviet times and a very vocal Russian nationalist. Among many 
other things, he is famous for predicting the Ukrainian war in 1992, 
years before it began. (Лимонов 2014) In the early 1990s he collaborat-
ed with Dugin22 but the two fell out as both are strong personalities who 
could not compromise.

Valentin Katasonov and Sergey Glazyev (one of Putin’s economic 
advisors) are proposing a new economic system based on financial and 
economic independence that would become the basis for state inde-
pendence and sovereignty.

Leonid Reshetnikov, former director of the Russian Institute of Stra-
tegic Research, and Konstantin Malofeev formed the Two-Headed Eagle 
Society, based on Imperial and Orthodox traditions and family values.

Of course, this is not a complete list of all prominent personali-
ties from the conservative scene. Some of the most prominent main-
stream conservative thinkers include Natalya Narochnitskaya (Наталия 
Алексеевна Нарочницкая),23 Alexei Miller (Алексей Ильич Миллер), 

22) Limonov, Dugin, musician and artist, Sergey Kuryokhin (Сергей Анатольевич 
Курёхин), and a famous Russian punk-rocker, Yegor Letov (Егор Фёдорович 
Летов), were the recognisable leaders of the National-Bolshevik Party (NBP), 
founded in 1993. In the NBP, Limonov was the true frontman, political showman 
and a scandal-maker and Dugin an intellectual in charge of ideological and 
intellectual components but his disagreements with Limonov were insurmountable 
and he left the party in 1998.

23) Her idea that Orthodox Christianity influences Russia’s specific national identity 
is worth mentioning: “Christian, above all Orthodox, conciseness gives birth to 
a completely different national-state thinking – a feeling of belonging to the holy 
fatherland, that is not identical to the state, which is a political institution with all 
of its imperfections and sins. Nevertheless, this feeling runs more often in deeply 
religious people, that felt the rituality not only of personal but also of national-
state being as a gift of God and is passed on in consciousness from generation to 
generation.” (Нарочницкая 2005: 9)    
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Michail Remizov (Михаил Виталиевич Ремизов), but there are many 
others, some more famous and important others less so if not utterly 
marginal.

Conclusion – Putin seems to be constantly balancing the three 
camps but for how long?

Ideology cannot be avoided forever. Syncretism has its limitations. 
The great test came in 2017 on the occasion of the centenary of the 
October revolution. The authorities did not know how to react to this 
event, how to describe it, what meaning to attach to it. Was it a glorious 
revolution as it was interpreted in the Soviet Union? Or was it a murder-
ous spree of Bolsheviks who forcefully took power and killed the whole 
imperial family? Revolutionary overthrow of the government is certain-
ly not a behaviour to be glorified in a system that emphasises stability as 
the core value of a balanced and content society. At the same time, after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union there is no general consensus among 
the majority of the Russian population. Some Russians view the revo-
lution positively and some do not. The question was brushed under the 
rug and in that moment the syncretic formula simply did not work. So, 
the state-led media machinery diverted serious discussion about mean-
ing of the revolution, derailing it with scandal and trivia about the film 
Matilda (partly financed by the Russian Ministry of Culture). This film 
depicted Emperor Nikolay II Romanov (Николай II Александрович 
Романов),24 who is revered as a saint by many, as a weak man who even 
had a mistress. In this way any serious discussion about the deep mean-
ing of the revolution for Russian society was averted.

Vladislav Surkov, the creator of Russian political syncretism, detects 
this problem of sustainability, of the impossibility of forever avoiding 
ideology. Surkov therefore came out with a new and very bold article in 
2018 titled: “The Solitude of a Half-Blood.” (Surkov 2018) Here Surkov 
completely embraced the classical position of Russian Eurasianists.25 If 

24) Serbs have deep respect for Emperor Nikolai II, who stepped in to protect their 
country in 1914. In turn, they helped Russians destigmatise this Emperor, vilified 
during the decades of Bolshevik propaganda by erecting a monument to him in the 
centre of Belgrade in 2014, on the site of the former Imperial Russian Legation.

25) So for four centuries Russia’s direction was eastbound, and then for another four 
centuries it was westbound. Neither direction produced any roots. We’ve reached 
the end of the road in both directions. Now new third way ideologies will be 
required; civilisations of the third type, of the third world, of the third Rome... But 
it’s doubtful that we are ‘the third civilisation’ - rather, a bifold and dualistic one that 
incorporates both the East and the West. Both European and Asian, and therefore 
neither fully European nor fully Asian. Our cultural and geopolitical affiliation 
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Pomerantsev is correct in assessing that Surkov is Putin’s main political 
advisor and shadow creator of politics in Russia, then this article is of 
great significance. If the article is not a part of Russia’s political reality 
show, then this would mean that the era of realism as disguised liberal-
ism is over and that the country is moving from sovereign democracy to-
wards the creation of a new ideological position for itself, one radically 
closer to the position of Russian conservatism, in both its 19th century 
and contemporary iterations.

*  *  *
The fact is that although liberals and realists are in control of most 

state resources, people are apparently naturally more inclined to the 
conservative camp. This is, judging by Surkov’s article, well understood 
in the Kremlin of 2018. Perhaps it was not fully understood in 2014?

This inclination to patriotism or conservatism was obvious dur-
ing the Russian Spring of 2014, which has shown that people are very 
much inclined to a radical conservative u-turn. The subsequent events 
in Ukraine, Russian disengagement and the Minsk process showed that 
the government was afraid of a true turn towards Russian Orthodox 
Christian tradition, understood by the masses as the unification of 
Russian lands, so they have decided to rebrand the Russian spring into 
Crimea spring.

The lasting lesson of the Russian Spring is that if Russia ever turns 
seriously towards conservatism, the only conservative turn that stands 
a chance is the one rooted in the strongest archetype. That is the Ortho-
dox Christian Byzantine model abandoned since Peter the Great’s west-
ernisation. Most of the population of the Russian Federation are ethnic 
Russians with an Orthodox Christian background. Since this Byzantine 
model is by definition universalist, other religious and ethnic groups can 
be integrated while preserving their traditions, as was the case in both 
imperial Russia and the Soviet Union. Some tentative signals in this di-
rection have been given emitted by the government but never fully, as the 
regime is ever balancing between the three camps. A turn in this direc-
tion would, however, mean an end of illusionism created by the political 
technologists and is therefore a move that would pose great challenges.

resembles the fluid identity of a man born of mixed marriage. He is everyone’s 
relative, but nowhere is he a native. At home among strangers, a stranger at home. 
He understands everyone but is understood by no one. A half-blood, a half-breed, a 
strange one. Russia is a western-eastern half-blood country, with its double-headed 
nationhood, hybrid mentality, intercontinental territory and bipolar history. And just 
like any half-breed, Russia is charismatic, talented, beautiful, and lonely. (Surkov 
2018)
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Nevertheless, Russia as the largest country in the world has always 
managed to find a global mission. It bears a tradition of its specific role 
in the world, which Nikolai Berdyaev defined as the Russian Idea. Many 
Europeans dissatisfied with the current path of Europe in the European 
Union – both left and right wingers – today look to Russia. Many in the 
rest of the world also see Russia as the country that will find a new ide-
ological formula and define a new hope for the world, hence the great 
support for Russia and its President in places such as Serbia, Syria, Chi-
na, Latin America, Africa and even North America.

I conclude this essay with a prophetic thought by Konstantin Le-
ontiev (Константин Николаевич Леонтьев), one of Russia’s greatest 
minds of the 19th century, who more than a century ago predicted a 
trend that is unfolding today:

If anarchy takes over the West, we need discipline to help the West, so 
that what is worth saving there finds salvation and precisely that which 
made its greatness – The Church, which ever it is, the state, remnants of 
art, and maybe […]science itself! (Леонтјев 2005: 128)
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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to analyse the relation between the concepts of vio-
lence and nonviolence in the political theory. How these two concepts are cor-
related? Where is the dividing line between violence and nonviolence? By ana-
lysing some theoretical presuppositions of violence and nonviolence the author 
seeks to contribute to the scope of the political theory. Rather than presenting 
an anthology of different definitions of the violence and nonviolence, the in-
tention of this article is to analyse different definitional criteria proposed by 
social scientists. In this regard, it will be first analysed the concept of violence 
in political theory. The analysis will be focused on the correlation between vio-
lence and power, force and aggression, as well as on the typologies of violence. 
Then, it will be analysed the concept of nonviolence and its relation with the 
concept of violence. The author concludes that violence and nonviolence are 
intertwined within the human society and thus create a dialectic circle.

Key words: violence, nonviolence, power, force, aggression, political theo-
ry, political science.

Introduction

Generally speaking, the relation between concepts of violence and 
nonviolence in political theory is regarded as a relation between two an-
tagonisms. However, the analysis of the concept of violence is not think-

1) Research Fellow
   marija.djoric@ips.ac.rs
2) This paper was developed within the project No. 179009, funded by the Ministry of 

Education, Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia.
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able without nonviolence. It is hard to draw the line between violence 
and nonviolence, especially in terms of socio-political resistance. It is 
generally accepted that the offensive dimension is an integral part of vio-
lence, while the defensive dimension (or passivity) is attributed to nonvi-
olence. If we start by saying that “violence is the work of force” (Simeu-
nović 2009: 99-105), we can conclude that the force is that demarcation 
line separating violence from nonviolence. However, their relationship 
is much more complex. Violence and nonviolence might also be seen 
through the prism of love3 and hate, light and dark, good and evil. This 
is due to the fact that the concept of violence is widely explored in many 
academic disciplines. In the political theory, this “Manichean” division 
has its roots in the Ancient Greek philosophy, Christian theoreticians, 
Buddhist Gandhi’s approaches, Kant’s understanding of the “eternal 
peace”, “tolstoism”4, etc.

The aim of this paper is to explore the correlation between the con-
cepts of violence and nonviolence in the political theory. How these two 
concepts are correlated? Where is the dividing line between these two 
concepts? The author seeks to analyse some theoretical presuppositions 
of violence and nonviolence and therefore to contribute to the scope of 
the political theory. In this regard, it will be first analysed the concept 
of violence. In the focus of the analysis will be the differentiation of the 
concept of violence from other concepts used in relation to it, such as 
force, power and aggression. Then, types and typologies of violence will 
be explored. Finally, it will be analysed the concept of nonviolence as 
well as the relation between these two concepts. The conclusion of the 
author is that these two concepts are intertwined within the human so-
ciety, and thus create a dialectic circle.

On Violence in Political Theory

Thinking about violence leads to a certain confusion. Despite nu-
merous definitions of this concept, two types of conceptual problems 
concerning the definition of violence can be distinguished. First, the 
concept of violence is closely intertwined with the concepts of power, 
force and aggression, which makes its clarification more difficult. Sec-
ond, the concept of violence is an important subject of academic think-
ing in the field of sociology, psychology, biology, anthropology, political 

3) According to Gandhi, “fear and love are opposed terms”. See more in: Gandhi, M. 
(2001) Non-violent resistance (Satyagraha).  Mineola, N.Y.:  Dover , p. 384. 

4) Theoretical concept named after the Russian writer, Lev Tolstoi.
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sciences, etc, which leads to a certain conceptual confusion regarding 
this term (Damjanović 2015: 131). How then to define the concept of 
violence? In its everyday use, the violence can be defined as an “acting 
with or characterized by great physical force so as to injure, damage 
or destroy” (Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Lan-
guage, 1979). The similar broader definition of violence is stated by the 
World Health Organization (WHO): “Violence is the intentional use of 
physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another 
person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has 
a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, mal-
development, or deprivation” (World Health Organization 2002). In the 
same manner, the “typical” social science definition of violence refers 
to a “deliberate use of force to injure or destroy physically” (Gurr, 1973: 
360). Defined broadly or narrowly, the concept of violence implies cer-
tain intentions as well as the use of specific means. Also, the concept of 
violence is generally perceived in a negative or destructive manner. It 
implies the use of force to inflict damage. However, violence does not 
represent only a mere destruction. It might also have a communicative 
function. According to Schmidt and Jongman, the violence always in-
cludes the subject of violence (the sender of the violent message), the 
object of violence (the receiver of the violent message), the type of mes-
sage, as well as the reaction of the target to the message (Schmid and 
Jorgman 2005: 109).

Violence is, and has always been, the essence of politics (Bufacchi 
2005: 193). Numerous studies in the field of political theory are dedicat-
ed to the research of violence. Most of these studies perceive the concept 
of violence in a negative or destructive manner. Ancient philosophers 
believed that “the use of violence, as a non-political resort in essence, 
pertained slaves and barbarians” (Tadić 2007: 21). Aristotle stressed that 
the man is a zoon politikon and as such, he owns a specific dose of ration-
ality, given the fact that he is the creature of praxis and lexis. Given that 
politics is a rational activity, it does not solve problems with violence, 
but with the help of logos. It was Hobbes who described the pre-political 
“state of nature” as a place of violence, where everyone strives to destroy 
or subdue one another. But if violence was regarded as a problem, it 
became also a solution. By forming a political society under the rule of a 
centralised authority, the pre-political state of violence is eliminated and 
replaced by the legitimate use of violence (Bufacchi 2005: 193). 

The differentiation of the concept of violence from other concepts 
used in relation to it makes theoretical issues involved when it comes to 
their possible interrelationship. The concept of violence is often related 
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to the term of force. Their relationship is one of the most debated in the 
academic studies on violence. It is generally accepted that the violence 
cannot be understood without connection to the concept of force. The 
abovementioned definitions of violence  underline the correlation be-
tween these two concepts. There is means-ends relationship between 
violence and force. However, although correlated, qualitative differenc-
es need to be underscore in order to better understanding of the concept 
of violence. First, the concept of force is more general than the concept 
of violence: not all force represents violence and vice versa. Second, the 
difference between these two concepts lies also in the fact that violence 
is always dynamic, evaluative concept, while force is static, and there-
fore the violence can be defined as “a work of force” (Simeunović 2009: 
102). Third, the concept of force refers to an ability or potentiality, while 
violence refers to the action itself (Buffacchi 2005: 196). The relation 
between force and violence was the central issue of anarchist school 
of thought. One of the most influential representatives of this school, 
Mikhail Bakunin, believed that violence implied necessarily the use of 
force or action. According to him, the state was a synonym for violence: 
“the state itself really means violence, the domination of violence, if 
possible, masked, and, in extreme cases, reckless and public” (Bakunjin 
1979: 23). On the other hand, by distinguishing violence (violence) and 
force (forca), Georges Sorel described violence as having the motivating 
role, in terms of realization of political goals. Thus, violence represent-
ed the basic tool of revolutionary class, and it reaches the culmination 
in the form of general strike. According to Sorel, the force is used for 
maintaining the order in which the decisive role lays in the hands of the 
leading minority, while the concept of violence enables the overthrow 
of the unjust regime. Sorel glorified the role of violence through critics 
of the leading class (bourgeoisie) and the state. On the other hand, some 
philosophers, like Blaise Pascal, analysed the concept of force in relation 
to justice. In this regard, Pascal stated: “Justice without force is force-
less. Force without justice is tyrannical. Thus, Justice must be joint with 
force, in a way that what is just becomes forceful, and what is forceful 
becomes just” (Paskal 1965: 298).

Apart from concept of force, the analysis of the concept of violence 
is linked to its relation with the concept of power. The correlation of 
violence with the term of power was for the first time introduced in 
a political context by Hobbes in his De Cive, using terms such as po-
tentia and potestas. Hobbes believes that the biggest power lays not in 
the hands of the individual, but in the hands of the state. True power, 
according to Hobbes, includes owning social goods, as well as managing 
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them by a recognized and well-organized social group. One of the most 
influential determinations of power was provided by Max Weber, who 
stated that power is always bound to imposing our will to others, even 
if they do not wish it (Veber 1976). Weber distinguishes power (Macht) 
and authority/domination (Herrschaft). For Weber, the power (Macht) 
is “any chance within a social relation to impose one’s will also against 
the resistance of others, independently of what gives rise to this chance”. 
He outlines the connexion of power and violence to the very definition 
of politics. Thus, the politics is defined by its relationship to violence, as 
ultima ratio, “a violence which, to the extent it is consented to (is legit-
imate), has become monopolised by the rationally legitimised political 
system” (Guzzini 2017: 101). However, Weber admits the “amorphous” 
character of the concept of power (Macht), since it can include all pos-
sible situational constellations that can provide the chance to impose 
one’s will, and thus considers the authority/domination (Herrschaft) as 
a more fulfilled form of power. According to him, it is easier to deter-
mine authority/domination, as being more precise and bound by specif-
ic rules of conduct. Authority/domination signifies the intention of the 
powerholders to influence, by an expressed will, i.e. order/command, 
the action of the subordinates in that way that the later act in accordance 
to this order/command. By preferring the concept of Herrschaft, We-
ber made an attempt to turn the political theory of power into a theory 
of action, where domination plays an important role as cause (Guzzini 
2017: 102). But how the concept of force fits into this correlation with 
power and violence? The concept of power is more general concept than 
force. Relying on Weber’s definition of power, we can consider that the 
concept of force is a mean to carry out one’s own will despite resistance. 
In sum, Weber’s and Hobbes’ theories unequivocally imply that the ba-
sic characteristic of power is imposing one’s will. 

Among contemporary theoreticians, the correlation between vio-
lence and power was notably explored by Charles Kegley, who explained 
the contemporary state power through the phenomenon of potential 
power. Potential power is depicted through “the resources of a state that 
are believed to be necessary for confirmation of its power vis-à-vis oth-
ers” (Kegli 2004: 646). For Kegley, military power is the most important 
of all powers, but economic power also plays a significant role. He in-
troduced the term of “transition of power” in the field of political theory, 
defining it as “increase of deterioration of voluntary abilities of a state 
in comparison to a rival power” (Kegli 2004: 646), which might lead to 
the fear of provoking a war. Apart from Kegley, Hannah Arendt was also 
interested in explaining the differentiation between power and violence. 
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She considered that, in contrast to violence, the power represents the es-
sence of all government. Thus, the state represents a monopoly of power, 
but it is never based solely on violent means. In this regard, she gives the 
example of totalitarianism regimes, dominated by violence, but which 
also use several “softer” forms of manipulations, such as secret police. 
Arendt believes that power has an absolute character (since it is the goal 
itself). Because of that, the relation of violence and power means that 
violence can always devastate power. Thus, violence and power are two 
antipodes. In her On violence, she states that the domination of pure 
violence comes when the power has been lost. However, in her research, 
she also stresses the fact that violence is “the most complicated manifes-
tation of power” (Arent 2002: 45). For Arendt, the difference between 
violence and power lay in the fact that violence implies the use of means, 
and thus does not pay special attention to quantity. On the contrary, 
according to Arendt, power is always linked to quantity, that is, numer-
ousness, since it is not linked to the use of means. 

When speaking of the concept of violence in political theory, it is 
also necessary to explore the relation of the violence with the concept of 
aggression. The aggression can be defined as a the basis of violent act, 
but “to the contrary of violence, which is always destructive, aggres-
sion might not have to be” (Đorić 2014: 101). Thus, aggression can be 
perceived as a category of motivation, while violence is classified in the 
category of action. Even Freud stressed that Eros and Thanatos pervade 
the human being in the form of urges. Such destructive urge (Thanatos), 
as a synonym for death, violence and destruction, might be sublimated 
in a positive way, and thus the destructive feature might be avoided.5 
Regarding this dual nature of aggression, in The Anatomy of Human 
Destructiveness, Erich From stressed the difference between benign 
(justified) and malicious (unreasonable and destructive) aggressiveness 
(Fromm 1986: 13). The former is always in the function of defence and 
existence, while the latter is predominantly in correlation with human 
pathology, and thus is seen as cruelty.

Contemporary social theorists have attempted to analyse various 
definitions of aggression. Thus, Harré and Lambe analysed over two 
hundred definitions of the term “aggression”. They concluded that the 
majority of elaborated definitions are dominated by two elements: bad 
intention and destruction (Harré and Lambe 1984).

Overall, theories of violence can be divided into theories of congen-
ital violence and theories of conditionality. While the former type of 

5) A good example is the sublimation of aggressiveness (as a form of negative energy) 
through sport, which might lead to outstanding results. 
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theories search for the reasons of political violence in genetics inherited 
by our ancestors, the latter links violence with learning from our envi-
ronment, according to specific forms of behaviour. We cannot be strict-
ly guided by one of the two theoretical approaches, since violence as a 
phenomenon is often a result of different factors, not only the genetic 
predisposition, but also of the influence of various social factors. 

The main representative of the congenital theories is Sigmund Freud, 
who believed that the “death urge” (Thanatos) is in charge of the delete-
rious and destructive behaviour of a human being. And while according 
to him the main driver of a human being is his sexual urge, for Alfred 
Adler, this is the will to power. Adler was also one of the first Freud’s 
critics, pointing out that striving for individual power is the biggest evil 
of the contemporary humanity (Adler 1996).

Anna Freud developed the so-called hydraulic model, according to 
which aggressiveness is omnipresent in a human being, and is always 
waiting for a suitable moment to be released (Freud 1993). Every release 
of negative energy (through violence) creates a feeling of satisfaction 
in a human being. However, according to Anna Freud, aggressiveness 
sometimes might be released through a socially acceptable manner, and 
thus be avoided of destructive feature. For some authors, such as Kon-
rad Lorenz, the aggressiveness might be seen as a biological term. In 
contrast, Sigmund Freud sees aggressiveness as a psychological term, 
while according to Viktor Frankl, aggressiveness might be predisposed 
by physiological or psychological factors. 

The concept of aggression is widely explored by frustration-aggres-
sion theory, which states that violence occurs as a result of unfulfilled 
desire, which creates frustration. The founder of this theory, John Dol-
lard, believes that accumulated aggressiveness in a human being is al-
ways oriented towards the most accessible object of violence, and the 
cause is always – frustration. At this point it should be stressed that not 
every frustration might result in violence and anger, which is one of the 
weaknesses of this theory. 

Behaviourists such as Ted Gurr believed that the primary cause of 
violent behaviour is – relative deprivation. According to him, relative 
deprivation represents “a relation between value requirements and real 
possibilities for meeting these requirements” (Đorić 2014: 110).

When it comes to the theory of social learning, it emerges from a hy-
pothesis that aggression is not congenital, but learned, i.e. is an acquired 
urge. Albert Bandura, one of the most prominent representatives of this 
theoretical approach, believes that aggressive behaviour corresponds 
with the principle of award and punishment. In this regard, there are 
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several learning models: modelling, observing, imitation and symbolic 
learning (Bandura 1970).

Erich Fromm aspired to surpass the division between instinctivists 
and behaviourists, stressing the existence of benign and malicious ag-
gressiveness. Even though it is of a pathological character, malicious 
aggressiveness, according to Fromm, does not always need to be of a 
destructive character. He made a comparative analysis among human 
beings and animals and concluded that aggressive behaviour of a hu-
man being often surpasses aggression of animals in all segments.

There are also theoreticians who explained aggressive behaviour in 
relation to the hormonal reactions (as an increase of level of testoster-
one) (Ellison and Thorpe 2009), while, on the other hand, theories of 
Leonard Berkowitz denounce aggressiveness as a congenital occurrence 
and link it even with noise, the level of external temperature, etc. New 
research conducted by Robert Baron and Craig Anderson show that ag-
gressiveness increases proportionally with the level of air temperature 
(Berkowitz 2000).

Thinking about violence implies also the analysis of the existing ty-
pologies of this concept. Various classifications of violence can be found 
in social sciences and especially in political sciences. One of the most 
famous typologies of violence has been given by Johan Galtung in his fa-
mous article “Violence, Peace and Peace Research” (1969), where he dis-
tinguished structural and direct violence. While in structural violence 
the perpetrator cannot be seen in concretum, direct violence is, on the 
other hand, distinguished by directness (i.e. terrorism or murder). In 
addition, the structural violence is built into the structure and shows up 
as unequal power as well as unequal life chances. According to Galtung, 
this type of violence is more destructive than direct violence. Galtung 
added later cultural violence to this dualist typology, as a form of sub-
versive action, and this type of violence is based on the abuse of culture 
in order to realise some other form of violence or political goal. 

According to the sphere of social life, violence can be divided into 
numerous categories: traffic violence, political violence, violence in 
sports, domestic violence, etc. Regarding perpetrators, i.e. subjects of 
violence, World Health Organization divided violence into interper-
sonal violence, self-directed violence and collective violence. For our 
research, the most important type of violence is the political violence, 
that can produce far-reaching consequences for the entire society. The 
distinction between violence and political violence often remains ar-
bitrary despite some general criteria that can be given for political vi-
olence. In general, political violence can be defined as “direct or indi-
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rect application of force in the field of politics and political, that is, as a 
direct or indirect application of force on the consciousness, body, life, 
will or material goods of a real or potential, that is, assumed political 
opponent” (Simeunović 1989: 27). Thus, political violence involves di-
rect or indirect use of force in political sphere. In other words, political 
violence is use of force in order to damage a political adversary. Simple 
and complex forms of political violence can be distinguished regarding 
the criterion of complexness. Simple forms of political violence include 
“threat of force, coercion, pressure, psycho-physical abuse, political 
murder, assassination and diversion” (Simeunović 2002: 155), while 
complex forms of political violence include “violent protests, rebellions, 
riots, unrests, terrorism, subversion, repression, terror, uprising and 
war” (Ibidem). Of all forms of political violence, terrorism as a complex 
form of violence is nowadays the most widespread, since it represents 
one of the biggest global contemporary security threats6. 

Apart from political, the social violence, which is often regarded as 
a form of domestic violence, is more and more gaining publicity. The 
domestic violence is analysed in close relation with cultural character-
istics of a certain region, so that, for example, in India, burning brides 
in a common occurrence. This terrifying phenomenon is the product of 
traditional customs that include the idea that the bride should provide 
a certain dowry to her new family. If she fails to provide it, the husband 
or the mother-in-law, in an act of revenge, pour kerosene over the bride 
and burn her. The statistical data show that every hour one bride is be-
ing burnt in this country, all because the dowry was not paid.7

Even though it is a common belief that the main victims of domestic 
violence are usually women and children, it should be stressed that old 
people are also a very sensitive category, but are less often mentioned, 
usually due to shame and fear of the elderly. It should also be stressed 
that among the victims of domestic violence (even though it is a rare 
occurrence) in Serbia there are also men.8

With the emergence of internet, cyber-violence became more are 
more widespread, and it is especially dominant on social networks, of-
ten taking a form of cyber-bullying. It is believed that due to its ano-
nymity and directness, this form of violence is very dangerous. 

6) We are witnesses of the creation of the hybrid phenomenon called “The Islamic 
State”, which represents a specific combination of the quasi-state and terrorist 
organization.

7) https://www.smh.com.au/world/india-burning-brides-and-ancient-practice-is-on-
the-rise-20150115-12r4j1.html, 11.04.2018. 

8) First safe house for men was founded in Ćuprija in 2013. 
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Violence vs. Nonviolence

Nonviolence is considered as a phenomenon directly opposed to the 
concept of violence. In a valuable and practical sense, these two phenomena 
are confronting each other. However, the concept of nonviolence is much 
more than the mere absence of force, it represents a specific axiological sys-
tem built in the specific life philosophy. Among the first philosophers who 
dealt with the issue of nonviolence were stoics, who believed that the man’s 
nature is benevolent, and thus a man never conducts violence without a 
reason, except in the case when he suffers of a lack of reason. 

The apogée of the concept of nonviolence has been reached with the 
development of peace studies theories, and with the actions of various 
international organizations and institutions. It is believed that the first 
ideas of nonviolence were rooted in the great religions.9 The Christian 
approach to violence and nonviolence comes from the “initial sin” when 
Eva, at the insistence of the serpent, offered Adam the fruits of the Tree 
of Knowledge of Good and Evil. At this point the nonviolent flow of 
humanity was interrupted, and the door to violent action of the human-
kind was opened, which is personified in the Bible through the act of 
fratricide (when Cain kills Abel). 

Today, in the field of political theory, it is very significant to analyse 
nonviolence in the field of the concept of the nonviolent struggle, i.e. 
resistance. Otherwise, Laozi might be seen as the creator of the nonvi-
olent theories, since he stated even in the 6th century BC that “violence 
is oriented towards every grain of the universe” (Zunes, Kurtz 2009: 3). 
The first recorded trace of nonviolent resistance in the history of human 
society has been found in the Ancient Egypt (1300 BC), when midwives 
refused to comply with the pharaoh’s order to kill all the babies belong-
ing to the class of slaves (Zunes, Kurtz 2009: 3). 

The idea of nonviolent resistance can be explicitly found in Christi-
anity, especially in terms of Jesus and his voluntary sacrifice and forgive-
ness for all the violence done to him by people. Even Islam in certain Su-
rats points out that killing of one man is the same as killing of the entire 
human kind. Nonviolence is woven into the essential principles of Bud-
dhism and Hinduism in the context of karmic debt, and thus violence is 
not recommended, given that it might burden our karma in some of our 
future lives. For that raison, these eastern religions insist on the principle 
of ethics. Namely, karma is the law of causality in the field of morality, 
and thus the man himself is responsible for his own misfortune, espe-

9) The idea of nonviolence appeared for the first time in buddhism. Later, it was spread 
in other religions, such as Christianity and Islam. 
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cially if he is prone to violence. In sum, the contemporary great religions 
predominantly negate violence and promote the nonviolent approach.

Even though the idea of nonviolence is practically as old as the man 
himself, the term nonviolence will be established in scientific circles 
only in 1923, thanks to Clarence Marsh Case and his Non-violent coer-
cion: a study in methods of social pressure. In 1939, this idea will be fur-
ther explained by Krishnalal Shridharani with his War without violence, 
where he examined Gandhi’s concept of nonviolent struggle.

Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King were prominent proponents 
of nonviolence in the twentieth century. Mahatma Gandhi was not only 
the promoter of the nonviolent resistance that started in the South African 
Republic, to be finalized in India, but was also the creator of a unique phi-
losophy based on two key phenomena– ahimsi and satjagrahi. “Satjagraha 
is the essential weapon of truth” (Bhuvan 2017: 3), stated Gandhi. The 
philosophy of Truth (Satya) and Non-violence (Ahimsa) were grounded 
in his belief that they are the product of the divine true way. Besides, he 
called upon different methods of civil disobedience, using self-control, 
discipline and persistence. These philosophical principles were the most 
explicitly depicted in the so-called “Salt March”10, when Gandhi showed a 
typical example of civil disobedience through passive resistance.

Gandhi’s peaceful philosophy was to a great extent used by Martin 
Luther King. He is one of the activists who paid with his own life for the 
non-violent fight for African-American rights in the US. The depth of 
King’s desire for freedom is also seen in his impressive speeches which 
contained segments of Gandhi’s philosophy, “tolstoism” and Christian-
ity.11 As a Baptist preacher, he promoted some of the crucial principles 
of Christianity, insisting on one of the most important God’s command-
ments “Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself ”, among which he even 
included the love towards the enemy, for whom he believed one should 
pray. According to him, nonviolence was an “active and coercive form 
of resistance” (James 2016: 23).

In general, non-violent struggle requires some significant elements:
1. Non-violent struggle is not a mere subordination to injustice. It is 

a struggle with the help of dignity and persistence;
2. Passive resistance is not a weakness. Gandhi himself stated that 

non-violent resistance is not for cowards, since it requires a lot of 
persistence, bravery and moral strength;

10) Ghandi asked the British government in India to give independence to this country. 
Ghandi will start a march on foot,  338 km long,  from Ahmedabad to Dandi, wishing 
to reach the sea and make salt himself. Many people joined him as a support. This 
was the beginning of the end of the colonial authority of the Great Britain. 

11) Among his most famous speeches we should mention “I have a dream” and “Love 
your enemies”.
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3. Non-violent struggle confronts injustice but does not cause dam-
age to others.

Even though at first glance it does not seem so, but sometimes more 
strength is needed for non-violence than for violence. Mills wrote about 
this, stating that violence is “the last form of power” (Mills 2000: 86). He 
believed that violence corresponds with the loss of authority, and thus 
nonviolence represents a “tougher” category in comparison to violence. 
The sense of justice is often contributed to the context of non-violence. 
Believing that people act justly and in correlation with specific ethic 
principles provides an elementary strength for non-violent struggle, no 
matter how difficult it is.

By elaborating the relation of violence and nonviolence, especially in 
the context of fight, i.e. resistance, we can conclude the following: 

1. Violence is characterized by active, and nonviolence by passive 
resistance;

2. In comparison to violence, which is destructive, nonviolence is 
mostly constructive;

3. Nonviolence often needs bigger bravery and strength than vio-
lence does;

4. The advantage of violence lays in the fact that (no matter the con-
sequences) it gives faster results in comparison to nonviolence. 
Nonviolence asks for more time and effort.

Conclusion

Contemporary humanity has grown in technical, military and sci-
entific sense, clearly showing that the man is the only being having a 
superior ratio. However, despite the advance in human civilization, hu-
mankind has not denounced violent actions, as numerous low-inten-
sity conflicts world-wide show. The fight for geopolitical domination 
and energy control is more dominant than any ethical principle and the 
principle of nonviolence.

Today, it is difficult to restrain the political power of great powers that 
are taking part in ˙the “fight of titans” in the international relations arena. 
This might be due to Hegel’s idea that states that wish to be recognized 
must wage wars. The similar idea was expressed by Heraclitus, when he 
stated that struggle is a measure, that is, father of all things (even though 
this thought is often wrongfully translated as – war is the measure of all 
things). In the course of fighting for dominance, the principles of ethics 
and non-violent acting have been forgotten. In a world where money is 
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the main religion, where the violence and the fight for supremacy prevail, 
a little space is left for non-violence. Still, if we look at the conscious in-
dividuals, we will see that in every religion, nation and ideology exists at 
least a little bit of ethics pleading for the principle of non-violence. This 
witnesses the existence of a man’s consciousness which is not complete-
ly blurred with vanity, war and struggle for power. Machiavelli himself 
stated that a man has one half of animalistic and the other that is human 
within himself. No matter how much it contained elements of animalis-
tic urges, a man is in his essence a conscious, rational being that knows 
very well what empathy, compassion and ethics are. Let us hope that this 
positive side of a man will nowadays prevail in this chaos surrounding us.

Since ancient times the fight between violence and non-violence has 
been perceived though a prism of light and darkness, alternating be-
tween each other. Relying on the man’s rational part of the being, we 
might expect improvement of the human kind and creating awareness 
of everything that is good and that makes the human kind superior in 
comparison to the rest of the biosphere. Unfortunately, a modern man 
has shown significant inclination towards destructiveness and violence, 
which only shows that he invested much more into development of his 
irrational, instinctive side, which is coloured by violence. However, even 
though at a first sight violence seems more dominant, nonviolence has a 
peculiar, positive energy coming from the principle of ethics.
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Abstract

After his crowning in 1882, Milan Obrenović became the first king In mod-
ern history of Serbia. Given the level and type of Milan’s participation in the 
government, there are three very different periods of his reign. While in the 
first period tripartite state governorships governed instead of the minor ruler, 
in the second priod Milan governed by himself. The third period came only 
after his abdication in 1889. Although he was the former king, during one part 
of the reign of King Alexander, Milan played an important political role, and 
even can be said to have been some kind of co-ruler with his son.
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Introduction

Born in 1854 in Wallachia, in the family of a father with an immoral 
private and public life and a mother in these traits nothing better than 
her husband, the future King of Serbia in his boyhood was unable to 
acquire qualities that should adorn the future rulers. His father, Milos 
Obrenović, Jevrem’s son, is described as a womanizer and gambler, a 
spendthrift. He died young, in 1860. The mother, a Romanian aristocrat 
Marija Obrenović, Katardži maiden, became the prince Cuza’s mistress 
after the birth of Milan, so it should not be surprising that Prince Mihai-
lo took care of his nine year old cousin Milan (Jovanović 1934a: 270-1).2

1) Research Fellow
   predragterzic@yahoo.com 
2) Ljubomir Kaljević in the work published under the title Moje uspomene (My 

memories) gives Marija’s testimony of marital relations with her husband Miloš: 
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Accepting to take care of Milan’s upbringing, Prince Mihailo sent 
him to Paris where he found a personal educator Francois Ije, the fa-
mous French philosopher. Learning and educating in the spirit, but also 
developing in a physical sense, Milan remains in Paris with Professor 
Ije only a year. i.e. up to the murder of Prince Mihailo. After Mihai-
lo’s murder, with the Milivoje Blaznavac’s wholehearted commitment, 
Milan Obrenović for the first time comes to Serbia as the new Serbian 
prince. (Jovanović 1934a: 272-5, Mijatović 2008: 89). Until his coming 
of age, the land was managed by a tripartite governorship consisted of 
Jovan Ristić, Milivoje Blaznavac and Jovan Gavrilović, and since 1872 
Milan Obrenović governs by himself.

While friends and supporters of Milan pointed out his intelligence, 
good memory, „great soul” and „open mind” (Todorović 1997: 125), 
others underlined his greater commitment to relaxation and physical 
joys rather than to affairs of the state, his carelessness in performing 
monarchy functions, his desire to always be in the spotlight and his lack 
of morality in personal life; and he was often defined as a tyrant (Jova-
nović 1934c: 495-9). Čedomilj Mijatović said that king Milan, although 
„not at all perfectly balanced, was a man of great mind, a born politician, 
a patriot, a man of artistic instinct with a warm and generous heart.” 
(Mijatović 2008: 137). On the other hand, Ljubomir Kaljević describes 
King Milan as impetuous and self-willed. (Kaljević 2006: 52). „The nat-
ural talent of his was disrupted by the scarcity of spiritual balance and 
innate, unobstructed willfulness. To those unwelcome characteristics 

„No honeymoon has passed, and my Miloš began to lead a reveler’s life. He went 
to the house (we lived then in his estate) for a day and stayed in Jasa or Bucharest 
for 15 and 20 days, leaving me alone. He was spending this time in clubs, playing 
cards and having fun with young women. I tried to keep him in the house, or at least 
hide him until we move to town, where we would be together. No, he would not 
listen to me. He wanted to live the way he wanted and he didn’t want me to control 
him. When I complained about the solitude, he referred me to friends and pets and 
he wanted me to be alone with them, and have fun with them. He loved his immoral 
life so much that he was ready to sacrifice his honor, his home and his name. I 
have long fought and finally succumbed! I am a weak woman, like all my friends. 
The circumstances are my excuse, women rarely have such an excuse. Having a 
husband who leaves you after a few weeks, spends huge sums on gambling, serves 
mistresses publicly, offers you his young friends in exchange, steals valuable jewlery 
from closed boxes and sells them to pawnshops, owes everyone - and despite all 
that remain honorable woman, it is difficult and almost incomparable, especially 
when the woman is not ugly, but beautiful, when all her acquaintances court her 
and they make sure that all the husband’s excesses reach her in anonymous letters, 
citing the names of easy women with whom he spent time, sums of money misspent 
in card games, the size of the debts and the names of pawnshops to which he sold 
my valuables.” (Kaljević 2006: 34).
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we can add the inconstancy, illogicality and wantonness in the work of 
this strange man. If it weren’t for these characteristics, king Milan, with 
his unusual clarity and energy, would be ranked as one of the best rulers 
of his time.” (Ibid, 53).

Summarizing the characteristics of Milan Obrenović’s misrule, Slo-
bodan Jovanović says that his tyranny „did not exceed our ordinary 
measure” and that Milan could be said to be the despot rather than a 
tyrant (Jovanović 1934c: 499). „This reduction of the entire state policy 
to a person’s own personality and personal skills, it is without a doubt 
one despotic characteristic.” (Ibid).

Milan Obrenović’s independent rule lasted for 17 years. It started 
with the first day of his adulthood, but it ended when he was only 35. 
Leaving the government position too early, king Milan, however, left 
enough elements for the proper evaluation of the period of his rule, 
as well as his attitude towards the important state and national issues. 
His reign had multiple phases. If the form of government is used as a 
criterion, the rule of Milan Obrenović can be divided into two parts. 
In the first part, the longer one, Serbia was a principality, and Milan 
was a prince, and in the other part of this rule it was raised to the level 
of the Kingdom, and Milan became a king.3 During the first six years 
of Milan Obrenović’s rule, Serbia was still, though more formally than 
substantively, the autonomous province within the Ottoman Empire. 
After the Berlin agreement it was given the status of an internation-
ally recognized independent state. On the other hand, with regard to 
the level and type of Milan’s participation in government, there are 
three very different periods of his reign. While in the first period, the 
tripartite state governorship ruled instead of the minor ruler, the sec-
ond period was marked by Milan’s self-government. The third peri-
od comes only after his abdication. Although he was the former king, 
Milan played an important political role during one part of the reign 
of King Alexander, and even can be said to have been some kind of 
co-ruler with his son.

This research examines the relationship of Milan Obrenović with 
all three political parties of the time, the understanding and practical 
behavior in the field of rule of law, the spread of liberal freedoms and 
parliamentary rule, and the action in foreign policy.

3) For the proclamation of the Kingdom of Serbia, the proposal of the President of the 
National Assembly of Serbia to rise to the rank of Kingdom, as well as the response 
of Milan Obrenović see the „Srpske novine”, no. 41 of 22 February 1881
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The attitude towards political parties

Already at the very beginning of his self-rule, the prince of Milan 
gained a unique insight into the social and political situation in Serbia. 
„He felt that he could not rule the peasants, that the bureaucracy is cor-
rupt and that there is no higher class that could carry out the state idea 
with the prince (larger landowners were able to become such a class, but 
it would take decades for that). He noticed that the bourgeoisie and in-
dependent intelligence do not exist.” (Dragnić 1989: 64-5). Without the 
higher class, independent intelligence and with inadequate officials, the 
prince found the ally to his political ventures in intelligence organized 
in political groups which will during his reign become political parties 
in the modern sense.

In the early years of self-rule, Milan Obrenović relied mainly on the 
former governor Jovan Ristić and the liberal group. During this period 
there was a big Ristić’s impact on the decisions that prince brought, but 
the conflict arose between the two men, so the prince even showed in-
tolerance towards Ristić. However, until 1880, only the governments of 
Jovan Marinović and Aćim Čumić were led by conservatives, and Jovan 
Ristić occupied important positions at decisive moments for the state 
and the nation. Thus, during this period, he twice served as Prime Min-
ister and during the wars between Turkey and Serbia, and the Congress 
of Berlin, he was the minister of foreign affairs.

Similar to the future leader of the Liberal Party, Milan Obrenović 
was a supporter of moderate reform in internal politics, which should 
have been implemented gradually. Successes in the Serbian-Turkish 
wars, crowned with the international independence guaranteed by the 
decisions of the Berlin Congress, are considered to be the biggest Ris-
tić’s political successeses, but also the important achievements of Milan’s 
reign. However, although in the Congress of Berlin, in terms of reali-
zation of Serbian national and state interests, the prince and Ristić, as 
minister of foreign affairs, turned to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the 
disagreements between the prince Milan and the liberal group occurred 
due to the difference in views on ways to achieve the economic relations 
with this neighbor. While the prince argued that the trade contract with 
Austro-Hungary contained the most favored nation clause without rec-
iprocity, Ristić, seeking the reciprocity, opposed it to the extent that he 
was willing to enter into a customs war (Jovanović 1934b: 267-280). 

Disagreement between Milan Obrenović and Ristić on this issue, 
meant the fall of the government. After they came down from power, 
the liberals in their full glory did not come back. Although Jovan Ristić 
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in the further period of Milan’s reign formed another government, lib-
erals never again directed the internal and foreign policy of the country 
as in the period from 1868 to 1880. However, the Liberal Party main-
tained the status of a „dynasty party”.

With the fall of the Jovan Ristić’s government in 1880, young con-
servative group comes to power for the first time, gathered around a 
magazine Videlo. Later, from this group a Progressive Party would 
emerge. Piroćanac Milan became the Prime Minister. He also served 
as Minister of Foreign Affairs, while Milutin Garašanin led the depart-
ment of Internal Affairs. Stojan Novaković took the place of the Min-
ister of Education and Čedomilj Mijatović was the Minister of Finance 
(Ibid: 306-7).

Piroćanac was in the position of prime minister; however, but he 
did not manage to enjoy the greatest favor of the prince Milan. Prince 
showed his respect towards Piroćanac’s Minister of Finance, Čedomilj 
Mijatović: „From the beginning, in this government Piroćanac showed 
intolerance towards Mijatović, and there was the lack of Milan’s con-
fidence in Piroćanac.” (Marković 2006: 85). Showing his distrust in 
Piroćanac, whom he appointed to be the Prime Minister only to attract 
the largest number of young conservatives, prince Milan had the great-
est confidence in Mijatović but he also trusted his friend Garašanin. 
During the formation of the government, the prince set only one con-
dition to Mijatović and Garašanin which consisted in giving the most 
favored nation clause without reciprocity to Austro-Hungary (Marković 
2006: 85; Jovanović 1934b: 306-7). Accepting what Ristić opposed, the 
future progressives received the mandate to form the government. The 
reason for the fall of Ristić’s government thus became the cause of the 
coming to power of the progressives.

Progressive governments have implemented major reforms to mod-
ernize the country. They mostly suited political attitudes of prince Mi-
lan, especially in the period of Garašanin’s presidency. Slobodan Jova-
nović also notices Milan’s agreement with the policy of the progressive 
government: „Only in the second half of his government, when he sur-
rounded himself with the Progressives, he began to use his head. His 
ability to rule should be judged by what he did during the progressives’s 
rule.” (Jovanović 1934c: 503). In the field of foreign policy, the govern-
ment turned to the Austro-Hungarian Empire, with which it conclud-
ed a trade agreement, as well as the secret convention. Unlike the first 
document which was of public nature, the other, as its name suggests, 
was secret. The Convention was signed by Čeda Mijatović. Piroćanac 
and Garašanin were informed on its content only after the document 
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had already been signed (Jovanović 1934b: 336-7; Marković 2006: 91-2; 
Mijatović 2008: 288-9). 

However, not all reforms of three progressive governments in the peri-
od from 1880 to 1887 were in full compliance with Milan’s political beliefs. 
While finding allies to achieve foreign policy goals was Milan’s priority, 
the domestic policy was put into the background for a certain period of 
time. Having almost the same opinion about foreign policy, prince Milan 
and progressives did not agree on the internal one. „Prince Milan was not 
fond of progressive ideas about the internal policy. However, because of 
the agreement with the progressives about the external policy, he let them 
do whatever they wanted in internal one. He hoped, however, that they 
will, once they have gained more experience in public affairs, get sober 
and abandon their liberal doctrinarism.” (Jovanović 1934b: 355).

Although he disagreed with the implementation of liberal reforms, 
which he considered inappropriate for the social structure of Serbia, it did 
not mean that Milan would prevent them. Despite the fact that he opposed 
them, the prince was letting their implementation in practice. Although 
he did not wholeheartedly support the adoption of liberal laws, the Pro-
gressives were satisfied with the fact that he did not prohibit them. Thus, 
in Milan Piroćanac’s government, the laws on the press, the speech and 
associations, judges, as well as the Law on the standing army were passed.

With the forming Milutin Garašanin’s government in 1884, the sec-
ond stage of cooperation between Milan Obrenović and young conserv-
ative group gathered around Videlo. The new phase involved the new 
circumstances. While Milan Obrenović carried the title of Prince during 
the establishment of the Piroćanac’s government, he was a king now and 
former young conservatives are progressives. The second factor con-
cerned the changes that have occurred after the Timok Rebellion and 
those were caused by the radical abuses of liberal laws and other legal 
acts, mostly rebellion against the reforms included in the Law on the 
standing army. These events made the viewpoints of King Milan and 
progressives become more similar when it came to internal policy. 

Since it lacked the popular support, the Progressive Party, which 
now came closer to King Milan, was no longer a „dynastic” but a royal 
party. United in fight against attitudes of the masses represented by the 
radicals, the king and progressives wanted to restrict civil and political 
rights and freedoms.

King Milan gradually developed his attitude towards the Radical Party. 
Initially, he looked at the radical champions as the young, new graduates, 
enthusiastic and filled with liberal ideas acquired during studies, mainly in 
Western universities, and he believed that they would eventually abandon 
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those ideas. However, not only that they did not abandon those ideas, the 
radicals developed and expanded them. Milan was especially opposed to 
the understanding that the peasants were the source of ,,everything good, 
everything great, wise, intelligent, famous and fortunous for the entire Ser-
bia”, he also opposed the radical pandering to masses typical of the „fair-
ground illusionist”, emphasizing the theory of popular sovereignty, and he 
was opposed to intolerance, even hatred towards officialdom which radi-
cal leaders developed in peasants (Todorović 1997: 210-3). Milan Obreno-
vić protested against the vocabulary and the ways in which radical MPs 
criticized, or rather, attacked ministers including the Monarch.

The other two former political parties, the Liberal and Advanced, 
king Milan considered „dynastic” parties, elements of law and order. 
However, competing among themselves, the two parties could not find 
common political ground and form a government. On the opposite side 
there were the radicals, whom Milan considered to be the elements of 
disorder, a chaos Party. Radicals had popular support, which in their 
opinion was a necessary and sufficient condition to form a government. 
Unlike them, king Milan held that in order to participate in the govern-
ment it was necessary to have the capacity to conduct the affairs of state, 
which the radical leaders did not have.

„Milan considered a radical party to be the anarchist element that 
undermines the basics of state’s life, an element with which you do not 
need to argue but fight. When the people began approaching radicals, 
Milan feared for „the state’s idea”; in his opinion, only a ruler could save 
it - and thus his authority should be reinforces. Gradually, progressives 
have adopted Milan’s views; they abolished their own laws on the press, 
speech, associations; gave up on the constitutional changes, and became 
the party that fought for the rulers’ prerogatives and not the inner free-
dom and parliamentary regime.” (Jovanović 1990a: 35). 

However, it is wrong to conclude that the king sought to completely 
exclude radicals from political life. Completely the opposite, he worked 
twice on the creation of the coalition governments, in which the Pro-
gressive Party would rule with the radicals, provided that the radicals 
leave their political direction and methods of operation which the king 
considered to be dangerous for the state. Radicals would bring popu-
lar support to coalition governments, and progressives would bring the 
spirit of reformation and experience in managing state affairs. While the 
first lacked statesmanlike experience, the second did not have popular 
support. Together they would make a whole.

The Radicals, however, rejected that offer to form a coalition with 
the Progressives in the fall of 1882, as well as the possibility to make an 
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agreement between the two parties after the Serbo-Bulgarian war. Until 
then, twice attempted cooperation between the radicals and progres-
sives remained without success, but the radicals in 1886 made an agree-
ment with the liberals on the basis of which a coalition government of 
Jovan Ristić was formed the following year. Ristić’s government lasted 
only six months, from June to the end of December.

King Milan Obrenović wanted to be the center of political deci-
sion-making, but not in the role of the monarch, but rather as a kind of 
political authority to which the parties serve only as advisers. „He wanted 
to be the ruler in the true sense of the word, that his decision is final, and 
that the parties serve as helpers.” (Rajić 2009: 57). It is clear that strong 
political parties would not be satisfied with the role of mere helpers and 
implementers of the king’s decisions. That is why Milan preferred the 
parties without greater support from the people. The important thing 
to him was that the parties, their leaders and ministers could easily be 
directed towards what he thought was best. Progressive modernization 
course suited the king the most, though he believed that their liberal-
ism in the initial period of government was not adjusted to the social 
structure of Serbia. Without a doubt, he was exceeding Milan’s measure. 
He considered liberals to be Russophiles, unable to understand the need 
for progress of the country and a group of people who think that Serbia 
should be surrounded with the Chinese wall „and preserved from any 
influence of modern concepts,” but for him they still were a party loyal 
to the dynasty. Radicals did not lack people’s support, but they lacked, 
according to the king’s oppinion, the state’s discipline, just like most peo-
ple (Piroćanac 2004: 112). Friends of disorder and chaos, representatives 
of the „alley“ party, could not be friends with Serbian king. King „Milan 
and the radicals were mentally, morally, socially, and politically, two op-
posing poles, two opposites, which can not be reconciled with anything.” 
(Todorović 1997: 217). The attempts of cooperation between the king 
and radicals were the product of necessity or attempt to remove their 
leaders from the streets and bring them closer to the state mechanism, 
rather than a tendency to accept Radical party for what it really was.

Attitude towards the spread of liberal freedoms, rule of law and 
parliamentarism 

As a supporter of reform in principle, king Milan found the largest 
obstacles to their implementation in the inadequate social structure, but 
also in the absence of state discipline of the Serbian people, „Serbian 
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nation has great social and familial characteristics, but it, as well as other 
Slavs, lacks state discipline properties that give people opportunities to 
form and establish their national life. With all the poetry the size of the 
Serbian state, Serbian nation was unable to find and adopt the right path 
which will lead there. Our goal and aspiration is to instill in our people 
the European spirit that formed and established so many strong coun-
tries. With the very properties that a Serb has today, it is not possible to 
secure a Serbian state. Therefore, Serbian nation should be taught the 
state discipline, so that not only the idea of the Serbian state but also the 
ways and means by which that idea may be achieved become clear and 
unshakeable to them.” (Piroćanac 2004: 109).

Milan Obrenović thought that in a country which in terms of so-
cial structure was rural and without the higher social class, populated 
with the poorly educated people, even for the European conditions 
of the time, it was not possible to find many allies for the implemen-
tation of reforms. However, he had to rely on someone. Although he 
criticized intelligence, Milan thought that „however it may be, it is up 
to it to conduct the affairs of the country. To rely on the mass of the 
people, what such a situation can bring, would mean to give up any 
progress because the masses would not understand it and I am totally 
convinced that Serbia can do nothing but to become a modern Euro-
pean state, or lose any raison d’être of its independent survival. That is 
why I am today inclined to make certain concessions to the demands 
of intelligence.” (Ibid: 112).

Having renounced cooperation with the masses in the realization 
of modernization, Milan did not fully relly on intelligence. Represent-
atives of the intelligence embodied in the political party leaders, were, 
however, only helpers in Milan Obrenović’s political ventures. He was 
the center of political decision-making, and political parties and their 
leaders were only variable assistants.

Seeking to modernize the country, king Milan treated it like a goal 
for which many other purposes of political action had to be sacrificed, 
and certain political reforms had to be restricted. He was fond of the 
underdeveloped political system, in which political parties, without sig-
nificant social support, clashed among themselves. He was a supporter 
of liberal laws, but he thought they could not be applied to the Slavs, 
thus they should be restricted in Serbia, more or less, depending on the 
circumstances. He respected the rule of law only to the point to which it 
wasn’t conflicted with the goals he promoted (Piroćanac 2004: 469). He 
wasn’t opposed to the principle of constitutionality, but he considered 
the „constitutional ruler in the East to be an absurdity.” (Ibid: 469).
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Liberal laws that were adopted during Milan Piroćanac’s Govern-
ment were too open-minded for Milan’s understanding of their appli-
cability in Serbia, and their acceptance was the price for the progres-
sives’ support for king’s foreign policy. King Milan strived to limit the 
freedom of the press, freedom of assembly and association and other 
political freedoms. He spoke about that to the Prime Minister of the 
time, Milan Piroćanac, stressing that the existence of a liberal law on the 
press does not go in favor of progressives, because there is no guarantee 
that the next government will not abolish it: „If you could hope to take 
advantage of today’s liberty and use it in opposition I would understand 
the reason you suffer unjustified attacks, but since we cannot hope, I do 
not understand. When you’re in the government, you are letting them 
attack you, when in opposition, you are forbidden to attack the govern-
ment. It would be better to get even.“ (Ibid: 50). Limitations of freedom 
of the press, freedom of assembly and association since 1884 marked 
a progressives’ deviation from their original attitudes. While the king 
remained at the previous opinion, he also tightened it; the progressives 
have turned to the king. Thus, the policies of the king and progressives 
became extremely close.

While he was advocating for a specific political goal, King Milan 
would do anything to carry out his political will. In these endeavors, he 
often opposed the rule of law. By-elections in 1882 were repeated several 
times until the candidates that the monarch protected won. As a result of 
such election, there appeared a majority in the parliament which suited 
the king, while the opposition, thus, emphasized that some government 
MPs received only two votes in the elections, which was the reason they 
were called „dvoglasci” (two-wotes people). On the other hand, King 
Milan was a great opponent of the achievement of parliamentary rule in 
Serbia. „He thought that Serbia does not need parliamentary regime but 
a strong ruler. Prince Milan placed the parliamentary thought opposite 
the state thought.” (Popović 1939: 44-5). While the first was embodied 
in the Constitution of 1888, the second he could use reigning according 
to Governor’s constitution. Governor’s constitution was in force in the 
entire period of Milan’s reign. It lasted as much as the constitution in the 
first period of its validity. The introduction of a parliamentary regime 
also meant the end of Milan’s reign (Ibid: 45).  

King Milan and the masses had different views on the future of 
the country. Milan Obrenović was a supporter of liberal laws, but he 
thought that they were not applicable in Serbia because people weren’t 
able to cope with it, so he thought they should be limited, more or less, 
depending on the circumstances. His position especially strengthened 
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after the Timok Rebellion. Without the sympathy for the people, Milan 
could not expect his people to have sympathy for him: „The Serbian 
people did not like King Milan. They generally regarded him as a for-
eigner with Walachian blood; King Milan hated the people as well, from 
the depths of his soul.” (Piroćanac 2004: 470). Opposed but also con-
demned to each other, King Milan and the representatives of the people 
had a certain similarity. In fact, Milan’s dynasty, and representatives of 
the people shared the same aspirations as „Obrenovićs and radicals both 
wanted the dictatorship: the first wanted a dictatorship to rule, and sec-
ond - a parliamentary dictatorship.” (Jovanović 1990b: 233). 

Milan Obrenović’s work in foreign policy

In Milan Obrenović’s orientation towards foreign policy we can 
clearly distinguish two periods in which he relied on different forces in 
international relations. In the first period Milan opted for Russia, and in 
the second he was close to the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

In the period before the Treaty of San Stefano, prince Milan Obreno-
vić tied foreign policy aspirations of Serbia strongly to Russia. „Rus-
sophilia in the external policy was for him a form of faith as conserv-
atism was in the interior policy; these two things were mutually com-
plemented and supported.” (Jovanović 1934b: 207-8). In the period of 
the Serbian-Turkish wars Serbia has entered as the liberal, pro-Russian 
oriented government, but also with prince who was of the same foreign 
policy orientation. With the support of Slavophiles during the first, and 
official Russia in the second war, Serbia emerged as a victorious state.

However, victories on the battlefield were not followed by political 
achievements that would ensure the preservation of war heritage. The 
treaty of San Stefano has enabled the realization of Russian interests. 
Since the goal of the Russian policy in the Balkans was the occupation of 
Constantinople, the Russian favoured large Bulgarian state under their 
strong influence, which would be the basis for their further foreign pol-
icy efforts (Ibid: 200-1).

Achieved in this way, the Russian political objectives in the Balkans 
could not suit Serbia. In its neighborhood Great Bulgaria was created, 
which was comprised of Eastern Rumelia, Macedonia, and the cities 
which Serbia won in wars with Turkey: Vranje, Pirot and Trn (Ibid: 199). 
Although these borders were revised by the Treaty of Berlin, the peace 
of San Stefano showed that Serbian and Russian interests did not match. 
Russian policy in the Balkans did not suit a strong Serbian state, but 
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strong Bulgaria. If after the Berlin agreement Serbia got internationally 
recognized independence and territorial expansion, under the influence 
of new circumstances it received the different foreign policy partner. It 
moved from Russia to the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

It is clear that a small country like Serbia could not pursue an inde-
pendent foreign policy, and thus it was necessary to find allies to protect 
its interests. However, forgetting that the interests are the main motives 
of political actors, especially the big powers, Milan Obrenović entered 
the policy with lot of passion. Thus, after San Stefano, he began to feel 
personal animosity, even hatred towards Russia. On the other hand, Mi-
lan’s association with Austro-Hungary had many similarities with pre-
vious relations with Russia. Thus, changing the patron did not mean 
the change in the nature of the relationship with the country to which 
Serbia relied on concerning foreign policy. However, the adherence to 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire was considerably more powerful than 
the previous relationship with Russia (Rajić 2004: XII).

At the Congress of Berlin, Serbia was in a very delicate position. Aus-
tro-Hungary strongly opposed the expansion of Serbia to the west and 
southwest (towards Bosnia, Sandzak of Novi Pazar and Macedonia), the 
Turks and the British prevented the expansion of the Serbian state to the 
present-day southern Serbia and Macedonia, and the Russians wanted pro-
vide as much territory for Bulgarians as they could in the southeast (Pop-
ov 2010: 244). The difficult situation for Serbia was nevertheless avoided, 
with the help and support of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but it came 
with a price. The price of Austo-Hungarian aid at the Berlin Congress 
related to the admittance of Serbia to its economic and political sphere.

Before the Congress of  Berlin, on July 8, 1878, the Ministers of For-
eign Affairs of Serbia and Austro-Hungary, Ristić and Andraši signed 
an economic agreement that applied to three areas: construction of rail-
ways, trade agreement and the question of Djerdap. With regard to the 
construction of railways, Serbia signed a contract to build a railroad be-
tween Belgrade and Nis, within the following three years, actually, two 
railway branches. One would lead to Pirot, i.e. to the Serbian-Bulgarian 
border and it would be connected to Constantinople railway, while the 
other would go to Vranje and the Turkish border, connecting us with 
the Thessaloniki Railway. Austro-Hungarians, in turn, pledged to pro-
vide a railway link in the vicinity of Belgrade, as well as to help obtain 
the connections using two railway branch lines, to Bulgaria and Turkey 
(Jovanović 1934b: 213-5).

At first, the price that Serbia paid in order to obtain Austrian aid was 
not excessive. It was indeed favorable even for Serbia itself. Although 
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the trade interests between the two sides should have been resolved in 
a later treaty, the basis for the formulation of such a contract was unfa-
vorable for Serbia. The railway, which was supposed to be built in order 
to obtain connections with the Austrian railways and with promised 
help with the connection to the Bulgarian and Turkish railways, allowed 
the realization of Serbian trade, economic and political interests as well 
(Ibid: 215). As far as economy is concerned, the railway would, in ac-
cordance with the principles of economic liberalism, passing through 
Serbia, allow the economic merger of Western Europe and the Middle 
East, or allow the Serbian population to participate in the global ex-
change of goods. Railways at that time represented the most convenient 
and fastest way to transport goods also enhancing the development of 
different economic sectors.4 In addition to the indisputable technical 
and economic contribution, the railway was supposed to connect the 
countries, to join the old parts with the new, but also to make the con-
nection with the areas that were still under Ottoman rule. Railway thus 
became the building block of Serbian nation.

The first railway for passenger traffic with steam engine in Europe 
was built in England in 1825, and four years later in America. In France, 
the first railway with steam traction was built in 1831, in Belgium and 
Germany in 1835, in Austria and Russia in 1838, in Italy and the Neth-
erlands in 1839 and in Switzerland in 1844. In Asia, the railways began 
to be built in 1853, in Australia one year after that and in Africa in 1856. 
Although the first attempts to build a railway line from Belgrade to Is-
tanbul were made at the very beginning of the fifties, during the reign of 
Prince Aleksandar Karadjordjević, the construction began 30 years later 
(Milenković 1936: 11).

Railway contract concluded in April 1880 involved Serbia’s commit-
ment to build a railway between Belgrade and Nis within the following 
three years, as well as the railway to Vranje. Serbian officials, however, were 
afraid that great material resources necessary for the construction of rail-
ways would greatly aggravate the state of the public finances, so they tried 
and they succeeded in negotiating with the Austro-Hungary to reduce Ser-

4) We can see prominent economic and practical benefits of building railways in 
Videlo, a Progressive’s Party body: „When it gets the railway, Serbia will become 
a cultured and educated nation; Serbian Industry, trade and handicraft will get 
livelier. Military forces of our country will become stronger and more powerful. 
As once,in France, people paid 12-15 cents per mile, today the train ride only costs 
3-5 centimes, so the train ride on our railway will cost far below the actual price of 
transportation. While Serbian MP now spends 4-5 days traveling to Belgrade, he 
will need no more than 6-7 hours to do so.” „Naša željeznica od Mihaila Petrovića“, 
Videlo, no. 43, of March 29, 1881
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bian obligations which arose from Ristić-Andraši contract and postpone 
the construction of a railway between Niš and Pirot. Thus, Piroćanac’s gov-
ernment, which replaced Ristić’s government, in February 1881 with the 
French society of General Union signed three contracts: a contract on the 
loan for the construction of railways, a contract on the construction and a 
contract on exploitation of the railways (Jovanović 1934b: 259, 387-392). 

While the construction of railway in Serbia was in complete harmo-
ny with the classic understanding of economic liberalism, radical op-
position objected to it for financial reasons, as well as the inadequate 
conditions of construction and exploitation. Given the large loan for 
construction of railway, 37 MPs demanded elections for the Grand Na-
tional Assembly, believing that only it can decide on such an important 
issue.5 Speaking about the railway convention, Nikola Pašić in the Na-
tional Assembly said: „The railway is nothing more than a huge indus-
trial machine - if it is installed that way and the invested capital is rent-
ed, the railway will be beneficial to the people; but if the invested capital 
cannot be rented and the people have to sell their own goods to pay that 
rent, then it will have harmful consequences.” 6

The government emphasized that the railway promotes trade; the 
Radicals explained that it improves the world trade, but not trade in 
Serbia. For the government the railway is a modern achievement that 
contributes to linking the old and newly liberated parts of Serbia,7 as 
well as the inclusion of the country in the world economy, while, quite 
the opposite, for the radicals it represented a massive and economical-
ly inefficient cost, but also a threat to the independent development of 
country. In addition to the economic and political reasons, behind the 
resistance to the construction of railways stood the populist pandering 
to popular opposition to everything that is new and modern, if such a 
novelty does not produce direct and immediate benefits not for the state 
and the nation, but for the person himself and his household. 8

5) „Predlog 37 poslanika da se narodna volja u vezi sa železničkom konvencijom 
proveri na izborima za Narodnu skupštinu, u Narodnoj skupštini 22. maja 1880.”, 
in: Perović, L. (1997) Nikola Pašić u Narodnoj skupštini, Vol. 1. Beograd: Službeni 
list SRJ, pp. 437-442.

6) „Govor Nikole Pašića o železničkoj konvenciji, u Narodnoj skupštini 22. maja 
1880.”, in: Perović, L. (1997) Nikola Pašić u Narodnoj skupštini, Vol. 1. Beograd: 
Službeni list SRJ, p. 451

7) In the newly liberated areas (four districts) lived 303,097 inhabitants, of whom 
155,231 men and 147,866 women. Number of taxpayers was 62 471. See: „Popis 
ljudstva Srbije u oslobođenim krajevima u god. 1878.”, in: Državopis Srbije, sveska 
XI. Beograd, p. 55

8) After the time passed, i.e. the time they spent in power, the Radicals and Nikola 
Pašić, changed their obstinate opposition views on many issues. For Pašić’s 
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While Austro-Hungary accepted to regulate Djerdap by itself, Ser-
bia allowed it to temporarily use the river banks, during the execution 
of works, the trade issue between the two countries should have been 
regulated by special agreements. Austro-Hungarians demanded the 
right to unilaterally decide whether to sign a trade agreement with Ser-
bia or a customs union, but a change was made on Serbian side and 
consent of both parties was a necessary condition for the conclusion of 
a customs union.

The trade agreement between Austria-Hungary and Serbia should 
first determine the nature of economic, and consequently political, re-
lations between the two countries. Serbian side opposed the creation of 
a customs union, believing that the abolition of customs duties on Aus-
tro-Hungarian products would cause a complete destruction of the Ser-
bian handicraft production. However, neither was in Austro-Hungary’s 
interest to hurry with the signing of trade agreements, as former trade 
relations were in force under the provisions of the Berlin Treaty. Ne-
gotiations between Serbia and Austria-Hungary concerning trade con-
tract were full of obstacles. Austro-Hungary considered that under the 
contract of 1862 made with Turkey, it already owned the most favored 
nation clause and it demanded most favored nation clause without rec-
iprocity. While prince Milan accepted Austro-Hungarian conditions, 
Ristić, on the other hand, agreed to the most favored nation clause, but 
on the principle of reciprocity (Jovanović 1934b: 267-276). Ristić’s refus-
al to agree to the Austro-Hungarian conditions cost him the position of 
President of the Government.

What Ristić did not want to accept, the Progressives accepted. Dur-
ing Milan Piroćanac’s rule a trade agreement was concluded but a secret 
convention was made as well. In foreign policy, Serbia was entirely tied 
to the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In May 1881 a trade agreement was 
signed between Serbia and Austria-Hungary with a validity period of 
ten years. By its nature, this agreement „stood in the middle between 
ordinary trade agreement and customs alliance.” (Ibid: 325). 

The benefits, characteristic to common goods traffic in the border 
areas, were provided for certain goods whose export was of particular 
interest so that the customs duties on them were very low.

oppinion on the railway from 1902, see: „Nikola Pašić o proceduralnim pitanjima, u 
Senatu 23. marta 1902.“, in:  Perović, L. (1997) Nikola Pašić u Narodnoj skupštini, 
Vol. 2. Beograd: Službeni list SRJ, p. 801, and for his relation to bureaucratic diaries 
and indirectly a new oppinion on the officials’s class, see: „Učešće Nikole Pašića u 
raspravi o Predlogu zakona o dnevnici, podvoznini i seobini državnih činovnika i 
služitelja, u Narodnoj skupštini 10. januara 1892.”, Perović, L. (1997) Nikola Pašić 
u Narodnoj skupštini, Vol. 2. Beograd: Službeni list SRJ, p. 522.



156

These benefits did not fall within the most favored clause, so in ar-
ranging trade relations with Serbia and Austro-Hungary they could not 
be requested by any other state. Thus, the Austro-Hungarian got the 
privileged position in the export of industrial products to Serbia, and 
for Serbia the export of livestock and agricultural products - pigs, oxen, 
and prunes – was made easier. However, with veterinary convention 
concerning the horned animals and with the ability to limit or com-
pletely prohibit the import of pigs from Serbia, Austria-Hungary pro-
vided itself with a significant tool for economic and political influence 
on Serbia (Ibid: 321-9).

While the trade agreement concerned the regulation of economic 
relations with Austria-Hungary, the secret convention resolved the po-
litical issues between the two countries. According to the Convention 
held in June 1881, Serbia pledged to prevent any operation from Serbi-
an territory aimed at the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian position in 
Bosnia, and in turn Austro-Hungary offered Serbia help in spreading to 
the south, except in the direction of Sandzak, but also the protection of 
Dynastiy and recognition of the Serbian Kingdom when it gets declared.
Serbia was not able to sign a political agreement with other countries 
without the approval of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but this clause 
was later softened with Piroćanac’s declaration with Kalaj when Serbia 
committed itself not to sign contracts with other countries that would 
disagree with the spirit and content of the secret convention, which 
meant that it was not necessary to communicate the text of these agree-
ments to Austro-Hungary before their conclusion (Ibid: 333-9).

The change of foreign policy orientation of the country through its 
shift from Russia to Austro-Hungary demanded a political and eco-
nomic association with the northern neighbor. As liberal government 
led by Ristić did not want to accept the economic conditions which Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire offered to Serbia, Prince Milan turned to pro-
gressives. Progressives have accepted to hold Milan’s economic and po-
litical views in foreign policy, and, on the other hand, Milan Obrenović 
offered a permission to progressive government to implement reforms 
in the country.

Realizing that the best support for the realization of Serbian nation-
al and state interests can be achieved through cooperation with Aus-
tria-Hungary, after the Berlin Congress, King subordinated the entire 
domestic and foreign policy to this goal. However, he kept involving too 
much emotion into international relations. So Milorad Ekmečić states: 
„The basic motive that governed all his actions was the fear of Russia.” 
(Ekmečić 2011: 309). This is one reason why Milan’s connection to Aus-
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tro-Hungary was much more solid than previous forms of cooperation 
with Russia. His relations with Austria-Hungary became very strong 
and intertwined. Milan Obrenović spoke about that to Milan Piroćanac 
and said: „Relying on central forces affects the program in Serbia and 
I as well as you went so far that path that if we wanted to come back, it 
would be impossible for us.” (Piroćanac 2004: 147). In his governing, 
Milan preferably rested on two pillars. An ally in the internal policy of 
Milan Obrenović was the Progressive Party, and in foreign policy- Aus-
tro-Hungarian Empire.

Conclusion

Milan Obrenović in domestic politics was a supporter of moderate 
reform, which should have been implemented gradually. King Milan 
considered Liberal and Progressive Party to be „dynastic“ parties, el-
ements of law and order. Opposite them stood radicals, which Milan 
considered to be the elements of disorder, a chaos party. Radicals had 
popular support, which in their opinion was a necessary but insuffi-
cient condition to form a government. Unlike them, king Milan held 
that for the participation in the government it was necessary to have 
the capacity to conduct the affairs of state, which radical leaders did not 
have. King Milan Obrenović wanted to be the center of political deci-
sion-making, but not in the role of the monarch, but rather as a kind of 
political authority to which the parties are only advisers. That is why 
Milan preferred the parties without greater support from the people.

King Milan supported liberal law, but he thought they couldn’t be 
applied in Serbia, because people wouldn’t be able to cope with it, thus 
they should be limited, more or less, depending on the circumstances. 
He obeyed the rule of law only to the point where it was consistent with 
the objectives he was promoting. Due to people’s opposition to reforms, 
especially during the Timok Rebellion in 1883, Milan Obrenović re-
duced the political freedom.

In Milan Obrenović’s foreign policy orientation we can clearly distin-
guish two periods during which he relied on different forces in interna-
tional relations. In the first period, Milan opted for Russia, and in the 
second he turns to Austro-Hungary. Peace concluded at San Stefano in 
1878 showed that the Serbian and Russian interests weren’t the same. A 
strong Serbian state did not suit Russian policy in the Balkans, but strong 
Bulgaria suited the Russians. Therefore, in his foreign policy, Milan 
Obrenović turned to Austro-Hungary. During Milan’s reign, trade agree-
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ment and secret convention with Austria-Hungary were signed. While 
the trade agreement concerned the regulation of economic relations, the 
secret convention resolved the political issues between the two countries.
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Abstract

Social problems are perceived situations incompatible with the values   of a 
significant number of people, which lead to negative social and economic con-
sequences. Their basic characteristics are: that they are predominantly caused 
by social factors, mass, awareness of their existence and that they can be elimi-
nated by social measures and interventions.

The paper analyzes whether social problems are objective social facts that 
are not questionable or whether social constructs are based on perception, in-
teriorization and cultural diversity. In particular, the influence of social con-
structivism on the relation of social workers and users, i.e. understanding of the 
nature of social needs, is pointed out.

Social problems, become part of human reality through the processes of 
externalization, objectification and internalization, which indicates that they 
can to a significant extent be considered social constructs. This can explain 
why some of the phenomena, which from the point of view of objective criteria 
represent social problems in some societies and they are perceived as such, 
unlike others. In this sense, social problems are not only “objective social facts”, 
but also social artifacts, products of cultural, value and historical exchanges 
among people.

By rejecting a linear approach in interpreting unsatisfied social needs and 
introducing the approach of “ignorance” of social workers, i.e. “subjectivity” 
expressed in the user’s perception of the problem, social constructivism em-
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phasizes the approaches to empowerment, participation and involvement. Lan-
guage as a social construction in the understanding and explanation of reality 
and processes in social work introduces terms of strength, resources, assess-
ment and reflection.

Key words: social problems, social constructivism, objectivity, subjectivity, 
social work.

The Concept and Characteristics of Social Problems

Poverty, unemployment, crime, domestic violence, corruption are 
some of the first associations for social problems. What makes them so-
cial problems? What characteristics should a situation have to be labeled 
with this term?

The concept of a social problem was created within the framework 
of social medicine and organicist positivist sociology. This term was 
used to denote massive organic or mental diseases (tuberculosis, alco-
holism, infectious diseases) that were created as a result of unfavorable 
economic and social living conditions (Milosavljević 2003: 18). With 
the development of social policy and social protection, social problems 
are increasingly associated with the so-called social cases, i.e. objective 
events that adversely affect individuals, social groups and communi-
ties, preventing them from adequately meeting personal and collective 
needs, which requires them to have adequate institutional and system-
atic support. Although there are various interpretations of social prob-
lems, most authors agree that they are: an integral, though unwanted 
part of social processes, that they are socially conditioned, that they af-
fect a large number of people and cause consequences that are contrary 
to the values   of a significant number of people.

In this sense, the basic characteristics of social problems are:
1. Continuity, presence in all socio-economic systems.
2. They arise primarily due to the action of social factors.
3. Massiveness, they cause adverse economic, health and emotional 

consequences in a significant number of people.
4. There is awareness of the majority of citizens about their presence 

and the consequences they are causing.
5. Preventably, social measures can eliminate or reduce their detri-

mental effect.
These elements indicate that social problems can be viewed as a 

combination of objective circumstances and their subjective interpreta-
tion (Mooney, Knox and Schacht 2006: 3). What makes them objective? 
Of course, the fact of continuity, a constant presence in all economic 
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epochs. For example, poverty, as a classic social problem, changes its 
contents and forms, but it is a persistent, multidimensional, mass so-
cial phenomenon, which is constantly reproduced. It arises with the 
first forms of economic stratification, the division into the rich and the 
poor. In this sense, it is primarily conditioned by social factors, and it 
is also logical that by the action of these same factors it can be elimi-
nated. Social problems cause different negative consequences for indi-
viduals, groups and society as a whole. It seems that this view should 
not be questioned and can be considered objective. However, function-
alist-oriented theorists believe that socially negative phenomena have 
two dimensions: manifest and latent. Thus, poverty, unemployment, 
crime, prostitution are manifestly negative, as they appear as such in 
the consciousness of most people. Still, from a standpoint of stability, 
integrations and development of society, their latent function is posi-
tive. Thus Emil Durkheim, the founder of functionalism, argued that 
crime is a useful social phenomenon, as it strengthens collective con-
sciousness (social norms, values   and perceptions), and causes a social 
reaction of condemnation, which in turn strengthens collective values   
and morality. Durkheim, among other things, considers that positive 
(normal) social phenomena are the ones that are average (common) 
for a certain type of society in a certain developmental phase (Dirkem 
1961). The fact that they are usual according to Durkheim indicates 
their usefulness to society, otherwise they would not survive. From 
similar points of view Kingsley Davis (1961) also explains the positive 
latent function of prostitution that is reflected in the control and di-
rection of sexual instincts, i.e. needs (Davis 1961). From the point of 
view of these interpretations, social problems have not only negative 
but also objectively positive consequences, bearing in mind the func-
tioning of the whole society, and not just the welfare of individuals. 
In this context, the view that the unemployment rate of up to 5% can 
be considered prosperous (Milosavljević 2003: 81) can be interpreted 
in similar way, as it strengthens competitiveness and provides “reserve 
workforce” for less paid and unattractive jobs. Functionalists actually 
point out the difference between form and function. The form refers 
to the shape, something that is visible (manifest), and the function to 
a purpose, which does not have to be easily visible, but can have its 
own hidden (latent) function. Still functionalists agree that there must 
be awareness that a certain phenomenon is manifestly negative. Con-
sciousness is thus one of the basic determinants of social problems, 
since its existence indicates the presence and spread (certainty) of a 
certain unwanted phenomenon.
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From the point of view of psychology, consciousness can be defined 
in the most general sense as the universality of one’s own psychic expe-
riences (feelings, perceptions, memories, thoughts, ideas, associations, 
feelings, needs, etc.) that we are able to directly see by introspection and 
relatively clearly describe or express in a different way. In sociology, it 
would represent a system of beliefs, ideas, attitudes, values   and knowl-
edge, created under the influence of tradition and sociocultural factors 
(Vidanović 2006: 209.).

In this sense, awareness of the existence of a social problem arises as 
a result of our psychic experiences, i.e. beliefs and attitudes that some 
kind of phenomenon is unwanted and massive. Its formation is influ-
enced by tradition and socio-cultural factors, which can imply that an 
identical phenomenon is observed and evaluated differently in different 
societies. Take, for example, obesity. For many years this phenomenon 
was not considered unwanted, even considered a desirable, indicator 
of wealth and “health”. Today, the obesity epidemic is one of the most 
prevalent social problems, with many not yet aware of its existence and 
its negative consequences. According to the World Health Organiza-
tion, body mass index (BMI) of 25 to 30 indicates overweight, while 
values   over 30 are considered obesity. According to the same organiza-
tion in the world, 39% of adult males and 38% of adult women have an 
overweight (BMI of over 25), of which 15% of women and 11% of men 
are obese (WHO 2016). In the United States, 72.8% of the population 
is overweight, of which 33.6% are obese. In Europe, Malta, the United 
Kingdom, Ireland and Andorra are dominant, with over 25% of the over-
weight population, in South America Argentina with 26.7% and Chile 
with 24.8%, in the Middle East Saudi Arabia with 28% obesity, while 
Australia has 27.6% (WHO, 2016)). In Serbia, in 2013, more than half of 
the population (56.3%) were overnourished, 35.1% preobese and 21.2% 
obese Institut za javno zdravlje „Dr Milan Jovanović Batut 2014). From 
2006 to 2013, there was an increase in the percentage of obese people 
from 17.3 to 21.2. According to official statistical data in Serbia without 
Kosovo and Metohija, there are 7,498,001 inhabitants (Republički zavod 
za statistiku 2015), which would mean that 2.624 300 is preobese, that is, 
1.574.580 are obese. Obesity causes numerous unwanted health effects, 
costs of treatment, productivity, quality of life. McKinsey Institute’s 2014 
report states that obesity costs $ 2 trillion worldwide, which is 5% less 
than smoking and armed violence, war and terrorism, 600 billion more 
than alcoholism, or 2.8% of global GDP expenditure (McKinsey Global 
Institute, 2014). For example, according to estimates in Serbia, about 
627,000 are poor (Tim za socijalno isključivanje i smanjenje siromašt-
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va, 2015, about 620,000 are unemployed persons (Nacionalna služba 
za zapošljavanje 2017), there were 1926 sentences for criminal offenses 
against minors in 2015 (Republički zavod za statistiku, 2016), while, as 
stated, about 1.574. 580 citizens of Serbia are obese. By comparing the 
data, we can conclude that obesity is an even more massive phenome-
non, which causes numerous harmful consequences, but most Serbian 
citizens would not recognize or identify it as one of the key social prob-
lems. How then do social problems arise, i.e. awareness of their exist-
ence, if it is obvious that objective indicators are not sufficient criteria? 
The teachings of social constructivism offer possible explanations.

Social Constructivism

The term construction is derived from the Latin word construere, 
which denotes a process by which a whole is assembled from parts (el-
ements) or is the result of such a process (Vujaklija 1980: 325). In this 
sense, constructivism would have the meaning of a process in which 
a certain phenomenon occurs through the action of various elements.

Constructivism as the theoretical concept rests on the starting 
points that each person defines his own reality, and the way of acquir-
ing knowledge is unique to each individual. Knowledge is not acquired 
passively, but is the result of the activities of constructing a person who 
learns (Glasersfeld 1995: 56). Constructivists do not confuse objectiv-
ism by subjectivism, but by emphasizing the importance of participa-
tion they try to overcome the dualism between subjective and objective 
(Ajduković 2008). The emphasis is on subjective reference frames, own 
perceptions and interpretations, so sometimes the very possibility of the 
existence of an independent reality is denied (Burr 1995). Kuhn, who by 
many opinions was the founder of this direction, thought that theories 
and scientific knowledge were created in the function of changing and 
developing social consciousness and values, depending on the different 
periods of social development. He rejects the division into theoretical 
and empirical knowledge, pointing out that the meanings of scientific 
expressions are determined by theory and practice, and the experiential 
facts are not independent, but arise under the influence of theoretical 
meanings and interpretations. Through the term ‘contextual relativism’, 
he explains that truth is neither in the outside world, nor in man, but 
in the interaction between man and the world (Kuhn 1974: 176). In this 
sense, the conditions under which the world is understood are social 
artifacts, products of historically placed exchanges among people, while 
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knowledge is one of many coordinated activities of individuals that is 
subject to processes of change through communication, negotiation, 
conflicts, as well as any other human interaction (Gergen 1985: 63).

The basic principles of constructivist approaches can be summarized 
in the following (Burr, 1995: 33-35):

1. Knowledge is not reliable. Truths are products of human inter-
pretation and acceptance, which does not mean they are forever un-
changeable. The usual division of people is by gender (men - women), 
but it could also be by some other categories (tall-short, skinny-obese). 
Social constructivism requires that we critically consider the claims that 
our understanding of the world is reliable. We must be suspicious of our 
own knowledge, because the categories and terms we use do not neces-
sarily imply real divisions.

2. The understanding of the world is historically and culturally 
specific. Understanding reality, processes and phenomena depends 
on certain cultural values   and historical periods. Thus, obesity can be 
viewed as a disease, a social problem, dependence on excessive food 
consumption, or an indicator of wealth and well-being.

3. Social processes are the basis of knowledge. Current knowledge 
and truths are currently accepted ways of understanding the world, the 
products of existing social processes and interactions, and not the re-
sults of objective observation of the world. Obesity was once an indica-
tor of wealth, today is an unwanted phenomenon, tomorrow it may be 
one of the key social problems.

4. Knowledge and social action are inseparably linked. Human 
consciousness and interpretation of truth change under the influence of 
social reaction. It was once considered that homosexuality was a mental 
illness, and is now seen in most countries as a product of the dual sexual 
nature of man. These persons should not be treated, but they should be 
allowed to exercise rights as all citizens, because minority sexual orien-
tation is only one of human specificities, as there are many others.

Constructionists believe that people together create and maintain 
social phenomena through different interactions. Berger and Luckman 
(Berger and Luckman 1992: 34) point out the key processes that shape 
and update human knowledge: externalization, objectification and in-
ternalisation.

Externalization, denotes the expansion, or the enrichment of an idea. 
For example, people have the idea that smoking is harmful to health. 
They externalize it by doing research on harmful consequences, writing 
books and scientific studies. In time, the idea begins to “live”, enters 
the domain of social, people read books, articles, get informed, learn 
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about the harmful effects of cigarettes. So the idea becomes object, pur-
pose, what exists by itself, which signifies the process of objectification. 
In the end, the idea is internalized, becomes part of the consciousness 
of the majority, the truth that is not widely discussed, which at a given 
historical moment is not called into question. Although the abuse of 
cigarettes can undoubtedly lead to harmful health consequences, this 
fact was not visible and sufficiently accepted in earlier periods. Forty 
years ago, smoking was commonplace, behavior that was favored the 
public and mass media. Only after the idea of   harmfulness has passed 
through the abovementioned processes, it is not suspected of negative 
consequences, it is seen as a social problem, and the social reaction is 
aimed at reducing the number of addicts.

Having everything in mind, it seems that it becomes clear that so-
cial problems are to a considerable extent social constructs, products of 
human perception and interpretation of reality, which is not always in 
relation to objective indicators.

Social Problems as Social Structures

Criteria for defining social problems have an objective and subjec-
tive dimension. If persistence, social causation, negative consequences, 
and even massiveness can be classified into objective indicators, aware-
ness of their presence is certainly a subjective factor. How could one 
otherwise explain the fact that all objective indicators can be present, 
and that a phenomenon is not observed or only partially observed as 
a social problem. Consciousness seems to be a key determinant in the 
interpretation of social problems, and consciousness or our knowledge 
of something is nothing but a socio-psychological construct, which is 
formed on the basis of perception, i.e. beliefs, attitudes and values   that 
arise under the influence of tradition and sociocultural factors. In this 
sense, social problems are social constructs, because the knowledge of 
their existence is formed through the three aforementioned processes: 
externalization, objectification and internalization. We will illustrate 
this understanding in two examples.

It seems that in Serbia no one else raises the question that domes-
tic violence is a social problem. But, was it like that 20 years ago? The 
first complex and multidisciplinary research on domestic violence and 
violence against children was carried out in 1996 (Milosavljević 1998). 
During this period, violence was not registered in the records of the 
social work centers, and therefore it is not surprising that some social 
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work centers reported that they did not have cases of domestic violence 
(Milosavljević 1998). Among the citizens, too, there was no developed 
awareness of the extent of this phenomenon. Domestic violence has al-
ways existed, but the absence of a social reaction and appropriate re-
search, the absence of media attention along with traditional patriarchal 
attitudes about the roles of men and women have led to this phenome-
non not being recognized until the end of the 1990s, or the beginning 
of this century. Starting from this research, many others were realized. 
The number of non-profit organizations working on this topic has in-
creased, prevention of domestic violence has become a discourse of po-
litical parties, strategies and laws aimed at combating this phenomenon 
have been adopted. Domestic violence has passed through all the stages 
of the cognitive process. Externalization through research, publishing 
publications, informing the public, making legal solutions. Listening, 
reading, exchanging information, people have objectified this phenom-
enon and eventually internalized, in terms of developing awareness of 
its presence, massiveness and harmfulness.

On the other hand, obesity is, according to all of the above indica-
tors, a social problem. But it’s just in the phase of externalization. This 
is increasingly being written about, discussed and explored. The idea is 
not yet objectified in the minds of the majority, which is the prerequisite 
for internalization - the existence of a fact that is not widely discussed. 
When this happens, we will be able to conclude that in Serbia obesity is 
a social problem too, because it meets the required objectives, and above 
all subjective criteria.

The Effect of Social Constructivism On Social Work

The perception that each person defines their own reality and devel-
ops unique ways to acquire knowledge has also influenced the under-
standing of the nature of social work, that is, the relationship between 
professional aides and beneficiaries.

For a long time, in the field of social work unsatisfied needs and prob-
lems have been interpreted from the point of view of linear approaches, 
causes and consequences, predictable in outcomes and events (Milosav-
ljević, Brkić 2010: 63). The social worker occupied the position of an 
independent, value-neutral expert whose basic task was determining 
the dysfunctions, which were usually found in the sphere of the person-
al. Applying appropriate measures and procedures they should socialize 
beneficiaries or isolate them in dedicated objects, if they are estimated 
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to be insufficiently productive from the point of view of functioning 
of the society. The terminology taken from medicine (anamnesis, di-
agnosis, therapy, rehabilitation, prognosis) was not only an expression 
of underdevelopment of the conceptual-categorical apparatus, but also 
an indicator of goals and contents of social work in that period (Mi-
losavljević, Brkić 2010: 64). In the focus was the individual -client, who 
does not function in accordance with the expected social roles and who 
for this reason should be “treated”. His “disease” is caused by dysfunc-
tions and disorganizations that primarily originate from the sphere of 
the personal, not from the environment (Milosavljević, Brkić 2010: 64). 

User position was passive. A value-neutral professional is the one 
who, with his professional expertise, determines the causes of the prob-
lem and the most suitable ways to eliminate them, i.e. reduce the harm-
ful consequences. The user was rarely asked about his vision of the 
problem, the reasons and the possibilities for solving it.

With the development of radical, ecologically-systemic theories, action 
research, postmodernist perspectives, movements for the promotion of 
human rights, there is increasingly frequent criticisms of the basic postu-
lates of positivism: objectivity, exactness, value neutrality. The questions 
that can be summarized in the following are formulated: how is it possible 
to help a man without taking into account his attitudes, ideas, his own 
understanding of reality? Can any change be made without the active in-
volvement of the interested, an agreement on joint action, which arises 
as a product of dialogue, appreciation, and complementary interactions?

Over time, it becomes clear that only a strong person, who uses his 
potentials, with the support of the social worker, as an active partici-
pant, can cause and sustain the desired changes. Such empowerment, 
partnership, participation and division of responsibilities become ba-
sic principles of social work. Postmodernism and social constructivism 
introduce the notion of “ignorance” into social work, which does not 
signify the value neutrality or negation of the previously learned, but 
critical reflection of what we think we know (Anderson 2009). The idea 
that each person has the right to their own understanding of the truth 
requires a social worker not to favour his knowledge in relation to the 
user’s knowledge, but to constantly find himself in learning processes, 
sharing experiences, seeking for common solutions. This is only pos-
sible through the exchange of information, experiences, “own truths”, 
what Moser calls discourse and represents a permanent active interac-
tion in decision-making processes about goals, the choice of priorities, 
planning, management and realization and evaluation of social actions 
(Milosavljević, Brkić 2010: 161). All this requires the use of a different 
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language, that is, terminology, which does not only denote dysfunction, 
disorganization, pathology, but above all strengths and potentials. The 
so-called constructivist social work was developed on the basis of these 
interpretations (Parton 2002).

Instead of discovering causes, formulating expert evaluations and im-
plementing solutions in advance, in constructivist social work, the user 
and social worker strive to create a meaningful language of understand-
ing, as part of the process of solving problems and creating a change 
(Brkić 2010: 47). The user has the right to his own view of the problem, 
to suggesting ways to solve them, including those that he had previously 
used, but did not for any reason give the desired results. In this way, he 
externalizes the problem. Through conversation and interaction with a 
social worker, he constructs a shared reality, knowledge as a common 
product, a kind of a factual existence or truth (Ajduković 2008: 409). 
Thus, the problem is objectified. Finally, through joint action for the pur-
pose of change, the problem is internalized, becoming an integral part 
of the cognitive and active component of the social worker and the user.

Social constructivism pointed to the importance of critical review 
of reality, thought exchange, experiences, as a way of looking at new 
truths and ways to solve problems. With the idea of   “ignorance” along 
with postmodernist approaches, it has been pointed out that all those 
who deal with the transfer of knowledge, whether teachers or so-called 
“assisting professions” should encourage dialogue, exchange of thoughts 
and critical thinking, as this is the only way to authentic understand-
ing of truths. Only an empowered man, aware of himself and his own 
potentials is able to understand, make decisions and carry out actions, 
based on argued reflection and perception of the environment.
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Abstract

Relying on Rogers Brubaker’s belief that the study of nationalism has sur-
vived the erosion of nuanced and sophisticated works offered by the greatest 
minds in the field, this paper summarizes and reinterprets main Western theo-
ries of nations and nationalism. During the last five decades, several main the-
oretical approaches have emerged. The author argues the animosity between 
these approaches is only ostensible. Hence, a compatible perspective could 
emerge as a general framework for thinking about nations and nationalism in 
the 21st century. Such a framework would consist of modernism, interaction-
ism and ethno-symbolism, all recognized in the literature as distinct views on 
the topic in question. Still applicable and compatible parts of the mentioned 
theories are extracted by thorough examination of their author’s most potent 
claims in order to offer means for comprehending the complex phenomena in 
a fast and ever changing social environment of the 21stcentury.

Key words: Nations, nationalism, theory, modernism, interactionism, eth-
no-symbolism.

Introduction

When the European migrant crisis was at its peak in the autumn of 
2015, some questions and claims that used to be considered outdated, 
irrelevant and retrograde struck the continent with the unprecedented 
strength in the 21st century. European public ceaselessly repeated the 
famous Angela Merkel’s sentence about the death of multiculturalism. 
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Muslim refugees and migrants started to be perceived as invaders by a 
part of the European public, not because of the sheer number of peo-
ple who entered the “Old World”, but because of their different cul-
tures, systems of beliefs and everyday life practices. In political envi-
ronments, right-wing parties and governments advocated for the return 
of “culturalism” to reality, claiming that certain opposed ways of life 
cannot coexist within a political unit and the established European and 
national cultural patterns should be defended by all means. Cultural 
identity was again something believed to exist somewhere “out there”, 
meaning the realist ontology was reinforced both in everyday politics 
and in academic analyses.

In Eastern and Central European countries, the governments were the 
ones promoting “culturalism” and elsewhere were marginal or larger, but 
still, oppositional political parties doing the same. However, even such 
a difference was sufficient for many to revive the old dichotomies and 
stereotypes about Eastern backwardness, “ethnicism” and exclusiveness 
as opposed to Western progressiveness, civilness and inclusion (Subotic 
2013: 20-21). As the new/old dichotomies are already permeating West-
ern societies and the new/old nationalism arises, the need to understand 
what constitutes the nation occurred. What is “Magyarness” or “French-
ness”? It is a question to which many provide essentialist answers as if 
those were perennial and unchanging phenomena. In doing so, higher 
theoretical authorities are often called upon mostly through simplified 
and vulgar interpretations. On the one hand, the right side of the political 
spectrum tends to derive their understanding either from perennialism 
as an approach to nationalism, which explains that the nation is nothing 
new, but exists for millenniums or from the ethno-symbolic approach, 
which is more prone to emphasizing that the nation is largely a cultural 
phenomenon, besides that it is also a modern, political one (Özkirim-
li 2010; Smith 2003). On the other hand, the left side of the political 
spectrum diminishes the importance of the cultural, psychological and 
historical aspects within a nation, emphasizing the nation’s ‘artificiality’ 
and novelty, thus, claiming it is but a temporary obstacle towards a new, 
global reality. Theoretical authority, in this case, is often derived from 
the modernist school of thought in the theory of nationalism (Ibid.).

We argue both the essentialist claims and ostensible animosity be-
tween the aforementioned theoretical approaches could be overcome 
and a compatible perspective could emerge. Such a view would claim 
the two interrelated phenomena can be best understood only when still 
applicable and compatible parts of the main theories are cumulatively 
applied, or at least, when those parts are not neglected. We also rely 
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on Rogers Brubaker belief that the study of nationalism has survived 
the erosion of nuanced and sophisticated works offered by the greatest 
minds in the field (Brubaker 1998: 272). This occurred either through 
the selective appropriation of their writings or through the complete 
epistemic negligence of the entire field by “academic entrepreneurs” 
whose ad hoc studies serve their ephemeral career interests (Ibid.). 
Having that in mind, another aim is to summarize and reinterpret the 
main works in the field in order to remind that the knowledge about na-
tions and nationalism should not be merely reinvented but also regath-
ered from previous theoretically rich academic endeavors. Therefore, 
this work consists of four parts, where each is a piece of the larger the-
oretical jigsaw. The first one offers a short introduction into the history 
of scholarly interest for nations and nationalism. The second one deals 
with the applicability of modernism as an approach to the phenomena. 
The third chapter will argue interactionism is a substantial part of na-
tions and nationalism studies. The fourth one analyses ethno-symbol-
ism and claims its core is as essential as other approaches. Also, it is in 
this part that we will summarize our findings.

Theories of nations and nationalism: Many approaches

On the one hand, John Breuilly claims (and we agree) nationalism 
was not a subject of specific scientific interest until the 1918-1945 pe-
riod, mentioning that, yes, Marx was an anti-nationalist and, yes, We-
ber was a great German nationalist and Durkheim, on the other hand, 
French republican patriot, but they also “equated nation with society 
and state and concerned themselves with the internal workings of socie-
ty” (Breuilly 2008: xvi). The school of modernism particularly avoided 
pre-1918 classifications, as their view of nationalism as an artificial 
object strictly opposes that of Herder, for example, who claimed “a na-
tion is as natural plant as a family, only with more branches” (Williams 
2016: 131). On the other hand, as one of the field’s most quoted au-
thors Benedict Anderson states, “unlike most other isms, nationalism 
has never produced its own grand thinkers: no Hobbeses, Tocquevilles, 
Marxes or Webers” (Anderson 2006: 5). 

Having in mind the previous argumentation, we find the appropri-
ate periodical classification is the one provided by Umut Özkirimli. He 
claims there are “4 stages in reflection on and the study of nationalism: 
The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when the idea of nationalism 
was born’, with contributors like Kant, Rousseau, Herder, Fichte, Mill, 
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Lord Acton, Marx, Engels, Lenin, Luxemburg, Bauer, Stalin, histori-
ans like Michelet, von Treitschke, Renan, and early social theorists like 
Durkheim and Weber; 1918–1945, when nationalism became a subject 
of academic inquiry with the works of Carleton Hayes, Hans Kohn and 
Louis Snyder; 1945–1989, when the theoretical debate on nationalism 
became more intense and diversified, with the contributions of vari-
ous disciplines; From 1989 to the present, when attempts to transcend 
the classical debate (characteristic of the third stage) have been made” 
(Özkirimli  2010: 13). Such a classification might be considered the 
most comprehensive one, for it covers and recognizes the necessity to 
take into account the 18th and 19th century efforts to, what turned out to 
be the case, clear the ground for the early 20th century foundations of 
the discipline. Moreover, it also detects that the 1945-1989 period was 
crucial for the discipline’s maturation - the time when some classical, 
and still predominant and most influential approaches were established. 

Anthony Smith’s division and also the main Western categorization 
of approaches includes: primordialism and perennialism as one catego-
ry, modernism and finally, ethno-symbolism (Smith 2003). There are 
additional inner sections in each of the approaches where (e.g.) eco-
nomic, political and cultural modernism is detected, or primordialism I 
and II or perennialism I and II (Ibid.). Authors also tend to create a class 
of approaches where they assemble either those after the 80’s peak or 
the ones which are hard to embed into existing patterns naming them as 
“Other” approaches or “New” approaches (Özkirimli 2010: 13).  One 
can also notice there is a repeating formula which inevitably involves 
certain authors within this group, such as Rogers Brubaker or Michael 
Billig (Ibid.).

Modernism, Ethno-Symbolism, Perennialism and Primordialism 
provide different answers to the questions repeatedly posed in theory. 
Smith summarizes these questions and dilemmas in his book National-
ism and Modernism where he also claims that certain issues prevail as 
the dominant ones within the theory of nationalism (Smith 2003: 8). For 
the first issue, ethical and philosophical, modernists claim the nation 
was never an end in itself but a tool, means for the efficient functioning 
of the industrial system. The view of primordialism is in line with that of 
ethno-symbolism which argues myths, symbols, values and memories 
“are not ‘simply’ instruments of leaders and elites of the day, not even 
of whole communities” but “they are potent signs and explanations, 
they have capacities for generating emotion in successive generation, 
they possess explosive power that goes far beyond ‘the rational’ uses 
which elites and social scientists deem appropriate” (Smith 2002: 32).
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The second issue, anthropological and political, which “concerns 
the social definition of the nation” (Smith 2003: 8) offers more nu-
anced and complicated answers. The ethnocultural definitions of the 
nation are typical for primordialism/perennialism and ethno-symbol-
ism which would all agree the nation is essentially “a community of 
(real or fictive) descent whose members are bound together from birth 
by kinship ties, common history and shared language” (Ibid.). Besides 
the predominant cultural, ethno-symbolism also perceives “common 
economy”, and “legal rights and duties” to be important features of the 
nation. (Smith 1991: 14). Modernists, on the other hand, define the ide-
al-type nation within the framework of institutions and system, solely. 
However, they would accept there is more than one manifestation of 
nationalism and accept classifications according to ideological criteri-
um (liberal, conservative, socialist, far right nationalism), criterium of 
different phases of nationalism (integrative, secessionist, unificatory) 
etc. (Bakić 2006: 251-260).

Finally, historical and sociological issue is resolved by modernists 
in a way they treat nations and nationalism as phenomena with both 
a production and expiry date, meaning that “nations (…)  are typical 
products of a certain stage of history (…) destined to pass away” (Smith 
2003: 8). Perennialists and primordialists are on the other hand those 
who consider nations to be either eternal or at least thousands of years 
old constructs which are logical and natural manifestations of human 
group interests, identities and relations, regardless of the dominant 
system of socio-economic reproduction (e.g. agrarian or industrial so-
cieties) (Smith 2002; 2003). Finally, ethno-symbolists find modernist 
views of the nation’s time and systemic boundaries to be understate-
ments while perennialist perspective of the nation’s durability through 
epochs and social orders disavow as pretentious. They recognize the 
homogeneity and systemic equality of modern nation-states could not 
rise ex nihilo and that those are based on the logic of communities of 
previous ages – ethnies (Smith 2002: 32).

However, some classifications include more paradigms, besides the 
three mainstream ones. Philippe Poutignat and Jocelyne Streiff-Fenart, 
add interactionism and postmodernism as separate approaches (Bakić 
2006). As for postmodernism, we do not renounce the possibility to de-
construct national discourses or myths or present them as constructed. 
In fact, the idea that nations are ‘imagined’ or ‘invented’ has already 
been popularized by the authors of modernism, Eric Hobsbawm and 
Benedict Anderson. “Their respective formulations have provided the 
seedbed for more radical ‘postmodernist’ developments in which the 
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idea of national identity is treated as inherently problematic and broken 
down into its component narratives.” (Smith 2003: 6). Having in mind 
Hobsbawm is considered to be a Marxist historian with realist ontology, 
his work is highly critical of the nation, but never too critical that he re-
quires some sort of reality deconstruction after a phenomenon is textu-
ally deconstructed, as postmodern authors such as Chantall Mouffe and 
Ernesto Laclau require (Bakić 2006: 247-248). Anderson, on the other 
hand never expresses ethical arguments on the nation as a concept in 
his works , of course, other than  on the cases of the nation’s most ma-
lign manifestations in the 20th century (fascism and nazism) (Anderson 
2006). Therefore in this work, the emphasis is on the roots or ’seedbed’ 
of postmodernism in the field of nations and nationalism. 

We can perceive interactionism in a similar manner, as a specific 
kind of modernism – instrumentalism – for the work of the founder of 
this approach, Frederik Barth, is closest to the theory of ethnic com-
petition, but also because their argumentation does not negate the na-
tion’s modern character (Smith 2002: 10). Nonetheless, findings of this 
theory go beyond the usual instrumentalism. Besides rational choices, 
they stipulate the use of symbolic, often irrational resources by groups 
or individuals to be the norm in political behaviour (Eriksen 2010: 53) 
Thus, we will use interactionism as a more abstract and more developed 
instrumentalist line of reasoning. Additionally, interactionists are con-
sidered to be primordialists, but only within the realm of social anthro-
pology, as their founder, Frederik Barth “implicitly seems to say that 
despite the contact across boundaries and the change in cultural content 
of the groups, the ethnic categories as such are constants which may be 
called upon when the need arises, as in a competitive situation” (Ibid.: 
63). It is not the primordialism as an approach to the broader phenom-
enon of nationalism, but rather a primordialism within anthropology. It 
aims to explain the ever-present potential of a human group to create 
and maintain distinctive ethnic features as opposed to another human 
group. This anthropological perennialism is a finding too important to 
be ignored.

Primordialism and perennialism on the other hand, will not be topics 
of particular interest in the rest of the work mainly for two reasons. First 
of all, they have been justifiably criticised by other authors for their ne-
gation of the dissimilarities between the nation and communities of pre-
vious ages, thus, for being blind for “peculiarities of different historical 
epochs” (Bakić 2006: 235). Such an omittance led Rogers Brubaker to 
a conclusion primordialism is “a long-dead horse” (Brubaker 1996). 
Secondly, we believe ethno-symbolism overcomes the deficiencies of 
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primordialism/perrenialism and uses their most constructive contribu-
tions to the theory. 

Finally, as Tom Nairn argues, “it is necessary to locate the phenom-
enon (nationalism, M.V.) in a larger explanatory framework, one that 
will make sense of the contradictions” (Nairn 1981: 332). We conclude 
that modernism, interactionism and ethno-symbolism with some addi-
tions from the “New approaches” provide the most comprehensive ex-
planatory potential of nations and nationalism which is why those will 
be analyzed separately.

Nations and nationalism as modern phenomena

The three main approaches are not monolithic, meaning that each of 
them can be further divided into new sub-approaches. Özkirimli finds 
there are at least three “modernisms”, which all perceive the nation to 
be a young phenomenon in the history of the world but from varying 
standpoints and emphasizing different key factors such as: economic; 
political and socio-cultural transformations (Özkirimli 2010: 72). This 
author also highlights that if authors belong to the school which points 
out economic set of factors, it does not mean they automatically nullify 
the influence of other factors on nationalism, “they [just] attach a greater 
weight to one set of factors” (Ibid.) Tom Nairn and Michael Hechter are 
the finest examples of authors focusing primarily on economic factors. 
Nairn, who is often perceived as a neo-Marxist due to his attention on 
the process of decolonization which occurred in the 50s and 60s of the 
20th century, uses key claims of dependency theory. Its findings explain 
there are core, peripheral and semi-peripheral states in the world-sys-
tem (Wallerstein), and the fact that core sates tend to exploit those on 
the edges, generates nationalism throughout the planet. Moreover, the 
resistance in the periphery stimulates nationalism in the core as well 
(Nairn 1981: 337-363). Hechter’s vision is similar to Nairn’s. However, 
he acknowledges numerous examples of the core-periphery (where ‘pe-
riphery’ is related to non-dominant groups) system functioning within 
the states, consequently creating ‘cultural division of labor’ and eager-
ness of some ‘cultural units’ to seek their independence (Hechter 1975: 
39-40).

Eric Hobsbawm, John Breuilly and Paul R. Brass are perceived as 
authors who lay emphasis on the influence political transformations 
have had on the process of the nation creation (Özkirimli 2010: 83). 
Breuilly claims the vacuum left behind the weakening of the clerical 
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power in the secularization processes of modernity was filled in with 
a newly formed power which serves as a way of ruling – nationalism 
– and “nationalism is all about politics and politics is all about pow-
er” (Ibid.: 86). Similarly, Hobsbawm argues nationalism is the final 
result of a form of ‘social engineering’, therefore ‘invented’ for the pur-
pose of containing the dangers of mass democracy for the social elites 
(Hobsbawm & Ranger 2013). Finally, Brass is regarded as ‘instrumen-
talist’. He claims there are no nations and nationalism as such but only 
political elites that use cultural identities as mere resources in pursue 
for their political aims, similarly to the manipulation of material means 
(Özkirimli 2010: 88-89).

Socio-cultural transformations as key set of factors in a nation’s cre-
ation are related to the two most quoted authors in the field beside Smith 
and Hobsbawm. Their claims about the systemic roots of nationalism 
which are highly related to the processes of industrialization (Gellner 
2008) and the development of ‘print capitalism’ (Anderson 2010) pro-
vide the deepest insights within modernism about the nation’s roots and 
logic of its modern existence. Therefore, in the time of great changes 
such as the ones at the beginning of this millennium, we believe the 
arguments of the two thinkers should be reinterpreted in accordance 
with the new reality. Other modernists should not be neglected as well. 
However, findings od Nairn, Hechter, Hobsbawm, Brass, Breuilly etc. 
all deal with the outcomes of the great socio-cultural transformation 
of the world in modernity, but not with the transformation itself. Their 
interpretations tackle with what happens after “the world system”, the 
economic and political rules for the elites and the masses have been 
established. Transformation of the 21st century requires answers how 
have such rules and system emerged. This is exactly what we seek in 
Gellner’s and Anderson’s findings.

Gellner is probably the most praised author within the field of na-
tions and nationalism. Brubaker believes “Gellner approached the study 
of nationalism from Olympian distance, situating the emergence and 
vicissitudes of nationalism in world-historical perspective (Brubaker 
1998: 272). He introduced his ideas by explaining the emergence of 
three historical stages: the pre-agrarian, the agrarian and the industri-
al (Gellner 2008: 4-5). The first one did not require the state control 
and enforcement due to a simple division of labor. The second, agrar-
ian, did require state control in a lot of cases, in various forms and the 
organization that could manage the division of labor went far beyond 
hunter-gatherer practices. Finally, the industrial age produced societies 
so large and internally complicated, where the absence of the state was 
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not an option (Ibid.: 5). Encouraged by the previous explanations, one 
could think the nation might be a logical ingredient for both agrarian 
and industrial age. Yet, Gellner provides the reasoning where “the state 
has certainly emerged without the help of the nation”, and the key in-
gredient for such an understanding is the differentiation between the 
culture in agrarian society and the one in industrial age (Ibid.: 6).

If both ages required centralization of power, it is not the case with 
culture. Gellner describes this case as follows. The culture was also 
centralized in agrarian societies. Nevertheless, it was a specific form of 
centralization where only the privileged ones were part of state-owned 
cultural practices. Other than the rulers, nobles, clerics and military, 
literally no one was allowed to penetrate the stratification walls. Even 
the language of the “high culture” was different in most cases from 
what an “ordinary folk” spoke, thus, constantly reinforcing the barriers 
within societies. The inequalities of the agrarian age were impressively 
high where only a few were acting homogeneously, and those were on 
the top of the pyramid, while the rest was a heterogeneous mass with 
non-coherent cultural practices. The potential question arises: how can 
such inequalities exist for so long? The answer Gellner provides is – 
stability. The agrarian age was not mobile, nor egalitarian, but it was 
stable: “Men can tolerate terrible inequalities if they are stable and hal-
lowed by custom.” (Ibid.: 24) 

The roots of change were: the idea of a perpetual growth and the 
new division of labor (Ibid.: 22). Driven by the idea of a constant ad-
vancement and change and the unprecedented technological progress 
throughout the last few centuries, the society which emerged also gave 
birth to a division of labor so complex that an additional ingredient for 
the functioning of the totality was needed. It was found in a specific 
form of cultural-political congruence – nationalism. Gellner claims “the 
roots of nationalism in the distinctive structural requirements of indus-
trial society are very deep indeed.” (Ibid.: 34)

These strong statements will need further elaboration in order to un-
derstand the Gellner’s connection between nationalism and division of 
labor. High productivity generates constant growth. The idea of per-
petual growth requires constant changes and constant changes do not 
allow people to be under one occupational niche for their entire lives, 
thus, provoking them to change their jobs frequently. This constant 
change would not be possible had there not been for the infrastructure 
that allows people to move across the labor market without any serious 
disruptions or problems. The infrastructure that can support such sys-
tem is too large to be owned by someone else than the state and such 
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pattern which enables people to be equipped for the new division of 
labor is what we call the system of education. The cultural material for 
the entire system in the West is borrowed from earlier epoch’s “High 
Cultures”, or elite cultures, while vernacular ones, in Gellner’s view, 
are mostly neglected or forgotten. Being a privilege for the few in the 
agrarian society, the high culture pours down the pyramid vertically, 
creating a horizontal, equally spread, and at least provisionally, egal-
itarian society. Finally, “the immediate consequence of this new kind 
of mobility is a certain kind of egalitarianism. Modern society is not 
mobile because it is egalitarian; it is egalitarian because it is mobile” 
(Ibid.: 24).

Gellner’s main idea is that the new homogeneous units are created 
because of the system requirements, not because of the cultural specif-
ics of a nation. Nationalism, in his view, is definitely just a necessary 
requirement of the industrial society, a product of the subtle socio-eco-
nomic system, not its creator.  Gellner offers scarce, or little to none 
historical evidence of how industrialization, and consequently nation-
alism, occurred. One may think that his position must be the one which 
would argue that the entire process emerged due to the actions of an 
intelligent, ubiquitous and divine mind of historical progress. None-
theless, the furthest Gellner goes in the Nations and Nationalism, re-
garding the forces that might have created the modern system, is to 
acknowledge that: “Industrial society did not arrive on the scene by 
divine fiat. It was itself the fruit of developments within one particular 
agrarian society, and these developments were not devoid of their own 
turbulence”. (Ibid.: 39) He also gives an indication that “the particular 
agrarian society” is a Protestant one and does not immerse deeper into 
this specific topic (Ibid.: 40) 

Gellner does not provide us with a deeper insight in what made a 
human mind prepared to accept the horizontal spread of a culture re-
gardless of whether nationalism is used as a symbolic resource by the 
elites or not. It is here where we introduce the ideas of Benedict An-
derson. Something had to spur the revolutionary change in individual’s 
perception which generated nationalism. In Anderson’s opinion, it was 
the moderation in human consciousness about the perception of time. 
“Simultaneity” of “modern” time is something profoundly different 
from “simultaneity” in other epochs. It is this particular, modern ver-
sion of it that made nationalism possible. It made an individual aware 
that besides him or her, there are numerous individuals alike, who share 
the same cultural code at exactly the same time. “An American will 
never meet, or even know the names of more than handful of his 240 
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000 000-odd fellow Americans (in 1983, M.V.). He has no idea of what 
they are up to at any one time. But he has complete confidence in their 
steady, anonymous, simultaneous activity” (Anderson 2006: 26). In or-
der to elaborate his views on the emergence of nationalism, the author 
of Imagined Communities provided non-European examples, where 
that of Latin America from the 16th to 18th century stands out as the 
most compelling one. He asks: Why was there no a development of a 
single state in that part of the world, when one language under one im-
perial rule (Spanish) was spoken in the area which ultimately produced 
sixteen states? Anderson finds that it was due to the revolutionary and 
never seen before simultaneity, first generated by the products and the 
embodiments of capitalism – the novel and the newspaper (Ibid.: 25).

A reader of a novel is able to play the role of a ubiquitous being with 
the feeling of pride aroused by the fact he has things under control. 
When one reads a classic novel written in a third person, he sees the 
life of a protagonist, and of other characters from a wholly another per-
spective. “Only they (the readers, M.V.), like God, watch A telephoning 
C, B shopping, and D playing pool all at once. That all these acts are 
performed at the same calendrical time, but by actors who may be large-
ly unaware of one another, shows the novelty of this imagined world 
conjured up by the author in his readers’ minds” (Ibid.: 26). However, 
a deeper, systematic change which suddenly promoted the new ways of 
cultural interaction through the written word was not possible without 
capitalism. The invention of the printing machine in the 15th century 
meant that the exclusivity of the written word was about to cease and 
the availability of it about to rule. Anderson shows data of  proliferation 
of the written texts from the moment when the printing machine was 
invented. Arguably, up to 20, 000,000 books were out of the machines 
by 1500 and up to 200,000,000 already by 1600 (Ibid.: 37). The rules 
of the market prevailed and by the 18th century another invention relat-
ed to print reinforced the new simultaneity – the newspaper. The main 
power of the novel and the newspaper lies in the fact that thousands or 
millions of people receive exactly the same information in exactly the 
same way and order at approximately the same time. Anderson quotes 
Hegel how “newspapers serve modern man as a substitute for morning 
prayers” and paradoxical is that “it is performed in silent privacy, in 
the lair of the skull (…) yet each communicant is well aware that the 
ceremony he performs is being replicated simultaneously by thousands 
(or millions)” (Ibid.: 35).

In order to rule more efficiently, each of the 16 administrative units 
that Spain created in Latin America had their own newspapers through-
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out the 16th, 17th and 18th century. Therefore, when there was news about 
a murder, it was “our” murder. When there was a shipwreck, it was 
“our” shipwreck. When a bishop made a statement or an advice, it was 
“our” bishop. As Anderson describes it “(…) what brought together, on 
the same page, this marriage with that ship, this price with that bishop, 
was the very structure of the colonial administration and market-sys-
tem itself. In this way, the newspaper of Caracas quite naturally, and 
even apolitically, created an imagined community among a specific as-
semblage of fellow-readers, to whom these ships, these brides, bishops 
and prices belonged” (Ibid.: 62). The possibility to imagine was later 
reinforced by other inventions, out of which Anderson finds the map, 
census and museum to be the most important ones (Ibid.: 163-186). In 
the end, Anderson’s key argument about the development of nation-
alism can be summarised in his next sentence: “What, in a positive 
sense, made the new communities imaginable was a half-fruitious, but 
explosive, interaction between a system of production and productive 
relations (capitalism), a technology of communications (print), and the 
fatality of human linguistic diversity.” (Ibid.: 43)

What is left of Gellner’s and Anderson’s modernism? The fact Gell-
ner discovered “the sociological foundation of the world of nations” 
speaks volumes about his contribution. Moreover, detection of the cru-
cial structures shaping the national world on macro-level, reveals which 
features of change, in the more and more globalized surrounding should 
we pay attention to. For example, if the change in the division of labor 
(in the industrial society) meant the tectonic changes in the organiza-
tion of society, then we should not be mute to the voices which argue 
political power is shifting towards the supranational level, consequently 
leading to a new change in the division of labor. William I. Robinson is 
convinced that the only purpose of the existence of states is for global 
capital to maintain control over the masses. All of this happens because 
masses are becoming “obsolete labor force” and it is better guilt for 
such a state remains within nations than to blame some abstract glob-
al powers or shift of division of labor (Robinson 2014; see also Beck 
1999; Hobsbawm 2007). Leslie Sklair (2001) describes in details how 
a new global economic and cultural unit emerges due to the new, glob-
al division of labor. He calls that unit “Transnational Capitalist Class” 
(TCC).

Anderson’s most important contribution is an explanation of the 
change in the mind of an individual, propelled by printing capitalism, 
which was so revolutionary that one accepted the structures of gov-
ernance as if those are part of his individual identity. Nationalism was, 
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thus, a phenomenon that permeated human existence in its totality. If 
we perceive tendencies of the contemporary world, Anderson’s argu-
ments can also find a fertile soil for revitalization. A new informational 
infrastructure dominates human everyday – The Internet. Intuitive logic 
would argue that if the Internet is free and limitless, then a potential for 
the creation of a global nation is already here. However, current debates 
show that the Internet is a double-edged sword, since its manifestation 
may lead to an entirely different direction. People are not generally open 
to unknown and they use their freedom to interact with those who are 
similar and share the same views. That the Internet may also become a 
perfect space for group animosity to occur is maybe best exemplified in 
the rise of the new identity politics in the West.

“Ethnic groups and boundaries”: Interactionism

We find several potential problems with Gellner’s claims. First, he 
locates the emergence of nationalism in “one European Protestant so-
ciety”, but he never embarks on a journey to understand from what 
sort of material did it come out. Within the tradition of Bronislaw Ma-
linowski, it perfectly fits to say that nationalism has its function in a 
wider architecture propelled by industrialization. However, Gellner 
never demonstrates that once established nation-states do not actually 
have to mess with ethnic politics anymore. He must have seen there 
was more than one state, even in Europe, that did not resolve the issue 
of interethnic violence. Gellner’s omission might be described as “the 
architectonic illusion”, which is actually “the belief that the right ‘grand 
architecture’, the right territorial and institutional framework, can sat-
isfy nationalist demands, quench nationalist passions and thereby re-
solve nationalist conflicts” (Brubaker 1998: 273). Numerous examples 
of failed state-building and peace-building projects which produced 
vast literature for itself, proves Brubaker’s description of ‘illusion’ to 
be right (Richmond 2014). 

Similar to Gellner, Anderson believes objective-material forces 
made it inevitable that human socio-political organization will end up 
in the nation-state. Therefore, his work also suffers from the underesti-
mation of the earlier ages. It could be surely stated that previous epochs 
also had communities with an idea of sovereignty, embodied, for exam-
ple in the freedom from a conqueror. That was also imagined and limit-
ed and stretched beyond local kinships and blood ties, all the way to the 
people whom one may had never met before. Horizontal comradeship 
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in a way proposed by Anderson, had to exist before the invention of the 
printing machine. Eric Hobsbawm provides us with an example bor-
rowed from Ivo Banac, regarding the Serbian nationhood. “There is no 
reason to deny proto-national feelings to pre-nineteenth-century Serbs 
(…) because the memory of the old kingdom defeated by the Turks was 
preserved in song and heroic story, and (…) in the daily liturgy of the 
Serbian church which had canonized most of its kings” (Hobsbawm 
2016: 75-76). 

“The novelty” of the nation is unquestionable. However, it might be 
emphasized more than what findings from history and social anthro-
pology can endure. We believe the insatiability of nationalist passions, 
which Gellner omits, and earlier “horizontal comradeship”, neglected 
by Anderson, all stem from the very logic of social identity which is 
at the core of the nationalist logic. We also claim such a logic can be 
borrowed from interactionism as a specific approach to nations and na-
tionalism which should, again, not be forgotten when thinking about the 
phenomena in the time of great transition.

A classical 1969 study by Frederik Barth et al, Ethnic Groups and 
Boundaries attempts to answer why a certain ethnic group emerges sep-
arately from another for “the differences between cultures, and their 
historic boundaries and connections, have been given much attention; 
the constitution of ethnic groups, and the nature of the boundaries be-
tween them, have not been correspondingly investigated” (Barth 1969: 
9). The peculiarity of interactionism is that its proponents seek for the 
universality in behavior of each human group. This is important be-
cause it offers some sort of a stable ground for the theory of national-
ism, in a sense that the nation might not be a mere top-down cultural 
construct required by newly emerged structures, but also some sort of a 
human primordial need for organizational bonding in critical situations 
for one’s existence, or what one believes is critical. The nation is just 
the latest embodiment of this need, but certainly not the only.  One of 
the key concepts this perspective uses extensively is “ethnicity”, and 
it is inevitably related to the concepts of the ethnic group, the ethnic 
identity and nationalism. This relation needs to be elaborated more in 
order to understand the nuanced differences which exist between them. 

Interactionists claim ethnicity is what constitutes ethnic groups and 
their identities. It is not a quality, but relation. Ethnicity is not univer-
sally about the color of the skin, or of the eyes. It is also not about 
the language or religion. One ethnic group can differ from another in 
a sense of religion or even language, but it does not mean these two 
play the crucial role for other such groups which can be poly-lingual or 
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poly-religious. Therefore, interactionists claim “we cannot predict (…) 
which features will be emphasized and made organizationally relevant 
by the actors” (Ibid.: 14). If we take language as the main criteria, how 
would we explain the fact that Austrians are not the same as Germans, 
or Croats are not the same as Serbs, Bosniaks and Montenegrins? On 
the other hand, how would one be able to explain multi-religious Alba-
nians, if religion is the key ingredient of an ethnic group? Ethnic groups 
are not created because of cultures, but certain cultural characteristics 
are made relevant by the people due to “various reasons”. 

There is a need to explain what we mean by “various reasons”. 
Eriksen names a few: “Population growth, the establishment of new 
communication technologies facilitating trade, inclusion of new groups 
in a capitalist system of production and exchange, political change in-
corporating new groups in a single political system, and/or migration.” 
(Eriksen 2010: 26) Here we find interactionism the most valuable. It 
reminds us that the turbulence of the 21st century will inevitably cause 
the already encircled and bounded identities to interact and dichotomize 
or even new, never seen before and politically relevant identities, might 
be created and bounded through the new means of communications. No 
large political and social phenomena can be thoroughly addressed if the 
logic of identity boundaries is not followed. The internal workings of 
older cultural constructs will resurface, for identity is not a mere polit-
ical resource. The need for belonging and identity is one of the basic 
human needs, besides at least those of survival, well-being and freedom 
(Galtung 1996: 197).

Eriksen distinguishes ethnic groups from nations. Nevertheless, he 
does not claim there is absolutely no link between the modern era na-
tion-state constructions, and the earlier ones. They are all permeated 
with otherness. An ethnic group, a nation, and a civilization are inher-
ently defined by the “outsiders”, and in a lot of cases, this can inevitably 
lead to political requirements and actions. If examples of ethnic groups 
not demanding the political autonomy within states are sufficient to ex-
plain that “otherness” is not a common denominator for ethnic groups 
and nations, then examples of those groups which require autonomy 
can prove the opposite. A crisis like war, migration, or a change of the 
entire international system (like in 1789) can trigger the creation of 
ethnicity, which could lead to further dichotomization of groups, possi-
bly ending up in the creation of nations. By dichotomization we mean 
a “mutual demarcation process” through which “group membership 
and loyalties are confirmed and strengthened” by “stereotyping and 
the articulation of conflict or competition” between two groups (Erik-
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sen 2010: 33). If one locates the place where these dichotomizations 
occur, he also discovers ethnic boundaries. That boundary can some-
times be filled in with the cultural content of religion, sometimes with 
a language, sometimes a race, etc. It is crucial to understand that what 
is used to dichotomize two societies, is not what objectively defines 
the existence of these separate groups of people. For example, Serbs 
and Croats can go through the process of building up mutual hatred 
by explaining their two religions are incompatible, because the other 
one is bad, hypocritical, violent etc. After that, some “obvious” cultur-
al differences may be emphasized, like Serbian vicious “Easternness” 
or Croatian “Cold-bloodedness”. The ethnic boundaries are lines over 
which dichotomizations occur, while socially relevant cultural traits are 
signals which we can use to recognize where the boundaries are. What 
matters for interactionists is that organization precedes culture, and the 
latter can vary within the same groups of people (Barth 1969: 14).

What Barth does not cope with, is the question - how can we distin-
guish ethnicity from other phenomena? How can we distinguish social 
class or gender from ethnic groups? Both gender and class have their 
own boundaries with specific cultures. There is an interesting example 
provided by Abner Cohen, who writes about Urban Ethnicities. He be-
lieves that the elite in London’s City or Hausa traders in Nigerian city 
with Yoruba majority are ethnicities for themselves, for they are social-
ized and trained in the same way, use the same “manner of speech”, 
“style of joking”, “create “a web of enduring friendship and comrade-
ship” etc. (Cohen 1974: xix). Cohen’s view is considered by Eriksen to 
be too extreme, for there is a distinction between class and the ethnic 
group, which significantly narrows the possibility of ethnicity to be rel-
ativized to such a degree. He finds that the metaphors of “bed, blood 
and cult” provided by Manning Nash in 1988 as “the lowest common 
denominators for all ethnic groups”, even though they are too strict and 
too objective in nature, are on the right path to recognize the distinct 
character of ethnic groups (Eriksen 2010: 41-42). Being careful about 
not using objective criteria excessively himself, but also without dis-
missing them as important, Eriksen adds that “ethnic groups or catego-
ries generally have notions of common ancestry justifying their unity” 
(Ibid.: 42).

There is one more potential flaw in Cohen’s argumentation. Neither 
class nor feminism legitimizes state or any similar political construct. 
Even though the intention of most authors in interactionism was to lim-
it their research within much smaller communities than the state, the 
implications of their conclusions can go much further. Neumann  rec-
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ognizes the potential implications and even criticizes interactionists for 
limiting their research only to small ethnic groups, subcultures, villages 
and small communities, adding that the choice of units of analysis can 
be raised to a much higher level (which later he did in the book, by ana-
lysing European “Otherness”) (Nojman 2011: 25). Therefore, we find 
that if one recognizes obvious differences between ethnic groups, states 
and civilizations, this does not mean that each further discussion about 
their similarities is obsolete.

There is at least one critique directed at interactionism which we 
can find justified. It addresses the fact that Barth, Eriksen and others 
view cultural content as something too relative and easily replaceable. 
On the other hand, this does not mean they claim entire ethnic groups 
and nations to be replaceable, just their cultural parts. Their view that 
groups should be examined through time in order to comprehend which 
boundaries are durable and maintained, is considered to be the adoption 
of Fernand Braudel’s view of history, who argues that only slow evolv-
ing and more permanent structures are worth examining (Bakić 2006). 
However, interactionists emphasize that only organizations are durable, 
not cultures themselves. Eriksen tries to interpret and explain Barth’s 
idea of cultural relativity through the example of Serbs and Croats in 
Yugoslavia. For him, as a theoretician who watched the presentation of 
ethnic hatred at its worse in the 1990’s, this “ethnic hatred” was some-
thing reinvented after almost fifty years of peace. The period without a 
conflict was sufficient evidence to prove cultural relativity, as he argued: 
“Presumed cultural differences which had been irrelevant for two gen-
erations were suddenly ‘remembered’ and invoked as proof that it was 
impossible for the two groups to live side by side.” (Eriksen 2010: 46)

 We recognize at least one problem with such a statement. Peace 
between the nations in Yugoslavia was everything but absolute. If noth-
ing, the ethnic hatred was preserved among both Croatian and Serbian 
diaspora, with Croats being more active, even trying to smuggle weap-
ons in 1972 in order to begin “the uprising” against the “oppressive 
communist regime”, after a failed national revolution in 1971. Besides 
overt signs that hatred was not “suddenly remembered” and “irrel-
evant”, the entire communist system was built upon a structure that 
enforced “a national key” system, which meant every single political, 
state, military and other position was allocated in a proportional ethnic 
manner. Even though the idea of Yugoslav identity existed, the ethnic or 
national boundaries were, ironically, emphasized by the system itself. 
Old cultures, customs and old hatred were being latently cultivated, but 
never forgotten or dismissed. The qualities of the two ethnic contents 
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decided in which manner will groups act. They were not cultural tabula 
rasa. The organizational existence (of any kind) of Serbs and Croats is 
definitely more durable than the culture, but the culture also seems to 
be more permanent than what interactionists would expect. “It is quite 
possible for ethnic solidarity to be overlaid by other types of allegiance 
for certain periods (…) but, where an ethnie is concerned, we should 
expect the periodic re-emergence of ethnic solidarity and institutional 
co-operation in sufficient force and depth to override these other kinds 
of loyalty, especially in the face of external enemies and dangers”. 
(Smith 2002: 15)

Ethno-symbolism

The last part of our jigsaw addresses the omissions of both mod-
ernism and interactionism. If modernism equips us with the “grand” 
structural scheme during the time of social transformations, interaction-
ism provides us with the evidence that nation-like or ethnic-like identi-
ties would undoubtedly emerge not only due to “the fatality of human 
linguistic diversity” but also due to the fatality of cultural and human 
diversity in general.  However, these approaches lack the understand-
ing of the internal structure and power of identity. It is here where we 
introduce ethno-symbolism.

Modernism faces one more major critique, besides the previously 
discussed theoretical one. Viewing nationalism as something that “had” 
to be created by certain objective forces, Gellner, Anderson and others 
simply deny the power of ethnic culture. This “negligence” is at the 
heart of Anthony Smith’s critique, that was in fact first pointed out by 
Walker Connor who claims “scholars associated with theories of na-
tionalism have tended either to ignore the question of ethnic diversity 
or to treat the matter of ethnic identity superficially as merely one of a 
number of minor impediments to effective state-integration.” (Connor 
1994: 28). In Connor’s opinion, “the essence of nationalism is not tan-
gible. It is psychological, a matter of attitude, rather than a fact” (Ibid.: 
42). Anthony Smith adds that a nation needs myths and memories as 
much as old ethnies needed them. And if one wants to look at the “spe-
cial qualities and durability of ethnie”, he “has to look at the nature of 
their myths and symbols, their historical memories and central values” 
(Smith 2002: 15).  

Anthony Smith criticizes Anderson’s line of reasoning as well. In his 
opinion, ethnicisms are predecessors to nationalisms in the same way 
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that ethnies are predecessors of nations. “Ethnicism is more a collective 
movement whose activities and efforts are aimed at resisting perceived 
threats from outside and corrosion within, at renewing a community’s 
forms and traditions, and at reintegrating a community’s members and 
strata, which have become dangerously divided by conflicting pres-
sures” (Smith 2002: 50). These “restorations” were either territorial 
ones (Smith finds this example in the restoration of Pozharsky and 
Minin or “Next Year in Jerusalem” saying among Jews), genealogical 
(finding dynastic lines of descent with some even more ancient dynas-
ties) and cultural ones. They all served to homogenize people from the 
“foreign threat”. Smith finds that French and English identities were 
forged and firmly established against one another during the Hundred 
Years’ War and Greek city-states were also well aware of their identi-
ty based on the same language, religion, culture and practices which 
united them against the Persian Empire. (Ibid.: 51-67) Therefore, he 
believes, “imagined communities” always existed and we cannot as-
sume that, “because of the generally poor state of communications in 
pre-modern eras, there was a low level of communal sentiments every-
where” (Ibid.: 70).

Smith is in general considered to be the most prominent represent-
ative of ethno-symbolism.  As we discussed earlier, he argues there are 
indeed many things in common for old ethnies and nations. First of all, 
we need to go through Smith’s understanding of what ethnie is. Argua-
bly, it can be best done by describing its dimensions, which are, accord-
ing to Smith: a common name; a common myth of descent; a shared 
history; a distinctive shared culture; and association with a specific 
territory and a sense of solidarity (Ibid.: 22-31). Smith’s dimensions 
of an ethnie can be fully applied to any nation or a group that strives 
to be called as such. Even if he also believes in “obvious” differences 
between Eastern, more ethnic, and Western, more civic nationalism, 
Smith still argues that even the civic ones share the qualities of an eth-
nie. For its members are attached to a territory and have some sense 
about it; there is a specific community and solidarity backed up by com-
mon laws and institutions; belonging is defined by the citizenship, and 
most importantly; all the previously stated present the common shared 
values and culture, or “civic religion” (Ibid.: 134-136).

Smith strongly supports modernist perception about the entirely new 
political society that emerged out of the French Revolution. However, 
he argues is modernists tend first to underestimate earlier epochs, and 
then to overestimate modern times in terms of communal qualities of 
the nation in opposition to ethnie. Ethnie has also been constantly in-
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vented or reinvented. It has always been legitimized in the same way 
the nations are legitimized today, by a “constitutive political myth”, or 
“mythomoteur” (Ibid.: 58). Smith accepts nations are a novelty, because 
they have some features ethnies never had, and also that nationalism is 
a product of “a triple Western revolution”, which included “a division 
of labour (Gellner), a revolution in the control of administration (every 
single modernist) and a revolution in cultural co-ordination (Ander-
son)” (Ibid.: 131). However, what he does not accept is that nations 
could exist without the ethnic bonds that are persistent and durable. 
Bonds in a sense that people need collective immortality and solidarity 
as much as they needed it six hundred years ago and that those are not 
invented “yesterday”. On the other hand, he disagrees with the peren-
nialists about the fact that nations existed all the time, only in different 
shapes. Smith believes cultures are prone to change and reinvention. 
But what he sees as perennial is exactly the fact that they have been 
reinvented all the time, which inevitably resembles interactionist argu-
mentation. As a matter of fact, he claims that: “In no period of world 
history has ethnicity been altogether absent or ethnie played no social 
role.” (Ibid.: 210)

Smith finds some concepts proposed by perennialists, such as 
Longue Dureé, to be useful as well. It is a notion widely known as 
something which stems from the French Annales School and its most 
prominent author, Fernand Braudel. Perennialism, on the other hand, 
appropriates it for the study of nationalism. John Armstrong explains 
the internal logic of the nation can only be discovered if a phenomenon 
is perceived over a longer period of time. This is where the argumenta-
tion of interactionism is widened. When boundaries are either remem-
bered, or regularly maintained, the old cultural contents will prevail due 
to the efforts of the new generations to reimagine and recreate sense out 
of the old, widely known material (Armstrong 1982: 286).

Besides the anthropological Longue Dureé of ethnic groups and na-
tions, argued by interactionists, there is also some sort of the same phe-
nomenon that has a more profound psychological background. Smith 
does not negate the idea ethnies and nations are constantly reinvented, 
even for instrumentalist purposes. However, the cultural material the 
re-inventors use is deeply embedded into the everyday. “Each genera-
tion, (...) constructs its own social maps and chooses its specific ethnic 
moralities, but it does not so within limited matrix formed by a strong 
social attachment to specific ’myth-symbol complexes’, particular land-
scapes and unique ranges of epochs and personages, for these constitute 
the intrinsic ethnicity of particular ethnie. (...) The images they piece 
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together (each new generation, M.V.) and disseminate through the edu-
cation system and media become the often unconscious assumptions of 
later generations in whose social consciousness they form a kind of rich 
sediment.” (Smith 2002: 207)

Another author tries to find the very material that makes people ca-
pable of constantly reinventing and maintaining nations. Michael Billig 
notices that at the time of his writing, there was “no readily term to de-
scribe the collection of ideological habits which reproduce established 
nations as nations”, so he presented the term banal nationalism, “to 
cover the ideological habits which enable the established nations of 
the West to be reproduced” adding that “daily, the nation is indicated, 
or flagged, in the loves of its ordinary citizens (Billig 1995: 6). Billig 
is convinced nationalism is banal, for it gains its strength in ordinary 
things, often unnoticed ones, which makes us believe that nationalism 
is natural. Those “things” can be so various that cannot even be detect-
ed. From the way of talking and thinking about the nation, over a flag 
on a building, sports, songs, all the way to the postal stamps, language 
standardizations etc. (Ibid.) Rogers Brubaker “deepens” Billig’s under-
standing, claiming the reproduction of nationalism is even more subtle 
than what the latter author proposes. Daily routines, like family lunch-
es, business connections, church visits etc., which may have nothing 
to do with explicit ethnopolitical engagement, are crucial for the iden-
tity reproduction, which can end up (not necessarily) being political 
(Brubaker 2004).

Conclusion

As we previously argued, modernism, interactionism and eth-
no-symbolism are not incompatible. In fact, without the capitalist mar-
ket (which unifies social classes into one community), ethnies cannot 
be transformed into nations. The importance of modernist key ingre-
dients of the nation-building process are not diminished, if the essen-
tial significance of the cultural and symbolic material, with which the 
very process historically started, is also emphasized (Subotić 2007: 
70). What ethno-symbolism offers is a distinct methodology that can be 
used to study the qualities of each nation separately. A nation’s myths 
(constitutive ones, of golden ages, of territories, of dark ages, rebirth, 
heroes etc.), name, symbols and their historical contexts are of a great 
importance when a nation interacts with another. Also, even when those 
myths are not socially relevant in one, two or three generations, there is 
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a great probability that the first significant interaction caused by migra-
tions or wars, natural disaster etc., will produce myth-symbolic recur-
rence of the earlier generations. This is exactly the argument that can 
be further supported with a firm anthropological basis, which interac-
tionism offers.

Interactionism reinforces the argumentation of ethno-symbolism in a 
sense it advocates almost primordial point of view, claiming ethnicity is 
a necessary consequence of group contact. It is just that we are not sure 
when and where will certain traits become socially relevant and, thus, 
produce ethnic groups, nations or even civilizations. Ethno-symbolism 
gives at least partial, yet, very convincing argument that when a group 
is once established, it is highly realistic its reaffirmation or reestablish-
ment will be based on the previous cultural material. Thus, if one studies 
qualities of a group using the methodology offered by Anthony Smith, 
then one has a solid chance of predicting which features will become 
socially relevant. Additionally, Smith agrees symbols, myths, history 
etc, are used by elites as resources in order to achieve political goals. 
However, the fact interactionists (Eriksen) add that even the political 
goals of the entire ethnic groups can be irrational, even more strength-
ens Smith’s argumentation that cultures often go beyond the rational 
uses. Interactionism provides a sovereign explanation about the group 
formation, but ethno-symbolism clarifies its re-emergence. At the same 
time, the former does not deny the findings of the latter and vice versa. 
When researching nations and nationalism in the 21st century, neglecting 
the findings of either of the three approaches would significantly dimin-
ish the explanatory potential of such an endeavour. Thus, we claim the 
theoretical construction consisted of parts of modernism, interactionism 
and ethno-symbolism is the broadest possible framework which can of-
fer the coordinates for further investigation of the phenomena and yet, 
concise enough to provides us with its meaning.

Bibliography:

Anderson, B. (2006) “Imagined Communities – Reflections on the Origin 
and the Spread of Nationalism”. Revised Edition. London-New 
York: Verso.

Armstrong, J.A. (1982) “Nations before Nationalism”. Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press.

Bakić, J. (2006) „Teorijsko-istraživački pristupi etničkoj vezanosti 
(ethnicity), nacionalizmu i naciji“. Sociologija, 48 (3): pp 231-264.



195

Miloš Vukelić
Theories of Nations and Nationalism: Old Approaches...

Barth, F. (1969), “Ethnic Groups and Boundaries”. Boston: Little, Brown 
and Company.

Beck, U. (1999) “What is globalization”. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Billig, M. (1995) “Banal Nationalism”. London-Thousand Oaks-New 

Delhi: SAGE.
Breuilly, J. (2008) “Introduction”. In Gellner, E.  “Nations and Nationalism. 

2nd edition Ithaca-New York: Cornell University Press.
Brubaker, R. (1996)  “Nationalism reframed – Nationhood and the 

national question in the New Europe”. New York: Cambridge 
University Press.

Brubaker, R. (1998), “Myths and Misconceptions in the Study of 
Nationalism“. In Hall, J. (Ed.), “The State of the Nation. Ernest 
Gellner and the Theory of Nationalism”, Cambridge: pp. 272-306.

Cohen, A. (1974) “Introduction: The Lesson of Ethnicity”. In Cohen, A. 
(ed.) “Urban Ethnicities”. London: Tavistock: pp. ix-xxiv.

Connor, W. (1994) “Ethnonationalism: The Quest for Understanding”. 
Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press.

Galtung, J. (1996), “Peace by Peaceful Means – Peace and Conflict, 
Development and Civilization”. London: PRIO and SAGE 
Publications.

Gellner, E., Breuilly J. (2008), “Nations and Nationalism”. Second edition, 
Ithaca-New York: Cornell University Press.

Hechter, M. (1975) “Internal Colonialism: The Celtic Fringe in British 
National Development, 1536–1966”. Berkley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press.

Hobsbawm, E. (2007) “Globalization, Democracy and Terrorism”. 
Boston: Little, Brown and company.

Hobsbawm, E. (2016) “Nations and Nationalism since 1780”. Second 
edition, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Hobsbawm, E.,  Ranger, O. T. (1992) “The Invention of Tradition”. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Williams H. (2016) “International Relations and the Limits of Political 
Theory”. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hylland Eriksen, T. (2010) “Ethnicity and Nationalism – Anthropological 
Perspectives”. Third edition. New York: Pluto Press.

Nairn, T. (1981) “The break-up of Britain”. London: NLB and Verso.
Nojman, I. B. (2011) “Upotrebe drugog  - Istok u formiranju evropskog 

identiteta”. Beograd: Službeni glasnik, Beogradski centar za 
bezbednosnu politiku.



196

Özkirimli, U. (2010) “Theories of Nationalism – a Critical Introduction”. 
Second edition. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Richmond, O. (2014) “Failed Statebuilding – Intervention, the State, and 
the Dynamics of Peace Formation”. New Haven: Yale University 
Press.

Robinson, I.W. (2014) “Global Capitalism and Crisis of Humanity”. New 
York: Cambridge University Press.

Smith, D. A. (1991) “National Identity”. London: Penguin Politics and 
Current Affairs, 

Smith, D. A. (2003) “Nationalism and Modernism”. Taylor & Francis 
e-Library.

Smith, D. A. (2002) “The Ethnic Origins of Nations”. Oxford UK: Basil 
Blackwell

Subotić, M. (2007) “Na drugi pogled – prilog studijama nacionalizma”. 
Beograd: Institut za društvenu teoriju i filozofiju, Filip Višnjić.



Institute for Political Studies

Serbian Political   
Thought No. 2/2018, 

Year X,  
Vol. 18 

197

UDC: 327::911.3]:620.9(049.3)
https://doi.org/10.22182/spt.18212018.12
Manuscript received: 15.09.2018.
Accepted for publishing: 30.10.2018.
Book review pp. 

Olga Pavković1

Institute for Political Studies,  
Belgrade

Lehmann, Timothy C. (ed.), 
The Geopolitics of Global 
Energy: The New Cost of 
Plenty, Lynne Rienner 

Publishers Inc, Boulder, 
Colorado, 2017, 283 p.2
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overview of the transforming pro-
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cesses of the global energy game. 
As stated, it seeks to explain the 
geopolitics of energy, defined as 
“political rivalry between state 
and private actors over the energy 
determinants of national econom-
ic and military power” (p. 15). The 
main goals of this volume, em-
phasized at the beginning of the 
first chapter (“The Geopolitics of 
Global Energy”), include assessing 
world’s energy resources and their 
impact on the economy and pol-
itics, as well as the consequences 
of the conventional energy system 
and its ongoing transformation. 
The volume consists of ten chap-
ters, written by nine authors, and 
each concerning a different aspect 
of energy geopolitics.

Conventional hydrocar-
bon-based energy resources, i.e. 
oil, natural gas and coal are still 
consi dered a quintessential form 
of energy throughout the volume. 
Most of the contributors are well-
aware of the oil and gas signifi-
cance and they are predominantly 
sceptical when it comes to replac-
ing conventional resources with 
alternative forms of energy. Nev-
ertheless, a few of them are hope-
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ful that transition to renewables 
is possible. This volume’s editor, 
Timothy C. Lehmann, uses the 
classification into two interdisci-
plinary schools – energy pessimists 
and energy optimists. He, however, 
finds the stances of both schools to 
be insufficient, and calls for a more 
complex analysis, as well as further 
development of this area in the in-
ternational relations theories. 

One of the leading American 
experts in this field, Michael T. 
Klare, agrees that oil and gas play 
a key role in the competition for 
power between states. In his opin-
ion, one of the reasons for the 
struggle over remaining energy 
resources is derived from the fact 
that energy provision is deemed as 
a vital national interest. The other, 
equally important reason is linked 
to resource endowment, i.e. the 
geographical distribution of oil 
and gas. From his stand of point, 
the dynamic between the coun-
tries abundant with resources and 
countries facing their depletion or 
lack has a crucial impact on the 
outcome of the military and eco-
nomic power contest. 

Both Klare And Lehmann of-
fer a brief historical review of the 
energy geopolitics, but their find-
ings differ. While Klare (2nd chap-
ter, “The Changing Geopolitics of 
Oil and Gas”) explains the US for-
eign policy to the Gulf states as a 
response to the need for securing 
constant outflow of energy from 
this region, Lehmann challenges 

the conventional wisdom about 
the US dependence on Middle 
Eastern oil, stating that domes-
tic consumption never really de-
pended on it (6th chapter, “The 
US Energy Complex: The Price of 
Independence”). Lehmann sug-
gests, unlike many other authors, 
that controlling the Middle East 
has had a sole purpose of upkeep-
ing hegemony – the US has been 
securing transport routes and en-
ergy resources mainly for its allies, 
not for itself. 

Klare addresses the key issue 
of the current transformation in 
energy geopolitics, driven by the 
shale revolution, as well as the 
increasing number of states in-
tertwined in what he believes is 
a zero-sum game.  De Graaff (4th 
chapter, “Oil Elites and Transna-
tional Alliances”) agrees that there 
has been a transformation of the 
conventional energy system, al-
though she focuses mainly on the 
actors involved in the process, also 
an integral part of explaining en-
ergy geopolitics. The author gives 
an overview of the rising non-
OECD national oil companies 
and their interaction with existing 
players on the energy market. She 
is primarily interested in Chinese 
national oil companies operat-
ing under the OECD established 
rules, possibilities of state inter-
ventionism and hybrid coopera-
tion emerging forms. 

Billon and Bridge (3rd chapter, 
“Oil’s New Reality”) concur with 
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Klare that oil represents a strate-
gic commodity, but unlike him, 
they suggest that oil consumption 
should be gradually reduced and 
eventually excluded from the en-
ergy supply. Also, they are critical 
of the optimism adjacent to the 
shale revolution and the possi-
bility of US gaining energy inde-
pendence. Opposite to what Klare 
argues, procuring oil is not a ze-
ro-sum game anymore according 
to Billon and Bridge, but rather a 
more complex dynamic between 
conflicting or cooperating inter-
est groups in the “oil’s new reality”, 
where much of conventional prax-
is is contested. 

They argue that a new form 
of global oil governance is much 
needed and offer three distinct 
strategies states use as a response 
to new reality: liberalism, statist in-
terventionism and adaptation and 
innovation beyond oil (pp. 52-53). 
Advocating for the third strategy, 
they thoroughly address environ-
mental issues in this part of the 
volume, as well as the price vola-
tility and the social impact of con-
ventional energy resources. The 
authors of this chapter conclude 
bit too optimistically that the new 
oil reality should deliver a “fairer, 
more ethical” system, a system 
that would delink the energy sup-
ply from the military needs, and 
ultimately transform towards the 
world “beyond oil” (p. 62). 

One of the authors of this vol-
ume, also enthusiastic about the re-

newables is Andrew DeWit. In the 
9th chapter (“Energy Transitions in 
Japan”) he provides an overview 
of Japan’s energy policy, with nu-
clear energy as a focal point of the 
chapter. One of the main goals of 
his paper is showing that ener-
gy paradigms can shift, which he 
demonstrates through Fukushima 
nuclear disaster in Japan. 

Even though this volume is 
supposed to explain geopolitical 
aspects of global energy, it fails to 
encompass all the relevant interre-
lations emerging from the strug-
gle for energy resources. In many 
ways it is US-oriented, focusing 
mainly on the shale revolution, 
which wouldn’t be a problem if 
there was a more thorough exam-
ination of the impact of that revo-
lution to American foreign policy 
and actions towards other coun-
tries and their responses, instead 
of just exploring domestic affairs. 
Similar goes to Lauber’s chapter on 
Germany (8th chapter, “Germany’s 
Transition to Renewable Energy”), 
which is fully devoted to the pro-
cess of shaping energy policy dur-
ing different governments and has 
renewable energy as a focal point. 
Considering this is the only Euro-
pean state explored in the volume, 
the authors should have pointed 
out geopolitical consequences of 
such energy policy. Also, Germa-
ny’s dependence on Russian gas 
is merely mentioned in one of the 
paragraphs. As one of the most 
important states in energy geo-
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politics, Russia should have been 
given more consideration. As for 
the Middle East, although there 
is a detailed explanation of the re-
gion’s position in the conventional 
oil era, this volume doesn’t fully 
explain the nascent incentives for 
transformation in that region.

On the other hand, China’s po-
sition is carefully investigated in 
the 7th chapter (“China’s Resource 
Drive into the South China Sea”), 
which deals with the energy secu-
rity of China, given that the rising 
demand for energy in this country 
is altering the energy market. This 
significant transformation is taken 
into consideration in the chapter, 
most notably in the gas geopolitics 
area of inquiry. China is rapidly 
becoming one of the most prom-
inent actors in the energy game, 
and the geopolitical implications 
of China’s energy policy are re-
markable. One of the examples is 
certainly the Belt and Road initi-
ative which includes construction 
of the land energy infrastructure. 
The other, even more important 
route for supplying energy is the 
South China Sea. Not only does it 
mitigate energy transport, but it is 
also abundant in oil reserves, ac-
cording to many authors. Howev-
er, Erickson and Strange are cau-
tious when assuming that these 
reserves would easily be exploited, 
particularly when territorial dis-
putes are taken into account. 

The possibilities of territorial 
disputes as a result of struggle for 

energy resources are also notable 
in the 5th chapter (“The Scramble 
for Arctic Oil and Natural Gas”). 
Claes is focused on the oil and 
gas-rich regions of the Arctic and 
the possible outcome of their fur-
ther exploitation in the context of 
environmental security. Political 
implications of drilling in this area 
are also explored in this chapter, 
as the sovereignty and jurisdiction 
claims over Arctic could poten-
tially lead to conflicts. In conclu-
sion, the author thinks there’s little 
prospect for oil and gas extraction 
in the Arctic region, especially not 
when there’s a shale oil and shale 
gas exploitation possibility. 

In the last chapter (10th chap-
ter, “The New Cost of Plenty”), 
Lehmann examines the structures 
involved in the energy game, and 
most notably oil companies with 
power and far-reaching influence. 
Lehmann’s most impressive con-
tribution in this volume refers to 
the exhaustive analysis of their 
tangled and interdependent web 
of connections. The editor’s opin-
ion is that there’s a small chance 
the renewable sector interest 
groups could replace the well-es-
tablished “petrochemical con-
cert” (p. 207) and its formidable 
influence over politics. Lehmann 
is generally pessimistic of renew-
able forms of energy throughout 
the volume, considering that only 
a negligible part of transporting 
devices is fuelled by resources 
other than oil, and that transpor-
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tation fuel accounts for a big part 
of energy consumption. He is also 
gloomy about the natural gas as an 
alternative “clean” energy form, 
and consequently about the possi-
bility of United States of America 
achieving energy independence. 

Regarding the four main ques-
tions mentioned at the beginning, 
this volume has answered some 
of them, while opening a whole 
new set of topics. It has provided 
substantial data on world’s energy 
resources and some insights into 
how the economy and politics are 

influenced by their current and 
possible future allocation. In addi-
tion, the volume’s main contribu-
tion derives from recognizing the 
array of “oil majores”, i.e. oil com-
panies with transnational power, 
states and other stakeholders in 
the energy game. Furthermore, 
it has provided a brief, but useful 
review of the conventional energy 
system and opened many impor-
tant questions about its transfor-
mation, whether towards renew-
able or unconventional forms of 
energy. 
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Example: Schulzinger, R. D. (ed.) (2003) A Companion to American Foreign
Relations. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.
Intext Reference (Schulzinger 2003: 285).
Chapters of edited books
For chapters of edited books the required elements for a reference are: Chap-
ter author(s) surname(s) and initials. Year of chapter. Title of chapter fol-
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lowed by In: Book editor(s) initials and surnames with (ed.) or (eds.after the 
last name. Title of book. Place of publication: Publisher. Chapter number or first 
and last page numbers followed by full-stop. 
Еxample: Parekh, B. (1996) “Political theory: Traditions in political philoso-
phy“. In: Goodin, R. E., Klingemann, H. (eds.) A New Handbook of Political 
Science. Oxford: Oxford University Press. pp. 503-518. 
Intext reference: (Parekh 1996: 505).
Magazine or journal articles available on the internet
For an article from a web based magazine or journal, which is freely available 
over the web, the required elements for a reference are:
Authors, Initials., (Year) Title of article, Full Title of Magazine, [online]. Available 
at: web address (quote the exact URL for the article) [Accessed date].
Kipper, D. (2008) Japan’s new dawn, Popular Science and Technology, [online]
Available at: http://www.popsci.com/popsci37b144110vgn/html [Accessed 
22 June 2009].
Intext reference: (Kipper, 2008).


