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Abstract

Why Serbia’s path towards EU membership has been so contentious and fraught with
difficulty? Why did Europeanization happen more ‘smoothly’ in some countries, while
it stalls or fails in others? This study shows Serbia’s reluctance to Europeanize by
exploring how the Serbian ruling elite received the EU’s norms of peace, media
freedom and rights of migrants and refugees. As such, it contributes to the emerging
research agenda on norm diffusion and Normative Power Europe. Through an analysis
of key public statements of Serbian political leaders over the past four years, the present
thesis examines how politicians discursively framed EU’s ideas, standards and
normative convictions within the Belgrade-Pristina normalization dialogue, in light of
the refugee crisis and in terms of media freedom. The findings indicate that the Serbian
governing elite has responded differently to the EU’s normative influence in different
policy domains with resisting and rejecting certain norms while adopting and adapting
other. In general, the thesis evaluates that despite the significant efforts of the EU to
export its ideas and values, it has only had a limited effect on Serbia. I conclude that
these results further cast doubt on the future of Serbia’s accession to the EU.

Keywords: Serbia, Norm Diffusion, EU, Political Elite, Normative Power Europe,
Framing, Europeanization;
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Chapter 1 Introduction
At the borders of the European Union, the Western Balkans region has been an
important testing ground for establishing the external role of the EU. The countries
which emerged from the fallout of the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia
have been exposed to the normative influence of the EU. The rhetoric of
‘Europeanization’ to a great extent underlines the Union’s actions and policies in the
region, and the EU has affirmed its aim to support these countries on their road to full
membership.
For about three decades, Serbia has been a country in turmoil and distress. From
the disappearance of supra-national Yugoslavia to the enduring efforts of joining the
European Union, Serbia’s political system and its society have experienced a political,
economic and cultural transition. Both within Serbia and among the EU Member States,
the accession process has been met with contestation and skepticism. International and
domestic circumstances suggest that the next few years will be pivotal for the
integration of Serbia into the EU. This period is supposed to bring the full
harmonization with the EU acquis and round off all the required reforms. It is crucial
that Serbia shows that it is a country which shares the common European values and
norms. In order to better understand the EU-Serbia relations, this thesis investigates the
EU’s norm diffusion to Serbia.
This thesis acquires a constructivist perspective in viewing the European Union as
a ‘norm-exporter’ which projects its normative understandings on an aspiring Member
State – Serbia. Throughout the years, the EU countries have come to share and promote
a set of norms relating to, for instance, democratic institutions, conflict resolution and
human rights. These norms have produced a common sense of ‘Europeanness’ which is
reflected in ‘European standards’ and ‘European ways’ of doing things. This study
looks at how the EU has attempted to externalize a particular set of norms within its
relation with Serbia.
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1.1 Research Problem, Research Question and Case Selection
This research project first and foremost aims to improve our understanding of the
export and import of EU values and norms. It especially scrutinizes Serbia as the
recipient of EU norms. Through focusing the analysis on the ‘norm-importer’, the
objective is to transcend the traditional bias within the social constructivist literature
which predominantly looks at the role of the norm-exporter (this case – the EU). The
actorness of the norm-taker (Serbia) is brought to the fore by examining how the
Serbian political leadership has rhetorically received the promoted EU norms. Serbia is
an official candidate country and since 2014 it has been working on its potential
membership status through the opening and closing of the particular acquis negotiating
chapters. Over the past four years, Serbia has been intensively cooperating with the EU
in a number of domestic and regional issues. In obtaining a more complete picture of
the EU-Serbia norm transfer processes, this study looks at three areas of EU-Serbia of
cooperation: the Belgrade-Pristina normalization dialogue, the refugee crisis and the
state of media freedom. These topics, to a large extent, have shaped the interaction
between the EU and Serbia in the recent years and they are essential for understanding
the EU as a promoter of peace, democracy, and human rights. Moreover, Serbia’s
progress or lack of progress in these policy areas significantly determines the pace of its
accession process. Therefore, the thesis takes into account the projected EU normative
convictions and normative standards and further, it analyzes how the Serbian governing
officials rhetorically responded to this external influence.
In acquiring a deeper knowledge of the interplay between the European Union and
Serbia, in the thesis, I ask the following questions: How can we comprehend the
dynamics between the Union as a norm-exporter and Serbia as a norm-importer? How is
the European Union exerting its normative influence in Serbia and how is Serbia
responding to that influence? How are the EU’s normative messages rhetorically
adopted, adapted, resisted or rejected? How does Serbia as a norm-taker perceive of the
Union and its normative standards? Does the rhetoric of Serbian political leaders
comply with the EU’s normative convictions? Primarily, the main question which
guides the research is: How did the Serbian political elite receive the EU norms of
peace, media freedom and refugee and migrant human rights?
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1.2 Theoretical Framework
Arguably, the Balkans is the region where Europe as a peace-keeping and peaceenforcing force has failed the most. At the same time, the Balkans is the only place
where the European Union has the power to design a new reality. The EU’s Western
Balkans policy serves as a compelling test for becoming a credible foreign policy actor.
Also, the region can be seen as an ideal playground for evaluating the Normative Power
Europe theory. The concept of normative power is based on the power of ideas and
norms. Normative power is taken here as a norm-making and norm-spreading ability
employed to alter the normative understandings of the ‘other’ and to place normative
standards by processes of norm advocacy.1 Understood in this way, the thesis applies
the theoretical claims of the NPE approach to an empirical analysis of Serbia.
A central theme of this thesis is the relational feature of norm diffusion which is in
my case study reflected in the interplay between the EU as a norm-exporter and Serbia
as a norm-importer. To explore this interaction, I look at the receiving end of the norm
diffusion and analyze the role of the Serbian ruling elite in accepting/contesting the
promoted norms. Local conditions within norm-takers influence the reception of
exported norms. For instance, how diffused norms are rhetorically received by the local
political elites has a profound effect on the successfulness of the norm transfer. Within
Serbia as a target country, domestic deliberative processes create and shape domestic
understandings about ‘Europeanness’ which might comply with or contest the core
norms of the EU. This responding to the European level could surely change the
normative content of the EU’s ‘Europeanness’.

1.3 Scientific and Social Significance
As envisioned, with my study, I plan to contribute to advancing the research
agenda on norm diffusion and normative power. I will try to critically reflect upon the
Europeanization research and norm diffusion literature and provide empirical insights of
the process of becoming ‘European’ by looking at the EU’s relations with its potential
Member State – Serbia. Additionally, this study works towards gaining a deeper
understanding of the EU-Serbia relations and especially of Serbia’s accession process in
1

Annika Björkdahl, “Norm Advocacy: A Small State Strategy to Influence the EU,” Journal of European
Public Policy 15, no. 1 (2008): 136.
3

the context of the enlargement agenda. Ultimately, achieving this would further enable
us to better comprehend the wider EU foreign policy in relation to its potential
candidate-member states and neighbors.

1.4 Structure

The thesis is structured as follows. In the first chapter, I place the study in the
ongoing debates on Normative Power Europe and I outline the conceptual framework
which will be used in my analysis. The second chapter presents the research design by
depicting the methodological approach and case selection of the study. In the third
chapter, I acknowledge the EU as a norm-exporter towards Serbia and I introduce how
the EU promoted peace, refugee and migrant human rights and media freedom with
regards to the Belgrade-Pristina normalization dialogue, in the context of the refugee
crisis and in relation to the state of press freedom in Serbia. The fourth chapter of the
thesis contains the empirical analysis showing how Serbia received EU norms. It takes a
look at how the Serbian political elite rhetorically framed the EU’s ideas, standards, and
normative convictions. Finally, in the end, I summarize the research and present the
conclusion that I reached.
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Chapter 2 Normative Power Europe and Norm Diffusion
This chapter places the study in the ongoing debates on Normative Power Europe and
outlines the conceptual framework which will be utilized in my case study. I first
discuss how the spread of European ideas and practices has been explored within the
Europeanization literature as well as in diffusion studies. In line with our research goal,
I explain the relevance of combining the insights from these two strands of scholarship
in order to explore the more indirect ways of how the EU impacts the ‘local’. Second,
since I am especially interested in looking at the normative side of EU external
actorness, I talk about how the evolving role of the EU in the international arena has
been conceptualized. I adopt Ian Manners’ conceptualization of the European Union as
being a normative power in world affairs. Thirdly, I justify the use of the NPE approach
in analyzing the EU’s foreign policy in regards to the region of the Western Balkans and
also I explain the relevance of NPE in exploring the diffusion of norms in Serbia.
Fourthly, I understand the Normative Power Europe mechanism of ‘cultural filter’ as
crucial for answering the question of how EU norms are received in Serbia. Thus, I
elaborate on cultural filters’ importance in either facilitating or blocking the diffusion of
norms from one actor to another. Finally, I present the conceptual framework developed
by Annika Bjorkdahl et al. in the study “Importing EU norms – Conceptual Framework
and Empirical Findings”.
2.1 Exploring the EU’s External Impact: Europeanization and

Transnational diffusion
Is the European Union exporting its institutions and ideas? To what degree do other
governments and political leaders follow the EU norms and practices? Are the EU
efforts of transferring its values and institutional arrangements to candidate countries
effective? Within European studies, the diffusion literature, as well as the
Europeanization research, offer some answers to these pressing issues.
The EU’s impact on domestic policies, political processes, and institutions of
Member States has been successfully explored in a number of studies on
Europeanization by authors such as Frank Schimmelfening and Ulrich Sedelmeier as
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well as Kevin Featherstone and Claudio Radaelli.2 Moreover, Europeanization of
accession countries has emerged recently as a distinct research area. 3 Tanja Börzel and
many others have been preoccupied with identifying the basic conditions (‘misfit’
requiring adaptation) and the mechanisms such as positive and negative incentives,
socialization and legal imposition through which Europe influences the ‘local’.4
Recently, this strand of literature has expanded to include the countries which are at a
very early stage of the integration process. These are the Western Balkans states which
were promised a ‘European future’, hence significant academic attention has been
devoted to exploring the spread of European policies and practices in this region.5
Students of enlargement base their studies on previous research which has been
conducted in the context of Europeanization and of the transformation of Central and
Eastern European (CEE) countries.6 In the context of the Western Balkans countries,
some specific factors and issues have demanded the additional attention of scholars.
Most notably, it has been necessary to take into account and explore the absence of a
strong guarantee of potential membership7 as well as the effects of ‘strict’ conditionality
on the prospective Member States.8
However, it has been noted that the conventional research on Europeanization
over-emphasizes the direct actions and influence of the EU.9 A need emerged for
exploring the fairly indirect ways through which the EU also inspires domestic change.

2

Frank Schimmelfennig and Ulrich Sedelmeier, The Europeanization of Central and Eastern Europe
(Cornell University Press, 2005); Kevin Featherstone and Claudio M. Radaelli, eds., The Politics of
Europeanization (Oxford University Press, 2003).
3
Heather Grabbe, The EU’s Transformative Power - Europeanization Through Conditionality in Central
and Eastern Europe | H. Grabbe | Palgrave Macmillan, 2006; Ulrich Sedelmeier, “Europeanisation in
New Member and Candidate States,” Living Reviews in European Governance 6, 2011, 52.
4
Tanja Börzel, “When Europeanization Hits Limited Statehood. The Western Balkans as a Test Case for
the Transformative Power of Europe,” Freie Universität Berlin KFG Working Paper Series (January 1,
2011); Frank Schimmelfennig, “Europeanization beyond Europe,” Living Reviews in European
Governance 4, no. 3 (2009): 29.
5
Efstathios Fakiolas and Nikolaos Tzifakis, “Transformation or Accession? Reflecting on the EU’s
Strategy Towards the Western Balkans,” European Foreign Affairs Review 13 (2008): 377–98; Gergana
Noutcheva and Senem Aydin-Düzgit, “Lost in Europeanisation: The Western Balkans and Turkey,” West
European Politics 35, no. 1 (2012): 59–78.
6
Schimmelfennig and Sedelmeier, The Europeanization of Central and Eastern Europe.
7
Bernhard Stahl, “Perverted Conditionality: The Stabilisation and Association Agreement between the
European Union and Serbia,” European Foreign Affairs Review 16, no. 4 (2011): 465–87.
8
Spyros Economides and James Ker-Lindsay, “‘Pre-Accession Europeanization’: The Case of Serbia and
Kosovo: Pre-Accession Europeanization,” JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 53 (2015): 1027–
44.
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Tanja A. Börzel and Thomas Risse, “From Europeanisation to Diffusion: Introduction,” West European
Politics 35, no. 1 (January 2012): 1–19.
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To this extent, the literature on transnational diffusion may be very useful.10 One
tendency has therefore been to embed the conventional Europeanization research into
the literature on transnational diffusion processes.11 This approach argues that the nature
and mechanisms of Europeanization are quite relatable with various elements identified
within the studies of diffusion. Also, the latter is better suited to explore the indirect
processes through which the EU might influence the local or regional behavior.12
This study is based within the stream of thought which combines the research on
norm diffusion with the Europeanization literature.
2.2 A Global Power: EU’s External Normative Influence
In the past, European ideas and practices have spread across the world and in many
cases, European norms have penetrated and replaced the existing norm systems of other
countries and societies. The process of norm diffusion has largely been conducted
through the form of colonization, imposition, and coercion.13 Since the major European
states have lost their previous world hegemonic position, coercive practices of changing
the normative understandings and behavior of others are now less likely, and at the
same time less productive.14
Currently, the European countries are trying to assert themselves in the
international arena through the European Union, and the EU is playing an everincreasing role in world affairs. This prompted scholars to debate about the EU as an
external actor which is fundamentally different from other global powers. The Union
has therefore been characterized in various terms: civilian power, an ethical power, a
soft power and most notably as a normative power.15 One understanding which this
thesis takes as its theoretical underpinning is the EU as a ‘normative power’, a concept
developed by Ian Manners.16 This is due to the fact that the Normative Power Europe
framework puts specific emphasis on the promotion of values and norms. Namely, the
10

Fabrizio Gilardi, “Transnational Diffusion: Norms, Ideas, and Policies,” in Handbook of International
Relations (London Publications Ltd, 2013), 453–77.
11
Börzel and Risse, “From Europeanisation to Diffusion,” 2.
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Johan P. Olsen, “The Many Faces of Europeanization,” JCMS: Journal of Common Market Studies 40,
no. 5 (2002): 938.
14
Ibid.
15
Richard G Whitman, “The Neo-Normative Turn in Theorising the EU’s International Presence,”
Cooperation and Conflict 48, no. 2 (2013): 173.
16
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NPE presumes that not only the EU is established on certain core values such as peace,
liberty, human rights, democracy and the rule of law, but also that these norms become
part of its foreign policy and its accession policy, thereby shaping the Union’s relations
with others.17
2.3 Conceptualizing the European Union’s Foreign Policy Actorness:

Normative Power Europe
Ian Manners defined normative power in terms of an ‘ability to shape conceptions of the
“normal”’.18 In analyzing the Union’s role in international relations developing since the
1990s, Manners focused on the way how the EU promotes its norms externally and
pointed out to the ideational influence of its international identity.19 Manners theorized
that the EU is unique and intrinsically different from any pre-existing and modern
powers in terms of its historic evolution, constitutional configuration, and hybrid policy.
He elaborated that the EU’s normative power exists through ideas and opinions and that
it has the ability to shape what is considered appropriate behavior in international
relations.20 Accordingly, the EU’s foreign policy should be judged in relation to its
ability to shape the normative behavior of other actors.
The EU’s ideational power is based on a normative basis which the Union has
been developing for well over 50 years through various policies, treaties, declarations,
conditions, and criteria. Manners outlined five EU core norms: liberty, peace,
democracy, rule of law and human rights.21 He elaborated that to a significant extent
they compose the acquis communautaire and acquis politique. They constitute the
shared international identity of the EU.22
Although Manner’s innovative conceptualization has been welcomed as an
alternative to the state-centered analysis of Union’s foreign policy, it also sparked a
debate among the scholars focusing on EU’s external actorness. The concept has been
criticized for simply depicting the EU as a ‘force for good’ in the world.23 As Diez
argues, the representation of the EU as a normative power and as an intrinsically
17

Manners, “Normative Power Europe,”
Ibid.
19
Ibid: 238.
20
Ibid: 236.
21
Ibid: 242.
22
Ibid.
23
Thomas Diez, “Constructing the Self and Changing Others: Reconsidering `Normative Power
Europe’,” Millennium 33, no. 3 (2005): 613–36; Helene Sjursen, “The EU as a ‘Normative’ Power: How
Can This Be?,” Journal of European Public Policy 13, no. 2 (2006): 235–51.
18
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positive force in international politics should be critically questioned both within
academia and in political debates.24 The EU’s normative hegemony as a force for good
shouldn’t be taken for granted because the power of normative power Europe entails the
construction of a distinct European identity which is defined in opposition to “others”
(outsiders) with which the EU cooperates.25 This has significant implications for the
way EU policies treat those others. Foreign policy is then based on assuming that other
states and societies lack in practices, institutions, and principles qualified as the
‘normal’ in a liberal democratic world. For instance, within human rights and
democratization discourses, the distinct ‘Other’ is usually constructed through the
articulation of a temporal identity such as ‘currently progressing toward the Self’.26
The Normative Power Europe framework has also been questioned from various
analytical and empirical perspectives. The NPE stresses the European Union’s role in
diffusing its norms and values but there is less theoretical and empirical clarity in how
norms are being used and contested within domestic contexts.27 Wiener observes that
the NPE does not address a number of empirical questions in terms of who triggers the
norm transfer and how the norms are perceived in a particular local context.28 In line
with this, we observe a recent trend within the literature which focuses on
understanding the reception of Union’s normative power as a way of assessing its
relevance.29 This study in a sense wishes to ‘carry the torch’ in this research direction by
analyzing the reception of NPE in an empirical case study of Serbia.
2.3.1 Normative Power Europe and the Western Balkans: Membership as the
Golden Carrot
At the recent, EU-Western Balkans summit in Sofia, the EU again reaffirmed an
unequivocal European perspective of the Western Balkans.30 The joint declaration
24

Diez, “Constructing the Self and Changing Others.”
Ibid: p.614.
26
Lene Hansen, Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War, The New International
Relations; New International Relations. (London ; Routledge, 2006).
27
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Journal of European Integration 37, no. 2 (2015): 214.
28
Ibid.
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Emilian Kavalski, “The Struggle for Recognition of Normative Powers: Normative Power Europe and
Normative Power China in Context,” Cooperation and Conflict 48, no. 2 (2013): 247–67; Annika
Björkdahl et al., eds., Importing EU Norms: Conceptual Framework and Empirical Findings, United
Nations University Series on Regionalism (Springer International Publishing, 2015).
30
“Sofia Declaration of the EU-Western Balkans Summit - EEAS - European External Action Service European Commission,” EEAS, accessed May 31, 2018,
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25
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welcomed the shared commitment of all partners to the European principles and values
and to the vision of a united Europe.31 All the countries in the region share the same
political ambitions of achieving EU membership. This puts the Union in a significantly
strong position to utilize its normative power and influence the Western Balkans
countries. Therefore the aspiring Member States are very likely to be a fertile ground for
EU norm diffusion.
In exploring the Union’s ability to transform third countries, scholars have
observed that the EU’s transformational power depends not only on geographical
proximity but also on the nature of the relationship between the target country and the
EU. Most notably, the European Union is able to influence a third country when it
offers a significant reward, and EU membership is deemed as the ‘golden carrot’.32 In
light of this, the NPE framework could be seen as the appropriate tool to analyze the
EU’s norm diffusion processes in the Western Balkans. More specifically, Serbia as one
of the frontrunners in the context of enlargement is an especially relevant case for
analyzing EU foreign policy normativity.

2.3.2 NPE and Serbia
Ian Manners outlined six mechanisms for the diffusion of EU norms to third-party
countries.33
The first mechanism, ‘contagion’, exemplifies the unintentional diffusion of EU
norms to other political subjects.34 As this mechanism does not indicate the precise
origin of norm promotion, it is difficult to determine the effect of this specific element
of the norm diffusion. Since Serbia is located in so-called Europe’s ‘backyard’, being
from four sides surrounded by the EU Member States and with having close interaction
both with Union’s main institutions as well as with individual countries, we can safely
presume that it is susceptible to the EU’s ideational ‘contagion’ effects.
Second, ‘informational diffusion’, sums up the abundance of EU’s strategic
communication, such as new policy initiatives, declarations, official statements etc.35
Overall, the enlargement agenda can be evaluated as a policy enabling the European
31

“Sofia Declaration of the EU-Western Balkans Summit - EEAS - European External Action Service European Commission.”
32
Tanja Börzel and Vera van Hüllen, “Good Governance and Bad Neighbors? The Limits of the
Transformative Power of Europe,” KFG Working Paper Series, 2011, 7.
33
Manners, “Normative Power Europe,” 244.
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Ibid.
35
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Union to project some of its core norms in order to achieve cultural and political
integration in Europe. Most recently, in February 2018, the EC adopted a strategy for
“A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the
Western Balkans” and underlined the shared interest of everyone in a European future
of the region.36 It was stressed that the region has to embrace EU values more strongly
and credibly.37 Serbia as a frontrunner in this process is at the front of EU’s
communicative efforts.
The third mechanism is ‘procedural diffusion’ which entails the institutionalization
of the relationship between the EU and an external actor. This can be achieved through
membership of an international organization, through inter-regional cooperation
agreements or through bilateral agreements.38 Manners reference to the EU’s diffusion
of norms through institutionalization in the Serbian case is reflected in the Stabilization
and Association Agreement which in 2013 entered into force. Further, in 2013 the
European Council decided to open accession negotiations with Serbia and in 2014 the
1st Intergovernmental Conference took place.39 Currently, Serbia is negotiating its
potential membership through the opening and closing individual acquis chapters. Due
to the close institutional and procedural relationship between the EU and Serbia, we
ought to expect the EU being in a good position to diffuse its norms.
Fourth, the ‘transference diffusion’ mechanism speaks about the export of norms
through trade, aid and technical assistance to target countries.40 Most notably this
mechanism can be seen in the ‘carrot and stickism’41 conditionality approach of
rewarding or punishing third countries in terms of offering financial aid or preferential
trading access to the EU’s single market. This mechanism can be especially relevant for
the Western Balkans countries since conditionality is the guiding principle of the
enlargement policy. The EU is the Western Balkans largest trading partner, accounting
for a stunning 76% of the regions total trade42 and the EU is the biggest donor to the
region (as well as to Serbia), primarily through its IPA – Instrument for Pre-Accession
36

“A Credible Enlargement Perspective for and Enhanced EU Engagement with the Western Balkans”
(European Commission, 2018).
37
Ibid.
38
Manners, “Normative Power Europe,” 244.
39
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40
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Assistance.43 Therefore we can envision that the EU has a strong normative influence
which accompanies its substantial financial and technical interaction with Serbia.
The fifth factor which shapes the norm diffusion is ‘overt diffusion’. It results from
the EU’s physical presence in other countries.44 Example of this is the presence of
Commission delegations and embassies of individual Member States in Belgrade. In the
Serbian context, this mechanism strikingly stands out in comparison to other cases,
since the EU is also physically present through its largest civilian CSDP mission EULEX Kosovo. Serbia considers Kosovo still part of its territory and it participates in
talks with the authorities in Pristina on how to resolve the long-lasting conflict. Apart
from monitoring, mentoring and ensuring the rule of law in Kosovo, EULEX also
supports the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue and assists in the implementation of achieved
agreements.45 Through its very noticeable physical presence in Serbia, the EU has the
potential to spread its core values through the so-called overt diffusion.
Finally, the sixth mechanism is the ‘cultural filter’ and it relates to the impact of
norms on target entities leading to adaptation, learning or rejection.46 This mechanism is
significantly different from the other ones because it takes into account the broader
domestic context in which the EU norms are projected. Only the notion of cultural filter
exemplifies the interest in exploring why the outsiders may or may not adopt EU
norms.47 As such, it stands as crucial in evaluating the specific local contexts and the
role of local actors in receiving the projected norms. In the case of Serbia, domestic
factors such as the role of the ruling elite in either accepting or opposing EU norms can
to a large extent ‘filter’ the norm diffusion. Since the goal of this research is to
understand how the exported EU norms are constituted, perceived and confronted, the
cultural filter mechanism will be at the forefront of our analysis.
All six of the NPE’s diffusion mechanisms are present in the case of Serbia. This
exemplifies the usefulness of the NPE framework in studying the EU’s foreign policy in
Serbia and specifically its suitability in exploring the norm diffusion processes. As I aim
to focus on the role of norm recipients by placing them at the heart of the analysis, this

43

“Western Balkans - Trade - European Commission.”
Manners, “Normative Power Europe,” 245.
45
“What Is EULEX? - EULEX - European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo,” accessed May 31,
2018, http://www.eulex-kosovo.eu/?page=2,16.
46
Manners, “Normative Power Europe,” 245.
47
Henrik Larsen, “The EU as a Normative Power and the Research on External Perceptions: The Missing
Link: The EU as a Normative Power and the Research on External Perceptions,” JCMS: Journal of
Common Market Studies 52, no. 4 (2014): 898.
44

12

research will especially explore the theoretical usefulness as well as the empirical use of
the cultural filter mechanism.

2.4 Cultural Filter
I see cultural filter as crucial for understanding the EU’s diffusion of norms in Serbia. It
answers the question of how factors internal to the norm-importer influence the
reception of norms. It allows me to analyze Serbia as a specific norm-taker. Under the
cultural filter, we can place all domestic factors which might limit or enhance the EU’s
efforts to diffuse its norms. It sums up elements such as competing regional powers,
domestic politics, regime survival, state of the civil society etc. Its wide-ranging nature
makes it an important factor for the researcher to take into account.
However, the cultural filter hasn’t been thoroughly problematized and utilized
within the scholarship on NPE. Even Manners does not provide clear suggestions about
the nature of processes by which actors may be more or less prone to adopt the EU
norms due to existing ‘cultural filters’.48 Conventional norm diffusion literature has
devoted most of its attention to the ways of norm-export, while at the same time
ignoring the receiving end.49 This comes as a surprise since the reaction of the subject of
norm diffusion is crucial for understanding the processes of norm adoption/contestation.
The cultural filter stands as the key factor of the interplay between the sender (in our
case - the EU) and the receiver (in our case - Serbia).
In this research project, I wish to explore the EU’s ability to diffuse its normative
core, which is embedded in its acquis, to Serbia. I follow a stream of thought which
‘turns the table’ and critically examines how the EU’s normative power is received in its
near abroad.50
2.4.1 Adoption, Adaptation, Resistance and Rejection
In order to investigate the channels through which norms travel from place to place, it is
needed to also take into the account the recipients of norms and their agency through
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adopting a more ‘bottom-up’ perspective. In this regard, the study by Annika Bjorkdahl
et al. on “Importing EU norms”51 can be highly relevant for my own research.
It is one of the very rare studies which focuses on the importance of domestic
actors, thus it moves beyond the existing research on norm diffusion and offers a
valuable conceptual framework to analyze the adoption, adaptation, resistance or
rejection of EU norms. The study is situated within the Normative Power Europe
literature and it elaborates on the notion of cultural filters in order to better comprehend
the local responses to EU norm export.52
The approach of Bjorkdahl et al. emphasizes the translation of imported EU norms
into the modifications of institutions, policies, and practices by recipients. The
responses are categorized within a spectrum which starts from the straightforward
adoption of norms, over adaptation and resistance to unequivocal rejection.53 Adoption
relates to the unambiguous acceptance and translation of European norms into the
domestic context. Second, adaptation involves altering the norms in one way or the
other. But regardless of such changes, the normative content of the EU export should be
visible. The third type of response – resistance, exemplifies the opposite of adaptation.
It entails that the core of recipient normative practice remains distinct from the
European one. This does not imply that the interaction with the European norms leaves
the local practice unaffected, but rather it means that the domestic actors might preserve
a previous normative practice or they might follow an alternative to both the status quo
and to the European norms. Lastly, rejection means that domestic ideas and actions
deviate substantively from the exported ones.54 These conceptual responses will guide
our empirical analysis in the case of Serbia.
Central to this approach is that the movement of norms is an intrinsically frictional
process.55 In order to understand the complex processes of norm-export and normimport, it is necessary to take into account the friction that arises between a specific
norm-maker and norm-taker.56
Taking into account this frictional travel of ideas and practices from the EU enables
us to acknowledge the role of local responses in terms of being more or less welcoming
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to the EU efforts of norm diffusion. We might expect that the encounters between the
EU and the local produce hybrid normative outcomes consisting elements of both the
norm-maker and the norm-taker, effectively blurring the boundaries between the two.
To this end, friction is a notion which on the one hand demands that we acknowledge
the asymmetrical power relations between the norm-exporter and norm-importer. But,
on the other hand, it also presumes that despite the asymmetries of political power,
norm-takers do exercise agency.57
This work aims to make a contribution to the literature on norm diffusion. It relies
on the conceptual framework developed by Annika Bjorkdahl et al. in their book on
“Importing EU norms – Conceptual Framework and Empirical Findings”. I recognize
the value in ‘turning the table’ and analyzing the receiving end of norm-export. My
study will work in the same direction of closing the scholarly gap by applying this
innovative approach in an empirically neglected area of research. The delineated
responses of adoption, adaptation, resistance, and rejection will be relevant in analyzing
the reception of norms in Serbia. More precisely, they will be useful for determining the
role of Serbian political leadership in terms of accommodating or opposing EU norms
of peace, human rights, and democracy.
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Chapter 3 Research Design and Case Selection

In the following chapter, I outline the methodological approach and case selection of the
study. Firstly I portray the overall research design. Second, I explain the selection of
Serbia as a relevant empirical case study and I sketch out three issues within the EUSerbia relations which will be in the focus of my analysis. Thirdly, I elaborate on the
importance of studying the role of the political elite in being a powerful cultural filter
which influences the norm diffusion processes. I also present the contemporary Serbian
governing elite which is under scrutiny in this research project. Finally, I demonstrate
the chosen ‘framing’ perspective for analyzing the public statements deriving from the
Serbian side and I conclude by stating the limitations of the study.

3.1 Research Design
The goal of this thesis is to find out how the Serbian political leadership received EU
norms of peace, democracy, and human rights. To do this, the research adopts a
qualitative case study approach and uses qualitative research methods.
The research looks at how the Serbian politicians rhetorically responded to the
projected norms as they are formulated in EU policies. Therefore the thesis will in the
first step establish the EU as a norm-exporter in my selected areas of interest. To do
this, I will consult various official EU documents and statements in light of the
Belgrade-Pristina normalization dialogue, in the context of the refugee crisis and in
relation to the state of media freedom. In the second step, Serbia as a norm-importer
will be scrutinized. For this, I will analyze how Serbian governing officials framed the
EU’s involvement and its norms.
Before turning to the issues of analysis and data collection, it is first necessary to
elaborate on Serbia as a case study.

3.2 Case Selection
The European Union membership perspective is a crucial driver of norm-import in the
region of the Western Balkans. However, the contemporary accession countries did not
improve in the way research on Europeanization would predict. The challenge to the
16

EU’s normative power is manifested through, among other things, the way these
countries oppose the Union’s ‘normative superiority’.58
In this regard, Serbia is especially relevant since it is a key regional player in terms
of peace and stability. Quite similar to other Western Balkan examples, the accession
process of Serbia has been long and fraught with various difficulties. Serbia is presumed
to be a hard case in terms of analyzing norm diffusion and normative influence of the
EU. This is due to the fact that not so long ago Serbia was considered to be the pariah of
international society59 and recently it has been characterized as the ‘the most reluctant
Europeanizer’.60
3.3 Issues in EU-Serbia Relations
As mentioned, the relations between EU and Serbia have not been particularly
harmonious. The interaction between the two has most notably been occupied with
resolving the issue of Kosovo.61 In addition to this ‘old’ point of contestation, some
issues have recently arisen which I see as crucial for comprehending the complex
relationship between the EU and Serbia as a would-be-member.
In the wake of the refugee crisis, Serbia became a crucial transit country within the
‘Balkan Route’.62 Suddenly the rights of migrants and refugees became an important
topic between Europe and Serbia.
Lastly, media freedom as a cornerstone of democracy and as a core EU value is a
priority reform area within the enlargement agenda.63 Yet, in the 2018 progress report
for Serbia, the EC evaluated that there has been ‘no progress’ in improving the
environment for freedom of expression and that this is increasingly becoming a matter
of concern.64
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To a large extent, these issues reflect the precarious relationship between the
Union’s worries in terms of peace, democracy, and human rights and its application of
the enlargement policy towards Serbia as a candidate country. In order to analyze the
norm diffusion export-import dynamic between the EU and Serbia, I will look at these
three areas of cooperation: 1. The Belgrade-Pristina normalization dialogue 2. The
refugee crisis 3. The state of media freedom.
3.3.1 Promoting Peace: The Belgrade-Pristina Normalization Dialogue
The European Union is in its essence a peace project and peace is a core EU norm. In
the last two decades, the EU has been developing itself as an actor which strives to
spread peace beyond its borders. Moreover, as primarily designed to make war in
Europe unimaginable, the main premise of enlarging the Union to the states of Central,
Eastern, and South-Eastern Europe is to achieve long-lasting peace on the European
continent.65
Within its foreign policy, the EU has been acting as an important peacebuilding
force operating primarily in its near abroad. Although the Union can be perceived as a
normative power in this domain, its track record in managing conflicts is fairly
disappointing.66 After the failure of the European Union to keep or build peace in
former Yugoslavia in the 1990s, the states of the Western Balkans became the place for
the EU to construct and utilize its peacebuilding capabilities, with the aim of integrating
the whole region into the European structures.67
The war in Kosovo (1998-1999) marked the final episode of violence surrounding
the fallout of Former Yugoslavia and its end granted the chance to the EU to act as an
effective peacebuilding actor by using its normative power to resolve the conflict and
further establish itself as a ‘force for good’ in international relations.
Populated by a majority of ethnic Albanians, Kosovo declared independence from
Serbia in 2008. De facto, it broke away earlier, in 1999, when the NATO bombings
forced Serbia to withdraw its forces from the province and make way for the UN
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mission to take over. Most Western countries recognized Kosovo as an independent
state, but Serbia still sees it as part of its territory. Additionally, Kosovo’s statehood is
contested by superpowers such as Russia and China while five EU countries also did
not recognize its sovereignty. Today, national tensions between the Albanian majority
and Serbian minority in Kosovo are still high and the conflict hasn’t been resolved. The
EU is deeply involved in promoting reconciliation and cooperation between the two
sides. To this end, the EU-facilitated dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina is crucial
for understanding the EU’s role in promoting peace in Kosovo.68
The Kosovo issue has for a long time been the point of contestation as well as the
point of intense interaction between EU and Serbia. It stands as crucial for conceiving
the European Union as a normative power which spreads peace beyond its borders. In
this thesis, I take into account the normativity of EU foreign policy in this domain and
analyze how the Serbian side is responding to the EU’s Belgrade-Pristina peace
mediation efforts.
3.3.2 Promoting Human Rights: The Refugee Crisis
A firm commitment to human rights is one of the guiding principles of the EU and a
crucial element of its legitimacy. This dedication is embedded in the European Union’s
treaties and is strengthened by the Charter of Fundamental Rights.69 A central tenet of
Normative Power Europe is respect for human rights and promoting human rights
externally is a crucial part of the emerging EU foreign policy. The site where the EU
might hold the greatest normative power to diffuse its human rights norms is where the
Union is expanding: in the Western Balkans. Achieving the European standards in
regards to human rights is a big part of the accession criteria.70
Starting in 2015, the intensive migration flows put pressure on the asylum systems
of the Member States and migration became a pivotal issue for the EU. Resolving the
crisis demanded developing a close cooperation with the countries of origin as well as
with the countries of transit.
68
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Serbia has been one of the most affected transit states along the ‘Balkan route’
consequently sharing the challenges of the refugee crisis with the EU. As an important
partner, it received humanitarian, technical and financial support for managing the
migration flows. In order to meet the EU standards in the context of the enlargement
policy and to get ready for future challenges, Serbia had to reform its migration and
asylum system as well as expand its reception capabilities.71 Human rights violations are
a further point of concern. Various human rights reports pointed to the significant gap
between human rights obligations and practice. The poor reception conditions, lack of
state aid and lagging registration procedures led to the denial of basic human rights to
third-country nationals.72
Since its beginning, the refugee crisis has shaken the foundations of European
cooperation and challenged the international identity of Europe as a defender and
promoter of human rights. The EU has intensely worked together with the affected
transit countries and in the case of Serbia, it asserted a role of promoting the rights of
persons fleeing from war and persecution. The intense interaction between the Union
and Serbia in this domain has to a great extent shaped their relationship in recent years.
In my study, I acknowledge the EU’s actorness in advocating for migrant and refugee
rights in Serbia as essential for conceptualizing the EU as a normative power which
promotes human rights externally. Further, I analyze how the Serbian political elite
received the EU’s human rights norms within the context of the refugee crisis.
3.3.3 Promoting Democracy: The State of Media Freedom
Another principle which underpinned the creation of the European Union is the
commitment to democracy.73 Democracy is one of the core EU norms which constitutes
its international identity and shapes its interaction with others.
As the EU foreign policy agenda has been evolving, so has its external democracy
promotion policy. The power of the EU to help bring about consolidated democracies to
formerly undemocratic societies has most notably been put to the test in Central and
Eastern Europe. Inspired by the success of supporting the development of democracy in
these states, Brussels further centered its attention on the states in the Balkans. Through
its enlargement policy, the EU is extensively promoting democracy in the prospective
71
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Member States. Achieving the European democratic criteria is a crucial segment of the
accession process conditioning all would-be-members to embrace democratic EU
values.
Although the EU has been supporting the development of democracy in Serbia
since the fallout of Yugoslavia, the progress in this area is disappointing. In the
November 2017 ‘non-paper’ the EC evaluated that there is no visible progress in
regards to Chapters 23 and 24 dealing with issues of democratic practice. 74 Moreover,
Serbia has experienced obvious democratic backsliding. In the Freedom House Nations
in Transit 2018 Report, Serbia has been characterized as a semi-consolidated democracy
with the overall score dropping to the lowest level since 2003. 75 The areas in which the
situation especially worsened is the independence of the media, civil society, electoral
conditions and democratic governance.76
In this thesis, I focus on the interaction between the EU and Serbia in the domain
of media freedom. The EU closely monitors the media landscape and works with Serbia
to better tackle the challenges of clientelism, politicization, and corruption. The lack of
progress in this area specifically has been evaluated as an issue of increasing concern. 77
This becomes even more worrying when the behavior of newer EU Member States,
such as Hungary and Poland is taken into consideration. Recently, they have been
backrolling on their commitment to democracy and one of the institutions which are
firstly being attacked is the independent media.78 Their actions challenge the notion of
Europe being able to bring lasting democratization and it questions the idea of the EU
acting as a normative power which successfully promotes democracy abroad.
I take into account the role of the EU in promoting the freedom of the press in
Serbia. I deem it as paramount for conceptualizing the EU as a normative power which
projects its media freedom norm in order to foster democracy in target countries. I will
analyze how the Serbian governing elite rhetorically adopts, adapts, resists or rejects
this EU norm.
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3.4 Agents of Europeanization: The Role of the Political Elite
The institutional, as well as normative changes, are likely to be transformative only if
they are embraced by the local actors. Within this, the ones who hold the institutional
positions of authority can play a crucial role of being the agents of Europeanization. The
domestic political elites hold great power within the societies and they can to a large
extent affect cultural Europeanization processes.
Norm-import requires agency. The actors who are involved in the norm-import are
usually members of the political elite and many measures of norm transfer are elitecentered.79 Indeed, Serbian officials have been one of the main targets of the EU norm
diffusion efforts. In my research, I focus on the interplay between European ideas and
local agency by specifically analyzing how the Serbian political leadership publicly
responded to the promoted EU norms between 2014 and 2018.
The ‘elitist’ perspective which I adopt in this study does not presume that we
should ignore the local political processes such as the possible clash of EU norms with
settled local norms, norm incompatibilities, and struggle over norms between different
parts of the society etc. For a norm or a set of norms to become adopted and embraced
by large parts of a society, more actors below the level of the governing elite need to
become included. Only when a new norm is widely accepted does it start to affect the
practice.80 However, this study presumes that contemporary political leaders, who are in
the formal positions of state power, play a crucial part in the norm diffusion exportimport dynamic between EU and Serbia. As I will explain later, through rhetorical
discursive practices they adopt, adapt, resist or reject EU norms and shape the public
opinion. In the following subsection, I explain why the Serbian political elite especially
can be seen as a powerful cultural filter.

3.4.1 The Serbian Political Leadership
After the violence of the 90s, Serbia experienced a democratic transition, ousting the
dictatorship regime of Slobodan Milošević at the ballot box and in the streets in October
2000. The democratic revolution paved the way for the emergence of a new generation
of political elites who were supposed to break with the dark legacy of Milošević and
79
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quickly guide the country towards its European perspective.81 However, the
transformation of post-Milošević Serbia turned out to be a slow and precarious process.
The actions of the governing elites played a detrimental role in this. The lack of clear
vision and insufficient compliance with the EU’s policy of conditionality delayed the
European future of Serbia at least until 2014.82
From 2000 several coalition governments directed the political course of Serbia
and slowly brought it closer under EU fold. In 2012, the election of Serbia’s new
government raised concerns both among domestic pro-European advocates and in the
West. The Serbian Progressive Party (SNS), a party formed primarily from former
members of the ultra-nationalist Serbian Radical Party occupied the majority of
government position.83 Since then, Aleksandar Vučić, a reformed ultranationalist,
started to climb Serbia’s political ladder. Starting from Minister of Defense to Prime
Minister and with finally coming to the Presidency, Vučić and his Serbian Progressive
Party achieved a consolidation of power not seen since Milošević’s time.84
The delineated time-frame of this study is between the 27th April of 2014 and 27th
April of 2018.85 On the 27th of April 2014, the first cabinet of Aleksandar Vučić was
elected in the National Parliament. Since assuming office, Vučić accumulated enormous
political power and dominated the political space of Serbia. His SNS-led electoral
coalition won the overwhelming majority (50%+) of votes both in the elections of 2014
and 2016. Having this in mind, I take the formation of the new government in 2014 as a
critical rupture which led to a change in the Serbian political leadership spanning till
now.
Vučić’s supporters see him as a righteous leader who is leading Serbia to a
prosperous future, while others see him as a ruthless autocrat. The perception from
abroad is also divided, some praise him as the politician who is modernizing and
transforming Serbia, while others depict him as Europe’s favorite autocrat.86 What is
certain is that since Vučić’s election in 2014, the nature of Serbian politics
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fundamentally changed. In addition to this, in the last for years, the EU-Serbia
cooperation has been rapidly intensifying.
This research project takes into consideration the role of the domestic political
leadership as being a powerful cultural filter. I deem relevant to especially analyze the
recent ruling elite (2014-2018) which had great power to shape public normative
understandings. Also, since it is expected that the current leadership will be staying in
power for the foreseeable future, the findings of the study could be instrumental in
predicting the success of the EU’s norm diffusion and further inform the development
of new policies towards Serbia.
3.5 Data Analysis: Exploring the Discourse around the Norm Import
The norm diffusion processes are quite difficult to detect and often it is not possible to
observe the actual norm. Usually, it is only feasible to see indirect signs, such as the
rhetoric surrounding it. The most clear-cut indication of norm import presumably is
when a norm starts to constitute the practice of the norm-importer. But, the rhetoric of
norm acceptance usually predates the practice. In this instance, the norm narrative might
be a carrier of meaning and serve to legitimize the specific norm. As norms are intersubjective, they are usually discussed prior to being adopted/rejected. This would then
entail that we might analyze the discourse surrounding the promoted norm.87
In the present thesis, I will analyze how a norm-taker (Serbia) constructs narratives
relating to EU norms of peace, democracy, and human rights. These narratives created
by framing the EU’s normative influence illustrate the interpretations which the Serbian
political leadership attributes to particular norms within the EU-Serbia relations.

3.5.1 Framing
Constructivist scholars see norms as community’s shared understandings which reflect
‘legitimate social purpose’.88 Since agents translate ideas into norm systems, researchers
are to a large extent interested in exploring how political actors create the shared
understandings which undergird norms.89 A lot of attention has been given to
87
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communication, most prominently to persuasive messages which try to alter actor
preferences and challenge the contemporary or develop new collective meaning.90
In analyzing the persuasive language of politicians, scholars have often used the
concept of ‘frames’ and ‘framing’. The framing approach today takes on different
meanings and forms within various disciplines. Despite the fact that the notion ‘frame’
can be intuitively grasped, researchers may actually mean totally different things when
they refer to frames.91
I use framing in regards to norm-building. For this purpose, frames give an
interpretation of a situation and further prescribe appropriate action within a presumed
context. They are basic building blocks for interpreting norms and they serve to
legitimize normative orders.92 Norm entrepreneurs place significant attention to
developing cognitive frames in order to persuade targeted societies and especially the
local populations of states to adopt the ideas they support.93 In this sense, scholars can
look at the process of framing as well as the reception of frames to explain the influence
of ideas on policy and practice.
Political elites use their own frames about an issue and seek to establish these in the
public discourse. George Lakoff, in his book “Don’t Think of an Elephant! Know your
Values and Frame the Debate” elaborates that framing is used to create, refine and
deliver messages.94 According to him, framing in politics is crucial for getting your
ideas across to the public.95
While it is understood that frames have the power to shape the narrative, scholarship
shows that various frames usually compete with one another. Promoters of certain
values and norms operate within ‘contested’ contexts where their understandings
compete with other ideas.96 Scholars such as Chong and Druckman97 have researched
what determines the strength of a certain frame. They argue that it is mostly related to
two factors: the credibility of the source and the compatibility with the wider cultural
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context.98 In terms of credibility, it is noted that some actors have the advantage for
efficient framing deriving from their reputation in handling issues. As for the
congruence with the culture is concerned, Entman99 , for instance, states that the most
influential frames are those who align well with the prevailing cultural themes. In a
similar manner, Snow and Benford100 explain that some frames which resonate well
with the cultural heritage, with the stories, myths, and tales, are more appealing since
they come off as more natural and familiar.
I consider framing as an appropriate methodological tool for exploring how the
Serbian political leaders discursively responded to EU norms. Specifically, I will use
the inductive approach in analyzing public statements with attempting to uncover an
array of possible frames. This is an open qualitative method which is conducted by
extracting frames through interpretations of the text in regards to a given context. Its
strength is in being able to detect many ways in which an issue is being framed and it is
often based on small samples.101 Therefore, I adopt the framing approach as a type of
critical discourse analysis which looks at how an actor frames a particular idea in order
to prompt a particular normative understanding and create a certain narrative. Exploring
the narratives which the Serbian politicians create through framing will enable me to
identify converging or diverging interpretations of EU norms within the EU-Serbia
norm diffusion processes.
3.5.2 Data
Through an analysis of nine public statements of Serbian politicians over the past four
years, the present research explores how political leaders as norm entrepreneurs,
rhetorically received the promoted EU norms. I explore this issue in terms of Serbia’s
current political aspirations toward achieving EU membership.
The study draws on a collection of public statements. The particular statements
occurred between the 27th April of 2014 and 27th April 2018 and they were chosen
according to their prominence within the Serbian and European media. They were
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sampled from individual politicians who played a key role in Serbian politics and most
notably they are the ones which made the headlines and which sparked the public
debates and discussions. Moreover, the statements were chosen as they represent and
reflect the occurring narratives which are created by Serbian governing officials. The
collection of public statements includes three which were made in light of the BelgradePristina normalization dialogue, three which were made in the context of the refugee
crisis and three which were made in relation to the state of media freedom. Direct
quoting of public statements is extracted from official texts or from various media
outlets. In the cases of extracting the text from the media, I conducted a cross-check
search of the statements in different media to establish the entirety of the public
statement and to avoid any cherry-picking of the actual quotes.
The reading of these statements through discourse analysis will reveal the
occurring narratives which point to the rhetorical adoption, adaptation, resistance or
rejection of EU norms. Also, the analysis of the statements will reveal if Serbian leaders
tend to adopt particular EU norms in certain issues while rejecting others in different
areas of cooperation. This will provide a thorough understanding of the norm diffusion
export-import dynamic between the EU and Serbia.

3.5.3 Limitations
The aim of this research project is to point out to the importance of studying to what
extent are EU principles, values and norms accepted domestically. The norm diffusion
entails that the learning process should be complete in the sense that norms are ‘lived’.
Ideally, that they are so deeply entrenched in one’s own norm system so that they
actually become part of the ‘Self’.102 Undoubtedly, this is not usually the case and it
takes considerable time for norms to become internalized. In the case that the norms are
only used in order to please the European Union without actually attaching meaning to
it, we could speak of fake normative compliance.103 Certainly, the issue of to what
extent projected norms are incorporated in a target society is a tricky one.
Even though elite learning is usually in the focus when analyzing responses to
international norms, these processes are insufficient for explaining the internalization of
norms by the wider society. Elite learning takes place at the ‘top’ level, consequently
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undermining chances for connecting with grassroots concerns.104 For instance, generally
citizens in the Western Balkans treat political leaders with a significant dose of
skepticism and they are often portrayed as corrupt power-hungry individuals engaged in
ethically compromising activities.105 Therefore, it is not likely that the political elite can
act as an efficient norm-importer with adopting the EU’s normative package.
Nevertheless, I see the proposed approach as a necessary step in analyzing the results of
the accession process and the transfer of norms accompanying it.
In this study, I see rhetoric statements coming from the ‘top’ as paramount for
welcoming/contesting EU norms. However, the possible rhetorical support can be
viewed as only declaratory and as paying lip service to the EU core norms. I consider
that this may be the case but also I presume that the potential elitist rhetorical
acceptance might contribute to the process of socialization through entrapping the
political leadership in feeling compelled to see to it that these norms are upheld also in
the domestic context.106 In this sense, to explore the rhetoric of norm acceptance which
usually predates practice might be one avenue of how to analyze the success of norm
diffusion. Additionally, whether or not politicians actually internalize EU norms does
not ultimately matter when talking about how through public rhetorical support or
opposition they act as norm filter, create a certain narrative and shape the public
opinion.
This kind of study certainly has its limitations. Some variables might be overlooked
while some other may be overemphasized in comparison to the more traditional
rationalist frameworks. However, I believe that the focus on norms in this research has
the potential to better explain the Europeanization process in Serbia. By focusing on the
deeper normative influence of the European Union on societies will contribute to a more
complex understanding of exactly how the Union transforms target countries.
Harmonizing formal rules and requirements is one thing, but transforming entrenched
shared values is entirely another.
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Chapter 4 The European Union as a Norm Exporter: EU’s Norm
Advocacy in Serbia

The EU has been actively working with Serbia with regards to the Belgrade-Pristina
normalization dialogue, in the context of the refugee crisis and in relation to the state of
press freedom. The subsequent chapter introduces the EU as a norm-exporter which
projects its norms of peace, refugee and migrant rights and media freedom. I will
demonstrate how the EU acted towards Serbia and what kind of norms it promoted. I
will especially focus on establishing the EU as norm-maker by looking at what elements
of its norms it prioritizes as well as what kind of approach it undertakes and whether it
is consistent or not in its advocacy efforts.

4.1 The EU and the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue

The EU-facilitated peace talks between Belgrade and Pristina, better known as the
Brussels Dialogue, started in 2011 with the goal to ‘normalize’ relations between the
two sides, propose solutions for the long-lasting conflict and, ultimately, move forward
their prospects of European integration.107 The recently adopted EU Strategy for the
Western Balkans reiterates that the normalization of relations between Serbia and
Kosovo is essential for their advancement towards the EU.108
In the first four years of the negotiations (2011-2015), a significant number of
Agreements have been signed. Most notably was the 15-point First Agreement of
Principles Governing the Normalization of Relations (also known as the Brussels
Agreement) in 2013.109 It was seen as a great historical achievement and a milestone
which outlined the trajectory of future negotiations.110 But, when the time came to
implement the negotiated solutions, the pace of the Dialogue diminished drastically.
Since 2016, the normalization talks have stalled, while at the same time nationalist
tensions intensified. Indeed, throughout the 7 years, the relations have fluctuated
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between precarious normalization and a state of delicate peace and conflict
prevention.111

4.1.1 Achieving Peace through Practical Cooperation
The EU’s approach in mediating the peace process is articulated through achieving
‘regional cooperation’ between the two sides. From the start, the issue of Kosovo’s
permanent political status was not mentioned as the dialogue’s objective. This decision
was the outcome of the negotiations which took place in the Political and Security
Committee of the EEAS. Since five Member States did not recognize Kosovo as an
independent state, the reached ‘less ambitious’ mandate was all that the Member States
could agree on.112
The EU mandate was possible due to the United Nations Resolution 64/298:
[The General Assembly] welcomes the readiness of the European Union to
facilitate a process of dialogue between the parties; the process of dialogue
in itself would be a factor for peace, security, and stability in the region,
and that dialogue would be to promote cooperation, achieve progress on
the path to the European Union and improve the lives of the people.113
According to Robert Cooper, one of the lead EU negotiators in the process, the
mandate was a direct and sincere way of telling what we were doing and why.114
“Cooperation (…) to improve lives of ordinary people” reflects well the so-called
‘European method’ of seeking peace through practical cooperation rather than through
big rhetoric about ‘brotherhood of mankind’ – though “sometimes we cannot resist that
temptation too”.115 This is the way that brought about the Coal and Steel Community in
the first place. By following this ‘European method’, the issue of recognition was put
aside despite the fact that both Kosovo and Serbia were obsessed with it.116
Although the EU stated the objective of the dialogue in positive and pro-EU-terms,
depicting it as a simple technical endeavor, from the start it was clear that the talks
would become highly political and contentious. It was just not possible to discuss even
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the technical issues without relating to the key problem, to the political status of
Kosovo.117
The existing literature has tried to theoretically conceptualize the EU’s peace
support practices. By looking at the EU’s way of resolving the conflict between Kosovo
and Serbia, Gezim Visoka and John Doyle claim that the EU uses ‘neo-functional
peace’ as an approach for resolving the protracted dispute.118 Their article confirms the
point made by Cooper that the EU’s actions are based on its own self-perception of
European peace formation. In this regard, the model which explains the building of
peace in Europe through incremental integration is applied to other conflicts outside of
the EU.119 The Concept on Strengthening EU Mediation and Dialogue Capacities
clearly claims that EU involvement in mediating conflicts abroad is established on its
‘own experience as a project of peace’.120 The EU’s application of its neo-functionalist
logic entails that through deconstructing high political issues into technical meanings, it
is possible to achieve acceptable piecemeal agreements which would ultimately lead the
way to wider solutions.121 In their paper, Visoka and Doyle sketched out the
characteristics which embody the EU’s neo-functional approach to peacebuilding: the
path-breaking function of the technical talks and low politics, the development of highlevel political dialogue as a spillover effect of the technical one, ambiguous wording of
documents and the prioritization of process over results.122 Having in mind that these
principles can be found in the EU’s engagement within the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue,
neo-functional peace indeed represents a useful way to conceptualize the EU’s peace
promotion efforts.

4.1.2 EU Peace Promotion: Improving Everyday Reality
The EU interpreted the Dialogue as an example of the ‘European way’ of seeking peace
through practical cooperation which is in the interest of both sides. By giving the
welfare of the people more significance than the symbols of the state, the EU adopted a
‘status-neutral’ attitude in order to ‘normalize relations’ between Kosovo and Serbia.
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Although the Dialogue was depicted as a technical process, it was obvious to all actors
that deliberating on borders, trade, and political arrangements would inevitably touch
upon the question of Kosovo’s political status in one way or the other. This ‘hiding’ of
the high political dimension was perceived as the strength of the so-called ‘European
method’.
In this study, I take the Belgrade-Pristina Dialogue as a channel through which the
EU diffuses its norms. Most notably the EU’s promotion of peace entails elite
socialization,

spillover

effects,

developing

forms

of

interdependencies

and

harmonization of policies. The EU as a norm-maker, in this area, promotes peace, not as
an idealistic ‘brotherhood of mankind’ but primarily as pragmatic cooperation which
improves the lives of ordinary people.

4.2 Facing the Refugee Crisis: EU and Serbia
The arrival of refugees and migrants, starting in 2015, triggered a humanitarian crisis in
Serbia. It proved to be an extraordinary test for state institutions in regards to shelter,
transportation, and humanitarian aid for the vast number of people fleeing from war and
persecution, primarily from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iraq. Moreover, it proved to be a
challenge for the asylum system which was supposed to ensure asylum rights for all the
persons in need of it.123 Another aspect of the crisis was the security issue - the loss of
control over borders and the need to assure public order in the midst of the irregular
movement of migrants across the country.124
After the closure of the Balkan route in 2016 and after the entry into force of the
EU-Turkey statement, the arrival of asylum-seekers dropped significantly.125 However,
the route has not been physically closed. People still continue to move both from Greece
through Macedonia and from Turkey via Bulgaria to Serbia. Although the official
closure succeeded to end the movement of exceptionally high numbers of refugees and
migrants, the irregular migration is still quite substantial.126 What has changed is the
way how people transit along the route. The travel became more expensive, difficult and
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dangerous.127 Moreover, the swift waves of border closures have left migrants stranded
in under-resourced reception centers and camps along the borders, mostly in Serbia and
Bulgaria. Camps usually have poor hydration and sanitation facilities and in 2016 were
ill-equipped to cope with the especially cold winter, when temperatures were falling
below 0° F on average.128 Following the measures which were taken by the EU and by
the individual Member States, the number of asylum applications in Serbia increased,
creating an additional burden for its asylum system.
The EU has been actively cooperating with Serbia in tackling these challenges.
The European Commission has been working closely with the Serbian government, UN,
and other actors to meet the pressing humanitarian needs of new arrivals and stranded
populations.129 Recently, during the visit of the Commissioner for European
Neighborhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations Johannes Hahn to Belgrade on 7
February 2018, the EC and Serbia signed new agreements to help the country’s border
and migration management.130 The EU has been instrumental in helping national
authorities to fulfill their duties to provide basic education and child protection, training
and higher education, access to health care services, economic opportunities, and social
inclusion.131
However, during the crisis, Serbia suffered from the breakdown of the EU’s
external border and from the EU’s failure to determine a joint policy response and
action. This thesis is interested in establishing what was the role of the EU in promoting
the human rights of refugees and migrants in Serbia?

4.2.1 Divided, Hypocritical and Silent
Throughout the refugee crisis, Serbia has maybe for the first time experienced a
European Union which is deeply divided to such an extent that it was unable to form a
joint policy and a Union who’s Member States openly defied its legal basis and values.
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Most notably the Visegrad group countries132 became an opposition block which
resisted burden sharing and adopted anti-immigration and anti-Muslim rhetoric. Also, a
growing number of Member States left the coalition of those willing to welcome
refugees thereby giving into the domestic populist pressures.133 This left a deep
impression on Serbia and undermined the transformative power of the EU’s
enlargement policy.134 When in 2016, Serbia began to seal its borders and practice
deterrence tactics, the EU predominantly neglected these developments, while at the
same time some members even supported the practice. The EC’s 2016 annual report
absolutely avoided the issue of systematic push-backs.135
The crisis has also created a fragmentation of the Union’s enlargement policy
towards Serbia, with the individual members fostering stronger bilateral ties with the
government in Belgrade in the aim to advance their view on asylum policy. Particularly
the Visegrad group and Austria were active in advocating specific solutions in relation
to the migration issue.136
In the lack of any prospects for agreeing on a joint solution in relation to the
reception of asylum-seekers within the EU, the governments have turned to joint
solutions representing the lowest common denominator. The policy has primarily
focused on security measures, on keeping asylum seekers away from the EU and on
attempts to outsource dealing with the refugees and migrants to other external
partners.137 This policy has effectively narrowed the EU divide which emerged during
the crisis but it also undermined the rule of law and its core human rights values.138 The
EU’s focus on preventing irregular migration left Serbia to carry a major burden and the
role that the EU assigned to it has changed. In practice, it acted more decisively and
jointly within the security aspect of the crisis while at the same time paying less
attention to humanitarian responsibilities. The prevention of human rights violations
became an issue of secondary importance. Consequently, the role of the EU in ensuring
that Serbia respects human rights according to European standards was rather weak.
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4.2.2 EU as a Promoter of Refugee and Migrant Rights in Serbia
The actions taken to close the Balkan route required systematic violation of human
rights, the systematic violation of EU and international conventions, and the departure
from the EU’s human rights norms. Due to the measures taken by the EU Member
States, Serbia was compelled to adopt similar asylum policies which consisted of using
the safe third country concept as a tool to refuse international protection and the use of
systematic push-backs.
As Serbia has been pushed towards questionable asylum policy practices and since
it was in the center of the Balkan route, the experienced misery of refugees and migrants
was in the recent years quite visible in Serbia. The EU was silent and continuously
neglected the actions of its members located along the route. Similarly, the EU has been
quiet in regards to refugee and migrant rights in an official candidate country - Serbia.
This study looks at the normative influence of the EU in the context of the refugee
crisis. Through cooperating with Serbia in managing the influx of asylum-seekers, the
EU had the opportunity to promote its understanding of refugee and migrant human
rights. What we can observe is that the Union has predominantly failed to live up to its
own norms. In its approach, it prioritized the security aspect of the crisis, particularly
border management and accelerated readmissions while on the other hand showing less
attention to human rights, solidarity, and unity among the Member States. The EU as a
norm-maker, in this area, proved to be quite weak and inconsistent.

4.3 The State of Media Freedom: EU and Serbia
The Serbian Constitution and its legal framework guarantee freedom of media. But, in
practice, these commitments are not effectively enforced. In recent years, the state of
press freedom has eroded under the SNS-led political leadership of President
Aleksandar Vučić. The Freedom House Report for 2017 stated that investigative
journalists experience persistent harassment by government officials and progovernment media. Also, physical attacks against journalists take place each year and in
general the intimidation directed at media workers is a serious concern.139
Freedom of expression is a fundamental right safeguarded by the European
Convention on Human Rights and it is a crucial part of a well functioning liberal
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democracy. The commitment to protect and promote freedom of expression is one of the
main criteria through which the aspiring Member States are assessed.140
In the annual 2018 progress report, the European Commission expressed that
Serbia has made no progress in improving the environment in which freedom of
expression can be practiced without hindrance.141 It refers to cases of threats and
violence towards journalists, while at the same time urges the Serbian government to
swiftly and publicly condemn these incidents and fully implement the legislation on
media.142

4.3.1 Enlargement Agenda for Media Freedom
Freedom of the press comes as the primary precondition for freedom of expression. As
the media and their markets are principally national in scope, there is little acquis at the
European Union level. But, in the context of the enlargement policy, the EU closely
monitors the media landscape of Serbia, cooperates with authorities and promotes the
value of press freedom. The EC uses the potential of accession negotiating chapters 10
(Information society and media) and 23 (Judiciary and fundamental rights) to make
progress on freedom of press-related issues.143 In 2014, the EC identified a need for a
long-term engagement in order to achieve sustainable results. To this end, it developed
the 2014-2020 assistance approach for enlargement countries which translates political
objectives into a framework of desired outcomes and indicators. 144 This strategic
approach is in practical terms supported by financial and technical assistance under the
2014-2020 Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance and it specifically addresses three
areas: 1. Enabling the environment for free expression and media; 2. Strengthening
media professionals’ and journalists’ organizations; 3. Helping media outlets to improve
their internal governance.145
The guidelines for EU support to media freedom and media integrity in
enlargement countries (2014-2020) state that a given accession country should put in
place the legal, institutional and political conditions which create a conducive
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environment for freedom of expression. The emphasis is put on the role of government
officials and on developing appropriate judiciary practices in the cases involving
journalists. Also, measures should be taken to reinforce the political independence of
regulatory authorities and especially ensure the autonomy of the public broadcasting.146
The guidelines propose that it is necessary to increase capacity and representativeness of
journalist professional organizations. As observed, a lot of problems that the media
experience stem from the civic weakness of the media community. In order to counter
fragmentation and polarization, it is essential to empower the journalists’
associations.147 Lastly, the Commission points out to the need for supporting media
outlets in enhancing their internal governance. In this regard, it is stressed that editorial
and professional ethics must not be compromised by clientelism and politicisation.
Media workers ought to have proper work contracts and opportunities for developing
professionally.148 These guidelines refer to priorities of the EU in promoting the respect
of media freedom in Serbia. The EU offers a combination of financial and political
support for meeting these priorities.
The EU has been vocal in saying that the freedom of the press is at the core of the
accession process and that it is not negotiable.149 In order to raise awareness about
media freedom issues in enlargement countries, the EU held three “Speak-Up!”
conferences with relevant stakeholders from the region.150 In an opening speech of the
third conference in 2015, the Commissioner Johannes Hahn stated that although the
legal frameworks are largely in place, the reality on the ground remains an issue of
grave concern.151 He reaffirmed that the countries that have chosen to forge closer
relations with the EU have to live up to the European standards in the area of press
freedom. He explained:
(…) The countries of the EU prosper because they are places where there is
great personal freedom - the freedom for each individual to make
their own choices. Media freedom is an essential pillar for this kind of
society. It makes countries stronger. It goes hand in hand with the other
fundamentals that we talk about so often - rule of law and economic
governance.152
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Hahn was also quite explicit in claiming:
(…) Citizens need quality journalism to nourish their critical thinking. This is
what being a European is all about!153
Johannes Hahn stressed that governments have a clear responsibility to create a
safe environment in which different opinions can be communicated and where citizens
have access to truthful and impartial information.154
In the case of Serbia, the EC was also quite active in reminding the government
that it must respect the norm of media freedom. The report of the expert mission for the
protection of journalists in the Criminal Code in 2017 claimed that Serbian media is
under persistent pressure from the official authorities.155 The report made reference to
cases of obstruction of journalistic work, such as denied access to information of public
importance, hiding information on public activities and denied access to press
conferences. It recommended that the Ministry of Culture and Information should
organize public campaigns at the national level in order to raise the public awareness
about the value of media freedom.156 Similarly, when the Independent Journalists
Association of Serbia accused the state institutions of suffocating independent media
through courts and tax authorities, the EU press service reminded the Serbian
government that it will be closely tracking the state of press freedom during the
accession process.157

4.3.2 EU as a Media Freedom Promoter in Serbia
This research project takes into account the normative influence of the EU on Serbia in
the area of press freedom. By working with institutions, media organizations and civil
society actors, the EU promoted its own understanding and “standards” of media
freedom. What we can conclude is that the EU’s approach is quite straightforward. It
has in place a comprehensive long-term plan of how to politically and financially
support the development of free media in Serbia. The strategic approach especially
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focuses on improving the environment for free expression, empowering journalists and
enhancing the internal governance of media outlets. Moreover, the EU has been vocal in
addressing the shortcomings of practice and in raising public awareness about media
integrity in Serbia. The EU as a norm-exporter, in this area, has adopted a thorough and
consistent approach. It promotes media freedom as an essential precondition for
democracy and EU membership.

4.4 The EU as a Norm Exporter: European Standards and the European

Way
The aim of this chapter was to establish the European Union as norm-maker in relations
to Serbia. I scrutinized the EU’s actorness in the selected areas of interest: the Kosovocase, the refugee crisis and the question of media freedom. I focused on exploring what
are the ‘European standards’ and what is the ‘European way’ in these three domains.
Within the Brussels Dialogue, the EU promotes peace through supporting mutually
beneficial practical cooperation between Serbia and Kosovo. The ‘European way’ in
this case refers to prioritizing the welfare of the people over the status and symbols of
the state. During the refugee crisis, the EU advocated for refugee and migrant human
rights. But in cooperating with Serbia, its actions were divided, quiet and inconsistent.
The EU did not live up to its own human rights ‘European standards’. With regards to
the issue of media freedom in Serbia, the EU adopted a strategic approach which is
backed-up by financial and political assistance. It has been quite direct in claiming that
achieving ‘Europeanness’ in this area is imperative for advancing towards EU
membership.
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Chapter 5 Talking back: Serbia as an Importer of EU Norms

This study aims to discover how Serbia received the projected EU norms. I take into
account the role of the Serbian political elite in rhetorically framing the EU’s normative
influence. To this end, I presume that by framing an issue and creating narratives which
offer a particular interpretation, Serbian politicians profoundly shape the public
discourse and normative understandings of the Serbian society.

5.1 The Serbian Response: Framing the EU Peace Efforts
The Government of Serbia claims that it is devoted to actively contribute to regional
stability by means of intensifying the Dialogue on the normalization of relations
between Belgrade and Pristina.158 In its annual report for 2017, the Office for Kosovo
and Metohija159 repeated that Serbia maintains an exceptionally high level of
commitment to the process, viewing it as an opportunity for ‘historic reconciliation’ of
the Albanian and Serbian people, and for the consolidation of long-lasting peace in the
region.160 Also, the reports reiterate that Serbia is willing to provide support to every
effort conducive to accelerating the European integration of the Western Balkans.161
The Serbian Progressive Party-led governments have been cooperative as making
concessions on the Kosovo issue. In light of signing the ‘Brussels Agreement’, the
government compelled the local Serbs into accepting the Kosovan political and legal
system. On the ground, Serbia dismantled the remaining state institutions in northern
Kosovo thereby recognizing the authority of Pristina’s government over its whole
territory.162 But how has the Serbian political leadership rhetorically responded to the
EU’s peace process? How have the Serbian officials framed the EU’s normalization
dialogue and its understanding of peace in the region?
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5.1.1 Shaping the Narrative
In 2015, a round of EU-sponsored negotiations led to finalizing the implementation
arrangements on four key agreements: on telecommunication, on energy, on the
Freedom of Movement, and on the establishment of the Association/Community of Serb
majority municipalities.163 The EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini stated after
the meeting that “Today’s outcome represents landmark achievements in the
normalization process (…)”.164 After the signing of agreements, the Director of the
Office for Kosovo, Marko Đurić had this to say:
Speaking in sports terms, Serbia won with 5:0. The Community of Serb
majority municipalities will have its president, its parliament, direct
institutional connections with Serbia and serious executive powers in
many areas (…).165
When he was asked whether this implied that Serbia will get a green light for
opening the EU negotiation chapters, he explained: “That apart from the four
agreements is the fifth goal which Serbia achieved in Brussels.”166 By implying that the
result of the peace talks was a 5-0 victory for Serbia, Marko Đurić framed the
normalization process not as being mutually beneficial for both sides, but as a win for
one and a defeat for the other side. Most prominently, the win for the Serbian side is
reflected in gaining more power in its ‘southern province’ while at the same time
minimizing the autonomy of the Pristina government.
In 2016 the pace of the Dialogue slowed down while national tensions increased.
At the beginning of 2017, a train departed from Belgrade to northern Mitrovica (a north
Kosovo municipality inhabited by Serbs) bearing the words “Kosovo is Serbia” in
twenty-one languages.167 The train was in due time stopped from entering Kosovo by
the then Prime Minister of Serbia Aleksandar Vučić who explained that Albanians had
tried to mine the railway.168 After a meeting of the Council for National Security, the
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President of Serbia Tomislav Nikolić addressed the Serbian public and the international
community by saying that the arrival of the special Kosovo forces “ROSU” during the
affair in the north of Kosovo was illegal:
Agreements from Brussels serve to remind Serbia what it is obliged to do
while on the other hand Albanians can bluntly violate them (…). I ask the
EU if the statement of the Kosovo Prime-Minister Ise Mustafa is true –
whether he got consent from the Union to stop the train (…).169
Nikolić continued:
The arrival of ROSU forces is a sign that Albanians want war(…). We do not
want war, but if we have to, we would be willing to send an army to
protect the Serbs in Kosovo. We will all go, I will go too - it is not my first
time.170
Rather than promoting freedom of movement, the Mitrovica train affair threatened
the EU mediated normalization process. The incident was followed by inflammatory
nationalist rhetoric by Serbian officials. President Nikolić framed Serbia as being the
victim. He portrayed that the interests of the Serbs were violated by the illegal acts of
Kosovo authorities and he blamed the EU for unjustly treating the Serbian side. Again,
the domestic narrative towards the peace process was structured according to the zerosum logic by depicting one party as the winners while the other as the losing side.
In March 2018, the conflict intensified when Marko Đurić, head of the Serbian
government’s Kosovo office has been arrested for illegal entry. Kosovo Police
intervened following reports that Đurić was participating in a debate in the town of
Mitrovica. As Kosovo authorities explained, Đurić was earlier banned from entering
Kosovo.171 In the aftermath of the incident, Vučić, then President of Serbia, addressed
the media by organizing a press conference. He said that Serbia respected all the
previously agreed procedures and that the official authorities of Kosovo were notified
well in advance about the visit of Marko Đurić.172 He said that:
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The arrest of Marko Đurić in Kosovska Mitrovica is a brutal provocation, an
act of insanity and the most severe criminal act which the Pristina
authorities committed.173
President Vučić also shifted the blame for the incident on the EU:
The whole day we are listening from the EU that both sides should show
constraint, but I ask the citizens of Serbia: What have we done, did we
humiliate someone or did they beat up our journalists and arrested the man
who is the main negotiator in the Brussels Dialogue.174
Vučić continued to frame the EU’s involvement as unfair and one-sided:
What happened today is that terrorists dressed in police uniforms disrupted a
peaceful meeting of Serbian citizens - with the direct help of EULEX! The
vehicles of Special Forces were accompanied by the vehicles of EULEX. (…)
I asked the EU but I did not get an answer, why is it important to help
Albanians to inspire fear among Serbs in the north of Kosovo.175
Also, the Serbian President specifically said that the Brussels Agreement has been
undermined:
Who thinks that he can come with weapons in the north of Kosovo without the
consent of Serbs is violating the Brussels Agreement and the peace and
security of citizens. Serbia will not allow that. (…) All our provisions of the
Brussels Agreement we fulfilled while it is taking years for Albanians to fulfill
their obligations.176
Aleksandar Vučić, who is indisputably the most influential political leader in
Serbia, used excessively inflammatory language by referring to Kosovo police forces as
being a “terrorist gang” while at the same time saying that he “doesn’t care” about the
Kosovo Constitution and that the so-called state of Kosovo is a ‘bandit’ country.177

5.1.2 Rejecting and Adapting
Over the recent years, we can identify a consistent narrative which the Serbian political
leadership constructs and articulates publicly. In the times of intensified tensions, when
the Kosovo issue comes to the center of public attention, the Serbian officials have a
tendency to frame the position of Serbia in terms of victimhood. The domestic narrative
on the peace process is prevalently nationalist and based on zero-sum logic where one
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needs to lose in order for the other to win. The extracts from public statements show
that high-level officials discursively portray that by supporting the Albanian side, the
EU is treating Serbia unfairly.
By analyzing the public statements of the Serbian politicians we see that the
approach of Belgrade to the Dialogue is rhetorically quite different than what the
‘European way’ of achieving peace through pragmatic cooperation would entail. The
officials don’t see the peace talks as mutually beneficial for both sides but rather as a
game in which Serbia is trying to defeat Kosovo or vice versa. In addressing both the
international and the domestic public, Serbian leaders condemn the EU for being
impartial and for jeopardizing Serbian interests.
In the response of Serbia to the EU’s promotion of peace, I detect both the
rejection and adaptation of EU norms. With persistently delegitimizing the authority of
the government in Pristina and with undermining the mediating role of the EU, Serbian
politicians rejected the promoted EU’s understanding of the peace process. By elevating
the issue on the political level in terms of national identities and symbols of the state,
the officials rejected the EU’s technical and pragmatic idea of peace between local
people in Kosovo.
On the other hand, through framing the Dialogue as being beneficial and as a
‘victory’ for Serbia, the officials discursively equalize achieving peace with securing the
Serbian interests at the expense of Albanian ones. To this end, they adapt/localize the
EU’s mediation efforts as serving Serbia in Kosovo. Adapting the European idea of
achieving regional cooperation into fighting for self-defense and for the survival of
‘Serbian Kosovo’ is done to justify the peace talks in front of the very strong nationalist
sentiments of the Serbian society.
5.2 The Serbian Response: Framing the EU’s Actorness in light of the

Refugee Crisis
The right to asylum is enshrined in Article 57 of the Serbian Constitution. The right is
mainly regulated in legislation such as the Law on Asylum, the Law on Foreigners and
the Law on Migration Management.178 Asylum-seekers and the people granted asylum
are entitled to rights such as the right to basic living conditions, health care, education,
accommodation, residence, social assistance, and labor-market access.
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The asylum legislation is generally in accordance with European legal standards.
The deficiencies in the system and procedure most prominently originate from
inadequate implementation of the existing laws and from the poor application of
international standards.179 Serbia has received international criticism for not respecting
the refugee and migrant rights. The Human rights organizations have reported that
Serbian institutions have made limited progress in closing the gap between human
rights obligations and practice.180
But despite the shortcomings, overall, Serbia has been regarded as a positive actor
in the migration crisis. The EU evaluated that the Serbian government has tried to
ensure a safe and human transit of refugees and migrants.181 The cabinet of Aleksandar
Vučić did not react to Hungary’s wall by closing its borders to people in need of
international protection. Instead, it took a series of steps to meet the urgent needs of
arrivals. It opened its borders and organized transit camps on southern and northern
borders.182 The Serbian government demonstrated readiness to participate in the
common EU approach and to take part in the EU quota system for refugees.183
Having in mind the institutional approach, how have the Serbian governing
officials rhetorically responded to the EU’s normative influence in the context of the
refugee crisis? How has the Serbian political leadership framed the EU’s involvement
and its promotion of refugee and migrant rights?

5.2.1 Shaping the Narrative
In September 2015, during the height of the European migration crisis, Vučić publicly
commented on the EU’s and Serbia’s role in managing the influx of asylum-seekers.184
He stated that:
Serbia has not put up fences or barbed wire. It would be easy for us to do so.
The EU has been silent when the fence was being erected on our border.185
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Vučić referred to the fence which Hungary was putting up on the border with
Serbia. He confirmed that Serbia is willing to receive migrants even though it is not yet
an EU Member State:
Serbia will receive a certain number of migrants. This makes us more
European than some Member States. We don’t build walls.186
In this way, Vučić used the attribute ‘European’ to describe the positive role
which Serbia has undertaken while he framed the EU’s behavior as not being fully
‘European’.
Upon the closure of the Balkan route in 2016, Vučić assessed that egoism reigns
among EU countries and not solidarity.187 In a press conference, he said that throughout
the last year almost 651.000 migrants passed through Serbia and he expressed his hope
that some of them will stay to live in Serbia.188 Vučić said:
I am proud that we managed to tackle all the challenges and that we are being
human in treating the refugees (...). We want to be part of the
comprehensive solution. If there will be no European solution, we will still
act like humans and we will respect the principles of solidarity.189
Aleksandar Vučić explained that Serbia did not want to get any political points
neither at home or abroad, like some other, mainly EU states did. He added that there is
nothing spectacular about how Serbia is treating the refugees, that that is just a normal
approach and that the states who are permanently taking in the refugees should be
commended.190 He continued to give moral lessons:
When there was money in EU funds, countries have used that money, now
when it is tough and when you need to give back, they have retreated in
their egoistical shells and they are not interested. Serbia in that sense has
been at least more loyal to the basic principles of the EU – solidarity, and
humanity.191
Apart from criticizing some EU Member States, he mentioned that he noticed a
pathological xenophobia emerging in Serbia when it comes to the issue of migrants and
that he would harshly oppose this, even if he lost every single vote for the next
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elections.192 These statements are quite interesting since they reflect an unusual twist –
representing Serbia as a true promoter of European values of open borders and
compassion.
In July 2016, due to the increased intensity of illegal crossings, the government of
Serbia decided to form joint police and military forces which would patrol and protect
the borders. Vučić, then President, addressed the media. He stressed that the migration
crisis in Serbia is severe, with thousands of people entering the country every day.
Moreover, the problem is that most of the people, 85% of them are from Afghanistan
and Pakistan and only a smaller number from Syria.193 According to him, in light of the
neighboring countries' behavior towards migrants and considering the complex security
situation in the region, the government was deliberating what measures it should take.
Vučić wanted to remind that:
From the outset of the crisis, Serbia was leading a responsible and serious
policy which showed full solidarity and the human face of Serbia (…). We
are one of the rare countries which did not try to build fences and most
definitely we will never do it in the future.194
In commenting on the measures which will be taken ’in defense of national and state
interests’, Vučič addressed the issue of illegal entries:
Those who smuggle people will be severely punished. Our institutions will
take all the necessary measures to stop the crime and to show to everybody
that Serbia can not be a parking lot for Afghans and Pakistanis who nobody
else in Europe wants to take in.195
For the first time since the start of the crisis, Vučić has primarily framed the
migrants as a security problem for Serbian national interests. This marked a slight shift
in official rhetoric from when: “migrants are starting to create problems in Serbia“.196
But then again the security narrative was cushioned by saying:
The proposed measures will be conducted without force. Without erecting
walls and fences (…). When it comes to asylum applications, they are
reception centers and there is a straightforward procedure for anybody
who wants to request asylum.197
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Also, Vučić repeated his commitment to finding a European solution:
Our job is still to work with the European Union in devising a comprehensive
solution for the migration crisis.198
Aleksandar Vučić, a man who has shown extraordinary power to shape the public
opinion of Serbia in recent years, yet again framed Serbia as behaving like a reliable and
responsible European state. In this public statement, we can observe that the already
seen humanitarian approach, evolved into a security-driven narrative. But even though
the official rhetoric made a turn to a more ‘security’ minded approach, overall, the
Serbian government discourse throughout the years remained fairly sympathetic
towards refugees.

5.2.2 Adopting and Adapting
The Serbian government presented itself as respecting the refugee and migrant rights,
with treating the unfortunate people with dignity and empathy and with trying to help
and not make their transit more difficult than it already is. Serbian politicians have
publicly talked about the crisis of decision-making in the European Union and have
mocked their EU counterparts in regards to their weak response and internal divisions.
The fact that Serbia did not build fences and that its governing officials and media
showed sympathy towards refugees, may in fact not be plain humanism deprived of
political interests. Most definitely, Serbia did achieve political points with the EU in
terms of its accession process. It should be mentioned that Serbia had an easier task –
the refugees entering its territory usually had one goal – to leave it as soon as possible.
In these circumstances, it is easy to praise the Serbian humanism and hospitality. To this
end, one might also question the truthfulness of Vučić’s declaration that Serbia wants to
participate in the Resettlement Quota System and one can doubt the sincerity of his
hopes that some of the refugees will stay and make Serbia their home.
However, some other EU states, most notably Bulgaria and the Visegrad group
countries were also in a similar situation – it was quite obvious that the vast majority of
asylum-seekers have no intentions to permanently settle in them. And in the case of the
EU migrant relocation and resettlement scheme, they would only get a fairly minimal
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number of refugees. Yet the political leaders of these countries denied burden sharing
and adopted an anti-immigration and anti-Muslim rhetoric.
Apart from this, the sincerity of the official rhetoric does not really matter.
Whether Vučić really meant what he was saying or not, does not change the fact that the
sympathetic and humanistic attitude towards refugees created a narrative of Serbia
being a country which cares about refugee and migrant rights.
The Serbian response to the EU’s normative influence can be characterized as
adoption and adaptation. Adaptation of the EU’s promotion of refugee and migrant
human rights can be seen through an unexpected twist – Serbian leadership claiming
that Serbia is the true promoter of European norms while the EU is not behaving
sufficiently ‘European’. By building fences and closing borders, by not having a unified
approach and by not showing solidarity, according to the Serbian elite, the individual
Member States and the EU overall failed to live up to ‘European standards’ of humanity
and solidarity. In contrast, by not building walls and by treating the migrants with
dignity and empathy, Serbia behaved ‘European’. This framing of the EU as failing its
own norms, while Serbia is upholding them represents an interesting case of adaptation
of promoted EU norms. The adaptation is not done by contextualizing the external EU
norms to local characteristics and local practices, but it is done through adhering to the
neglected EU principles and by urging the EU to come back to its ‘Europeanness’.
The shift to rhetorically adopting the EU’s approach happened in light of the
closure of the Balkan route in 2016. From then on, we can observe a more ‘security’
minded framing of the migration crisis. Following the securitization narrative, Serbian
leadership portrayed migrants as a potential threat which should be countered by
measures of stricter border management and accelerated readmissions. In this way, by
prioritizing the security aspect and by fairly neglecting human rights concerns, the
Serbian elite adopted the EU’s approach to the crisis.
5.3 The Serbian Response: Framing the EU’s promotion of Media Freedom

The Serbian Media Strategy from 2011 to 2016 provided guidelines for developing the
environment for the freedom of expression. The main goal was strengthening
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democracy within Serbian society.199 It envisioned harmonization with the UN, Council
of Europe’s and EU’s documents which define the freedom of expression as a
fundamental right essential for the functioning of a democracy.200 In June 2018, the
government of Serbia made a decision to form a working group for developing a new 5year media strategy.201 The Serbian Law on Public Information informs that rules on
public information protect the exchange of information, ideas, and opinions through
media in the interest of advancing the values of a democratic society.202
Apart from the official laws and declarations, the situation in Serbia is quite
worrisome. In 2017, the President of the European Federation of Journalists Mogens
Bliher Bjeregard evaluated that Serbia is the worst example of violating media freedom
in the Balkans.203 The Freedom House also pointed out that under the authoritarian
government, the media freedom in Serbia has persistently been worsening in recent
years.204 Having this in mind, this study analyzes how has the Serbian governing elite
rhetorically responded to the EU's promotion of media freedom? How have Serbian
politicians framed the EU's normative influence and actorness?

5.3.1 Shaping the Narrative
The EC in 2015 evaluated that no progress has been made in the area of media
freedom.205 At that time, Vučić was the Prime Minister and he made a public statement
about the published progress report. In commenting the part about the press freedom he
said that the report is quite 'rationally' written and that he does not have big remarks
about it.206 He said:
In talking with European friends, I said that they maybe bear the bigger part
of responsibility for this – having in mind the number of media which they
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finance and that they should 'look a bit' for this to be conducted through a
more transparent way so we know who finances who and how that
contributes to having better results.207
With implying that the EU has a significant influence in this area through heavily
financing media in Serbia, Vučić shifted the blame for not making progress to the EU.
This was also accompanied by giving a lesson that the EU should improve the way of
how it financially supports media. Vučić said:
Our goal is to make progress in all areas. For me what is most important is
what MMF has said and what our economic plans and programs are (…).
Many will ‘focus’ on that 3 % of the report in comparison to the 97% of
that which is good and positive in the report.208
By putting the media freedom in the context of the 97% of things which are going
well, Vučić not only was shifting the blame but also the attention of the public. He
minimized the lack of progress in terms of press freedom by pointing to positive results
in other areas, primarily in the economy.
The network for investigating crime and corruption (Mreža za istraživanje
kriminala i korupcije - KRIK) in September 2017 investigated the origin of money
which Aleksandar Vulin, the Serbian Defense Minister, used to buy an apartment.209
The KRIK’s article questioned the plausibility of Vulin’s statement that he bought his
apartment with 205,000 euros which he borrowed from his wife’s aunt. Vulin’s party
lashed out, publicly saying about KRIK’s editor:
It is not a secret that Dojčinović is paid from abroad for every article that
attacks Vulin and it is not a secret that he takes narcotics.210
Apart from daring the editor of KRIK to take a drug test and to publish who
finances him, the personal attacks continued:
Does the owner of KRIK have the courage to admit how much money he has
received from foreigners in cash, undeclared?211
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The statement evaluated that the article is just another attempt to criminalize
anybody who works for the interests of Serbia. It asked why Dojčinović is bothered by
Vulin’s loyalty to Serbia. It frames the editor of KRIK as being anti-Serbian:
Every enemy of Serbia is his friend, and anyone who loves Serbia and
who fights for it, Dojcinovic hates immensely.212
Such an aggressive personal attack against the editor-in-chief of the KRIK
presumably aims to destroy his reputation and also jeopardizes his security and that of
other journalists. Stevan Dojčinović is portrayed as a social degenerate, as a traitor and
as a tool of foreigners who wish to criminalize people who “fight for Serbia”. By
claiming that he is financed from abroad, Vulin contributes to the well-established
narrative of the critical media organizations as foreign-backed propagandists. Labeling
some journalists and media outlets as belonging to some foreign forces is a reoccurring
practice within the rhetoric of the Serbian leadership. Vučić repeatedly addressed the
TV channel N1 as being ‘American’.213 N1 is a CNN International’s local broadcast
partner and has been one of the few media outlets which do not have an obvious progovernment attitude. Having in mind the general anti-American sentiments of the
Serbian society, this continuous labeling of being American (working for American
interests) serves to frame N1 as being “anti-Serbian”.
In February 2018, the N1 journalist Nikola Radišić was attacked in the center of
Belgrade. Radišić was approached by two unidentified persons who with spitting and
shouting insulted him for being a ‘traitor’ and threatened him to never set foot on the
same street again.214 In response to this incident, Aleksandar Gajović, the state secretary
in the Ministry of Culture and Information gave an interview for the Radio Free Europe
which was quoted in many domestic and international media outlets. In commenting on
the attack, he explained that everybody is responsible for themselves. He explained that
the problem of attacks against journalists does not fall within the competence of the
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Ministry.215 He further evaluated that the main problem is that Serbian journalists do not
read the laws. According to him, if they would read the laws, then they would know
how to protect themselves “(…) in one way or the other”.216 When asked whether he
condemns such attacks on journalists, Gajović said:
Naturally, we will condemn every attack, but I would like to see, at the end,
when the line is drawn, what is behind these attacks, who is behind them
and is it really how it seems.217
Later in the interview, he was asked to comment also on the death threats which
appeared on social media against Nedim Sejdinović who is the president of the
Independent Association of Journalists of Vojvodina. Gajović replied with a question:
Are you really sure that he didn’t organize that himself – in order to portray
himself as a victim? I know him very well... (…) I think that that man does
not have good intentions.218
Finally, Gajović was asked to explain the visit and report of the European
Federation of Journalists which in January 2018 urged the Serbian authorities to swiftly
process all the cases of violence against journalists.219 Gajović responded by saying that
they did not have any concrete evidence which proves their claim - that the freedom of
journalism in Serbia is endangered.220 He explained:
They view us as a banana country as if it is the Wild West here. Here it is not
a Wild West, we are not a banana country, we have our laws by which we
need to act, which are harmonized with the European practice and with the
European laws. It is interesting that they do not mention that in their
report(…).221
Throughout the interview, the state secretary questioned the truthfulness of the
testimonies about the attacks and threats. He denied the responsibility of the Ministry by
saying that the victims, regardless of whether they are journalists or not, should let the
police do their job and protect themselves ‘in one way or the other’. Apart from that,
Gajović also questioned the report of the EFJ by saying that they have no evidence for
the claims which they are making in regards to the state of media freedom in Serbia.
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5.3.2 Resistance
The Serbian ruling elite has repeatedly framed investigative and critical media
organizations as foreign mercenaries who work to damage the government and
destabilize Serbia. The messages which come from the highest representatives of the
state play into this consistent narrative which sees some journalists as traitors and as the
‘enemies’ of the state. By labeling and demonizing journalists who are critical of
government policy, the officials contribute to a climate of fear which leads to selfcensorship. Despite the fact that Brussels has cautioned Serbia that the respect of press
freedom is a crucial prerequisite for the process of EU enlargement, Serbia’s political
leadership minimizes the shortcomings in this area and denies responsibility for the
current situation. By rhetoric, it appears that the government is not willing to make
further effort to ensure the safety of journalists and consequently to improve the state of
media freedom. Instead, the Serbian politicians claim that the EU has a significant
influence on Serbian media and that it is also to blame for the current state of press
freedom in Serbia. Also having in mind that the EU is the biggest donor and the main
supporter of the presumed ‘anti-government’ media organizations, a lot of the
wrongdoings of the anti-Serbian ‘foreign-backed mercenaries’ is put on the EU. The
Serbian politicians therefore discursively frame the EU’s involvement in this area as
intrusive, harmful and unnecessary.
The response of Serbia to the EU’s promotion of media freedom can be
understood as resistance. The public statements show that the rhetoric of the Belgrade’s
political establishment goes against the established ‘European standards’. While the EU
placed significant attention and resources into empowering journalists and increasing
the capacity of professional organizations, the Serbian politicians constantly tried to
discredit the few journalists who had openly criticized the government. Vučić and his
allies consistently minimized the importance of EU’s press freedom concerns. By
portraying the EU’s influence and reports as unreasonable and unnecessary, the Serbian
leaders resisted the EU’s advocacy and understanding of media freedom.

5.4 Reception of EU Norms
This chapter scrutinized Serbia as a norm-importer. By focusing on the role of the
Serbian elite in discursively accepting/contesting the EU’s normative influence, I
discovered that the Serbian leaders in some domains rhetorically adopted and adapted
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the EU’s understandings while in others the officials resisted and rejected the EU’s
interpretations. The level of rhetorical convergence with the European ideas, standards
and ‘way’ of doing things is fundamentally different across various areas of
cooperation.
The analysis of public statements and prevailing narratives suggest that the Serbian
leadership both rejects and adapts the EU’s understanding of the peace process between
Kosovo and Serbia. The study shows that through an unexpected twist, the Serbian
officials adapted the EU’s approach to the refugee crisis by drawing legitimacy from
true ‘Europeaness’. Moreover, the officials over time changed the way of how they
frame the crisis and in 2016 they shifted to adopting the EU’s way of handling the
influx of asylum-seekers. Finally, in the domain of press freedom, the Serbian
representatives responded by resisting the EU’s normative influence. They framed it as
unnecessary and as a counter-productive interference in internal affairs.
Explaining why the Serbian leaders responded in the way they did and why there is
such an evident discrepancy between policy areas falls beyond the scope of this thesis.
Hypothetically, appeasing the strong nationalist sentiments of the Serbian society might
explain the rhetorical attitude of elected officials in the Kosovo issue. By following a
narrative which interprets the Dialogue as an arena in which Albanians should be
defeated, Serbian politicians might win the majority support of the Serbian electorate.
But then the approach of the government towards the refugee crisis is quite surprising.
Having in mind the fact that Serbia is quite a xenophobic society where anti-Islamic
attitudes are quite common, it can be evaluated as a particularly fertile place for
constructing a public discourse which sees refugees as the dangerous ‘other’. It can,
therefore, be reasonable to expect that opportunistic politicians would utilize the crisis
to gather support around the premise of fighting against the external ‘threat’. That was
not the case, the Serbian leadership went against the general xenophobic national
sentiments and created a narrative which portrays the refugees as people who suffered
enough and who need a helping hand. This case especially shows how influential
Serbian representatives can be in terms of shaping the public discourse and public
opinion. In the case of media freedom, the approach of the officials can be explained by
understanding that a better environment for free expression would jeopardize the ruling
party and possibly lead to a change of government. Aleksandar Vučić and his SNS party
have successfully managed to stay in power since 2012. Much of this success can be
credited to the fact that the ruling elite has had an ever-increasing control of the media
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through which it had an extraordinary ability to promote its messages and silence the
critical ones. In discrediting the very few journalists who question the actions and
policies of the government, the governing officials draw again on the nationalist
narrative which frames journalists as foreign-backed mercenaries who are working
against Serbia’s interests.
What is noticeable is that the ruling elite in some domains further develops the
already established narratives and uses them to win the support of the people, while in
some it goes directly against the considered ‘mainstream’ by shaping the public
discourse in unexpected ways. Unquestionably, in order to fully analyze the reasons
why representatives tried to shape the public discourse in the way they did,
supplementary research is needed.
What these findings mean for the Europeanization of Serbia and for Serbia’s EU
accession process, I discuss in the conclusion of the thesis.
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Chapter 6 Conclusion

Analyzing normative influence is quite challenging. However, I believe that by
carefully looking at the EU’s norm promotion and with analyzing the discursive rhetoric
of the Serbian ruling elite, I managed to provide the needed empirical material which
advances our knowledge of the EU’s norm diffusion and target country’s norm
acceptance/contestation processes. The presented study of the EU-Serbia interactions
contributes to explaining which norms are diffused, how they are diffused and how a
specific norm-importer responds to this normative influence.
This research most notably confirms that the travel of norms is a multi-layered,
complex and frictional process in which the norm-sender and specific norm-recipient
are engaged in an interactive relationship which might change the actual norm, the
interpretation of the norm by the norm-importer and the norm-exporter. Therefore
norm-sender/norm-receiver encounters might yield hybrid results consisting of elements
of both actors’ normative convictions. This entails that norm-importers do exercise
agency in spite of the asymmetrical power relations. Indeed, my empirical case study
demonstrates that Serbia as a norm-taker had ample capacity to oppose and adapt EU
normative exports. By taking into account my case study, it seems that ‘adoption’ is an
unlikely outcome of the norm-maker/norm-taker norm diffusion process. This is true
even in quite favorable conditions – Serbia being highly susceptible to EU’s norm
promotion in the context of the enlargement policy.
I have shown how ideas and values advocated by the EU relating to Serbia have
been adopted, adapted, resisted and rejected. I applied the concept of normative power
which explains how the EU promotes its core norms such as peace, democracy, and
human rights. The EU has been quite active in cooperating with Serbia within the
Belgrade-Pristina normalization dialogue, in the context of the refugee crisis and in
terms of the state of media freedom. In turn, the Serbian ruling elite has responded
differently to the EU’s involvement across different areas of cooperation. Over the past
four years, Serbian politicians have been rhetorically more ‘welcoming’ to specific EU
norms over others. The Serbian leadership has both rejected and adapted the EU’s
normative influence within the Belgrade-Pristina peace process. The Serbian officials
have adapted and adopted the EU’s understanding of the refugee crisis and finally, the
Serbian political elite has resisted the EU in the domain of press freedom. By looking at
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the wider picture, contrary to the significant efforts of the European Union to export its
ideas, standards, and normative convictions, it has only had a limited effect on the
Serbian governing elite and consequently on the overall situation in Serbia.
The findings of this thesis might contribute to ongoing debates in the
Europeanization and Normative Power Europe literature. Most notably, my conclusions
contribute to the flourishing Europeanization research by offering insights into a
specific case of stalled Europeanization. As Serbia is a frontrunner candidate country
within the EU-Western Balkans enlargement, this study offers lessons for processes of
Europeanization in other target countries. The main lesson would then be that the EU
should not underestimate deeply rooted norms and values of a target society and that it
should take into account the role of the current political leadership in either facilitating
or contesting the EU diffused norms. This and realizing that achieving cultural
Europeanization is a long-lasting and complex process might lead to constructing new
EU foreign policy initiatives and policies towards its potential members and neighbors.
As for Serbia in particular, the findings do not speak well to the successful
Europeanization. Overall, the Serbian leaders did not favorably receive the projected
EU norms. In rhetoric, they responded to the EU’s external influence differently across
three policy domains and in general there exists an evident discrepancy between what
the EU is promoting and what Serbia is practicing. This casts doubts on the future of
Serbia’s accession process to the EU. As harmonization with the EU is needed in all
domains and practices, much more work has to be done to achieve full normative
convergence and compliance.

6.1 Future Research

Additional research is needed to address all the hybrid forms of norm-importers
responses to EU’s norm diffusion. One way to explain the range of different responses
identified in my study on Serbia is to take into account all the cultural filters which may
be specific to each norm-importer. Research projects might elaborate more on the types
of cultural filters and consider their influence within distinct single-state and
comparative contexts. To this end, by broadening the geographical scope of such
investigations to other places inside Europe and beyond is another prosperous direction
for future research. Reflection on particular countries and on sets of target countries can
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potentially lead to recognizing novel types of responses which could advance our theory
on norm diffusion. Similarly, following studies might carry out longitudinal analysis in
order to discover the dynamics of norm diffusion over time. This kind of research would
help in exploring to what extent responses to EU’s norm promotion are fluid or fixed
and which conditions are crucial for those responses. Anyhow, this thesis calls for
conducting more research on the agency of norm-importers which can provide
explanations of how the EU’s normative power is received in Europe and globally.

6.2 Policy Implications
The reached insights in terms of EU-Serbia norm diffusion processes can inform the
making of novel EU foreign policy initiatives and programs. In general, it stands out
that the EU should take more seriously the challenges of cultural Europeanization. It
should devote more resources and energy to achieving the deep, ideational and cultural
convergence with countries which it wishes to influence and integrate under its fold.
Although it has not been in the focus of my research, I have mentioned the behavior of
Visegrad group countries during the refugee crisis. I believe that that case perfectly
shows how a divide in terms of normative convictions (this case between the older and
newer EU members) can jeopardize the joint policy-making and common action.
Hypothetically, the possible lack of deep normative convergence between the current
and future European Member States can in the long term (or in some specific moments)
obstruct and undermine the functioning of the European Union. That case and many
more point out that for achieving the desired political and economic integration of
Europe, political leaders and policy-makers should work more on issues of common
European identity which is based on shared values and norms. Having that said, it is
important to acknowledge that accomplishing normative harmonization requires
significant time without ample possibilities to accurately measure and monitor the
progress which is being made. This study represents one attempt of analyzing what the
EU is promoting and how Serbia is receiving the advocated EU norms.
More specifically, the reached conclusions might contribute to developing new
policies towards Serbia as a frontrunner of the Western Balkans enlargement process.
The making of new policies should acknowledge the domestic conditions and influence
of various cultural filters in Serbia. My case study singled out the role of the domestic
political leadership in either facilitating or contesting the projected EU norms. To this
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end, the EU’s Strategic Communications Division (“StratComms”) of the European
External Action Service can take into consideration the discursive rhetoric of Serbian
politicians while formulating its communication towards the Serbian society and
towards the Serbian government. Most notably, the European Union should be aware of
the differences in accepting or opposing distinctive normative messages across various
policy fields and according to that design the projects and communication which
promote the key EU policies and core values. By understanding how a political elite of
a country receives the normative influence of the EU, the policymakers will be able to
construct appropriate communication strategies which address the ways how the
domestic actors shape the public discourse and public opinion. Only if the EU takes into
account how the target country and in our case the political leadership of the country
receives the diffused norms, it can efficiently devise the appropriate policies and actions
which tackle the challenges of normative convergence.
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