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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper analyses the official narratives on the civil society in Serbia in relation to them 
as a vehicle to the state capturing process. As stakeholders with corrective function in 
a state which holds itself democratic, civil society organizations and activists indicate 
the threats borne by captured state. Precisely for this, the way of the government’s and 
public institutions’ way of communicating towards the civil society has been identified 
as an important element to analyse – on the one hand, due to the government’s need for 
legitimacy on the international scale, there are so-called “positive narratives” about civil 
society as a guarantor of the rule of law and democracy in the country, and, on the other 
hand, “negative narratives” about civil society articulated through attacks and pressure 
exerted on the civil society, demonstrated by unfounded statements in form of discre- 
ditation of any criticism. Both “positive” and “negative” narratives have a direct impact 
on the relations between the civil society and institutions in Serbia, and the indirect  
consequences of the relations thus fashioned on the state capturing process could also 
be analysed.
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INTRODUCTION
 
The question of the relations between civil society and government constitutes one  
of the most significant indicators of democratic level in a contemporary vision of  
constitutional state. Against the backdrop of the growing profundity and expansion of 
the scope of state capturing in Serbia, which has become particularly visible during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it is especially relevant to define the role of civil society in a country 
which is no longer classified as democratic.1 In countries with low level of democratic 
political and social processes, the position of civil society is not satisfactory. In Freedom 
House’s most recent report on Serbia, from 2021, it is emphasised that civil society  
organizations are often exposed to various forms of pressure exerted by the ruling party, 
while its representatives are targets of the campaigns conducted by pro-government 
media and tabloids.2  

Although civil society by default is an autonomous sphere, independent from the state 
and its institutions, primarily tasked with protection and promotion of citizens’ rights 
and freedoms, it is by no means immune to the form of governance in the country.  
The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the state capturing process in Serbia,3 if we are 
to imply deliberately and gradually developed system of deep and endemic corruption 
where institutions are abused, both by legal and illegal means, to pump the public  
resources into private hands, to the detriment of citizens’ rights and freedoms and  
public interest, with the façade of democratic processes formally perseveres.  
However, the COVID-19 pandemic has also scrapped the democratic façade, so the  
capturing trend is spilling over outside the institutions, to other spheres of public  
life, leading to captured society as well.    

In this paper, the term ‘civil society’ shall designate its meaning in a narrower sense - 
- civil society organizations (CSOs), investigative journalists and media outlets with  
critical attitude towards the government, i.e., towards the stakeholders trying to perform 
a corrective function vis-à-vis the government. This primarily refers to CSOs and other 
non-governmental stakeholders acting at the national level (but certainly those acting at 
the local level too), with an impact (or, at least, attempts to impact) on decision-making 
processes. The departure point is the assumption that, although the capturing process 
started encompassing the society too, its institutional forms within civil society remain 
resilient to the pressure and attacks primarily coming from the government and pro- 
-government media, with these organizations remaining very active, involved with  
societal and political processes.     

We shall endeavour to analyse the narratives about civil sector and their relations with 
the state capturing process. The focus of the analyses shall be on the narratives in form 
of speeches and statements of senior political officials who, by nature of their position, 
have got political power, as well as textual narratives in print media and official press 
statements of political powers that be. 
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Similar to the cases of the narratives about the COVID-19 pandemic, the narratives about 
civil society are marked by dichotomy and mutual exclusion. While the discourse on the 
most important civil society stakeholders as “traitors and foreign mercenaries” prevails 
on the one hand, the government readily voices its readiness to cooperate with civil 
society on the other, flagging its importance in the European integration process first 
and foremost, as well in strengthening the rule of law in the country. Such conflicting 
narratives depict the manner of rule employed by the current political elite, revealing the 
sources of its legitimacy. On the one hand, the government is trying, through the positive 
narratives about the civil society, with its incontestable values relevant for the state,  
to build its legitimacy in the eyes of a part of the international community (notably,  
the European Union and the United States of America), whose support is necessary for 
realizing the government’s particular and national interests. On the other hand though, 
with the narrative about foreign mercenaries and traitors, the government is trying  
to erode the legitimacy of civil society’s activities, undermining its credibility and thus 
continuing the state capturing process, or at least maintaining the status quo. 

As a consequence of such narratives, the examples of which shall be provided in this 
paper below, the position of civil society and its relation with the institutions can be 
defined. Namely, the non-transparency of state institutions, their arbitrariness in work 
and cooperation with civil society, creates a relation of inequity, with CSOs and other 
stakeholders unable to perform their function. The institutions impervious to petitions, 
civic initiatives and actions marginalises the position of civil society, whilst the proce- 
sses of activist targeting, primarily at the local level, demotivates the citizens to get 
more actively involved with the problems in the community. 
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THE GOVERNMENT’S DESIRABLE PARTNER IN THE 
EYES OF THE INTERNATIONAL PUBLIC – POSITIVE 
NARRATIVES ABOUT CIVIL SOCIETY
 
The identification of dual narrative about civil society may easily be applied to  
two spheres – one appearing via mass media (but also social media) and the other, 
appearing in the administrative-bureaucratic system within public administration. In the 
first sphere, although not as a rule, negative messages prevail, identifiable as pressure 
as attacks against civil society organizations as well as activists and investigative  
journalists, the other sphere is permeated by the “positive note”, willingness to have 
dialogue and cooperation. The “positive note” is most present in the discourse of  
the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue – a ministry created 
precisely to elevate the cooperation with civil society to a higher level (albeit the Ministry 
was established to be the national communicator of “positive messages” about  
civil society, with a clearly communicated purpose of getting a better assessment in  
the European Commission’s Progress Report).

However, even in the civil service, with the predominantly “positive note”, there is great 
silence of the competent institutions when supposed to respond to certain pressure 
and attacks directed against civil society stakeholders. That is, first and foremost, the 
Ministry for Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue, which almost never reacts 
to the cases of pressure and attacks, even the most serious ones, while the Ministry 
of the Interior most often fails to perform its legal duty of protecting the citizens while 
exercising the right to assembly and gathering, which was conspicuous during the big 
environmentalist rallies in late 2021.  

However, the public has had the opportunities to hear the examples of narratives that 
could be marked as “positive”, coming from the top brass officials, the Prime Minister 
and the President of the Republic. The common feature of their statements is not  
the emphasis on the importance of civil society, or the struggle to protect the rights of 
investigative journalists and NGOs, but also the fact that, for instance, the President’s 
statements announce the actions completely outside his remit. Besides, the President 
addresses the public as the “saviour”, as a stakeholder who will personally prevent further 
attacks against investigative journalists and NGOs, who tells the Members of Parliament 
what to do and how to behave -such an idea of attitude towards civil society indicates 
that the function of civil society is to be the means of legitimization in the process of  
institutions’ backsliding, and, indirectly (if the institution of the President is connected 
with state capturing), as the maintenance of smokescreen democracy within which  
particular interests of the holders of political and economic power prevail over the public 
interest. In his interview to Radio Television of Serbia, in March 2021, the President  
clearly and unequivocally emphasised the importance of civil society organizations  
after a number of CSOs criticised the government for the attacks against the KRIK  
investigative portal:
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“I will fight to protect the rights of the KRIK people, of independent and non- 
-governmental organizations, and I will request the MPs not to campaign against 
them.” 

Following this, the President added: 

“I kindly ask them to understand that we are responsible for democracy in the  
system. For enabling them to say the worst things about us, even about my children. 
We need to show respect. Let us hear the NGO sector, they will help us with some 
matters and won’t help in others, but we can respond to them.”

When the new Government was inaugurated in the Parliament, in her inaugural speech, 
the Prime Minister employed a more formal tone to highlight the importance of civil  
society, saying that “media and civil society are among the most important partners in all 
reform processes”, which is why the Ministry of Human and Minority Rights and Social 
Dialogue was established, to work on enhancing the dialogue and cooperation with civil 
society organizations..” Such a statement is not the only one given on the subject matter 
during her term of office. This form of narrative is primarily identified in the context of 
the European integration, on the occasions of the official meetings between the Prime 
Minister (and other officials too) and the representatives of the European Union bodies, 
but also at the sessions of the National EU Convention. 

A similar, rather bureaucratic type of narrative accompanies the statements of the  
Minister for Human and Minority Rights and Social Dialogue. Thus, Gordana Čomić, 
when launching a three-year project of “The Dialogue of Change”, supported by the  
European Union, stated:

“We need to normalise the situation in which every topic in the society is discussed 
though a dialogue between the representatives of the government, civil society the 
EU and academia. We do not know the outcomes of the dialogue in advance, but we 
do know that, if all of us who wish well for Serbia join forces, there is a probability 
that we shall meet in two years in this room and say: ‘We did it!’.”

Such declarations, often given in the presence of the EU representatives or within  
important events often financially supported by the European Union, aim at legitimizing 
the Government in the eyes of the international players insisting on the rule of law  
and functional state within which the existence of an active and vibrant civil society  
is necessary and free from pressure and attacks. 
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THE UNDESIRABLE PARTNER IN A CAPTURED STATE  
– NEGATIVE PARRATIVES ABOUT THE CIVIL SOCIETY
 
Unlike the positive narratives, the negative ones are not that frequent in the so-called 
administrative and bureaucratic discourse, so it may be concluded that the public  
discourse is dominated by the negative narratives about civil society. They are ide- 
ntifiable primarily in pro-government media, tabloids, but also in the statements of  
senior or junior public officials. In their statements and articles, there are frequent overt 
attacks against civil society stakeholders, activists, human rights defenders, while the 
language use itself indicates the well-known narrative of the “foreign mercenaries and 
traitors”, a narrative present in Serbia ever since the rule of Slobodan Milošević, often 
preceding most brutal verbal and physical assaults, even politically motivated murders. 
The statements overwhelmed with negative narratives about civil society are coming 
both from the highest officials and from members of parliament, members of political 
parties within the ruling coalition. The attacks are often reaction to certain activities of 
civil society organizations or activists perceived by the holders of political and economic 
power as detrimental to their personal and political interests. 

Some of the attacks and negative (also false) comments and statements are aimed 
at discrediting the civil society stakeholders in terms of their expertise, alleged  
connections with opposition politicians, financial non-transparency. In the negative  
narratives, the emphasis is often on the CSO’s connections with foreign governments 
and states, as well as the false allegations that they work for the interest of other,  
precisely international stakeholders, not in the interest of Serbian citizens. The manner, 
tone and vocabulary prevailing in these narratives is practically identical, irrespective  
of whether they are used by the highest officials or those from “lower levels”. In some 
cases, certain statements or tabloid articles include the elements of hate speech.

Thus, the President of the Republic called NGOs “denouncers” when the Twitter social 
media marked the accounts of many print and other media outlets as “media coope- 
rating with the Serbian Government”. On that occasion, on 21 August 2021, the President 
stated:

“They say non-governmental organizations, experts, that is – fake experts,  
I can imagine who those are – BIRODI, Đilas, Šolak and others, but also NGOs, who 
reported and denounced to the boss of all obedient media insisting on pursuing 
obedient policy to great powers – they denounced and tipped off the media who are 
not as obedient to them.“

Another reply to Twitter’s designation of media accounts was the text published as  
a cover page story by the “Srpski telegraf” daily, on 23 August 2021, titled “Western 
Loudspeakers Got Millions” (“Zapadni megafoni dobili milione”). The article announced 
as “special”, titled “The Media Dossier” (“Dosije mediji”) primarily targeted independent 
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investigative journalists and organizations, such as KRIK, BIRN, CINS, but also includes 
references to “discovering who funds media and NGO fighters for democracy and  
freedom”. The authors provided data on ten civil society organizations and foundations, 
with information about the founders, financiers and legal representatives. In this case,  
it is clear that the authors were unable to obtain all this information in any other way  
but by committing the criminal offence of disclosing business secrecy, with serious 
doubts that these data were imparted by the Department for Prevention of Money  
Laundering and Terrorism Financing. The texts allude to these organisations as foreign 
mercenaries and/or agents, while the reason for foreign foundations to finance NGOs  
is identified as “promoting the views opposite the policy pursued by the Republic  
of Serbia “.

Although the CRTA organization was only conducting its regular activities, as well as 
the KRIK investigative portal, Aleksandar Martinović, member of Parliament of the ruling 
Serbian Progressive Party stated in March 2021, during the Parliament session:

“Now, I am asking you, my fellow MPs, who are bombarded with lies, falsities  
every day, while hiding their wealth: Whoever among you has got an one-hundred-
square-metres apartment in Belgrade, whoever of you is driving a new jeep? No one, 
but Raša Nedeljkov does, and Vukosava Crnjanski does! “

Besides the above mentioned CRTA staff, Martinović also attacked the KRIK investi- 
gative portal, accusing them of being a “criminal association” and adding the following:

“I am telling you that heads of NGOs are richer than all of us together and the people 
of Serbia should now it. Those are not non-governmental organizations at all, those 
are actually, to call a spade a spade, criminal associations.“

A vast majority of organizations members of the Working Group under Chapter 23  
National Convent refused to participate in the Convent’s dialogue with the Prime  
Minister, on 22 December 2021. The reason for refusal was the potential of the dialogue 
with the Prime Minister about the referendum on constitutional amendments for  
judiciary, in the middle of the referendum campaign, to jeopardise the credibility of  
the National Convent, as well as the legitimacy of the referendum process on the whole. 
The Prime Minister stated:

“It wasn’t just the Government, the Parliament Speaker was also here, and the  
Chair of the Committee on Constitutional Affairs, the people in charge of clusters, the 
ambassadors from the EU Member States and the OSCE Mission… This only shows 
that certain NGOs are politicizing this issue, although they took part in preparing the 
amendments, which they don’t want to support now, but they say instead – we don’t 
want to support them because they are put forward by the Parliament whose main 
pillar is SNS, or the Government headed by Ana Brnabić, or because such things are 
happening in a country led by Aleksandar Vučić.”
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This statement by the Prime Minister is an attempt to delegitimise civil society precisely 
in front of the players for whom the incumbent government is trying to pass itself off 
as democratic. Perhaps the major attempt to delegitimise civil society was undertaken 
by the Prime Minister precisely, on 20 January 2022, following the cancellation of the  
Government’s regulation on the “Jadar” project spatial plan, when she referred to  
numerous donors from the US and the UK and stated the following:

“And all the lies about us, our families, about Aleksandar Vučić’s family, it is  
democracy when you say that Danilo Vučić is directly connected with the Škaljari 
and Kavač clans. That’s freedom of the press, that’s democracy, that’s pluralism, 
how nice. And when you ask some of those media, excuse me, have you paid your 
tax liabilities, then it is an attack against media, it’s dictatorship, it’s tyranny, it’s a  
disaster, and so on and so forth. And it’s all lies, after all, all that we have heard 
about NGOs advocating for independent judiciary and the rule of law, and some 
journalist associations advocating for the protection and safety of journalists, but 
the protection and safety of journalists is their easy care, they care about political 
abuse of it, so we’ve had enough of all that hypocrisy. That’s why we put an end to 
the Rio Tinto story, ultimately. Because I am too, as the Prime Minister and member 
of the Serbian Progressive Party, fed up with all that stacked on the shoulders of 
Aleksandar Vučić, if you think you will always be able to finance something that 
weakens him, let me reiterate, to break his spine, because anything goes.”
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CONCLUSION
 
The narratives about civil society enable the identification of the strategy the institutions 
and public officials employ in the way of communicating and cooperating with civil  
society – on the one hand, there is a “positive note” as well as wish to cooperate, but the 
note and wish to cooperate seem to occur only when the government needs to legitimise 
its position vis-à-vis the declarative commitment to the rule of law. On the other hand, 
the “negative notes” most often appearing in form of pressure and attacks against civil 
society organizations and activists, are the consequence of the role of civil sector as 
a “whistleblower” in the field of the situation with democracy and the rule of law. It is 
precisely the “whistleblowing” activities of civil society that are perceived as a threat to 
the agents of the state capturing process, as a “thorn in the side” sui generis, resulting 
not only in threats and pressure, but also in other ways of attempts to silence the civil 
society (e.g., the establishment of GONGOs, the “List” scandal mongering).

The repercussion of such forms of communication and calls for cooperation is the 
relation of civil society organizations and institutions itself. That relation does not rest 
on equitable grounds, while the insistence of many civil society stakeholders to have 
their values, positions and principles treated with due respect causes the “stalemate”  
in the relations. 

Although the processes of capturing the society may already be discussed, it has not 
taken place in entirety, which is visible primarily through the resilience of civil society 
organizations and activists persisting with their activities in accordance with their  
principles and values. Since civil society has no political or economic power to stop 
state capturing, it can only warn against the enormous problems arising therefrom.  
Excluding civil society from the decision-making processes leads to a type of its  
marginalization, primarily in decision-making processes, with civil society able to  
act only within the framework allowed by the government which, for its part, perpetuates 
its “pro-European and democratic” identity in the eyes of the international public.
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