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The privatisation of 
security provision in 
Russia: A case study 
analysis of the 
Wagner Group 

 

 

Introduction 

 

n early May 2020, the news agency Reuters informed that 

they have acquired a copy of a confidential report 

compiled by independent sanction monitors for the United 

Nations Security Council. The document assessed that between 800 and 1,200 people 

from the Russian-owned private military company (PMC) ‘Wagner Group’ are operating 

in Libya at the time of publishing.1 Since then, multiple more recent reports have indicated 

the Group’s increased involvement in the country. In turn, this foreign involvement bears 

the question of what is this organisation and what is its role in Libya?  

To understand the importance of the current state of affairs, this paper will address the 

matter of privatisation of security provision in Russia through a case study of the Wagner 

Group. The reason for this choice is based on two major factors. Firstly, even though there 

are other PMCs in Russia, the Wagner Group is by far the biggest and most impactful, 

which then allows to tap into a vast selection of primary and secondary sources. Secondly, 

by being the most impactful, its structure and peculiar modus operandi (MO) set a 

dangerous precedent, which might encourage ‘copycat’ actions by other actors in 

outsourcing warfare the Russian way, rather than the more limited and bound by 

 
1 Nichols, M. ‘Up to 1,200 deployed in Libya by Russian military group: U.N. report’. Reuters, 7 May 2020. Available 

at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-sanctions/up-to-1200-deployed-in-libya-by-russian-military-

group-u-n-report-idUSKBN22I2XW [Accessed 25 May 2020]   
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international norms and treaties Western way. Therefore, the main question that this paper 

will attempt to answer is: With specific reference to the Wagner Group, what principal 

factors explain the structure, recruitment, and battlefield deployment methods of Russian 

private military companies abroad? As such, it will aim to portray not the extrapolation of 

a common trend, but rather the creation of a new, dangerous model within the private 

security industry. To address this problem, the paper will begin by providing a general 

overview of the matter of private security provision and it will proceed towards its three 

main pillars – the structure, recruitment, and deployment of the Wagner Group. Ultimately, 

this study will seek to highlight the significance of a new aspect of warfare that is utilised 

by Russia to achieve foreign policy goals and economic objectives. 

 

Background and Limitations 

In order to understand privatisation of the security provision in Russia, it is necessary to 

first define the private military industry. Explanations could be complicated as the image 

is often distorted and the little information that comes out of the private military industry is 

generally meant to improve the companies’ image. One example comes from the former 

director of Blackwater, Erik Prince, who, in 2013, published the book Civilian Warriors: 

The Inside Story of Blackwater and the Unsung Heroes of the War on Terror. Through it, 

two principal perceptions are presented - firstly, how contractors consider themselves as 

significant contributing factors in the War on Terror, and secondly, how they want the 

public to perceive them.2 The industry does not generally allow external actors to 

document their actions. As Sean McFate argues, journalists’ and academics’ analyses of 

the field is anaemic, given its military roots, which traditionally shuns public scrutiny.3 

Reporters are often not even allowed to interview members of, let alone embed in, PMCs; 

thus, they can only record the events surrounding the industry. In turn, academia depends 

almost completely on the media primary sources. Therefore, both of their conclusions ‘can 

be speculative and even factually erroneous’,4 the implications of which could affect future 

studies (e.g. by providing a very limited picture).  

 

Despite the hardships that academics face when trying to research the private military 

industry, there is still a voluminous amount of literature on the topic of privatisation, with a 

couple of notable books making a serious attempt at portraying it through rigorous 

 
2 These notions are presented throughout with contractors being portrayed as heroes from the very outset of the 
book where Prince depicts in Hollywood-like fashion the rescue of Paul Bremer, the US presidential envoy and 
administrator in Iraq; See: Prince, E. Civilian Warriors: The Inside Story of Blackwater and the Unsung Heroes of the 
War on Terror (New York, NY, Penguin Books, 2013), pp. 1-4 

3 McFate, S. The Modern Mercenary: Private Armies and What They Mean for World Order (Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 2015), p. 9 

4 Ibid. 
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analysis. The seminal study Corporate Warriors by Peter W. Singer prompted a debate 

over the private military forces in 2003 and remains one of the best analyses of the 

industry to date.5  Singer attempts to outline the industry by using the term private military 

firms (PMFs), which he defines as ‘private business entities that deliver to consumers a 

wide spectrum of military and security services, once generally assumed to be exclusively 

inside the public context’.6 Although this description provides a valid foundation for study, 

it ultimately depends on the subjective perception of whether certain military services are 

solely governmental or ‘assumed to be exclusively inside the public context’.7 This will 

necessarily differ significantly from one audience to another. In an attempt to clarify this, 

as well as the terminology, Deborah Avant’s The Market For Force, splits the industry into 

two categories - as providers of internal and external security. External security consists 

of combat operations, military training, and logistical support.8 In comparison, internal 

security covers policing, intelligence services, and static defence.9 In its essence, this 

measurement helps delineate security regarding what happens within and outside a state. 

Avant then groups the whole range of services and refers to them as private security 

companies (PSCs) to denote all for-profit security companies, because ‘it more aptly 

describes the range of services these companies provide’.10 

To make this study more succinct, it will proceed by reviewing the term private military 

companies (PMCs), coined by David Shearer, as it focuses on the military tasks, rather 

than those related to policing.11 ‘Military tasks’ refers to companies that provide 

operational support in conflict settings, such as logistics and training for operational 

campaigns and military advisory missions. Additionally, the other term worth reviewing is 

‘mercenarism’, as the two are often seen as interchangeable by Western experts and 

scholars. Comparing the two, and finding which one is more appropriate in addressing the 

Wagner Group, is key to answering the main research question by underlining their 

structure and nature, especially given the majority of tasks performed by them. Therefore, 

a related definitional question is: What differentiates PMCs from mercenaries? 

 

 

 

 
5 Ibid., p. 11 

6 Singer, P. Corporate Warriors: The Rise of the Privatized Military Industry (Ithaca, NY, Cornell University Press, 
2003), p. 8 

7 Ibid. 
8 Avant, D. The Market For Force: The Consequences of Privatizing Security (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2005), p. 16 

9 Ibid. 

10 Ibid., Chapter I: Introduction 

11 Shearer, D. ‘Mercenary or military company?’, The Adelphi Papers, 38 (1998), p. 13 
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PMCs or Mercenaries – An Issue of Semantics? 

Whether the Wagner Group are PMCs or mercenaries has been a matter of heated debate 

since their rise to prominence.12 Some authors refer to them as PMCs due to their 

structure and purpose,13 whereas others prefer to see Wagner as mercenaries to avoid 

the ‘verbal clutter and hair-splitting’,14 which is also evident from the various terms 

provided above. However, behind these terms, there are a number of legal documents, 

which make an important distinction and can ultimately judge, for example, whether a 

company’s employees are bound by certain regulations or whether contractors are 

considered as civilians or armed combatants in the country of operations. To find in which 

category the Wagner Group falls in, three sets of legal documents will be analysed. These 

are the Montreux Document, the International Code of Conduct for Private Security 

Service Providers (ICoC), known for their respective parts in creating rules for the private 

security industry, and the Russian penal code, relevant due to its regulations on 

‘Mercenarism’ in the state.  

The Montreux Document, also known as the ‘Swiss Initiative’, is a set of international 

protocols geared to ‘guide’ the best practices for private military and security companies 

(PMSCs).15 It reaffirms state obligations under applicable international humanitarian law 

and provides non-binding practices and standards for businesses who ‘provide military or 

security services’, 16 especially in the absence of an applicable treaty or provision in a 

state.17 The normative framework that is central to the Document places a special 

emphasis on the exact roles that PMSCs take on and the legal structures under which 

they can operate. More specifically, protocols directly state that whether PMSCs can be 

considered as civilians is dependent on their employment status and what their functions 

are made of.18 Usually, contractors are treated as civilians in situations where the bilateral 

status of forces, military-technical agreements, or other local laws with security actors are 

in place. In the very few cases where PMSCs are ‘incorporated into the armed forces of a 

state or form groups or units under a command responsible to a party to an armed conflict’, 

 
12 Ranito, J.J. and Mayer, C.T. ‘Quasi-Mercenary Organizations: challenges of definition, politics and international 

law’ (Geneva, Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2020), pp. 6-12  
13 Fainberg, S. ‘Russian Spetsnaz, Contractors and Volunteers in the Syrian Conflict’ (Paris, French Institute of 

International Relations, 2017), p. 17 
14 Colton, T. J. ‘Are the Russians Coming? Moscow’s Mercenaries in Comparative Perspective’, Journal of Future 

Conflict, 1 (2019), p. 3 
15 International Committee of the Red Cross, ‘The Montreux Document’ (Geneva, ICRC, 2008), p. 5; It is important 
to note that PMSCs here are seen as a wider entity to include a broad set of private companies that perform a 
plethora of tasks (‘armed operational support’) for the purpose of the Swiss initiative. As a result, they are simply 
mentioned in this section to introduce the legal framework surrounding the industry, of which PMCs are a part of.  

16 Ibid., p. 21 

17 Ibid., note 3 

18 Ibid., p. 14 
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they do not possess a civilian status.19 Despite the popularity of the Montreux Document, 

Russia is not a signatory to it, nevertheless,20 it provides an important framework to work 

with by way of delineating PMSCs and mercenaries. 

As a follow-up to the Montreux Document, and in order to outline the responsibilities of 

the industry, the ICoC was developed in 2010 in response to demands from the industry 

to participate in developing international standards for private security providers. 21 It 

includes a series of provisions and commitments on the conduct of personnel (e.g. on the 

use of force), governance, and company management.22 As a result of this multi-

stakeholder initiative, the ICoC represents the general commitment by the private security 

industry to implement the Montreux Document, as well as represent the pledge to abide 

by certain national laws and to work with states.23 However, one of the main issues with 

the ICoC is that it does not refer to PMSCs as a whole but rather ‘Private Security 

Companies and Private Security Service Providers’ (PSCs). Despite major signatory 

countries, such as the United Kingdom and the United States (U.S.),24 where the majority 

of companies are located, the ICoC is strictly limited to PSCs and not companies that also 

perform military tasks, such as the Wagner Group. In turn, the latter are not strictly bound 

to adhere to said provisions and commitments, thus, given the signatories, it can be said 

that the ICoC is strictly a Western -based and -fulfilled initiative.  

In addition to the two international treaties, the existing literature, including normative 

authors that were previously mentioned - McFate, Singer, and Avant - points out 

numerous differences between PMCs and mercenaries. The main differentiation between 

the two is regarding their activities – a mercenary company assumes ‘direct offensive 

activity’, whereas a PMC encompasses a much wider array of activities that includes, but 

is not limited to, training, military and logistical support, military intelligence and counter-

espionage, and maintenance (‘military tasks’).25 What this means is that unlike 

mercenaries, which are often simply citizens of a foreign state with a criminal or otherwise 

illegal background, PMCs are well-organised business ventures with highly-trained 

employees.   

 
19 Ibid., p. 14; p. 39 

20 As of July 2020, the Document is signed by fifty-six states and three international organisations. For more, see: 
Montreux Document Forum, PARTICIPATING STATES AND INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS. Available at: 
https://www.mdforum.ch/en/participants [Accessed 25 May 2020] 

21 Kalman, J. ‘The International Regulation of Private Security Providers – a Brief Analysis’, in Legal Studies on the 

Contemporary Hungarian Legal System, edited by Janos Kalman (Gyor, Universitas-Győr Ltd.,2014), p. 163 
22 International Committee of the Red Cross, ‘International Code of Conduct for Private Security Service Providers’ 

(Geneva, ICRC, 2010) 
23 Ibid., p. 3 
24 For the full list of signatory states, private security companies and civil society organisations, please see: 

International Code of Conduct Association, Membership. Available at: https://www.icoca.ch/en/membership 

[Accessed 26 July 2020]  
25 Kalman, J. ‘Mercenaries Reloaded? Applicability of the Notion of 'Mercenaries' in Relation to Private Military 

Companies and their Employees’, Acta Juridica Hungarica, 54:4 (2013) p. 375 

https://www.mdforum.ch/en/participants
https://www.icoca.ch/en/membership
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As this study is focused on the Wagner Group, it would be practical to adopt the Russian 

Criminal Code’s definition of ‘Mercenarism’. According to Article 359, a mercenary is a 

person ‘who acts for the purpose of getting a material reward… who is not a citizen of the 

state in whose armed conflict or hostilities he participates, who does not reside on a 

permanent basis on its territory, and also who is not a person fulfilling official duties’. 26 As 

such, it prohibits Russian civilians from participating in armed conflicts abroad for material 

reward. 

Over the years, there have been numerous attempts in the Russian Duma (parliament) to 

allow PMCs to operate in an expeditionary capacity.27 However, for various reasons and 

fears, such as the ‘return to the bad old days’ of the 1990s (e.g. the gang wars who were 

fought out with car bombs and drive-by shootings),28 the legislation was not passed.29 In 

order to circumvent this, it is believed that similar firms, although run by Russians, are 

either not based in the country,30 or disguise themselves as ‘advisors’ or ‘training 

centers’.31 Likewise, the Wagner Group does not have a ‘formal legal existence’, meaning 

that it has no physical or internet address and it is not registered in the Russian tax 

administration database.32 Given the absence of these traits, it can be suggested that this 

is not a commercially-oriented enterprise, as, for example, a U.S. PMC would be. By not 

adhering strictly to the traditional Western model of a PMC, the Wagner Group represents 

the hybrid Russian PMC model. What this means is that it has adopted certain Western 

operational tasks (e.g. training and auxiliary support), and added new ones, such as 

frontal attacks and combat operations,33 as well as established an opaque network of 

financing.34  

 
26 WIPO, Criminal Code of the Russian Federation, No.63-FZ, June 13, 1996. Available at: 
https://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/ru/ru080en.pdf [Accessed 25 May 2020] 

27 Center on the Future of War, ‘Decoding the Wagner Group: Analyzing the Role of Private Military Security 
Contractors in Russian Proxy Warfare’ (Tempe, AZ, Arizona State University, 2019), p. 18 

28 Galeotti, M. ‘Gangster’s paradise: how organised crime took over Russia’. The Guardian, 23 March 2018. 

Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/mar/23/how-organised-crime-took-over-russia-vory-super-

mafia [Accessed 1 June 2020]; There is already evidence linking Wagner to the harassment of Kremlin opponents, 

although not to the same extent from the 1990s. See: Roth, A. ‘The Russian captives who may link Syria, Ukraine 

and the Kremlin’s fight against the opposition’. The Washington Post, 5 October 2017. Available at: 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/10/05/the-russian-captives-who-may-link-syria-

ukraine-and-the-kremlins-fight-against-the-opposition/ [Accessed 1 June 2020]  
29 Center on the Future of War, ‘Decoding the Wagner Group’, p. 18 

30 AsiaNews, Iraq, private Russian security guards instead of the foreign armies. Available at: 

http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Iraq,-private-Russian-security-guards-instead-of-the-foreign-armies-16706.html 

[Accessed 1 June 2020] 
31 Allison, O. ‘Informal but Diverse: The Market for Exported Force from Russia and Ukraine’, in The Markets for 

Force: Privatization of Security across World Regions, edited by Molly Dunigan and Ulrich Petersohn (Philadelphia, 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), p. 95  
32 Dreyfus, E. ‘Private Military Companies in Russia: Not So Quiet on the Eastern Front?’ (Paris, Institut de 

Recherche Stratégique de l'Ecole Militaire, 2018), p. 7 
33 Sukhankin, S. ‘Russian PMCs in the Syrian Civil War: From Slavonic Corps to Wagner Group and Beyond’ 

(Washington, D.C., The Jamestown Foundation, 2019), p. 1; p. 12 
34 Ibid., pp. 7-8 

https://www.wipo.int/edocs/lexdocs/laws/en/ru/ru080en.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/mar/23/how-organised-crime-took-over-russia-vory-super-mafia
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2018/mar/23/how-organised-crime-took-over-russia-vory-super-mafia
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/10/05/the-russian-captives-who-may-link-syria-ukraine-and-the-kremlins-fight-against-the-opposition/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2017/10/05/the-russian-captives-who-may-link-syria-ukraine-and-the-kremlins-fight-against-the-opposition/
http://www.asianews.it/news-en/Iraq,-private-Russian-security-guards-instead-of-the-foreign-armies-16706.html
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With all of the abovementioned traits in mind, it becomes clear that the Wagner Group is 

a PMC that operates in a legal grey zone. They do not adhere to international norms and 

regulations, their actions are illegal under Russian law, and nobody can be directly held 

accountable for any person’s actions within the Group as they do not exist legally as a 

company. Therefore, what follows is a discussion on the advantages and disadvantages 

of using PMCs, which will broadly start by presenting the U.S. PMCs case and will proceed 

by describing how the Wagner Group differs. 

 

Private Military Companies: Weighing the Pros and Cons  

The advantages of using PMCs instead of a regular army have been long known. 

Therefore, given the exponential growth of the industry immediately after the Cold War, 

there is ample available scholarly research that allows for comparisons with the U.S. 

PMCs. For example, cost-benefit research conducted by Stanger and Williams concludes 

that outsourcing foreign policy provides a cluster of closely related political benefits, 

starting with greater flexibility to pursue a preferred policy.35 In various regions of the 

world, outsourcing enabled Washington to undertake a broad set of strategic operations, 

and in some cases, without committing a large contingent of U.S. soldiers.36 Such flexibility 

is particularly beneficial to presidents ‘who pursue policies that lack strong support’ within 

other governmental bodies or the general public.37 In Stanger and Williams’ research, they 

find various other benefits, including greater military agility, minimised official U.S. 

casualties, and financial savings.38 Indeed, the prospect of minimal footprint, in the face 

of widespread disapproval for U.S. boots on the ground in the Yugoslav civil war, is what 

caused the U.S. government at the time to hire the MPRI PMC to train the newly created 

Croatian Army.39 Such assistance ultimately led to the highly successful Operation Storm 

and the signing of the Dayton Accords.40 More recently, as a result of the Black Lives 

Matter protests in Portland, Oregon, the U.S. federal government has deployed an 

unknown number of contractors from dozens of PMCs to assist in ‘crowd control’ functions 

at federal properties, which also simultaneously circumvents various bureaucratic 

 
35 Stanger, A. and Williams, M. E. ‘Private Military Corporations: Benefits and Costs of Outsourcing Security’, Yale 
Journal of International Affairs, 2 (2011), p. 8 

36 Ibid. 

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Kemeroff, A. ‘War for money. Leading private military companies of the world.’, Medium, 16 February 2018. 

Available at: https://medium.com/smartaim-tech/war-for-money-leading-private-military-companies-of-the-world-

eab9f9fe2de8 [Accessed 26 July 2020] 
40 Ibid. 

https://medium.com/smartaim-tech/war-for-money-leading-private-military-companies-of-the-world-eab9f9fe2de8
https://medium.com/smartaim-tech/war-for-money-leading-private-military-companies-of-the-world-eab9f9fe2de8
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challenges.41 What both of these examples show is how the undertaking of unpopular or 

dangerous decisions can be replaced by PMCs, thus minimising the political risk that 

decision-makers have to take. 

The research by Stanger and Williams also highlights certain negatives to the use of 

PMCs. For instance, there might be reduced transparency and accountability, cost 

overruns, ‘loose cannon’ effects as a result, and, most importantly, it might encourage 

copycat actions by other states.42 Indeed, it appears that the Russian government has 

adopted a similar footing by following Western examples at least since 2012,43 whereby 

the Kremlin utilises non-state actors for foreign policy goals without major domestic 

repercussions. Nevertheless, the two are not the same. 

When looking at Russian examples of PMCs, such as the Wagner Group, a clear 

distinction needs to be made between them and Western PMCs. It can be said for certain 

that the Group is partially modelled after Western examples, as it was mentioned 

previously about certain operational tasks. Additionally, Kimberly Marten rightfully argues 

that the Russian President Vladimir Putin, along with relevant security agencies - the 

Federal Security Service (FSB) and the Main Directorate of the General Staff of the Armed 

Forces (GRU), use groups like Wagner, to achieve foreign policy goals, while attaining 

plausible deniability.44 Indeed, that way the Kremlin and the security services can work 

towards certain objectives outside of formal institutional channels like the Duma,45 thus 

allowing a comparison to be made with U.S. examples. However, given the ad hoc 

formation of the group as a means to support allied or rebel regimes in Ukraine and Syria 

in 2014-5,46 the Group’s penultimate form became distinct from any Western PMCs and 

resembles more a quasi-PMC.  

The legal grey zone that the Wagner Group find themselves in, as well as other Russian 

PMCs,47  implies that they do not fall under the standard military chain of command or any 

other parts of the state security apparatus. President Putin further muddied the waters 

regarding Wagner’s quasi-legal status in his annual press conference in December 2018. 

He stated that ‘if Wagner violates something, the Prosecutor General should evaluate 

them. But if they do not break Russian laws, they can carry out their business anywhere 

 
41 Conroy, B. ‘The Lead Federal Agency Responding to Protesters in Portland Employs Thousands of Private 

Contractors’, Medium, 22 July 2020. Available at: https://medium.com/@wkc6428/the-lead-federal-agency-

responding-to-protesters-in-portland-employs-thousands-of-private-db137349f8b0 [Accessed 26 July 2020] 
42 Stanger and Williams, ‘Private Military Corporations’, p. 8 

43 Sputnik, Russia May Consider Establishing Private Military Companies. Available at:   

https://sputniknews.com/analysis/20120412172789099/ [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
44 Marten, K. ‘Russia’s use of semi-state security forces: the case of the Wagner Group’, Post-Soviet Affairs, 35 
(2019), p. 186 

45 Ibid., p. 187 

46 Reynolds, N. ‘Putin’s Not-So-Secret Mercenaries: Patronage, Geopolitics, and the Wagner Group’ (Washington, 

D.C., Carnegie Endowment For International Peace, 2019), p. 1 
47 Sukhankin, ‘Russian PMCs in the Syrian Civil War’, pp. 2-4 

https://medium.com/@wkc6428/the-lead-federal-agency-responding-to-protesters-in-portland-employs-thousands-of-private-db137349f8b0
https://medium.com/@wkc6428/the-lead-federal-agency-responding-to-protesters-in-portland-employs-thousands-of-private-db137349f8b0
https://sputniknews.com/analysis/20120412172789099/
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in the world’.48 More recently, he reiterated that ‘if there are Russians in Libya, they are 

not representing the Russian state, nor are they paid by the state’.49 Through these 

statements, it can be suggested that Putin not only acknowledges Wagner’s existence but 

also shows a slight approval of their actions by encouraging them to continue their 

practices ‘anywhere in the world’. With the absence of any oversight, due to their absent 

legal existence, it can also be argued that the Kremlin can influence figures like Dmitry 

Utkin, the Group’s alleged military leader,50 and Yevgeny Prigozhin, its alleged owner and 

major financial backer, 51 when something furtive needs to be done rapidly in Russia’s 

spheres of interest abroad.  

The connection between the Wagner Group and the Russian state is, quite 

understandably, peculiar. Consequently, only investigative research helps to reveal how 

Prigozhin and Utkin are supported by the Kremlin. For example, regarding funding, the 

PMC’s expenditure in 2016 amounted to approximately $150M, which is beyond the 

personal financial capabilities of Prigozhin.52 Therefore, some investigators, such as Irina 

Malkova and Anton Baev, make a connection with other Prigozhin-related businesses, 

which were lucky enough to win lucrative contracts with the Ministry of Defense and the 

Moscow City Council between 2014 and 2019, totalling up to 149.8B Russian roubles 

(approximately $2.2B).53 In turn, some of the allocated finances for tenders ‘may have 

been used for the organization and financing of the PMC’.54 In another instance, the titular 

commander of Wagner, Dmitry Utkin, appeared at an award ceremony in 2016, along with 

other prominent PMC commanders – Aleksander Kuznetsov, Andrey Toshev and Andrey 

Bogatov. 55 They were all personally decorated with the Hero of the Russian Federation 

medal, awarded for heroic service to the Russian state and nation, by Vladimir Putin.56 

However, as the ceremony was for the ‘victors of Palmyra’,57 and should have been 

presumably for servicemen only, one might ask – What role did the PMCs play? This 

 
48 Faizova, L. ‘Kudrin, Povar, ChVK Vagnera, Zhenitba: Chto Vaszhnogo I Strannogo Skazal Putin Na Press-
Konferentsii’ [Kudrin, the Chef, the Wagner PMC, Marriage: What Important and Strange Things Putin Said at the 
Press Conference], The Bell, 20 December 2018. Available at: https://thebell.io/kudrin-povar-chvk-vagnera-
zhenitba-chto-vazhnogo-i-strannogo-skazal-putin-na-press-konferentsii/ [Accessed 1 June 2020] 

49 Reuters, Russia's Putin: Russians fighting in Libya do not represent the state. Available at: 

https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-libya-security-russia/russias-putin-russians-fighting-in-libya-do-not-represent-the-

state-idUKKBN1ZA0N8 [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
50 Sukhankin, ‘Russian PMCs in the Syrian Civil War’, p. 4 
51 Ibid., pp. 10-11 
52 Rabin, A. ‘Diplomacy and Dividends: Who Really Controls the Wagner Group?’ (Washington, D.C., Foreign 

Policy Research Institute, 2019) 
53 Malkova, I. and Baev, A. ‘Chastnaya armiya dlya prezidenta: istoriya samogo delikatnogo porucheniya Evgeniya 

Prigozhina’ [The President’s Private Army: The story of Evgeny Prigozhin’s most delicate task]. The Bell, 29 

January 2019. Available at: https://thebell.io/41889-2 [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
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question will be addressed over the following two sections to explain the recruitment and 

battlefield deployment of the Wagner Group and Russian PMCs as a whole.  

 

A new type of expeditionary force? 

If one is to look at the military history of Russia, they can see that the use of military actors 

not directly associated with the state is not a new activity. Some date it as far back as Ivan 

the Terrible and the Cossacks.58 A more recent and relevant case is the use of the so-

called ‘comrade tourists’ during the Cold War. These were covert military operators that 

were deployed to ‘Third World clients’ in the USSR’s spheres of influence under military-

technical agreements.59 A modern comparison to these covert operators would be the 

current PMCs working to enhance the Kremlin’s national security interests in parts of the 

globe where it cannot afford to undertake overt action. Stephen Blank makes a suitable 

analogy by drawing a direct line between the Russian grand strategy under Putin and the 

policies promoted by Evgeny Primakov during the 1990s as head of the Foreign 

Intelligence Service (SVR), Foreign Minister, and Prime Minister.60  

During the fifty-year engagement of Primakov with the Middle East as a journalist, 

spymaster, and diplomat, he gradually developed a belief that exerting influence was the 

key to maintaining the USSR’s and then Russia’s role as a Great Power. The idea came 

to prominence in the post-Soviet era and later became known as the ‘Primakov doctrine’.61 

The Middle East in particular is the ‘soft underbelly of Russia’, as Primakov put it in an 

opinion article.62 For him, the need to influence the region meant standing closely with 

Arab nationalist leaders and even more so with the armies behind them. During the entire 

period of the Cold War, the Soviet Union sent comrade tourists, which are believed to 

have numbered in the thousands.63 Their main role was supposed to be that of  military 

advisors - training specialists in anti-air hardware and artillery, as well as frontline 

 
58 Sukhankin, S. “’Continuing War by Other Means’: The Case of Wagner, Russia’s Premier Private Military 

Company in the Middle East”, in Russia in the Middle East, edited by Theodore Karasik and Stephen Blank 

(Washington, D.C., The Jamestown Foundation, 2018), p. 292 
59 Porter, B. The USSR in Third World Conflicts: Soviet Arms and Diplomacy in Local Wars 1945-1980 (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 53; St John, R. B. ‘The Soviet Penetration of Libya’, The World Today, 38:4 
(1982) pp. 135-137 

60 The Jamestown Foundation, The Foundations of Russian Policy in the Middle East. Available at: 
https://jamestown.org/program/foundations-russian-policy-middle-east/ [Accessed 1 June 2020]  

61 Eugene Rumer, ‘The Primakov (Not Gerasimov) Doctrine in Action’ (Washington, D.C., Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace, 2019) 

62 Primakov, E. ‘Blizhnevostochnyy kurs Rossii: istoricheskie etapy’ [Russia’s Middle Eastern Course: Historical 
Phases]. TopWar, 16 January 2013. Available at: https://topwar.ru/23043-blizhnevostochnyy-kurs-rossii-
istoricheskie-etapy.html [Accessed 1 June 2020] 

63 Mozhukhin, A. ‘Na vsekh Nasser’ [Nasser at all costs]. Lenta, 18 October 2018. Available at: 
https://lenta.ru/articles/2018/10/18/naser_sadat/ [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
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officers.64 However, some accounts on Libya show that they participated extensively in 

border skirmishes in the 1980s with Libya’s neighbours.65 By looking at the roles of these 

‘tourists’, the resemblance with contemporary Russian PMCs becomes more evident. 

Moreover, just as the ‘comrades’ from the Cold War did not come from a civilian 

background, neither do the men from Wagner, as the Mercenary-PMC debate suggested.  
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65 Voronov, V. and Artemyev, A. ‘Sovetskaya Shkola Kaddafi’ [Gaddafi’s Soviet School]. Gazeta, 31 March 2011. 
Available at: https://www.gazeta.ru/politics/theme/2011/03/31/3571009.shtml [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
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Wagner Group as a tool of the Kremlin 

As mentioned earlier, the description of ‘mercenaries’ fails to capture the overall role of 

Russian PMCs, especially given their role as a strategic tool in exercising Russian foreign 

policy. Initially, it might be argued that the biggest incentive to join groups such as 

Wagner,66 when they came to life in 2014,67 was the idea of Russky mir (Russian world).68 

A concept developed by philosopher Alexander Dugin and occasionally used in Putin’s 

rhetoric, it refers to the notion of asserting influence wherever Russians are to be found.69 

While this might be relevant to the ‘polite people’ of Crimea,70 it fails to encompass the 

men’s motivations surrounding the Kremlin’s involvement in Libya, Syria, Venezuela, the 

Central African Republic, and other faraway lands. Therefore, it can be suggested that a 

number of factors, such as ideology, coupled with the opportunity for private financial 

gain,71 are a reason to join a PMC, such as Wagner.  

The general pool of people that go into contracting, as is exemplified with Wagner, are 

recruited from units within the special branches of the Russian military, as well as from 

the GRU.72 The core MO of these army groups include ‘influence campaigns, conducting 

reconnaissance, sabotage, and undertaking lethal targeting’,  Wagner’s main recruitment 

targets.73 What is more, multiple investigations have shown how closely related Wagner 

and the Russian state are, particularly in relation to the PMC’s training centres. The 

investigations revealed that in Wagner’s initial training ground, in Rostov oblast, it was 

‘attached to the location of the 10th brigade of the GRU Spetsnaz’.74 Since then, they have 

moved to the Krasnodar Krai, just opposite of a known GRU base, providing another 

 
66 An idea proposed by Candace Rondeaux in her study on the Wagner Group. See: Center on the Future of War, 
‘Decoding the Wagner Group’, p. 17 

67 Marten, ‘Russia’s use of semi-state security forces’, p. 192 

68 Galeotti, M. ‘Controlling Chaos: How Russia Manages its Political War in Europe’ (Brussels, European Council on 
Foreign Relations, 2017), p. 9 

69 Ibid. 

70 Marten, ‘Russia’s use of semi-state security forces’, p. 192; ‘Polite people’ here are seen as not only in its original 
meaning to denote insignia-less Russian special forces, but also PMCs such as Wagner, who also assisted in the 
takeover of strategic objectives in Crimea. 

71 Roth, ‘The Russian captives who may link Syria, Ukraine and the Kremlin’s fight against the opposition’; The 

Moscow Times, More Russian Fighters from Private ‘Wagner Group’ Die in Syria. Available at:  

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2017/03/22/more-undocumented-russian-fighters-from-private-wagner-group-

die-in-syria-a57499 [Accessed 1 June 2020]; Yeni Şafak, Wagner, Russian Blackwater in Syria. Available at: 

https://www.yenisafak.com/en/world/wagner-russian-blackwater-insyria-2773831 [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
72 Marten, K. ‘The Intelligence Agencies and Putin: Undermining Russia’s security?’, in Routledge Handbook of 
Russian Security, edited by Roger Kanet (New York, NY., Routledge, 2019), p. 199 

73 Center on the Future of War, ‘Decoding the Wagner Group’, p. 17 

74 Korotkov, D. ‘Za Bashara Assada - Bez Flaga, Bez Rodin’ [For Bashar Assad - Without Flag or Country]. Fontanka, 
22 October 2015. Available at: https://www.fontanka.ru/2015/10/22/144/ [Accessed 1 June 2020] 

https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2017/03/22/more-undocumented-russian-fighters-from-private-wagner-group-die-in-syria-a57499
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curious coincidence.75 When compounded, all of this evidence suggests that the Wagner 

Group are not simply veterans for hire, but rather a state-backed entity utilised for more 

daring tasks. 

With the help of reports from investigative journalists and information based on open-

source intelligence, the not-so-hidden hand of the Kremlin can also be seen in Syria and 

Libya through Wagner, where there is a sizeable presence of the group. In Syria, Russia 

intervened in the ongoing civil war to support the weakened Assad regime – a long-term 

ally – and the forces loyal to it. 76 As part of this involvement, the Kremlin began to relocate 

air support elements, as well as ground advisory units.77 However, months later, an 

investigation by Denis Korotkov revealed that other operational support units were 

deployed too.78 It found that the Wagner Group was ‘used as elite infantry’ to capture the 

ancient city of Palmyra in March 2016, which, naturally, resulted in a greater number of 

casualties than the Russian government could afford to lose using conventional forces. 79 

Indeed, evading the ‘body bag effect’ is certainly one of the goals of the Kremlin.80 That is 

evident by a Levada Center poll from the onset of the Russian intervention, which found 

that only nineteen percent of respondents were happy with providing ‘direct military 

support’ to Bashar al-Assad.81 In comparison, sympathy for the deaths of contractors is 

much lower, according to one analyst, because they are ‘highly paid, and knew what they 

were getting into’.82 Evidently, there has been no major domestic backlash for the Kremlin, 

even after Wagner’s direct clash with the U.S. military in February 2018 near Deir ez-Zor 

where up to two hundred contractors are believed to have died.83 Regardless of these 

 
75 Korotkov, D. ‘Spisok Vagnera’ [Wagner’s List]. Fontanka, 21 August 2017. Available at: 
https://www.fontanka.ru/2017/08/18/075/ [Accessed 1 June 2020] 

76 BBC News, Syria crisis: Russian airstrikes against Assad enemies. Available at: 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-34399164 [Accessed 1 June 2020] 

77 Ibid. 

78 Gostev, A. and Coalson, R. ‘Russia's Paramilitary Mercenaries Emerge From The Shadows’. Radio Free 
Europe/Radio Liberty, 16 December 2016. Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-paramilitary-mercenaries-
emerge-from-the-shadows-syria-ukraine/28180321.html [Accessed 1 January 2020] 

79 Ibid. 

80 The ‘body bag effect’ is commonly seen as the negative impact on public opinion for a war following an increase 

of dead soldiers in the country they originate from. For an in-depth study of the effect, see: Bahador, B. and Walker, 

S. ‘Did the Iraq war have a body bag effect?’, American Review of Politics, 33 (2012), p. 248 
81 Levada-Center, Russian Participation in the Syrian Military Conflict. Available at: 

https://www.levada.ru/en/2015/11/06/russian-participation-in-the-syrian-military-conflict/ [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
82 Pukhov, R. ‘Moscow-based think tank director: Russia’s unexpected military victory in Syria’. DefenseNews, 10 

December 2017. Available at: https://www.defensenews.com/outlook/2017/12/11/moscow-based-think-tank-

director-russias-unexpected-military-victory-in-syria/ [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
83 Meyer, H. and Kravchenko, S. ‘Mercenaries Hurt in U.S. Syria Strikes Treated at Russian Defense Hospitals’, 

Bloomberg, 14 February 2018. Available at: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-02-14/kremlin-stays-

aloof-as-army-treats-wounded-in-u-s-syria-strike [Accessed 26 July 2020] 
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casualties, the PMC is continuously reported to serve in varied support and offensive roles 

to pro-government forces.84 

Unlike in Syria, the Libyan civil war is becoming increasingly intense, and as a result, it 

corresponds with reports of enhanced Wagner presence.85 There, by supporting the 

Tobruk-based government of General Khalifa Haftar, Russia hopes to regain billions of 

dollars in oil and military contracts, which were lost with the death of dictator Muammar 

Gaddafi, and potentially gain naval basing rights.86 In addition, given the years of civil war, 

Libya needs ‘nearly complete rebuilding’ in terms of roads, railways and cities – projects, 

some of which Russian companies will likely receive with a Moscow-friendly government 

in power.87 To achieve these goals, Wagner has been instrumental in helping General 

Haftar consolidate territory and continues to play an important role by assisting his forces 

in the battle with the Tripoli-based Government of National Accord.88 However, given 

recent setbacks for the Tobruk-based government, the state and non-state support 

provided by Russia is becoming increasingly blurred.  

According to a May 2020 U.S. African Command (AFRICOM) intelligence report, Russia 

provided an unknown number of fourth-generation multi-role fighters and fighter-bombers 

 
84 Bostock, B. ‘Video shows the inside of an abandoned US camp in Syria taken over by Russian mercenaries’. 

Business Insider. 15 October 2019. Available at: https://www.businessinsider.com/russia-mercenaries-seize-

abandoned-us-base-syria-video-2019-10 [Accessed 1 June 2020]; Donati, J. ‘U.S. Troops in Standoffs With Russian 

Military Contractors in Syria’. The Washington Post, 5 February 2020. Available at: https://www.wsj.com/articles/u-

s-troops-in-standoffs-with-russian-military-contractors-in-syria-11580947976 

[Accessed 1 June 2020]; Financial Times, Syrian pro-regime forces renew advance on rebel-held Idlib. Available at: 

https://www.ft.com/content/6b39ecb2-725e-11e9-bf5c-6eeb837566c5 [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
85 Nichols, M. ‘Up to 1,200 deployed in Libya by Russian military group: U.N. report’. Reuters, 7 May 2020. 

Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-libya-security-sanctions/up-to-1200-deployed-in-libya-by-russian-

military-group-u-n-report-idUSKBN22I2XW [Accessed 25 May 2020]; It is important to note that Wagner are by far 

not the only PMC’s fighting in Libya, although they are certainly the biggest. For more on Western PMCs fighting 

for Haftar, see: Al-Atrush, S. and Wainer, D. ‘Western Team Went to Help Moscow’s Man in Libya, UN Finds’. 

Bloomberg, 14 May 2020. Available at: https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-05-14/western-mercenaries-

went-to-libya-to-help-moscow-s-man-un-finds [Accessed 1 June 2020]; For more on the use of Syrian mercenaries in 

Libya, see: Vohra, A. ‘It’s Syrian vs. Syrian in Libya’. Foreign Policy, 5 May 2020. Available at: 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/05/05/libya-civil-conflict-syrian-mercenaries-turkey-russia-gna-haftar/ [Accessed 1 

June 2020] 
86 Fasanotti, F.S., ‘Russia and Libya: A brief history of an on-again-off-again friendship’ (Washington, D.C., Brookings, 
2016) 

87 Ibid. 
88 Nichols, ‘Up to 1,200 deployed in Libya by Russian military group’; Raghavan, S. and Ryan, M. ‘Russians arrested 
as spies in Libya worked for Russian firm Wagner, official says’. The Washington Post, 18 November 2019. Available 
at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/russians-arrested-as-spies-in-libya-worked-for-
russian-firm-wagner-official-says/2019/11/18/c0cee91a-0a21-11ea-a49f-9066f51640f6_story.html [Accessed 1 
June 2020]; Tashfin ‘Commander in #GNA 301th battalion publishes a video of what he says are Russians 
mercenaries in Yarmouk axis. #LNA #Libya’ - Tashfin Libya, 20 December 2019 [Twitter]. Available at: 
https://twitter.com/TashfinLy/status/1208136487654625280 [Accessed 1 June 2020]; Weiss, M. and Vaux, P. 
‘Russia’s Wagner Mercenaries Have Moved Into Libya. Good Luck With That.’. The Daily Beast, 12 September 2019. 
Available at: https://www.thedailybeast.com/russias-wagner-mercenaries-have-moved-into-libya-good-luck-with-
that?ref=scroll [Accessed 1 June 2020] 
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to General Haftar.89 Given that Libya has never operated such aircraft, it is highly unlikely 

that the Tobruk-based government retains pilots with the necessary knowledge and 

experience. Indeed, the AFRICOM report points out that the primary beneficiary of this 

delivery is the state-sponsored’ Wagner Group.90 Similar conclusions were reached by 

the independent think tank Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), which 

used several information-gathering methods to find the true ‘breadth and depth’ of Russian 

involvement in the country.91 Consequently, they discovered a striking number of new 

equipment that includes aircraft and air defense equipment. Additional open-source 

reporting also found a Russian Pantsir air defense system in May 2020.92 Such systems 

have previously been delivered to General Haftar by the United Arab Emirates, which 

owns a number of these air defense systems, although in the export variant that is based 

on a MAN chassis. What is significant about this footage is that the system found in it was 

based on the KAMAZ chassis – Russia’s original variant.93 Operating such sophisticated 

and expensive aircraft and equipment is highly unlikely to be delegated to poorly trained 

militias commanded by the renegade general. Instead, when having in mind the tasks, 

which the Wagner Group are recorded to have executed so far in Libya (e.g. training and 

equipping militias; performing a plethora of military tasks),94 the exploitation of the said 

equipment is also most likely designated for the ever-increasing Wagner involvement. 

Regardless of Russia’s attempts to hide its real footprint in Libya through Wagner, 

however, its direct role in the conflict cannot be fully disguised, thus hindering the 

Kremlin’s ability to maintain plausible deniability. For instance, that is through the delivery 

of relatively new weapons, which were never in operation in Ghaddafi’s Libya and a simple 

repainting cannot hide their origins.95 What is more, such deliveries break the imposed 

embargo on weapons delivery.96 That is not to say that the weapons deliveries are enough 

to help win the war. As Wagner’s involvement has shown, PMCs and sophisticated 

weapons alone cannot win a war against a numerically superior enemy, particularly one 

that is also supported by a foreign power. Nevertheless, the recent events in Libya 

highlight the growing importance of PMCs in modern conduct of warfare, the 

repercussions of which are yet to be seen. 

 
89 United States African Command, Russia Deploys Military Fighter Aircraft to Libya. Available at: 

https://www.africom.mil/pressrelease/32887/russia-deploys-military-fighter-aircraft-to-l [Accessed 1 June 2020]  
90 Ibid. 
91 Katz, B. and Bermudez Jr., J.S., ‘Moscow’s Next Front: Russia’s Expanding Military Footprint in Libya’, CSIS, 17 

June 2020. Available at: https://www.csis.org/analysis/moscows-next-front-russias-expanding-military-footprint-

libya [Accessed 26 July 2020] 
92 DefenseWorld, Haftar’s Pantsir System Shoots Down Libyan Army’s Bayraktar TB2 Drone. Available at: 

https://www.defenseworld.net/news/27054/Haftar___s_Pantsir_System_Shoots_Down_Libyan_Army___s_Bayrakta

r_TB2_Drone#.Xxz0g55KhPY [Accessed 26 July 2020] 
93 Ibid. 
94 Katz and Bermudez Jr., ‘Moscow’s Next Front’  
95 United States African Command, Russia Deploys Military Fighter Aircraft to Libya 
96 For an in-depth article on all of the known foreign actors in the conflict, please see: New York Times, In Libya, 

Toothless U.N. Embargo Lets Foreign States Meddle With Impunity. Available at:    

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/02/world/middleeast/libya-un-arms-embargo.html [Accessed 26 July 2020] 
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Conclusion 

This study set out to evaluate and explain the privatisation of security provision in Russia 

by focusing on the Wagner Group. The case of the Wagner PMC serves as the best 

representation of this issue. The reason for that is largely due to the way it was formed 

and its current structure. It is not a PMC in the Western sense of the word, but rather its 

Russian interpretation, which appears to have been inspired by the main functions of 

Western PMCs, its own history of ‘private armies’ (e.g. the Cossacks), and the widespread 

adhocracy in the Russian government. By not existing in the legal sense of the word, 

Wagner presides over a grey zone, which does not adhere to either international norms 

and regulations, or the Russian penal code. Furthermore, it will be an arduous task to hold 

anybody from the Group accountable for illegal actions as a result not only because of 

Russian state support but also as a result of all the mysticism surrounding the PMC. 

The structure of the Wagner Group then allows the Kremlin to attain plausible deniability 

when the former partake in any military actions abroad, especially as they are almost 

exclusively used for helping the Russian government in achieving foreign policy goals and 

economic objectives. In turn, the use of Wagner is almost starting to become part and 

parcel of the country’s general approach towards conflict zones. Through such means, 

they are generally able to avoid unnecessary political risks (e.g. by avoiding the ‘body bag 

effect’). Ultimately, the two illustrative examples – Wagner’s deployment in Syria and Libya 

– provide a glimpse of how the future conduct of modern warfare might look. By utilising 

regular servicemen for less daring tasks (if at all) and PMCs for operations of higher risk, 

governments can minimise domestic repercussions while possibly attaining maximum 

reward. For now, what remains to be seen is whether Wagner ‘copycats’ will arise in other 

parts of the globe, potentially leading to the wide-scale similar outsourcing of warfare, thus 

presenting an additional threat to international security. 
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Securitising Immigration: 
Analysis of Audience’s 
Role in Manufacturing the 
Issue as a Security Threat 
in Hungary 

 
To what extent does securitisation theory explain how 

particular groups were empowered or marginalised in 

'accepting' immigration as a security issue in Hungary 

from 2015 to nowadays? 

 

 

 

his article aims to look at the securitisation of immigration in Hungary during the 

refugee crisis from 2015 to nowadays, which period allows us to fully explore the 

transformation of the securitising moves. It discusses the role of the audience(s) 

in securitising the issue of immigration since the nature of their agency is crucial for 

understanding how securitisation occurs and how contemporary security practices are 

established. By addressing specific publicly accessible official state documents, 

speeches, reports while analysing legislations and everyday practices, it becomes clear 

that the audiences have specific cultural and psychological characteristics as well as a 

particular position in society regarding their ability to frame immigration as a security 

threat. Regardless of their capability to build, recreate, appropriate and amend contextual 

features, it appears that this agency is restricted by the securitising actor. The research 

concludes that the lack of in-depth conceptualisation of the audience's role in 

securitisation theory obscures the structural limitation present to its agency. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

The European continent has long been familiar with migration as people have always 

moved for various reasons.97 Looking at the intense securitisation of immigration taking 

place on the continent since 2015, raises questions about what constitutes this drastic 

change in public and state behaviour towards immigration, and refugees more 

specifically.98 In light of the refugees escaping the conflicts in the Middle East, namely 

Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq,99 Europe reacted to their request for shelter with scepticism 

and fear for its security. From 2013 to 2015, in the eyes of the public, immigration became 

one of the main challenges to Europe, showing an increase of almost 60% in the public 

opinion.100 (see figure 2) The perception that immigration endangers national identity and 

sovereignty expanded and shaped the dominant discourse.101 To address this problem, 

 
97 Rebecca Stern, ‘Responses to the “refugee crisis”: What is the Role of Self-Image among EU countries?’, European Policy 

Analysis, 10(2016) 2017, 1-16. 

98 Judith Juhász, ‘International migration in Hungary’, Innovation: The European Journal of Social Science Research 8(2) 1995, 

201–219.; András Szalai and Gabriella Gőbl, ‘Securitizing migration in contemporary Hungary. Working Paper’, Central European 

University Center for EU Enlargement Studies 2015. Available from: 

https://cens.ceu.edu/sites/cens.ceu.edu/files/attachment/event/573/szalai-goblmigrationpaper.final.pdf (Accessed 13 February 

2020).; Vikotr Glied and Norbert Pap, ‘The ‘Christian fortress of Hungary’: The anatomy of the migration crisis in Hungary’. 

Yearbook of Polish European Studies 19 2015, 133–150.; Krisztina Juhász, ‘Assessing Hungary’s Stance on Migration and Asylum 

in Light of the European and Hungarian Migration Strategies’, Politics in Central Europe 13(1) 2016, 35-54.; Eszter Kiss,‘The 

Hungarians have decided: They do not want illegal migrants’: Media representation of the Hungarian governmental anti-

immigration campaign,’ Acta Humana – Emberi jogi közlemények 4(6) 2016, 45–77.; Eurostat Press Office, ‘Asylum In the EU 

Member States Record number of over 1.2million first time asylum seekers registered in 2015/Syrians, Afghans and Iraqis: top 

citizenships,’ Eurostat Newsrelease 44 4 March 2016. Available from: https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-is-

new/news/news/2016/20160304_1_en  (Accessed 18 March 2020).; European Commission, Directorate-General for 

Communication, ‘Pub;oc Opinion in the European Union,’ Standard Eurobarometer 84 Autumn 2015. Available from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2

098 (Accessed 18 March 2020), p.21. 

99 Mike Berry,Inaki Garcia-Blanco,Kerry Moore, Press Coverage of the Refugee and Migrant Crisis in the EU: A Content Analysis 

of Five European Countries Report prepared for the United Nations High Commission for Refugees [online], (December2015). 

Available from: https://www.unhcr.org/56bb369c9.pdf. (Accessed 13 May 2020). 

100 Figure retrieved from Bulcsú Hunyadi and Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung, Focus on Hungary: Refugees, Asylum and Migration, 

(Prague: Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung 2015), p.16. 

101 Jef Huysmans, ‘The European Union and the Securitisation of Migration,’ Journal of Common Market Studies, 38(5), 751-77.;  

Bigo, ‘The (in)securitization practices of the three universes of EU border control: Military/Navy – border guards/police – 

database analysts.’ Security Dialogue 45(3) 2014, 209–225.; Philippe Bourbeau, The Securitization of Migration: A Study of 

Movement and Order. (Abingdon [England] ; New York: Routledge, 2011). 

https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-is-new/news/news/2016/20160304_1_en
https://ec.europa.eu/home-affairs/what-is-new/news/news/2016/20160304_1_en
https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2098
https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2098
https://www.unhcr.org/56bb369c9.pdf
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governments labelled immigration as a security threat to the state. Consequently, they 

received institutional powers and public approval to adopt strict security measures.102 In 

academia, the aforementioned process is approached through the lenses of securitisation 

theory as it offers the basis upon which to explore how a security issue is formed.103 

 

 

The broader aim here is to set the scene for understanding what causes such behavioural 

changes in society as in the case of Europe since 2015. In turn, this work focuses on 

securitisation theory since it offers an analytical framework that concentrates on how a 

political issue is securitised.104 As such, it arms us with the lenses to identify the key actors 

in securitisation, how they interact and what are the implications for security practices. On 

a smaller scale, the dissertation will contribute to addressing the question of why social 

 
102 Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Wilde de Jaap, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers 

1998).; Andrey Makarychev, ‘Bordering and Identity-Making in Europe After the 2015 Refugee Crisis,’ Geopolitics,23(4), 747-

753.; Vicki Squire, ‘The Securitisation of Migration: An Absent Presence?’. In: Lazaridis G., Wadia K. (eds) The Securitisation of 

Migration in the EU. The European Union in International Affairs. London: Palgrave Macmillan 2015), pp.19-36. 

103 Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Wilde de Jaap, Security: A New Framework for Analysis (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers 

1998). 

104 ibid. 

Figure 2. ‘Main challenges facing the EU and its Member States’. Figure from: Bulcsú Hunyadi and Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung, Focus on 
Hungary: Refugees, Asylum and Migration, (Prague: Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung 2015), p.16. 
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attitudes to immigration changed the way they did by examining the analytical utility of the 

theory. More specifically, it will discuss to what extent it has conceptualised the role of the 

agents in securitisation, securitising actor (SA) and audience(s), since the nature of their 

agency is crucial for grasping how securitisation occurs.105 These concepts are fully 

explained in the Literature review.  

While there is extensive research on SA’s function, the audience’s role in securitising 

immigration is significantly understudied.106 Considering the word limitations of the 

research, it will solely engage with analysis of the audience’s role as it forms a gap in the 

literature which needs more attention. It is necessary to close the gap as the audience(s) 

influences the evaluation, justification, and implementation of security practices.107 The 

paper’s objective is to explore to what extent the theory could provide us with an 

explanation of how some groups of the public are included/excluded in ‘accepting’ 

immigration as a security threat. The rationale is that if the theory fails to recognise the 

audience’s function, agency and level of interaction with the SA, it would lack the analytical 

tools to perceive how contemporary security practices are formed and established.  

The research will test the analytical utility of securitisation theory by examining to what 

extent it helps to understand the role of the audience(s) in manufacturing immigration as 

a security issue in Hungary. It explores which are the participating audience(s); the relation 

between them; how audience(s) interact with the SA; to what extent their interaction 

influences the transformation of state practices (e.g. justification of policies, use of 

 
105 Stritzel, Holger, ‘Towards a Theory of Securitization, 2007, 357-83.; Roe, Paul, ‘Actor, Audience(s) and Emergency Measures, 

2008, 615-35.; Léonard, Sarah, and Christian Kaunert. ‘Reconceptualizing the Audience in Securitization Theory.’ Securitization 

Theory: How Security Problems Emerge and Dissolve. (Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2010), 57-76. 

106 Thierry Balzacq, ‘The Three Faces of Securitization: Political Agency, Audience and Context’, European Journal of 

International Relations 11(2) 2005, 171-201.; Stritzel, Holger, ‘Towards a Theory of Securitization, 2007, 357-83.; Roe, Paul, 

‘Actor, Audience(s) and Emergency Measures, 2008, 615-35.; Sarah Léonard, and Christian Kaunert. ‘Reconceptualizing the 

Audience in Securitization Theory.’ Securitization Theory: How Security Problems Emerge and Dissolve. (Routledge Taylor & 

Francis Group, 2010), 57-76.; Nick Vaughan-Williams, ‘The generalized bio-political border? Re-conceptualising the limits of 

sovereign power’, in Review of International Studies, 35 2009, 729-749 (p.734).; Adam Cote, ‘Agents without agency: Assessing 

the role of the audience in securitization theory’, Security Dialogue 2016, 47 (6) 541-558.; Michael Williams, ‘The continuing 

evolution of securitization theory’. In Securitization Theory: How security problems emerge and dissolve, eds. Balzacq Thierry. 

(London: Routledge 2011).; Ronald Krebs and Patrick Jackson, 'Twisting Tongues and Twisting Arms: The Power of Political 

Rhetoric', European Journal of International Relations, 13(1), 35–66. 

107 Adam Cote, ‘Agents without agency: Assessing the role of the audience in securitization theory’, Security Dialogue 2016, 47 

(6) 541-558. 



 

2
9

 

language, legal amendments, economic sanctions); and what are the implications for the 

successful securitisation of immigration. The analysis focuses on Hungary because of its 

hostility towards immigration which frames the state as one of the least welcomings in 

Europe.108 The behaviour of the Hungarian state is particularly unusual because it pursues 

securitisation of immigration without the presence of a real threat.109 Its securitising 

campaign started several months before refugees requested entry to Europe and despite 

their reluctance to remain in Hungary as they wanted to reach the countries further 

north.110 Therefore, the high-security measures adopted by the political elite (e.g. National 

anti-immigration Campaign, barbed wire, police violence) appear illogical and unjustified 

if looked through the prism of securitisation theory. Hungary’s attitude forms a puzzle that 

raises questions about the legitimacy of these actions and the role of securitisation as a 

political tool.111 Thus, it offers a good case study to explore the rhetoric of securitisation. 

The paper argues that the audience(s) is not a passive agent because, through its 

intersubjective relationship with the SA, it participated in securitising immigration. 

However, the lack of in-depth conceptualisation of its role in securitisation theory obscures 

 
108 Vera Messing and Bence Ságvári, ‘Ahogy »másokhoz« viszonyulunk, az tükrözi azt, amilyennek magunk vagyunk’ (The Way 

we Relate to Others Show How We Actually Are), A magyarországi idegenellenesség okairól. socio.hu 2016 (2), 17–37.; Bulcsú 

Hunyadi and Heinrich-Böll-Stiftung, Focus on Hungary: Refugees, Asylum and Migration, 2015. 

109 For an example of widespread negative discourse on refugees see: Trudy Rubin, ‘In Worst Syrian Refugee Crisis Ever, will 

anyone help?’, The Philadelphia Inquirer, 12 February 2020. Available from: https://www.inquirer.com/opinion/idlib-refugees-

syria-turkey-russia-trump-20200212.html (Accessed 18 March 2020).; Nicholas Gailey, ‘Europe Is Destined to Age- but Not to 

Suffer the Consequences,’ Foreign Policy, 24 January 2020. Available from: https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/24/europe-eu-

aging-migration-fertility-population-strategy-disaster/ (Accessed 18 March 2020).; Hsiao-Hung Pai, ‘The Refugee ‘crisis’ showed 

Europe’s worst side to the world,’ The GuardianI, 1 January 2020. Available from: 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/01/refugee-crisis-europe-mediterranean-racism-incarceration 

(Accessed 18 March 2020).; Hungarian Government, ‘National Consultation on immigration to begin’, Website of the Hungarian 

Government, 24 April 2015. Available from:  www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-

immigration-to-begin (Accessed 18 March 2020).; Bojan Pancevski and Adam Bihari, ‘Hungary, Loudly Opposed to Imigration, 

Opens Doors to More Foreign Workers,’ The Wall Street Journal, 8 September 2019. Available from: 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/hungary-loudly-opposed-to-immigration-opens-doors-to-more-foreign-workers-11567944008 

(Accessed 18 March 2020). 

110 Georgios Karyotis, ‘EUROPEAN MIGRATION POLICY IN THE AFTERMATH OF SEPTEMBER 11,’ Innovation: The European 

Journal of Social Science Research, 20(1) 2007, 1-17.; András  Szalai, and Gabriella Gőbl, ‘Securitizing migration in contemporary 

Hungary. Working Paper’, Central European University Center for EU Enlargement Studies 2015 [online]. Available from: 

https://cens.ceu.edu/sites/cens.ceu.edu/files/attachment/event/573/szalai-goblmigrationpaper.final.pdf (Accessed 13 February 

2020). 

111 Annastiina Kallius, Daniel  Monterescu and Kumar Rajaram Prem, ‘Immobilizing Mobility: Border Ethnography, Illiberal 

Democracy, and the Politics of the “Refugee Crisis” in Hungary,’ American Ethnologist, 43 (1) 2016, 25-3. 

https://www.inquirer.com/opinion/idlib-refugees-syria-turkey-russia-trump-20200212.html
https://www.inquirer.com/opinion/idlib-refugees-syria-turkey-russia-trump-20200212.html
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/24/europe-eu-aging-migration-fertility-population-strategy-disaster/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/01/24/europe-eu-aging-migration-fertility-population-strategy-disaster/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jan/01/refugee-crisis-europe-mediterranean-racism-incarceration
http://www.kormany.hu/
http://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-immigration-to-begin
http://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-immigration-to-begin
https://www.wsj.com/articles/hungary-loudly-opposed-to-immigration-opens-doors-to-more-foreign-workers-11567944008
https://cens.ceu.edu/sites/cens.ceu.edu/files/attachment/event/573/szalai-goblmigrationpaper.final.pdf
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the structural limitation present to its agency. The analysis explains how some groups are 

empowered/marginalised by examining the implications of the intersubjective relationship 

between the SA and the audience(s). 

The text fits in the scholarship of securitisation by offering a critical account of the 

audience's role with reference to Hungary’s refugee crisis. It is crucial to enhance the 

analytical capability of the theory as otherwise we would be unable to adequately and 

effectively address the authoritarian attitudes developed in Europe, specifically Hungary, 

in light of the ‘refugee crisis.’112 If we bring this behaviour to a broader context, it 

illuminates practices leading society to a state of illiberal democracy. That occurs through 

the transformation of state governance from the rule of law to rule by law.113 Thus, 

developing a good comprehension of the audience(s) and its interaction with the SA will 

bring light on the ways through which the audience's agency is being ‘borrowed’ by the 

political elite and used for generating social inequalities.114 The study is relevant to 

scholars researching the construction of immigration as a security threat and analysing 

security policies because a more rigorous look at the audience's role will enrich their 

approach and reveal practices that might be omitted otherwise. It will also be of interest 

to researchers in the field of post-democratic crisis and the transformation of party politics 

into symbolic politics.115 

 
112 Buzan, Wæver and Jaap, Security: A New Framework for Analysis.; Makarychev, ‘Bordering and Identity-Making in Europe 

After the 2015 Refugee Crisis,’  747-753.; Squire, ‘The Securitisation of Migration: An Absent Presence?’, pp.19-36. 

113 Colin Crouch, Post-Democracy, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004), p.112.; Félix Tréguer, ‘From Deep State Illegality to Law of 

the Land: The Case of Internet Surveillance in France,’ 7th Biennial Surveillance & Society Conference, Surveillance & Society 

Network, Apr 2016, Barcelona, Spain.; Anna Krasteva, ‘Post Democratic Crisis and Political Leadership. From Crisis Management 

to Crisis Creation.’ In Symbolic Universes in Time of (Post)Crisis. The Future of European Societies, ed. by Sergio Salvatore, Viviana 

Fini, Terri Mannarini, Jaan Valsiner,  Giuseppe Alessandro Veltri, (Springer 2018), pp.3-23.doi.10.1007/978-3-030-19497-0. 

114 Gaye Tuchman, Making News: A Study in the Construction of Reality (New York: the Free Press, 1978). 

Herbert Gans, Deciding What’s News: A Study of CBS Evening News, NBC Nightly News, Newsweek, and Time, 1st edn (New York: 

Pantheon Books,1979).; Todd Gitlin, The Whole World Is Watching: Mass Media in the Making and Unmaking of the New Left 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980).; William Gamson and Gadi, Wolfsfeld, ‘Movements and Media as Interacting 

Systems’, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 528 1993, 114–25. 

FEPS, EUROPEAN PUBLIC OPINION AND MIGRATION: ACHIEVING COMMON PROGRESSIVE NARRATIVES, (Brussels: Foundation 

for European Progressive Studies 2019); Bigo, ‘Security and Immigration, 2002, 63-92.; Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky, 

Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media, 1st edn (New York: Pantheon Books, 1988). 

115 Krasteva, ‘Post Democratic Crisis and Political Leadership. From Crisis Management to Crisis Creation, 2018. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19497-0
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The dissertation begins with a literature review explaining the development of 

securitisation theory, the theoretical gaps and criticism against the theory. Then, it sets 

the basis for the dissertation's research question by reviewing how the lack of analysis of 

the audience's role in securitisation has impacted the literature dealing with immigration. 

The following section presents the methodology of the research. Subsequently, the paper 

analyses the role of the audience(s) in the securitisation of immigration in Hungary. Then, 

it solidates the argument by applying the analysis of the Hungarian case to the existing 

literature. The final section concludes the findings of the piece. 
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Chapter 2. Literature review 

2.1 What is ‘securitisation theory’? 

The national and international complexities of the 1980s invoked dynamic socio-political 

processes that challenged the established traditional understandings of security, peace, 

national governance and international relations. Traditionalists refused to agree that their 

narrow focus on the military and state-security is inadequate to the domestic and 

international situation.116 In turn, a new approach to security emerged that led to the 

widening and deepening of the concept.117 The Copenhagen School makes a valuable 

contribution by trying to satisfy both traditionalists and wideners.118 It keeps the narrow 

definition of security as referring to matters of ‘survival’ or ‘existential’ threat but broadens 

the range of sectors by including the political, economic, environmental, societal and 

military aspects.119 The school draws its understandings from (but not exclusively) Waltz’s 

 
116 Mohammed Ayoob, ‘Defining Security: A Subaltern Realist Perspective,’ in Critical Security Studies: Concepts and Cases, ed. 

Keith Krause & Michael C. Williams (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 1997), pp.121-48 (p.124).; Walt Stephen, ‘The 

Renaissance of Security Studies’, International Studies Quarterly, 35 (2) 1991, pp. 211-39 (pp.212-13).; John Herz, ‘Idealist 

Internationalism and the Security Dilemma, World Politics 2(2) 1950, 157–180. 

117 See: Barry Buzan and Lene Hansen, ‘Widening and deepening security’, In The Evolution of International Security Studies 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2009), pp. 187-225.; Buzan, Barry and Hansen, Lene, ‘Widening and deepening 

security’, In The Evolution of International Security Studies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2009).; Egbert Jahn, Pierre 

Lemaitre and Ole Waiver, European Security: Problems of Research on Non-Military Aspects (Copenhagen: Copenhagen Papers 

o f the Centre for Peace and Conflict Research, 1987).; Barry Buzan,  People, States and Fear: An Agenda for Security Studies in 

the Post-ColdWar Era (Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1991, 2nd ed.).; Ole Waiver, Pierre Lemaitre & Elzbieta Tromer, European 

Polyphony: Perspectives Beyond East-West Confrontation (London: Macmillan, 1989). 

118 Jonna Nyman, ‘Securitization’ in Security Studies : An Introduction, 3rd ed, edited by Paul D. Williams, and Matt McDonald 

(London: Routledge, 2018), pp.101-12.; Barry Buzan, Ole Wæver and Wilde de Jaap,  Security: A New Framework for Analysis 

(London: Lynne Rienner Publishers 1998). 

119 See: Barry Buzan and Little Richard, International Systems in World History: Remaking the Study of International Relations. 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press 2000).; Barry Buzan, ‘Will the 'global war on terrorism' be the new Cold War?’, International 

affairs 82(6) 2006, 1101-1118.; Didier Bigo, ‘Security and Immigration: Toward a Critique of the Governmentality of Unease’, 

Alternatives, 27(1) 2002, 63–92.; Didier Bigo, ‘Frontier Controls in the European Union: Who is in Control?’ In Controlling 

Frontiers: Free movement into and within Europe, eds. Bigo Didier and Guild Elspeth. (Aldershot: Ashgate 2005).; Mikhail 

Alexseev, ‘Societal Security, the Security Dilemma, and Extreme Anti-immigrant Hostility in Russia’, Journal of Peace Research 

48(4) 2011, 509-523.; Rita Floyd, ‘Human Security and the Copenhagen School's Securitization Approach: Conceptualizing 

Human Security as a Securitization Move’, Human Security Journal, 5(Winter) 2007, 38-49.; Elizabeth Wishnick, ‘Dilemmas of 

Securitization and Health Risk Management in the People's Republic of China: The Cases of SARS and Avian Influenza’, Health 

Policy and Planning 25(6) 2010, 454-466.; Lene Hansen, ‘The Little Mermaid's Silent Security Dilemma and the Absence of 

Gender” in the Copenhagen School’, Millenium: Journal of International Studies, 29(2) 2000, 285-306. 
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view on security as a problem of survival,120 Austin’s speech act theory,121 and Derrida’s 

analysis on text influence as active power.122 It suggests that security is not a condition or 

‘state of being’ but a process of framing an issue as a security threat.  

The main components included in the theory are securitising move, audience acceptance 

and external conditions. To successfully securitise an issue, the SA labels it as a threat to 

a specific referent object. The act of labelling comes about through a speech act which is 

a performative act, ‘it is like saying “I do” at a wedding, making a promise or naming a 

ship, the saying in itself does something.’123 However, securitisation as such does not 

occur if there are not ‘facilitating conditions’ available, which categorise into: ‘internal, 

linguistic grammatical’ and ‘external, contextual and social’ (language, position of SA, 

audience acceptance, features of threat, context and timing).124  

Based on these conditions, the audience forms an opinion on the legitimacy of the 

proposed threat, and only if it accepts it as a security matter, does securitisation occur. 

That leads to a transition from the realm of regular politics to politics of security, where the 

former distinguishes with open democratic debate. In contrast, the latter is marked by a 

state of emergency, that undermines the role of regular politics and legitimises the 

‘exceptional measures’. (see figure 3)125  

 
120 Kenneth Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: McGraw Hill, 1979). 

121  L. John Austin, How to do things with words, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962). 

122 Jacques Derrida, L'écriture Et La Différence (Writing and Difference), (Paris: Seuil,Print. Points. Essais, 1979). 

123 Nyman, ‘Securitisation’ 2018, p.102.; Ole Waever, ‘Securitization and Desecuritization’ in R. Lipschutz (ed) On Security, (New 

York: Columbia University Press 1995), 46-86.; Ralf Emmers, ‘Securitization.’ In Contemporary Security Studies. Edited by Alan 

Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 109–125. 

124 Buzan et al., 1998, p.32. 

125 Figure is made by example in Nyman, J., ‘Securitisation Theory’ in Shepherd, L.J. (ed) Critical Approaches to Security: Theories 

and Methods, (London and New York: Routledge 2013), pp.51-62 (p.54). 
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2.2 

Theoretical gaps and criticism levelled against the theory 

The meaning of securitisation is ambiguous and analytically weak.126 The theory omits to 

review other practices than speech act which could impact the process such as visual 

media,127 and physical acts.128 The Copenhagen school’s excessive focus on the ‘speech 

act’ as a moment of intervention fails to explain the process itself in greater depth.129 In 

 
126 See: Rita Abrahamsen, ‘Blair's Africa: The Politics of Securitization and Fear’. Alternatives 30 2005, 55–80.; Paul Roe, ‘Actor, 

Audience(s) and Emergency Measures: Securitization and the UK's Decision to Invade Iraq.’ Security Dialogue 39(6) 2008, 615-

35.; Juha Vuori, ‘Illocutionary Logic and Strands of Securitization: Applying the Theory of Securitization to the Study of Non-

democratic Political Orders’, European Journal of International Relations 14 2008, 72–3.; Mark Salter, ‘When securitization fails: 

the hard case of counter-terrorism programs’. In Securitization theory: How security problems emerge and dissolve, eds. Balzacq 

Thierry. (London: Routledge 2011).; Mark Salter,‘Securitization and desecuritization: a dramaturgical analysis of the Canadian Air 

Transport Security Authority’. Journal of International Relations and Development, 11 2008, 321-349.; Monika Barthwal-Datta, 

‘Securitising Threats without the State: A case study of misgovernance as a security threat in Bangladesh’, Review of 

International Studies, 35(2), 277-300.; Thierry Balzacq, ‘The Three Faces of Securitization: Political Agency, Audience and 

Context’, European Journal of International Relations 111(2) 2005, 171-201.; Matt McDonald, ‘Securitization and the 

Construction of Security’. European Journal of International Relations 14(4) 2008: 563-587.; Holger Stritzel, ‘Towards a Theory of 

Securitization: Copenhagen and Beyond’. European Journal of International Relations 13(3) 2007, 357-383. 

127 Michael C. Williams, ‘Words, Images, Enemies: Securitization and International Politics’, International Studies Quarterly, 

47(4) 2003, 511–31. 

128 Lene Hansen, ‘Theorizing the Image for Security Studies: Visual Securitization and the Muhammad Cartoon Crisis’, European 

Journal of International Relations, 17(1) 2011, 51–75. 

129 Bigo, ‘Security and Immigration’, 2002, p.63; Jef Huysmans, The Politics of Insecurity: Fear, Migration and asylum in the EU, 

(London: Routledge 2006).; Jef Huysmans, ‘The European Union and the securitization of migration’, JCMS: Journal of Common 

Market Studies, 38(5) 2000, 751-777.  
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turn, the role of everyday practices is ignored, and different types of securitising processes 

such as ‘programming algorithms, routine collections of data and looking at CCTV footage’ 

are disregarded.130 Michael Williams points out that due to the narrow conceptualisation 

of security, the theory fails to explain security practices different from those that fit the 

binary-constructed framework ‘friend/foe’.131 This point develops from the contribution 

Matt McDonald makes that the move from regular to exceptional politics frames security 

as a failure of ordinary politics, and thus, portrays desecuritisation as the only type of 

change.132 Jonna Nyman questions the theory’s lack of attention on how to recognise a 

‘real’ security threat if no securitisation process occurs because people cannot perceive 

an issue as a security threat or because elites decide not to address that matter.133 Thus, 

the theory remains silent about which the real threats are and how they could be 

recognised. Monika Barthwal-Datta empirically tests the practical applicability of 

securitisation theory in a developing socio-political context and finds that it fails to 

acknowledge the role of non-state actors in emerging security threats.134 The reason for 

this is that the theory offers a narrow state-orientated conceptualisation of who can 

securitise and how, which disregards the complex co-constitutive relations between state 

and non-state actors (e.g. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs), Intergovernmental 

organisations (IGOs), private enterprises). The theory is also unclear about the audience’s 

role in securitisation, which means that the framework cannot be easily applied to 

empirical case studies and holds the risk of provoking conflicting interpretations.135  

 
130 Jef Huysman, ‘What’s in an act? On security speech acts and little security nothings,’ Security Dialogue 42(4-5) 2011, 371-83 

(pp.372). 

131 Williams, ‘Words, Images, Enemies: Securitization and International Politics’, 2003, 511–31. 

132 McDonald, ‘Securitisation and the Construction of Security’, 2008, p.580. 

133 Nyman, 2016, p.825. 

134 Barthwal-Datta, Securitising Threats without the State, 2009, 277-300. 

135 Balzacq, ‘The Three Faces of Securitization, 2005, 171-201., Stritzel, Holger, ‘Towards a Theory of Securitization, 2007, 357-

83.; Roe, Paul, ‘Actor, Audience(s) and Emergency Measures, 2008, 615-35.; Léonard, Sarah, and Christian Kaunert. 

‘Reconceptualizing the Audience in Securitization Theory.’ Securitization Theory: How Security Problems Emerge and Dissolve. 

(Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 2010), 57-76.; Nick Vaughan-Williams, ‘The generalized bio-political border? Re-

conceptualising the limits of sovereign power’, in Review of International Studies, 35 2009, 729-749 (p.734).; Adam Cote, ‘Agents 

without agency: Assessing the role of the audience in securitization theory’, Security Dialogue 2016, 47 (6) 541-558.; Michael 

Williams, ‘The continuing evolution of securitization theory’. In Securitization Theory: How security problems emerge and 
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2.3 What do we know about the role of the audience? 

As a key element in the securitisation process, the concept of audience needs to be further 

explored to develop a better understanding of how security threats are constructed and 

what are the implications of thinking about security as artificially manufactured.136 Vuori, 

Nyman and Zeng call our attention to the Eurocentric nature of the theory.137 They point 

out that the audience is considered as identical in every type of system. This is problematic 

when applying securitisation’s analytical framework to states like China, where elites 

perform as the audience that has to be persuaded. McDonald suggests that by focusing 

on elites, the theory opens space for marginalising the ‘experiences and articulations of 

the powerless in global politics.’138 Lene Hansen furthers that point and illuminates the 

risk of silencing certain groups due to the lack of focus on gender-insecurity.139 Likewise, 

Thierry Balzacq explains why it is necessary to appreciate how other factors impact the 

audience's decision.140 He emphasises on the importance of reviewing securitisation as a 

degree of congruence between the three aspects (actor, audience and context). 

Accordingly, such focus will make it easier to understand securitisation because the way 

these factors mix suggests what the results of the process could be.  

In addition to Balzacq’s differentiation between formal and moral support, Vuori points out 

that the audience as seen by the theory, in fact, consists of different audiences which 

‘depend on the function the securitisation act intends to serve.’141 Mark Salter’s focus on 

dramaturgical analysis identifies several types of audiences, namely popular, elite, 

technocratic and scientific.142 He does not explain this choice of focus. Thus, the approach 

 
dissolve, eds. Balzacq Thierry. (London: Routledge 2011).; Ronald Krebs and Patrick Jackson, 'Twisting Tongues and Twisting 

Arms: The Power of Political Rhetoric', European Journal of International Relations, 13(1), 35–66. 

136 Roe, ‘Actor, Audience(s) and Emergency Measures, 2008, 615-35.; McDonald, ‘Securitization and the Construction of 

Security’. 2008, 563-87. 

137 Vouri 2008, 72-3.; Jonna Nyman and Jinghan Zeng,‘Securitization in Chinese climate and energy politics’. WIREs Clim Change, 

7 2016, 301-313. 

138 McDonald 2008, p.574. 

139 Hansen 2000, p.287. 

140 Balzacq 2005, 171-201.  

141 Vouri 2008, 72-3. 

142 Salter, Securitization and desecuritization, 2008, 321-49. 
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is less valuable for analytical purposes. Nevertheless, his contribution is useful for 

conceptualising the audience(s) further as it offers a detailed review of which 

characteristics define each audience (e.g. rules, norms, practices, languages) and how 

they influence the securitisation process. Paul Roe takes that point ahead by claiming that 

securitisation constitutes of two levels, identification and mobilization. Even though the 

audience(s) may see an issue as a security threat, it could dissent with the exceptional 

measures.143  

The critique discussed above shows that the theory fails to develop a comprehensive and 

clear understanding of the role and composition of the audience(s). The scholars who 

address this gap make a significant contribution by fostering a discussion of the 

audience's components, characteristics and impact on the success of securitisation. 

However, the available research is insufficient as it does not become clear how much 

agency audience(s) have, how their actions impact policy-making, to what extent the 

relations between the different audiences influence the securitisation act and the relation 

between audience(s) and the SA. Addressing this gap would give the theory a higher 

analytical value and ability to grasp the complex dynamics of security practices. Adam 

Cote assesses the audience’s role as being active in terms of agreeing/disagreeing, 

questioning, and challenging the securitisation act, and also as having the agency to 

influence the securitisation act, to change and form future securitising moves, and to affect 

the understanding of collective security and agreed policies.144 By doing that, he lays the 

basis for analysing the intersubjective relation between the audience(s) and the SA. His 

approach could benefit from explaining the ways through which this interaction is possible 

and how the relations between the audiences shape and shift the securitising move. 

2.4 Securitisation of immigration 

Academics have intensively written about the securitisation of immigration, the role of the 

SA and the importance of contextual factors in constructing this reality.145 Huysmans 

 
143 Roe, 2008, 615-35. 

144 Adam Cote, ‘Agents without agency: Assessing the role of the audience in securitization theory’, Security Dialogue 2016, 47 

(6) 541-558. 

145 Didier Bigo, ‘The (in)securitization practices of the three universes of EU border control: Military/Navy – border 

guards/police – database analysts.’ Security Dialogue 45(3) 2014, 209–225.; Paul Roe, ‘Securitization and minority rights: 



 

3
8

 

suggests that the securitisation of immigration in the European Union (EU) developed 

based on three related themes: internal security, cultural security and the crisis of the 

welfare state.146 He argues that ‘migration’ and associated terms (‘foreigner’ and ‘asylum 

seeker’) are powerful tools used by social and political agencies as a way of linking the 

internal security logic to significant political issues. Jef Huysmans also points out that 

migration had an impact on the rise of nationalist movements and extreme right-wing 

parties through the spread of ‘nationalist, xenophobic, and racist feelings.’147 Migration in 

the narrative of the welfare state is the cause for all state problems like the declining 

political legitimacy, which classification was possible through the securitisation process. 

Maggie Ibrahim shows how immigration forms as a discourse upon the understanding that 

cultural differences lead to social breakdown.148 He briefly discusses the role of 

international organizations, politicians, academics and journalists in the reproduction of 

the securitisation of migration. Avi Astor reviews the intense representation of migrants by 

the media in the security realm as compared to their de facto behaviour and position in 

society.149 Karina Moreno and Byron Price investigate the role of the private actors in the 

making of a more securitised state with reference to prison privatization.150 Pamela 

 
conditions of desecuritization.’ Security Dialogue 35(3) 2004, 279.; Maggie Ibrahim, ‘The Securitization of Migration: A Racial 

Discourse 1.’ International Migration 43.5 2005, 163-87.; Bigo, ‘Security and Immigration, 2002, 63-92.; Huysmans, ‘The 

European Union and the securitization of migration’ 2000, 751-777; Roxanne Lynn Doty, ‘Immigration and the politics of 

security.’ Security Studies 8(2) 1998, 71 - 93.; Claudia Strauss, ‘How are language constructions constitutive? Strategic uses of 

conventional discourses about immigration.’ Journal of International Relations and Development 16 2013, 262-293.; Avi Astor, 

‘Unauthorized Immigration, Securitization and the Making of Operation Wetback’, Latino Studies, 7(1) 2009, 5-29.; Karina 

Moreno and Byron Price, ‘The Social and Political Impact of the New (private) National Security: Private Actors in the 

Securitization of Immigration in the U.S. Post 9/11’ Crime, Law and Social Change 67(3) 2017, 353-76; Asli Ilgit and Audie Klotz, 

‘How Far Does ‘societal Security’ Travel? Securitization in South African Immigration Policies’, Security Dialogue 45(2) 2014, 137-

55.; Gallya Lahav, Anthony M. Messina, and Joseph Paul Vasquez. ‘Were Political Elite Attitudes toward Immigration Securitized 

after 11 September? Survey Evidence from the European Parliament’, Migration Studies 2(2) 2014, 212-34; Pamela Irving 

Jackson, and  Roderick Parkes,  ‘The Securitization of Immigration Policy, Shifts in National Immigrant Integration Models and 

the Incarceration of Immigrants in Germany, France and Britain 1970-2003’, Humboldt Journal of Social Relations 31(1/2) 2008, 

39-82.; Philippe Bourbeau, The Securitization of Migration: A Study of Movement and Order. (Abingdon [England] ; New York: 

Routledge, 2011). 

146 Huysmans, ‘The European Union and the securitization of migration’, 2000, 751-77. 

147 Ibid. p.765. 

148 Ibrahim, The Securitization of Migration 2005, 163-87. 

149 Astor, Unauthorized Immigration, Securitization and the Making of Operation Wetback 2009, 5-29. 

150 Moreno and Price, The Social and Political Impact of the New (private) National Security 2017, 353-76. 
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Jackson and Roderick Parkes reflect upon the influence that welfare and criminal justice 

have on the securitisation of immigration by looking into how the immigration policy 

formation and integration models shaped the criminal justice system in Germany, France 

and Britain.151 Roxanne Doty outlines three modes of securitisation: national security, 

societal security, human security, through which reaction to immigration follows different 

political lines depending on the logic of each context.152  

As evident in the above-discussed literature, using securitisation theory to explain the 

rising of immigration as a security threat, has led to analysing mainly the contextual 

factors, the importance of the SA, the role of the press, with few exceptions that briefly 

discuss the role of non-state actors. What this implies is that these analyses utilise the 

concepts as provided by the theory. Put differently, the components of the securitisation 

process that are emphasised by the theory are the ones that research on immigration 

acknowledges. Considering that the theory examines the speech act and the role of the 

political elite in great detail (see 2.1), then we see how the study of migration in the sphere 

of security prioritises these focus-points. Thus, an in-depth conceptualisation of the role 

of the audience(s) is not present in the analysis of immigration because the theory itself 

does not provide the tools to address them. That is problematic because ‘the audience 

has a vital role in the creation of shared security beliefs and the selection, legitimation, 

and implementation of security actions.’153  

 

 

 
151 Jackson and Parkes, The Securitization of Immigration Policy, 2008, 39-82. 

152 Doty, 1998,71-93. 

153 Cote, Agents without agency,  2016, 541-558 (p.544). 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

3.1 Methods 

The primary research method for this study is a documentary analysis of publicly 

accessible sources.154 The resources have been selected to relate to immigration, and 

specifically to actions of the Hungarian political elite and the audiences. The paper adopts 

the lenses of securitisation due to its ability to explain the process of creating a security 

threat. It unveils the curtains behind which we can see how knowledge and practice of 

security are formed.155 Thus, the investigation and analysis will focalise on the agency of 

the key agents and how it is shaped through structural limitations and opportunities. The 

critical point of the attention is the securitising move as it represents the leading dynamic 

which prompts responses from the SA and the audiences. To better understand how they 

construct knowledge within the narrative of immigration, the dissertation will benefit from 

language and visuals discourse analysis.156 Key elements to look for are symbols, social 

practices and images used to form a narrative creating dichotomies to divide groups (e.g. 

us-them). That would allow us to illuminate the power dynamics marking the process of 

securitisation in practice. On several occasions, the piece relies on practice theory to 

tackle the influence of physical protests, mobilisations, making petitions, writing open 

letters and online activity on directing the course of securitisation.157 

3.2 Limitations 

The small scope of the research limits its capability to fully identify all groups that acted 

as an audience and how they interacted with the SA. Having a broader spectrum of 

examples to work with, could provide a deeper comprehension of the ways the 

 
154 For example, newspaper articles, policy memos, court cases, legal records, speeches, campaigns. 

155 Buzan, Wæver and Jaap, Security: A New Framework for Analysis.; Makarychev, ‘Bordering and Identity-Making in Europe 

After the 2015 Refugee Crisis.’; Squire, ‘The Securitisation of Migration: An Absent Presence?,’ pp.19-36. 

156 For description of discourse analysis see: Lene Hansen, Security as Practice. Discourse analysis and the Bosnian War 

(Routledge 2006).; Jennifer Milliken, ‘The Study of Discourse in International Relations’, European Journal of International 

Relations 5(2) 1999. 

157 Andreas Reckwitz, ‘Toward a theory of social practices: A development in culturalist theo-rizing,’ European Journal of Social 

Theory 5 2002, 243–63.; Elizabeth Shove, ‘Beyond the ABC: Climate change policy and theories of social change,’ Environment 

and Planning A42 2010, 1273–85.; Alan Warde, ‘Consumption and theories of practice,’ Journal of Consumer Culture 5 2005, 

131–53. 
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audience(s) participates in securitisation. The study intends to achieve depth over 

breadth, which is why including more examples is not viable. The ones it uses are selected 

based on the frequency of the groups’ participation in the discourse of securitisation as 

reported by newspapers and reports as well as the rate of their social media activity and 

physical mobilisation.  

The research relies on qualitative analysis of secondary sources. That holds the risk of 

using information which is not an impartial representation of what happened as the media 

and official documents often present events through their biased prism.  

Lastly, the used literature is constrained to the available resources in English which means 

that articles and news reports in Hungarian language have not been included in the 

analysis. That limits the scope of the findings and risks to produce a narrower discussion 

of the securitisation process in Hungary. Nevertheless, the paper offers an extensive 

review of the material available in English and opens space for further analysis. 

3.3 Case study: 

The justification behind choosing to look at a broader period, from 2015 to nowadays 

(2020), gives the research enough context to trace the implications of the interaction 

between the SA and the audiences. Doing so benefits the analysis by providing solid 

ground to observe the multidimensional nature of the continuously evolving moves and 

reactions with respect to the implications for the development of the immigration 

discourse. 

Hungary is a good case study since its national politics and practice embody a clear 

representation of securitisation. The anti-immigration attitudes and strict security 

measures against refugees appear to be stricter as compared to other countries in Europe 

despite the absence of pressuring threat from a precedential number of refugees entering 

the country.158 The unusual behaviour of the state raises questions about the politicisation 

of securitisation. So, it could offer an interesting perspective on how this process occurs.  

 
158 András Szalai and Gabriella Gőbl, ‘Securitising Migration in Contemporary Hungary’, Center for EU Enlargement Studies, 

Working Paper, 30 November 2015. 
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3.4 Project design 

The following part looks into the audience's role in securitising immigration. To do that, it 

begins with explaining how the audience is approached. This will allow the reader to 

understand which are the main characteristics of the audiences and what is their position 

to the SA. In turn, the text continues with a discussion of the securitisation act to set the 

scene for the analysis of the audiences’ reaction to it. The primary and secondary 

audiences are approached by examining certain groups in Hungarian society regarding 

their agency and what role they played in the securitisation of immigration. 
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Chapter 4. Analysis 

4.1 How is the Audience Approached? 

The audiences are identified depending on how they can engage in the policy-making. 

Clarifying that suggests the level of influence they have, and thus, allows us to 

conceptualise their agency. In Hungary, we can distinguish primary and secondary 

audiences based on their public position and institutional relation to the SA, the Hungarian 

government, mainly represented by Viktor Orbán who has been the Prime Minister since 

2010. That defines their ability to shape the securitising move by directing rights, 

responsibilities and relationships.159  

Primary audiences are the EU and institutionalised organisations (political parties, NGOs, 

IGOs). What combines these groups is their strong presence in society, and their 

importance to the Government due to the direct institutional bonds (legal, economic, 

political) that link the two parties. It appears that in terms of powers, the primary audiences 

do not significantly differ from the actor. That raises the question: what makes them 

audiences and not actors? In securitisation, the actor is the one that introduces the issue 

or initiates the securitisation. The audience reacts to SA’s moves and uses the public 

space and its area of influence to direct the course of the securitising moves. 

Nevertheless, in another situation, the groups representing the audience now can become 

actors.  

The secondary audiences are not less influential as they are key to legitimising the actions 

of the primary audiences. Their agency consists of creating and maintaining a multilevel 

process of interaction and authorisation. In Hungary, these are self-organised groups and 

alliances. They have a strong localised presence and lack formal institutional bonds to the 

Government. Hence, they cannot directly interact with the SA. However, they shape the 

securitising move by introducing it on a local level through the prism of their social position 

and experience. Attempting to identify the role of these groups gives the study the 

advantage to explore how the securitisation act resonates on a smaller scale.  

 
159 Adam Cote, ‘Agents without agency: Assessing the role of the audience in securitization theory’, Security Dialogue, 47 (6) 

2016, 541-558.; Thierry Balzacq, ‘The Three Faces of Securitization: Political Agency, Audience and Context’, European Journal of 

International Relations 11(2) 2005, 171-201. 
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The media is an essential factor to consider, but there is sufficient research on it showing 

its affiliation with the political elite.160 It is a tool in the hands of the SA rather than an 

audience.161 Hence, it will not be addressed here. 

 

4.2 The Securitising Move: The Beginning of Securitising Immigration 

On 24 April 2015, the Hungarian Government launched a ‘National Consultation on 

Immigration and Terrorism’ containing a prologue and a questionnaire.162 The nature of 

the Consultation draws the lines of thought that the Government continues to follow in its 

approach to immigration.  

The prologue signed by Viktor Orbán represents a direct address to the nation from the 

SA. In this text, Orbán shapes the context within which to place his suggestions for 

security policies on immigration and terrorism. He creates a rhetoric of community, unity, 

togetherness by using the ‘we’- pronoun and inclusive verbs (‘we decided’, ‘we launched’, 

‘concerning us all’, ‘we were all shocked’, ‘our borders’, ‘our welfare systems’, ‘we must 

stop’, ‘we must make a decision’). The inclusive language is strengthened through the 

construction of an opposition of ‘us’ against the ‘others’ (EU and the migrants). The image 

of unity prompts Hungarians to self-identify with the national community, which creates an 

incentive to reinforce strong patriotic values. As a result, the public adopts similar lenses 

regarding what constitutes a threat and which are the best ways to tackle it. The 

securitisation act appears to be setting the scene for building a common understanding of 

the situation and how everyone fits in it.  

 

Later in the text, refugees are labelled as ‘economic immigrants’ and associated with 

 
160 See: Kiss,‘The Hungarians have decided: They do not want illegal migrants’, 2016, 45-77.; Lilla Vicsek, Roland Keszi, and 

Marcell Márkus,’Representation of Refugees, Asylum-Seekers and Refugee Affairs In Hungarian Dailies’, IJournal of Identity and 

Migration Studies 2(2) 2008, 87-107.; Attila Bátorfy and Ágnes Urbán, ‘State advertising as an instrument of transformation of 

the media market in Hungary,’ East European Politics,36(1) 2020, 44-65. 

161 Bátorfy and Urbán, ‘State advertising as an instrument of transformation of the media market in Hungary,’ 2020, 44-65. 

162 Hungarian Government, ‘National Consultation on Immigration to Begin,’ Website of the Hungarian Government, 24 April 

2015. Available from: https://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-immigration-to-

begin (Accessed 18 March 2020). 

https://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-immigration-to-begin
https://www.kormany.hu/en/prime-minister-s-office/news/national-consultation-on-immigration-to-begin
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‘terror’, ‘cold blood and terrifying brutality’, ‘illegality’, ‘new type of threat.’ Changing the 

perception from vulnerable refugees looking for safety to intruders seeking to absorb the 

economic benefits available to Hungarians removes the sense of sympathy and fosters 

negative/protectionist attitudes. That enforces a mood of fear which is further built up by 

verbs and adjectives suggesting fast-developing issues (e.g. ‘has increased twentyfold’, 

‘rapidly’, ‘they are coming’). Hence, the national social atmosphere is imposed with 

tension, pressure and fear which situation makes the use of strict security measures 

viable. Put differently, the securitisation act shapes the rhetoric around immigration within 

which future discussions will be based upon. 

That Consultation is part of a broader anti-immigration campaign undertaken by the 

Government which included putting billboards across the country saying: ‘If you come to 

Hungary, you have to respect our culture.’; ‘If you come to Hungary, you have to respect 

our laws.’; ‘If you come to Hungary, you cannot take away Hungarians’ jobs.’163 These 

signs were in Hungarian, meaning that the Government’s target audience was not the 

immigrants but the local population.164 This action could be seen as a re-articulation of the 

Government's position on immigration through the use of visuals, ergo part of the 

securitisation act.  

According to the theory, a securitisation act is successful if a SA introduces an issue as 

such in a relevant setting, internal and external, and the audience(s) accepts it. However, 

it seems that the idea of a constant context that cannot be interfered by the participating 

actors in securitisation is incomplete because, as discussed below, the intersubjective 

relation between SA and the audience(s) impacts and shapes the conditions within which 

the securitising move is exercised.  

 

 

 

 
163 Nick Thorpe, ‘Hungary’s poster war on immigration,’ BBC [online]. 14 June 2015. Available from: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-33091597 (Accessed 26 April 2020). 

164 Kiss, ‘The Hungarians have decided’, 2016, 45-77. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-33091597


 

4
6

 

4.3 The Role of the Audience(s) 

4.3.1 Primary audiences 

The primary audiences appear to be firmly opposed to the securitisation of immigration. 

However, in the rejection, contestation, arguing, and bargaining in factual, moral, legal 

and institutional aspects of the anti-immigration campaign, these audiences create a 

multidimensional space where they and the Hungarian political elite form an 

intersubjective relation that modifies the future securitising moves. In other words, future 

securitising moves are impacted by current actor-audience communication.  

 

European Union 165 

In response to the Consultation campaign, the EU says it is ‘highly misleading, biased and 

unbalanced, establishing a ... direct link between migratory phenomena and security 

threats.’ It dismisses the accusations that its institutions and policies are ineffective by 

underlying the responsibility Member States also carry in these areas.166 It also uses its 

position as an economic union to restrict the financial investments in Hungary by refusing 

to contribute to the construction of the fence.167  

The political elite of Hungary uses the EU’s role as a regulatory actor on a supranational 

level to charge it with all the blame for the mismanagement of immigration. It does so by 

clearly outlining immigration as an ‘European issue.’168 By contrast, the Hungarian 

government is shown as a fighter for ‘freedom of expression and freedom of thought’ 

against the oppressive and restrictive politics of the EU that interfere with Member states’ 

 
165 The European Union is reviewed as a whole rather than through its individual institutions (European Parliament, the 

Commission etc.) as they all share the same values and position on the refugee matter.  

166 European Parliament, ‘Joint Motion for a Resolution on the situation in Hungary’, Plenary sitting (2015/2700(RSP)) 8 July 

2015. Available from: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-8-2015-0532_EN.html (Accessed 18 March 2020). 

167 Nick Thorpe, ‘Europe migrant crisis: Hungary rages at EU asylum verdict,’ BBC [online]. 6 September 2017. Available from: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-41177420 (Accessed 26 April 2020). 

168 DW, ‘Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban calls EU migrant plan ‘idiotic’, defends death penalty,’ DW: Made for Minds 

[online], 19 May 2015. Available from: https://www.dw.com/en/hungarian-prime-minister-viktor-orban-calls-eu-migrant-plan-

idiotic-defends-death-penalty/a-18462379 (Accessed 18 March 2020). 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-8-2015-0532_EN.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-41177420
https://www.dw.com/en/hungarian-prime-minister-viktor-orban-calls-eu-migrant-plan-idiotic-defends-death-penalty/a-18462379
https://www.dw.com/en/hungarian-prime-minister-viktor-orban-calls-eu-migrant-plan-idiotic-defends-death-penalty/a-18462379
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sovereignty only to impose ‘absurd, bordering on insanity’ proposals.169 Orban’s 

statement that ‘the EU border must be defended… which Hungary will do’ portrays the 

rhetoric that immigration is indeed a threat we need to defend from.170 And not anyone 

else but Hungary is the state that is capable of undertaking this task. Correspondingly, the 

Hungarian government introduces the rhetoric of Hungarians’ rights to decide who can 

come in their country and use their ‘welfare systems’.171 

Interestingly, the public in Hungary does not develop negative views of the EU, as in 2015 

the EU received 39% positive responses against 20% negative responses, which in 2005 

were 43% versus 15%, respectively.172 So, the rhetoric does not provoke anti-EU attitudes 

in the public. Instead, there is a significant increase in people’s perception of immigration 

as a key issue on national and European level, 34% and 68% respectively.173  

Therefore, the discussion of the EU’s role and Hungary’s rights within the discourse of 

immigration enforced the idea that there is a refugee crisis, and it poses a threat to the 

public. That became possible since the public debate focused on whether immigration is 

more concerning for the EU or the Hungarian state. What we observe here is a strategy 

aiming to avoid justifying the importance of immigration by shaping a debate which steps 

upon the assumption that immigration is a security threat. Regardless of the debate’s 

outcomes, what remains in the public discourse is ‘immigration is concerning.’ In this way, 

 
169 DW, ‘Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban calls EU migrant plan ‘idiotic’, defends death penalty,’ DW: Made for Minds 

[online], 19 May 2015. Available from: https://www.dw.com/en/hungarian-prime-minister-viktor-orban-calls-eu-migrant-plan-

idiotic-defends-death-penalty/a-18462379 (Accessed 18 March 2020). 

170 Marton Dunai and Anita Komuves, ‘Hungary will defend EU against migrant wave, Orban says,’ Reuters [online]. 4 March 

2020. Available from: https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-europe-migrants-centraleurope/hungary-will-defend-eu-against-

migrant-wave-orban-says-idUKKBN20R1HD (Accessed 24 April 2020). 

171 Lydia Gall, ‘Hungary’s War on Refugees’, Human Rights Watch, 16 September 2016. Available from: 

https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/09/16/hungarys-war-refugees (Accessed 18 March 2020). 

172 Daniel Debomy, ‘THE EU, DESPITE EVERYTHING?EUROPEAN PUBLIC OPINION IN THE FACE OF CRISIS(2005-2015)’, Notre 

Europe Jacques Delors Institute: Studies and Reports [online], June 2016. Available from: http://www.institutdelors.eu/wp-

content/uploads/2018/01/eupublicopinionandcrisis-debomy-jdi-june16.pdf?pdf=ok (Accessed 18 March 2020). 

173 European Commission, Directorate-General for Communication, ‘Public Opinion in the European Union,’ Standard 

Eurobarometer 84 [online] Autumn 2015. Available from: 

https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2

098 (Accessed 18 March 2020), pp.81. 

https://www.dw.com/en/hungarian-prime-minister-viktor-orban-calls-eu-migrant-plan-idiotic-defends-death-penalty/a-18462379
https://www.dw.com/en/hungarian-prime-minister-viktor-orban-calls-eu-migrant-plan-idiotic-defends-death-penalty/a-18462379
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-europe-migrants-centraleurope/hungary-will-defend-eu-against-migrant-wave-orban-says-idUKKBN20R1HD
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-europe-migrants-centraleurope/hungary-will-defend-eu-against-migrant-wave-orban-says-idUKKBN20R1HD
https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/09/16/hungarys-war-refugees
http://www.institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/eupublicopinionandcrisis-debomy-jdi-june16.pdf?pdf=ok
http://www.institutdelors.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/eupublicopinionandcrisis-debomy-jdi-june16.pdf?pdf=ok
https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2098
https://ec.europa.eu/COMMFrontOffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/STANDARD/surveyKy/2098
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the SA uses the agency of the EU and its role as a supranational institution to create the 

perception that immigration is a security threat.  

Regarding the role of the EU, it shapes the course of securitisation by drafting the 

government’s rhetoric in the line of nationalism as evident in the created context of 

supranationalism versus sovereignty. By identifying the social and institutional disposition 

of the EU, the SA generates a problem which resonates better with the public because it 

links to strong values and beliefs such as national identity and sovereignty.174 As a result, 

later attempts of the EU to react to the securitising move are silenced on domestic level 

because its image as a supranational institution is highly critiqued in the public discourse. 

Thus, the EU's agency becomes limited. 

 

Political parties 

The Two-Tailed Dog Party, along with the alternative news blog Vastagbőr are another 

key audience that confronts the government politically and destabilises the popularity of 

Orbán’s rule by publicly expressing their disapproval.175 The party is popular on social 

media, and uses its platform to communicate information, open space for exchanging 

opinions and mobilise groups.176 The main actions that define this audience’s role are the 

vandalistic acts of painting and tearing off the state’s billboards, and launching a counter-

campaign.177 Some of the posters placed around the city said: ‘If you are the Prime 

 
174 John Ferejohn and Pasquale Pasquin, ‘The law of the exception: A typology of emergency powers’, International Journal of 

Constitutional Law, 2(2) 2004, 210 - 239.; Elżbieta M. Goździak, ‘Using Fear of the “Other,” Orbán Reshapes Migration Policy in a 

Hungary Built on Cultural Diversity’, Migration Policy Institute [online], 10 October 2019. Available from: 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/orban-reshapes-migration-policy-hungary (Accessed 18 March 2020).; Viktor Orbán, 

‘Viktor Orbán’s speech at a meeting of the heads of Hungary’s diplomatic missions abroad’, Website of The Hungarian 

Government [online], 9 September 2015. Available from: https://www.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-

s-speeches/viktor-orban-s-speech-at-a-meeting-of-the-heads-of-hungary-s-diplomatic-missions-abroad (Accessed 18 March 

2020). 

175 Vastagbőr Atlatszo [online], Available from: https://vastagbor.atlatszo.hu/.; Szalai and Gőbl, Securitizing migration in 

contemporary Hungary 2015. 

176 Magyar Kétfarkú Kutya Párt, Facebook [online]. Available from: 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/justanotherwordpresspage/posts/?ref=page_internal (Accessed 19 March 2020). 

177 Kiss, The Hungarians Have Decided, 2016, 45-77. 

https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/orban-reshapes-migration-policy-hungary
https://www.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-speeches/viktor-orban-s-speech-at-a-meeting-of-the-heads-of-hungary-s-diplomatic-missions-abroad
https://www.kormany.hu/en/the-prime-minister/the-prime-minister-s-speeches/viktor-orban-s-speech-at-a-meeting-of-the-heads-of-hungary-s-diplomatic-missions-abroad
https://vastagbor.atlatszo.hu/
https://www.facebook.com/pg/justanotherwordpresspage/posts/?ref=page_internal
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Minister of Hungary, you have to respect Hungarian laws!’ or ‘Come to Hungary, we have 

all got jobs in the UK!’178  

Although a form of political satire, these activities escalated domestic instability by 

questioning the level of democracy.179 The graffiti and street art are interpreted as a 

criminal act, disrespect for the authority or even a threat to property and safety.180 

Vandalism causes a disorder that could impose fear, challenge collective efficacy and 

trigger crime.181 The party's actions do not appear to refer to the refugee crisis but to the 

government as a socially responsible institution that lacks attentiveness for its population. 

In turn, while successful in ‘mocking’ the leading politicians in Hungary, the means they 

used had a greater effect. They fostered the instability and polarity in society to an extent, 

which makes it easier for undemocratic ideas like the discrimination of certain groups (e.g. 

refugees) and violation of human rights to occur.182  

It remains obscure what is the role of the party in securitising immigration as it does not 

engage with the discourse of immigration. In the reviewed materials, it is also unclear how 

the SA interacted with the party. This implies that this group should not be seen as a 

primary audience because it is not directly involved with the SA. However, it seems that 

the SA benefited from the generated conflict with the party as it gained more popularity 

 
178 Annabel Tremlett and Vera Messing, ‘Hungary's future: anti-immigration, anti-multiculturalism and anti-Roma?’, Open 

Democracy [online]. Available from: https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/hungarys-future-

antiimmigration-antimulticulturalism-and-antiro/ (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Magyar Kétfarkú Kutya Párt, ‘MKKP tábor’ 

[online]. Available from: https://www.facebook.com/events/1911726305710308/ (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Benjamin Novak, 

‘Hungarian Two-Tailed Dog Party’s chicken candidate interviewed on state-run media,’ Budapest Beacon [online]. 26 March 

2018. Available from: https://budapestbeacon.com/hungarian-two-tailed-dog-partys-chicken-candidate-interviewed-on-state-

run-media/ (Accessed 5 March 2020). 

179 Zsófia Nagy, ‘Repertoires of contention and new media: The case of a Hungarian anti-billboard campaign,’ Intersections: East 

European Journal of Society and Politics 2(4) 2016, 109–133. 

180 Jeff Ferrell, ‘Hiding in the light: graffiti and the visual,’ Criminal Justice Matters, 78(1) 2009, 23–25. 

181 Catherine E. Ross and Catherine. E. Jang, ‘Neighborhood disorder, fear, and mistrust: the buffering role of social ties with 

neighbors,’ American Journal of Community Psychology, 28(4) 2000, 401–420.; Yili L. Xu, Mora L. Fiedler, and Karl H. Flaming, 

‘Discovering the impact of community policing: the broken windows thesis, collective efficacy, and citizens’ judgment,’ Journal 

of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 42(2) 2005, 147–186.; Robert J. Sampson, Stephen W. Raudenbush, and Felton Earls, 

‘Neighbourhoods and violent crime: a multilevel study of collective efficacy,’ Science 277 1997, 918–924.; Reinout Kleinhans and 

Gideon Bolt, ‘More than just fear: on the intricate interplay between perceived neighborhood disorder, collective efficacy, and 

action,’ Journal of Urban Affairs, 36(3) 2013, 420–446.; Michael Wagers, William Sousa, and George Kelling, ‘Broken windows’  

In R. Wortley & L. Mazerolle (Eds.), Environmental criminology and crime analysis, (Cullompton: Willan 2008), pp. 247–262. 

182 Giovani Sartori, ‘How Far Can Free Government Travel?’ Journal of Democracy  6(3) 1995, 101-11. 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/hungarys-future-antiimmigration-antimulticulturalism-and-antiro/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/can-europe-make-it/hungarys-future-antiimmigration-antimulticulturalism-and-antiro/
https://www.facebook.com/events/1911726305710308/
https://budapestbeacon.com/hungarian-two-tailed-dog-partys-chicken-candidate-interviewed-on-state-run-media/
https://budapestbeacon.com/hungarian-two-tailed-dog-partys-chicken-candidate-interviewed-on-state-run-media/
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through their well-liked social media platforms.183  So, it could be suggested that the SA 

empowered this audience by not trying to limit its actions. The rationale behind is that the 

generated conflict contributed to spreading and solidating the idea of securitising 

immigration.    

NGOs and IGOs 

‘The government does not like us, and we do not like the government’184- is how the 

relationship between human rights organisations185 and the political elite looks like in 

Hungary.186  

When refugees knocked on Hungary’s door looking for a safe shelter, human rights 

organisations like Open Hearts, Hungarian Helsinki Committee, Amnesty International 

acted upon their purpose. They provided them with shelter, food and transportation.187 

 
183 Frank Jacobs, ‘Meet the joke party that wants to “Make Hungary Smaller Again,”’ Big Think [online]. 27 July 2018. Available 

from: https://bigthink.com/strange-maps/meet-the-joke-party-that-wants-to-make-hungary-smaller-again (Accessed 19 March 

2020).; Dan Nolan, ‘Satire one of few remaining bastions in Orban's Hungary,’ DW Made for Minds [online]. 4January 2017. 

Available from: https://www.dw.com/en/satire-one-of-few-remaining-bastions-in-orbans-hungary/a-36972883 (Accessed 19 

March 2020).; Péter Cseresnyés, ‘Hungarian Satirical Party Accused of “Counterfeiting” Money,’ Hungary today [online]. 13 May 

2019. Available from: https://hungarytoday.hu/hungarian-satirical-party-accused-of-counterfeiting-money/ (Accessed 19 March 

2020).; Eszter Zalan, ‘Hungary’s satire party takes on migrant referendum,’ Eurobserver [online]. 2 September 2016. Available 

from: https://euobserver.com/news/134869 (Accessed 19 March 2020). 

184 Andria D. Timmer and Danielle Docka-Filipek, ‘Enemies of the Nation: Understanding the Hungarian State's Relationship to 

Humanitarian NGOs,’ Journal of International Global Studies 9(2) 2018, pp.41. 

185 The here-mentioned organisations are the ones that we will focus on, however, this should not be seen as exclusive of any 

other NGOs and IGOs that are legally recognised as such, as the central point is not the structure of the organisations but their 

aim- helping marginalised groups, namely migrants. Some of the organisations encountered through this research are as 

follows: Hungarian Helsinki Committee; Amnesty International; UNHCR; Open Hearts; Human Rights Watch; The Open Societies 

Foundations; The Council of Europe; Átlátszó; the Artemisszió foundation, the Cordelia foundation and Terre des Hommes; the 

Association of Pediatric Practitioners; Menhely Alapítvány (Shelter Foundation), and Oltalom (Sanctuary) Charity Society. 

186 The history of NGOs’ and IGOs’ role in Hungary as civic societies dates long before 2015 but for the purpose of the analysis 

looking to investigate how they interacted with the political elite in relation to immigration this paper will focus explicitly on the 

period of the ‘refugee crisis’.  

187 The Hungarian Helsinki Committee, ‘Refugees and Migrants,’ Helsinki [online]. Available from: 

https://www.helsinki.hu/en/refugees_and_migrants/ (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Anikó Bernát, ‘Solidarity powered via social 

media: Migrant solidarity grassroots groups in Hungary’ In: Travlou, P. and Ciolfi, L. (Eds.). Ethnographies of Collaborative 

Economies Conference Proceedings, (University of Edinburgh, 25 October 2019) Paper No1.; Feischmidt, Margit, & Zakariás, 

Ildkó, ‘Politics of care and compassion: Civic help for refugees and its political implications in Hungary—A mixed-methods 

approach’. In M. Feischmidt, L. Pries, & C. Cantat (Eds.), Refugee protection and civil society in Europe, (Cham: Palgrave2019), 

pp.59-99.; Annastiina Kallius, Daniel Monterescu, and Prem Kumar Rajaram, ‘Immobilizing Mobility: Border Ethnography, 

Illiberal Democracy, and the Politics of the ‘Refugee Crisis’ in Hungary,’ American Ethnologist 43(1) 2016, 25-37. 

https://bigthink.com/strange-maps/meet-the-joke-party-that-wants-to-make-hungary-smaller-again
https://www.dw.com/en/satire-one-of-few-remaining-bastions-in-orbans-hungary/a-36972883
https://hungarytoday.hu/hungarian-satirical-party-accused-of-counterfeiting-money/
https://euobserver.com/news/134869
https://www.helsinki.hu/en/refugees_and_migrants/
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They played an important role in challenging the dominant discourse by promoting 

sympathy and empathy. Their practical involvement with volunteers on national and 

international scale fostered a counter-securitisation process, engaged a wide scope of 

people and helped refugees in Hungary despite the state’s dissatisfaction with that.  

The NGOs/IGOs have the power to institutionally and publically question the state policies. 

For example, the Hungarian Helsinki Committee, the Council of Europe Commissioner for 

Human Rights, the UNHCR, and the European Commission started infringement process 

against Hungary in the light of proposed changes that included:  

 

fast-track screening of asylum claims without proper due process; sending asylum-

seekers back to third countries that may not be safe for them; allowing prolonged detention 

of asylum-seekers.188 

 

Zeid Ra’ad Al Hussein, a former UN Human Rights Commissioner, expressed his 

concerns about the security measures undertaken in Hungary and pointed out that such 

actions (e.g. denying entry, using force, restricting freedom of speech) infringe the human 

rights commitments Hungary had made.189 This public announcement criticised the 

Government’s actions by using the power of international law that countries like Hungary 

agree to.   

In light of the NGOs/IGOs work, the SA’s actions resemble an attempt to marginalise the 

‘undesirable’ audience by imposing political and legislative restrictions. It incorporates 

stringent rules on NGOs, regarding their transparency, with the National Anti-Corruption 

Program for 2015/18.190 In 2017, the government introduced The Law on the 

 
188 Babar Baloch, ‘UNHCR urges Hungary not to amend the asylum system in haste’, UNHCR website [online], 3 July 2015. 

Available from:  http://www.unhcr.org/559641846.html (Accessed 19 March 2020). 

189 Office of the High Commissioner for Human RIghts, ‘Hungary Violating International Law in Response to Migration Crisis: 

Zeid,’ United Nations Human Rights [online]. Available from: 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16449&LangID=E (Accessed 26 April 2020). 

190 The Hungarian Helsinki Committee, ‘Timelines of Government Attacks against NGOs’, The Helsinki website [online]. 17 

November 2017. Available from: https://www.helsinki.hu/wp-

content/uploads/Timeline_of_gov_attacks_against_HU_NGOs_short_17112017.pdf (Accessed 19 March 2020). 

http://www.unhcr.org/559641846.html
http://www.unhcr.org/559641846.html
https://www.ohchr.org/en/NewsEvents/Pages/DisplayNews.aspx?NewsID=16449&LangID=E
https://www.helsinki.hu/wp-content/uploads/Timeline_of_gov_attacks_against_HU_NGOs_short_17112017.pdf
https://www.helsinki.hu/wp-content/uploads/Timeline_of_gov_attacks_against_HU_NGOs_short_17112017.pdf
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Transparency of Organisations Receiving Foreign Funds which violates the freedom of 

expression of the organisations, the right to privacy and personal data and free movement 

of capital.191 That is beneficial for the political elite as it means that the organisations would 

not excessively challenge the securitisation of immigration if their functioning is limited.   

The attack was specifically directed towards the Hungarian-American billionaire, George 

Soros, who funds The Open Societies Foundations, an organisation supporting 

‘independent groups working for justice, democratic governance, and human rights.’192 

Considering the inward-oriented politics of Orbán’s government, the ideals of Soros’ 

philanthropic work seem threatening. In response, the Government produced a campaign 

against Soros, carrying the message ‘Don’t let Soros have the last laugh.’193 This 

campaign successfully led to the ‘Stop Soros law’ saying that ‘individuals or groups 

helping illegal migrants gain status to stay in Hungary will be liable to prison terms.’194 

Orbán justified these practices as a way of controlling the foreign influence in the country 

which steps upon the idea of sovereignty and closed borders.195 The state deemed the 

non-governmental sphere helping immigrants as an enemy to the Hungarian state.196 It 

 
191 Stan Veuger, ‘Hungary’s new immigration tax signals another step toward authoritarianism,’ AEldeas [online]. 1 August 2018. 

Available from: https://www.aei.org/economics/hungary-immigration-tax-another-step-toward-authoritarianism/ (Accessed 19 

March 2020). 

192 For more information see: https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/who-we-are  

193 Nick Thorpe, ‘Hungary vilifies financier Soros with crude poster campaign,’ BBC News [online]. 10 July 2017. Available from: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-40554844 (Accessed 19 March 2020).; George Soros, ‘Chance to Fix Its Refugee 

Policy,’ Foreign Policy [online]. 19 July 2016. Available from: https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/07/19/this-is-europes-last-chance-

to-fix-its-refugee-policy-george-soros/ (Accessed 19 March 2020). 

194 Reuters in Budapest, ‘Hungary passes anti-immigrant “Stop Soros” laws,’  The Guardian [online]. 20 June 2018. Available 

from: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jun/20/hungary-passes-anti-immigrant-stop-soros-laws (Accessed 19 March 

2020).; The Hungarian Government, ‘“Stop Soros” legislative package is an important step,’ Website of the Hungarian 

Government [online]. 21 February 2018. Available from: https://www.kormany.hu/en/news/stop-soros-legislative-package-is-

an-important-step (Accessed 19 March 2020). 

195 Justin Spike, ‘Orbán Declares an End to the Globalist-Liberal Era in State of the Nation Address,’ The Budapest Beacon 

[online] February 13 2017. Available from: https://budapestbeacon.com/orban-declares-end-globalist-liberal-era-state-nation-

address/ (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Amnesty International, ‘Hungary: NGO Law a Vicious and Calculated Assault on Civil 

Society,’ Amnesty International  [online]. June 13 2017. Available from: 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/06/hungary-ngo-law-a-vicious-andcalculated-assault-on-civil-society/ (accessed 

19 March 2020). 

196 Timmer, and Docka-Filipek, ‘Enemies of the Nation: Understanding the Hungarian State's Relationship to Humanitarian 

NGOs,’ 2018. 

https://www.aei.org/economics/hungary-immigration-tax-another-step-toward-authoritarianism/
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/who-we-are
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-40554844
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/07/19/this-is-europes-last-chance-to-fix-its-refugee-policy-george-soros/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/07/19/this-is-europes-last-chance-to-fix-its-refugee-policy-george-soros/
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criticised these organisations for trying to open all borders and to introduce principles that 

prioritise global interests, not national ones. The NGOs/IGOs replaced immigrants in the 

process of ‘othering.’ In this way, the state continued to accommodate xenophobic policies 

further. That became possible because, through their work, NGOs/IGOs privatised the 

functions of the political elite.197 In turn, the Government was liberated from the 

responsibility to accommodate the refugees, and thus, had the freedom to act against 

them without any consequences. 

It becomes clear that the NGOs/IGOs have a strong position in society and use their 

agency to de-securitise immigration. The political elite in Hungary undertook actions 

whose objective appears to be marginalising the pro-immigration rhetoric of these 

organisations. The effect of that is undermining the importance of the NGOs/IGOs in the 

country, ergo delegitimising their position on immigration. Considering that they intend to 

challenge the securitising move, limiting their agency represents the removal of an 

obstacle to successfully securitising immigration.  

4.3.2 Secondary audience 

The secondary audiences do not have any institutional bonds to the government. Their 

agency emerges from the strong local presence and ability to influence and reflect the 

primary audiences’ attitudes.198  In that way, they indirectly communicate with the SA in 

the process of securitising immigration.    

 
197 It should be noted that this process is typical not only for Hungary but also elsewhere. See Kamat, Sangeeta, ‘The 

Privatization of Public Interest: Theorizing NGO Discourse in the Neoliberal Era,’ Review of International Political Economy 11(1) 

2004, 155-176.; Roger Riddle, ‘Does foreign aid really work? An updated assessment,’ Crawford School of Public Policy: 

Development Policy Centre Discussion Paper 33 (Australian National University March 2014).; Peter Houtzager, Changing Paths: 

International Development And The New Politics Of Inclusion, (Michigan:  University of Michigan Press 2006). 

198 For example, civic engagement e.g protesting, solidarity demonstration and festival, campaigning, volunteering, online 

petitions, emails and letters.; See: Migrant Solidarity Group of Hungary, ‘Why are Hungarian border guards practicing shooting 

to kill? (Migszol update from Hungary, 20 June - 4 July),’ MIGSZOL [online]. 4 July 2016. Available from: 

https://www.migszol.com/blog/category/protest (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Migration Aid, Facebook page. Available from: 

https://www.facebook.com/migrationaid.org/ (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Sara Heltai, ‘Hungary lays the xenophobia on thick in 

national questionnaire about immigration,’ Public Radio International [online]. 31 May 2015. Available from: 

https://www.pri.org/stories/2015-05-31/hungary-lays-xenophobia-thick-national-questionnaire-about-immigration (Accessed 

19 March 2020).; Helen Womack, ‘Hungarian volunteers offer warm welcome for refugees,’ UNHCR UK [online]. 19 October 

2016. Available from: https://www.unhcr.org/news/stories/2016/10/5805e78219/hungarian-volunteers-offer-warm-welcome-

refugees.html (Accessed 19 March 2020). 
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Self-organised groups/ alliances 

The migrant solidarity group Migszol along with Segítsünk Együtt a Menekülteknek - Let's 

Help Refugees in Hungary (SEM), and Migration Aid represents self-organised grassroots 

organisations that use social media to mobilise volunteers and organise events to help 

refugees.199 The volunteers helped refugees to speak with official institutions, to navigate 

through the city, providing them with shelter, food, clothes and medicine.200 They fulfilled 

the responsibilities that a democratic state should satisfy based on its liberal values like 

freedom of movement, racial equality, open society.201 What their action means for the 

securitisation of immigration is a disapproval of the securitisation act. Their large 

popularity gives them the social power to negotiate the act. The online supporters for SEM 

and Migration Aid counted up to 10,000 members on Facebook and 35,000 followers.202 

Considering that they are opposing the anti-immigration attitudes of the political elite 

implies that their activities should have signalised that the act is not ‘accepted.’ Even 

though the audience uses its agency to help refugees, the fact that it does not have any 

institutional power makes it difficult for it to change the discourse of immigration.  

 
199 Luiz Romero, ‘Hundreds of Europeans are driving to Hungary to offer rides to stranded migrants,’ Quartz [online]. 15 

September 2015. Available from: https://qz.com/502326/hundreds-of-europeans-are-driving-to-hungary-to-offer-rides-to-

stranded-migrants/ (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Céline Cantat,’Governing Migrants and Refugees in Hungary: Politics of 

Spectacle, Negligence and Solidarity in a Securitising State’. In: Hinger S., Schweitzer R. (eds) Politics of (Dis)Integration. IMISCOE 

Research Series, (Springer, Cham 2019).; Migrant Solidarity Group of Hungary, ‘Fidesz’s “National Consultation” is no 

consultation at all. It is a shameless piece of propaganda – A Migszol commentary,’ MIGSZOL [online]. 20 May 2015. Available 

from: http://www.migszol.com/blog/fideszs-national-consultation-is-no-consultation-at-all-it-is-a-shameless-piece-of-

propaganda-a-migszol-commentary (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Solidar Foundation, ‘Case study “Grassroots direct aid provision 

to asylum-seekers in Hungary”,' 1 December 2015. Available from: https://www.solidar.org/en/publications/case-study-

grassroots-direct-aid-provision-to-asylum-seekers-in-hungary (Accessed 19 March 2020).; Bistra Ivanova, ‘Museum of Solidarity 

Promotion Workshop @ Budapest (Celebrating Solidarity),’ Multikulti [online]. 14 June 2017. Available from: 

https://multikulti.bg/2101 (Accessed 19 March 2020). 

200 Cantat,’Governing Migrants and Refugees in Hungary: Politics of Spectacle, Negligence and Solidarity in a Securitising State’ 

2019. 

201 Oxford Manifesto 1997, ‘The Liberal Agenda for the 21st Century: The Liberal Manifesto, adopted by the 48th Congress of 

Liberal International on 27-30 November 1997 in The Town Hall in Oxford, UK’, Liberal International [online]. 7 February 2011. 

Available from: https://web.archive.org/web/20110207012341/http://www.liberal-international.org/editorial.asp?ia_id=537 

(Accessed 19 March 2020). 

202 Anikó Bernát, Anna Kertész, Fruzsina Márta Tóth, ‘Solidarity Reloaded: Volunteer and Civilian Organizations during the 

Migration Crisis in Hungary,’ Review of Sociology 26(4) 2016, 29-52. 
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Nevertheless, these groups bring international attention to the philanthropic activities it 

organises, attracts the interest of Hungarians living abroad and cooperates with the local 

authorities. Their agency is evident in the attempt to change the understanding of 

immigration on a local/communal level. In doing so, the self-organised groups stimulated 

more people to get involved in their area of competence.203   

The agency of this group rises from their ‘rhizomatic structure’ that defines them as an 

online community. Key features are no hierarchy, undefined starting/finishing points, 

availability of low- and high-threshold activities, and flexibility of participation.204 As a result 

of this non-traditional structure, the groups could adjust to a changing context. On that 

account, their agency benefits with effective connective action achieved through online 

and offline mobilisation, which reaches people from various backgrounds. They 

established connections with local subgroups helping at the train stations, storehouses, 

informative online groups, similar organisations and made it possible for its connections 

to interact and link among each other.  

Although the online social space is used for communicating pro-immigration messages 

and organising resources, most of the content remains in the anti-immigration discourse 

produced by the Government which leads to a reproduction of the SA’s rhetoric rather 

than to establish an independent narrative.205 Media content analysis shows that 

grassroots organisations developed a humanitarian framework.206 They focused on the 

state of refugee camps, hygiene and healthcare accompanied by a language of solidarity. 

However, they lacked the munitions to amend the criminal and security frame developed 

by the Government. Their agency appears to be mitigating the consequences of the 

 
203 Cantat,’Governing Migrants and Refugees in Hungary: Politics of Spectacle, Negligence and Solidarity in a Securitising State’ 

(2019), pp.194. 

204 Tibor Dessewffy and Zsofia Nagy, ‘Born in Facebook: The Refugee Crisis and Grassroots Connective Action in Hungary,’ 

International Journal of Communication 10 2016, 2872–2894. 

205 Judit Barta and Fruzsina, M. Tóth, ‘Online media coverage of humanitarian organizations and grassroots groups during the 

migration crisis in Hungary,’ In: Simonovits, Bori. – Bernát, Anikó ed. The social aspects of the 2015 migration crisis in Hungary, 

(Budapest: TÁRKI Social Research Institute 2016) http://www.tarki.hu/hu/news/2016/kitekint/20160330_refugees.pdf. 

206 Bernát, Kertész, and  Tóth, ‘Solidarity Reloaded: Volunteer and Civilian Organizations during the Migration Crisis in Hungary,’ 

Review of Sociology 26(4) 2016, 29-52. 
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already implemented security measures against refugees rather than changing the 

discourse of securitisation. It is inadequate to claim that the audience is passive as it 

showed agency in numerous situations aimed at recruiting, mobilising and organising 

volunteers. Even so, there are some limitations to the extent to which their voice shapes 

the discourse. Current tools of securitisation theory seem to be unable to uncover the 

nature of these obstacles. 

 

‘Outlaws Army’ 

As opposed to the ideological nature of the above-discussed groups, the ‘Outlaws Army’ 

is an alliance in support of the Government's anti-immigration politics. This group hunts 

down refugees and unites around the idea of a ‘pure’ Hungarian population. They identify 

with a common discriminatory hatred towards the Roma population (composing 3% of the 

total population).207 According to Katherine Kondor, a doctoral fellow at the Centre for 

Analysis of the Radical Right, it is ‘by far the most violent non-marginal radical right group 

in Hungary,’ and it ‘provides security for radical right demonstrations.’208  

It appears that the Government does not try to bring the group to justice nor to control the 

spread of xenophobic ideas. For instance, the work of the ‘Outlaw Army’ is partially 

sponsored through a program for donations administered by Hungary’s tax authority. That 

insinuates that the Government is not particularly concerned with the actions of the group, 

as otherwise, they would take measures against it.209 Furthermore, the political elite 
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(Accessed 20 March 2020).; Hungary Population, 17 February 2020, Available from: 

http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/hungary (Accessed 20 March 2020). 

208 Katherine Kondor, ‘Mapping the Radical Right in Hungary,’ EuropeNow [online]. 2 October 2018. Available from: 
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(Factiva) 2 July 2018.; The Contrarian Hungarian, Hungarian Neo-Nazis Discuss Readiness to Take Up Arms, 10 August 2011. 

Available from: https://thecontrarianhungarian.wordpress.com/2011/08/10/hungarian-neo-nazis-claim-being-ready-to-take-up-

arms/ (20 March 2020). 

209 The Contrarian Hungarian, Who Finances the Hungarian Extreme Right [online], 23 July 2011. Available from: 

https://thecontrarianhungarian.wordpress.com/2011/07/23/who-finances-the-hungarian-extreme-right/ (Accessed 20 March 

2020). 
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adopts similar to the group’s anti-Roma rhetoric in the discourse of immigration by creating 

a parallel between immigrants and Roma.210 For example, in his speech, János Lázár, 

chief of staff to Viktor Orbán, says ‘It’s a fairytale that we can integrate them [the 

refugees],...we have been living with the Gypsies for 600 years and to this day we still 

haven’t been able to integrate them.’211 Orbán contributes to the development of this 

rhetoric by framing Roma as a ‘historical burden’ that ‘we’, the Hungarian people, have to 

live with ‘them.’212 

As discussed above, refugees are framed as a national threat through the process of 

othering. The same logic labels Roma as non-Hungarians, animals, intruders (we vs 

them).213 The SA used this line of similarity and merged the two discourses by creating a 

parallel between refugees and Roma. In doing so, the Government takes advantage of 

the already developed highly negative attitudes against Roma groups to escalate the 

segregation of migrants.214 Creating a wider spectrum of political rhetoric allows the 

inclusion of more people. Put differently, if someone with anti-Roma attitudes felt neutral 

about the issue of immigration, they identified with the dominant discourse once it became 

inclusive of the issue they are most concerned about.  
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What this means for the process of securitisation is that the SA purposefully establishes 

links with certain groups to activate them as an audience since the SA believes that this 

would strengthen the success of the securitising move. This empowerment is done by 

indirectly establishing ideological relationships with the ‘Outlaw Army’ and financially 

sponsoring the group.                              
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Implications 

The implications of the above analysis for this paper’s research question are that the 

theory offers a weak explanation of how some groups were empowered or marginalised 

in the process of securitising immigration in Hungary.  

The theory was useful in defining the contextual factors, the nature of the issue, who is 

the SA and how language is used to convey the message of securitisation. However, the 

above analysis shows that this is insufficient as we also need to understand how the 

context was created, to what extent the audience(s) restricts the agency of the SA and 

how the interactions between the actor and the audience(s) shape the process of 

securitisation. To build such knowledge, it is necessary to identify the characteristics that 

determine a group as an audience, the level of influence it has on the SA, the type of 

agency it can exercise and what are the consequences of the intersubjective relation 

between the actor and the audience(s) for the success of securitisation. 

The analysis found Balzacq’s understanding of formal and moral support useful for 

determining the audiences as primary and secondary.215 However, the definition of moral 

support gave vague categorisation of the secondary groups. Even though the secondary 

audience does not have any institutional bonds (formal power) with the SA, it does play 

an essential role by reflecting upon the attitudes developed by the primary audience and 

by acting locally.  

Salter’s framework of form, content, and success of the securitisation act could be utilised 

in determining the characteristics of the different groups.216 However, this framework 

could not provide a comprehensive understanding of how the audience(s) in Hungary 

interacted with the SA. The theory needs to pay more attention to the socio-linguistic and 

socio-political conditions that influence the behaviour of the SA in relation to the 

audience(s). For example, it becomes clear that in the discourse of immigration, the 

Hungarian political elite marginalises some groups (NGOs/IGOs) and empowers others 

(‘Outlaw Army’) by making use of the psycho-cultural disposition of the audiences. The 

 
215 Balzacq, 2005, 171-201. 

216 Salter, Securitization and desecuritization, 2008, 321-49. 
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text showed that the SA relies on us/them dichotomy and historical and cultural elements 

(e.g. ethnic, demographic) to justify the importance of securitising immigration and 

(de)legitimise the audience(s). 

Cote’s suggestion that the audience(s) have the authority to accept the issue as 

introduced by the SA and legitimise the security measures opens the question of 

audience(s) agency.217 The paper shows that the audiences participate in creating 

contextual factors through their interaction with the SA. What is problematic is that in the 

case of Hungary, we could identify the acts of exercising agency, but not their implications. 

The dissertation suggested that this occurs due to the SA’s aim to silence the attempts of 

de-securitisation and to empower the voice of its supporters.  

In addressing that issue, Stitzel’s discussion of the ‘social field’ of securitisation brings 

some light. It refers to power/agency as changing in relation to the position of the 

actor/audience(s) in a given social environment.218 Adopting such an intersubjective stand 

in conceptualising the factors constituting the success of the securitising move allows us 

to see ‘behind the scenes’ and understand how social and political structures create 

‘hidden’ forms of influence.219 The analysis above shows the moves and countermoves of 

the actor and the audiences, which could be seen as a political game consisting of 

securitising and counter-securitising acts.  

In the case of Hungary, the high responsive capability of the actor raises the question 

about the structural restrictions before the audience(s). As the theory remains silent on 

the question of structure and agency, it is difficult to explain why and how the audience(s) 

are empowered and marginalised. 

 

 

 
217 Cote, ‘Agents without agency: Assessing the role of the audience in securitization theory’, Security Dialogue 2016, 47 (6) 541-

558. 

218 Stritzel, ‘Towards a Theory of Securitization, 2007, 357-83. 

219 Ibid.  



 

6
1

 

Conclusion 

The study found that securitisation theory cannot adequately explain how audience(s) are 

empowered or marginalised since it lacks understanding of what role the audience(s) 

plays. By analysing the role of the audience(s) in securitising immigration in Hungary since 

2015, this dissertation has shown that audiences are capable of building, recreating, 

appropriating and amending contextual features. However, there are structural obstacles 

limiting the extent to which they can actively engage with the process of securitisation.  

The paper contributes to enhancing securitisation’s framework by discussing which are 

the participating audiences, their interaction with the SA and the implications for the 

securitisation of immigration. The text clearly illustrates how specific cultural and 

psychological characteristics shape a group’s position in society regarding their authority 

to frame immigration as a matter of security. In light of the implications of intersubjective 

relations between the Hungarian elite and the audiences on securitising immigration, it 

was suggested that there are existing power dynamics which allow the SA to regulate the 

role of the audience(s). 

The research in its current methodological approach is limited to work with a small scope 

of resources due to the words restrictions and the fact that the author can work only with 

resources written in English, where knowledge of Hungarian could expand the span of 

information to work with. That affects the study’s ability to provide the reader with an 

overarching analysis of the whole process of securitisation in Hungary.  

The analysis would be useful for scholars intending to explain the process of justifying the 

exceptional actions undertaken by governments in light of ‘refugee crisis.’ They would 

advance their approach with a more rigorous understanding of how the audience fits in 

the context of securitisation. The paper is also useful for studying the field of post-

democratic crisis and the transformation of party politics into symbolic politics. Being 

aware of the power dynamics and structural limitations in a process like securitisation, 

which carries the ability to override democratic values and rules, would illuminate practices 

that can bring more understanding for their research.  
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The dissertation calls for further research on whether audiences are aware of their agency, 

how is the intersubjective relationship between the SA and the audience(s) built, and what 

are the implications of the audience’s agency. Developing such comprehension is 

important as it contributes to creating the tools that would allow us to acknowledge how 

and why social behaviours change so drastically when we speak about security. Having 

such ability to analyse discourses of securitisation, will equip us with the necessary skill 

to determine if the security measures undertaken by a political elite are justified or are a 

product of an authoritarian system of governance. Consequently, we will be able to 

address these practices and challenge them with a good perception of how they are 

constructed. 
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The Crisis in Sahel: 
New Challenges to 
European Security 
 

he African region of Sahel is relatively distant from 

Europe, but it should be considered as crucial in 

security sense for EU in the context of ever-

expanding activities of various jihadist and criminal 

organizations. Situated between the Atlantic Ocean and 

Red sea, south from the Sahara Desert, Sahel is being 

used as a transit hub for trafficking of illicit goods to 

Europe. Huge numbers of refugees and immigrants take 

advantage of these existing smuggling routes to look for a 

way to Europe through the chaos of Libya. Large criminal 

and jihadist networks control complex and well-structured 

webs that span through the desert and semi-desert 

isolated regions. Factors such as drought, poor harvests, expansion of Sahara and state 

failure, leave no choice to local farmers and herders other than to engage in illicit trade. 

Thus, the only livelihood, which guarantees survival for whole communities, is trafficking. 

According to the UN Economic Commission for Africa, the annual revenues from illegal 

smuggling in Sahel amount to $ 50 billion.220 A report of the Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development estimates that 60-70 % of the region’s economy is in fact 

an “informal” economy.221 This includes drug trafficking as well. Clear evidence 

demonstrates the long-lasting cooperation between American drug cartels and local 

groups. At least 50 tons of cocaine per year arrive from South and Central America to be 

redistributed across Sahel north to Maghreb and from there to the European streets.222 

The situation the EU is facing, represents the existence of a relatively close geographic 

region where local weak and poor states fail at tackling inter-communal and tribal conflicts. 

Effects of climate change remain unchecked as well. The presence of various radical 

 
220 United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, https://www.uneca.org/pages/iff-background  
221 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2018) Illicit Financial Flows:The Economy of Illicit 
Trade in West Africa 
222 Stijn G. Drug trafficking in the Sahel, 21.04.2019, https://jasoninstitute.com/2019/04/21/drug-trafficking-in-the-
sahel/  
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jihadist and criminal networks that progressively take control of large swathes of territory 

at the expense of local governments also directly affects the EU. These networks not only 

influence the European security through illicit activities directed at the continent, but they 

also spread hostile and radical ideologies contributing to the already high levels of 

violence, chaos and lack of government. 

The crisis has not been settled even after the 2012 French military intervention in Mali, 

the establishment of an UN peace mission, which was followed by the 2015 Algiers peace 

accords. The radicals were defeated but not completely eliminated with enough 

opportunities to regroup, grow, expand and attack. Between 2012 and 2018, 344 civilian 

and military personal of UN were killed after jihadist assaults.223 Terrorist and radical 

influence steadily spilled over not only in Mali, but also in Burkina Faso, Niger and Chad, 

expanding and exploiting already existing social, political or ethnic cleavages. Powerful Al 

Qaeda and Islamic State affiliates were able to capitalize on the insecurity and social 

marginalization of entire communities, using Islamic radicalism as an argument and 

alternative to the failed traditional sources of power. Between 2014 and 2018, the activity 

of eight jihadist groups was related to the deaths of over 1100 civilians, including 400 in 

2017 alone.224 According to the UN, violence and instability have led to a refugee and 

humanitarian crisis with more than one million displaced people in Mali, Chad, Mauritania, 

Burkina Faso and Niger.225 At the same time, the World Food Program warns of 2.4 million 

people in urgent need of humanitarian aid, and more than 5 million children at risk of 

malnutrition.226 Local governments have practically lost control over entire regions. There 

is real danger that these territories might fall permanently under jihadist influence and from 

there it can easily spill over to neighbouring Togo, Ghana and Cote d’Ivoire as well.     

All these facts are clearly visible for the European political elite. Europe does not spare 

efforts and resources, with prospects showing that the Sahel region will become an ever-

increasing priority for the EU. 

So far, the biggest contributor to the regional defense and security has been France as a 

former colonial power and a traditional power broker in this part of Africa. In the summer 

of 2014, Operation “Serval” in Mali was succeeded by “Barkhane”, but with much wider 

geographical scope.227 Some 5100 soldiers have been so far deployed across Mali, Niger, 

 
223 United Nations: At Least 34 United Nations, Associated Personnel Killed in Malicious Attacks against 
Peacekeeping Operations during 2018, https://www.un.org/press/en/2019/org1684.doc.htm  
224 Africa Center for Strategic Studies: The G5 Sahel Joint Force Gains Traction, 09.02.2018, 
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/g5-sahel-joint-force-gains-traction/ 
225 United Nations Security Council: Joint Force of the Group of Five for the Sahel - Report of the Secretary-General, 
11.11.2019, https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/S_2019_868_E.pdf  
226 World Food Programme, CENTRAL SAHEL: the humanitarian emergency the world is ignoring, 
https://www.wfp.org/support-us/stories/central-sahel-the-humanitarian-emergency-the-world-is-ignoring  
 
227 Le Parisien: Les groupes djihadistes multiplient depuis quelques mois les attaques au Sahel, 17.11.2019, 
https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/operation-barkhane-des-soldats-francais-toujours-en-premiere-ligne-17-11-
2019-8194941.php  
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Chad and Burkina Faso, including 600 sent since the start of the year in the context of 

increased activity by the jihadist groups.228 Between 1500 and 2000 French soldiers 

operate in the Northern and Eastern parts of Mali and the rest are spread out between the 

headquarters in N’Djamena, at least four bases and airfields in Niger, as well as one 

special forces unit in Burkina Faso (Operation “Sabr”).  

The French soldiers engage in a wide range of activities from joint patrols with local 

partners, to intelligence gathering, providing training and in general,  any kind of capacity 

building support to fill the lack of governance and absence of state institutions. A special 

emphasis is placed on conducting counter-terrorist operations that have led to the 

termination of some high-ranking jihadists, such as Djamel Okacha229 – one of the  leaders 

in the powerful Al Qaeda affiliated union known as Jama'at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimiin 

(Group for the Support of Islam and Muslims).230 The most recent successful operation 

conducted  by the French military was in June, when the leader of Al Qaeda in Islamic 

Maghreb, Abdelmalik Drukdal, was killed in Northern Mali.231 

However, these battles come at a great cost. In November 2019, the French army lost 13 

soldiers in an accident involving two helicopters, sent as a support during a special forces 

operation in the isolated border area between Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso.232 In total, 41 

French soldiers have been killed in the region since the country first intervened in January 

2013.233 

While Paris concentrates on military activities, the EU works on a much broader scope. In 

2011, Brussels presented a comprehensive and multicomponent strategy for the Sahel 

region. It was upgraded in 2014 and 2015 and now this plan specifically targets Burkina 

Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Chad but also extends to the Maghreb countries and 

Nigeria.234 In practice, the strategy is based on the classical 3D approach of combination 

between diplomacy, defense, and development. The first component is related to the 

appointment of an EU Special Representative for Sahel, whose tasks include coordination 

 
228 Le Parisien: La France renforce l’opération Barkhane de 4500 à 5100 militaires, 02.02.2020, 
https://www.leparisien.fr/politique/sahel-la-france-renforce-l-operation-barkhane-de-4-500-a-5-100-militaires-02-
02-2020-8250522.php  
229 Chatelot C, La France annonce avoir tué un des principaux chefs djihadistes au Sahel, Yahia Abou Al-Hammam, 
22.02.2019,https://www.lemonde.fr/international/article/2019/02/22/la-france-annonce-avoir-tue-un-des-
principaux-chefs-djihadistes-au-sahel-yahia-abou-el-hamam_5426936_3210.html  
230 Center for Strategic and International Studies, Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM), TNT Terrorist 
Backgrounder, 2018, https://www.csis.org/programs/transnational-threats-project/terrorism-
backgrounders/jamaat-nasr-al-islam-wal-muslimin  
231 Communiqué - Florence Parly, ministre des armées, https://www.defense.gouv.fr/salle-de-
presse/communiques/communique_florence-parly-ministre-des-armees  
232 RFI: Qui sont les 13 soldats français morts au Mali?, 02.12.2019,http://www.rfi.fr/fr/france/20191129-morts-
operation-sahel-soldats-mali-militaires  
233 BBC News: Helicopter collision kills 13 French troops in Mali, 26.11.2019, https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
africa-50557511  
234 EEAS, FACTSHEET EU relations with Sahel countries - Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, 17.06.2016, 
http://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/factsheets/docs/sahel-european-union-factsheet_en.pdf  
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-50557511
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and mediation between the main stakeholders. The defense and security part of the 

strategy involve deployment of three missions in Mali and Niger. Their aim is to provide 

training for the local police and army forces in the context of the battle against terrorism, 

organized crime and trafficking. However, these missions do not have a mandate to 

participate in military or counter-terrorist operations. In development and economic sense 

the EU has put in motion several programs and funds, with estimated provision of EUR 8 

billion between 2014 and 2020.235 In addition to these investments, the EU along with the 

UN and the World Bank has pledged additional EUR 1.3 billion of support for the Priority 

Investment Plan236 – a regional investment initiative of the G5 Sahel countries aimed at 

development of over 40 infrastructure projects. 

But how effective are all these measures? At least for now, there does not seem to be any 

significant progress in pacifying the region. Violence and attacks in Mali, Burkina Faso, 

Niger and Chad are  progressively increasing.237 Burkina Faso is close to complete 

collapse, with the state suffering more jihadist attacks than any other country in the 

region.238 Radical Islamism is not the only threat to civilians. Local criminal groups, gangs 

or ethnic-based self-defense militias are also responsible for many atrocities. Just recently 

at least 43 civilian people lost their lives as a result of inter-communal violence in Burkina 

Faso.239  Even government security forces contribute to the instability and chaos by 

disproportionate responses to factors considered as threat.240 

The lack of success so far may be due to the use of inadequate and incomplete strategy. 

The 3D approach might not be sufficient in the context of the social-political dynamics of 

Sahel and the neighbouring countries. It practically aims to pacify the whole region by 

destroying violent armed militias that pose a threat to stability and security; brokering 

peace deals between local political elites; forging political and constitutional reforms; 

increasing the defense capacity of local security forces to assume more responsibility. But 

this is a strategy that applies focus to military solution and political agreements with local 

elites, which are actually one of the root causes of all problems. The very same elites that 

have been receiving European support for decades in order to impose extractive political 

 
235 European Council: “The Sahel is a strategic priority for the EU and its member states”: Council adopts 
conclusions, 13.05.2019, https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/05/13/the-sahel-is-a-
strategic-priority-for-the-eu-and-its-member-states-council-adopts-conclusions/  
236 G5 SAHEL Permanent Secretariat: PRIORITY INVESTMENT PROGRAM (PIP/G5 Sahel) - First Phase 2019-2021, 
https://www.g5sahel.org/images/DOCPIP/PIP_G5S_EN__VF.pdf  
237 The Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project: DISAGGREGATED DATA COLLECTION, ANALYSIS & CRISIS 
MAPPING PLATFORM, https://acleddata.com/#/dashboard 
 
238 International Crisis Group: Burkina Faso: Stopping the Spiral of Violence, 24.02.2020, 
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/sahel/burkina-faso/287-burkina-faso-sortir-de-la-spirale-des-
violences?fbclid=IwAR2uzbrB6IokWMAp6QBiLioEave3ZML5VTwsZrTP8yFoz3QU9MquUuwhpZE  
239 France 24: Dozens killed in northern Burkina Faso attack, https://www.france24.com/en/20200309-dozens-
killed-in-northern-burkina-faso-attack 
240 Human Rights Watch: Burkina Faso: Respect Rights During Counterinsurgency Operation, 
22.02.2019,https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/05/22/burkina-faso-respect-rights-during-counterinsurgency-
operation   
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and economic institutions. Blaise Compaore, the former longtime president of Burkina 

Faso is a good example for such cooperation. So is the current leader of Chad Idriss Deby, 

who has been ruling the country for 30 years, often relying on French military support to 

tackle political rivals and rebels.241 

There is no easy solution for this crisis, as too much irreparable damage has been inflicted 

to millions of people. In such an environment, the collective thought easily leans towards 

radicalization, violence and revenge. The present approach needs to be reshaped, as the 

support for political models, historically proven as inefficient, could cost much more to 

Europe in the long term than the current activity of several jihadist groups. The longer this 

instability persists, the more anti-Western sentiments will entrench in local communities 

that are already too sensitive to their colonial past. 

That is why the probable solution for Sahel lays in the local communities. The aggregation 

of their interests, needs and perspectives should be the basis for all future economic and 

political reforms. The war against Islamic radicalism and organized crime cannot be won 

without gaining the trust of local communities, to which Europe must show that it is not 

there to colonize again. They need to be respected, otherwise any violation of their rights 

will push more people to radicalism. In this sense, the only way out of this crisis is a 

reasonable combination between counter-terrorism tools, diplomacy, regional cooperation 

at all levels, financial aid and above all - bottom-up policy-making. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
241 RFI: France accused of propping up Chad’s Deby with air strikes on rebels, 02.04.2019, 
http://www.rfi.fr/en/africa/20190320-france-accused-propping-chad-idriss-deby-air-strikes-rebels-africa  
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Contemporary Russian state 
capture in the Western Balkans: 
A case study analysis of the 
Republic of Serbia 
 

 

 

‘…[Russia] uses overt and covert means of economic warfare, ranging from energy 

blockages and politically motivated investments to bribery and media manipulation in 

order to advance its interests and to challenge the transatlantic orientation of Central and 

Eastern Europe’. 

- Central and Eastern European leaders to the Obama Administration, 2009 242 

 

 recent report by the European Commission (EC), focused on credible enlargement 

of the European Union (EU), highlights three major risks present before the 

countries of the Western Balkan region.243 These relate mainly to the rule of law, 

and specifically ‘clear elements of state capture’, including ‘links with organised crime and 

corruption at all levels of government and administration’, coupled with a ‘strong 

entanglement of public and private interests’.244 Moreover, these severe problems for the 

Western Balkans are turning into a fundamental hindrance for establishing ‘economic 

 
242 Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, An Open Letter To The Obama Administration From Central And Eastern 
Europe. Available at: 
https://www.rferl.org/a/An_Open_Letter_To_The_Obama_Administration_From_Central_And_Eastern_Europe/17
78449.html [Accessed 14 April 2020] 
243 European Commission, ‘A credible enlargement perspective for and enhanced EU engagement with the Western 
Balkans’ (Strasbourg, European Commission, 2018), p. 3 We identify the Western Balkan countries as: Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Serbia, Montenegro, Albania, Northern Macedonia and Kosovo. 
244 Ibid. 

A 

https://www.rferl.org/a/An_Open_Letter_To_The_Obama_Administration_From_Central_And_Eastern_Europe/1778449.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/An_Open_Letter_To_The_Obama_Administration_From_Central_And_Eastern_Europe/1778449.html
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reform, media freedom and the rule of law’.245 One of 

the drivers are rent-seeking elites, who adopt ‘ethno-

nationalist appeals’, and aim to concentrate power into 

their hands at the expense of democracy and 

freedom.246 This becomes a paramount issue before the 

security and prosperity of societies in the region. Who is 

the main culprit? According to numerous other reports 

and academic literature,247 the main party, which is said 

to influence local political elites and business interests 

for its gain, is the Russian Federation (henceforth 

‘Russia’). 

 

The theoretical concept, which will be adopted in this 

research, is ‘state capture’. This choice is motivated by 

the report of the EC, along with many other sources 

highlighting the concept of ‘state capture’ when 

explaining Russian actions.248 The text uses the 

following definition of state capture - ‘the actions of a 

small number of firms… to shape the rules of the game 

to their advantage through illicit… provision of private 

gains to public officials’.249 The advantage of adopting 

this definition is that we have an expanded, yet in-depth, 

concept, which is more applicable to a broader number of cases, while also allowing for a 

detailed inquiry into the empirical reality of state capture. According to the state capture 

diagnostics roadmap developed by the CSD, there are four major dimensions of state 

capture - business, institutional, political, and black-market capture.250 However, this 

research will also focus on an important ‘environmental enabler’, which is media capture. 

 
245 Vachudova, M.A. ‘EU Enlargement and State Capture in the Western Balkans’, in The Europeanisation of the 
Western Balkans: A Failure of EU Conditionality?, edited by Jelena Džankić, Soeren Keil and Marko Kmezić (London, 
Palgrave, 2019), p. 64  
246 Ibid. 
247 Bechev, D. Rival Power: Russia in Southeast Europe (New Haven, CT., Yale University Press, 2017); Center for 
Euro-Atlantic Studies, ‘Mapping of Russian Influence in Serbia During 2013 and 2014’ (Belgrade, Center for Euro-
Atlantic Studies, 2016); Metodieva, A. ‘Russian Narrative Proxies in the Western Balkans’ (Washington DC., The 
German Marshall Fund of the United States, 2019) 
248 Galeotti, M. ‘Controlling Chaos: How Russia Manages its Political War in Europe’ (London, European Council on 
Foreign Relations), p 7; Štiplija, N. T. and Novaković, I. ‘Serbia: Restoring the great game’, in The Russian Economic 
Grip on Central and Eastern Europe, edited by Ognian Shentov (Abingdon, Routledge, 2018), pp. 204-220; Bechev, 
D. ‘Russia’s Strategic Interests and Tools of Influence in the Western Balkans’ (Riga, NATO Strategic 
Communications Centre of Excellence, 2019)  
249 Conley, H. A., Mina, J., Stefanov, R. and Vladimirov, M. The Kremlin Playbook: Understanding Russian Influence in 
Central and Eastern Europe (Lanham, MD., Rowman and Littlefield, 2016), p. 1 
250 Center for the Study of Democracy, ‘State Capture Diagnostics Roadmap’ (Sofia, Center for the Study of 
Democracy, 2016), p. 7 
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This will allow for an account of what creates the specific vulnerabilities of a state and 

helps aid the processes of other types of state capture. 

This research has opted for the method of case study research, with the Republic of 

Serbia (henceforth ‘Serbia’) as the preferred choice. The reason for that is not only given 

the word limitations of this study, but also because Serbia provides the largest Russian 

economic footprint in the region, and is, therefore, a comprehensive example.251 The 

method of researching the complex process of state capture will be divided into several 

approaches. Firstly, upon choosing the appropriate theoretical standpoint and definition 

of state capture, this study moves on to use a content analysis of primary and secondary 

sources, which will focus on demonstrating the impact and behaviour of Russia. This 

method offers a logical roadmap for studying Russia’s actions. 252 Our work focuses 

specifically on the aspects of business and political capture and their interlocking and 

purpose. Lastly, the study will use the framework of Motivations, Narratives, and 

Outcomes of state capture practices, to represent the media dimension.  

The concept of state capture will be employed to create an overall depiction of the aims 

of the Russian state in Serbia, the instruments used to instill the various types of capture, 

and the outcomes of such actions. Therefore, the ultimate aim of this research is to argue 

that state capture theory can effectively explain the interference of Russia in Serbia. We 

will contend that Russia uses complex networks to achieve business and political capture. 

Business and political interests integrate and create powerful structures of influence in 

Serbia. Finally, this study will highlight the importance of media capture as a key enabler 

that allows for Russian and Serbian elites to exploit nationalist and political narratives in 

the information sphere and thus create a favourable atmosphere for other types of state 

capture to flourish.  

This paper contributes to the wider literature by providing a narrower focus on the practice 

of state capture, helping to develop an in-depth understanding of current international 

phenomena, such as the way Russia conducts geopolitics in the Western Balkans. This 

research lays the basis for a more efficient analysis of state capture theory. On this 

account, it calls for the further conceptualisation of the different methods of state capture 

for improving the analytical utility of the theory. 

The text begins with a review of the literature in the field of corruption and, based on this, 

will create the theoretical foundation, through the adopted concept of state capture. The 

second Chapter will focus on exploring and giving assumptions about the two main 

dimensions of state capture, which are used to interpret Russian influence in Serbia, 

namely business and political capture. In the end, our third Chapter will stress the 

 
251 Center for the Study of Democracy, ‘Assessing Russia’s Economic Footprint in Serbia’ (Sofia, Center for the Study 
of Democracy, 2018), p. 1 
252 Hellman, J.S., Jones, G. and Kaufmann, D. ‘Seize the State, Seize the Day’ (Washington, D.C., World Bank 
Institute, 2000), p.3 
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importance of media capture as a key enabler in creating a beneficial to Russia and local 

elites environment, aiding the expansion of overall state capture.  

 

Chapter I: Conceptualising state capture theory 

Throughout history, and all over the world, private actors have sought to influence the 

legal framework, rules, and regulations of states, by swaying public officials and 

bureaucrats.253 These issues form the basis of various areas of academic concern, such 

as corruption, institutional subversion, regulatory capture, and, more recently, the concept 

of state capture. Over the last two decades, the literature on the topic of ‘capturing’ states 

has gained significant momentum in academia. To demonstrate the importance of this 

issue in the field of International Relations (IR), this Chapter will focus on the theory and 

practice of ‘state capture’ and its significance by briefly explaining the case of Russia. This 

specific state provides a key example of how ‘capture’ is conducted. In the following 

pages, this essential Chapter will go on to elaborate on what state capture is, how it is 

conceptualised - the main stages from its genesis to the complete concept - and what 

purpose this serves for the topic of this dissertation, specifically considering the empirical 

study. 

 

A broad historical overview 

 

The idea behind ‘state capture’ has developed significantly from its onset in the 1960s, as 

the simple idea that state and business interests may be connected. In the academic 

literature, at least since 1965, economists, such as Mancur Olson and George Stigler, 

have acknowledged the role of special interests in forming institutions, initially naming it 

‘institutional subversion’ and ‘regulatory capture’.254 In subsequent work, Olson argues 

that the ‘domination of special interests’ can be considered ‘detrimental to economic 

growth because rent-seeking diverts resources from productive activities and slows down 

innovation’.255 His analysis shows that even at that stage, we can state that there is 

potential in studying this topic, mostly because of the effects that it has on nations and 

their economies. In turn, this seminal work set the scene for future studies of the subject. 

 

 
253 Farrales, M.J. ‘What is Corruption?: A History of Corruption Studies and the Great Definitions Debate’ (San 
Diego, CA., University of California San Diego, 2005), p. 2 
254 Olson, M. The Logic of Collective Action (Cambridge, MA., Harvard University Press, 1965), p. 132; Stigler, G. J. 
‘The Economic Theory of Regulation’, The Bell Journal of Economics and Management Science, 2:1 (1971), p. 4 
255 Olson, M. The Rise and Decline of Nations: Economic Growth, Stagflation, and Social Rigidities (New Haven, CT., 
Yale University Press, 1982), p. 38 
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Early examples of research into ‘state capture’ include a few foundational works by Stigler 

and Peltzman. Firstly, George Stigler developed the theory of ‘regulatory capture’, which 

broadly states that interest groups use the coercive and regulatory powers of government 

to formulate laws the way they see as beneficial. However, at this stage, the definition of 

‘regulatory capture’ was still quite distinct from what we now know as ‘state capture’. This 

oversight is recognised by Sam Peltzman.256 He proceeds by encouraging the focus on 

political power relationships, such as asking which groups can extract gains from the 

regulatory process, and identifies that big businesses and regulators can support each 

other.257 These findings may help us to understand the intricate relationship between 

regulators and business, suggesting that the issue is much broader than anticipated. In 

the years after these notable works were published, several other scholars came to 

provide further research on the issues of regulations, regulatory capture, pressure groups, 

theory of growth, and others.258 However, to maintain a narrow focus on our case study 

topic, this study will now move on to analyse more relevant and recent works. 

In continuation of the above-mentioned ideas, some studies interrogate whether these 

various types of conceptualisations of political power relationships could be incorporated 

under a single spectrum of corruption.259 To define whether a single concept of corruption 

would, hypothetically, be adequate to explain the influence that the private sphere posses 

within the public sphere, this issue must be further investigated. To begin with, the first 

author to fully crystallise the view of corruption as an overarching spectrum of a variety of 

sub-concepts is Aiysha Varraich. He labels corruption as an ‘umbrella concept’ which 

incorporates various other concepts, for instance, clientelism, patronage, patrimonialism, 

particularism, and state capture.260 Although seemingly independent, Varraich contends, 

they all carry the essential characteristics of corruption.261 Under this ‘umbrella’ every form 

of corruption has its undue private benefits and unique features.262 The main challenge 

with the broad understanding of corruption stems from its ability to be applied widely. 

Having in mind that this dissertation will focus on a much more specific subject, a wide 

term like ‘corruption’ limits the ability to go in-depth in our research. 

 
256 Peltzman, S. ‘Toward a More General Theory of Regulation’, The Journal of Law & Economics, 19:2 (1976), p. 212 
257 Ibid., p. 240 
258 For the theoretical evolution of these ideas, see: Bardhan, P. and Mookherjee, D. ‘Relative Capture of Local and 
Central Governments: An Essay in the Political Economy of Decentralization’ (Berkeley, CA., Center for International 
and Development Economics Research, 1999); Becker, G. ‘A Theory of Competition Among Pressure Groups for 
Political Influence’, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 98:3 (1983), pp. 371-400; Grossman, G. M. and Helpman, E. 
‘Endogenous Innovation in the Theory of Growth’, Journal of Economic Perspectives, 8:1 (1994), pp. 23-44; Parente, 
S. L. and Prescott, E.C. ‘Monopoly Rights: A Barrier to Riches’, American Economic Review, 89:5 (1999), pp. 1216-
1233; Laffont, J. and Tirole, J. ‘The Politics of Government Decision-Making: A Theory of Regulatory Capture’, The 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, 106:4 (1991), pp. 1089-1127 
259 As there is no single definition of corruption, we will see it as the ‘abuse of entrusted power for private gain’, 
which is the most commonly used. See: Transparency International, What is corruption?. Available at: 
https://www.transparency.org/what-is-corruption#define [Accessed 11 April 2020]  
260 Varraich, A. ‘Corruption: An Umbrella Concept’ (Gothenburg, Quality of Government Institute, 2014), p. 3 
261 Ibid. 
262 Ibid., p. 7  

https://www.transparency.org/what-is-corruption#define
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As we have seen, while there are many definitions under the concept of corruption, the 

present study has chosen to examine the term of ‘state capture’. There are multiple 

reasons for this choice. First and foremost, state capture is considered a very recent 

development of the corruption literature and has therefore received relatively little 

scholarly attention.263 However, such emphasis is necessary as it fully encapsulates one 

of the biggest grey zones within corruption literature.264 That is the interaction between 

the private and public sectors, whereby ‘a predatory group of individuals’ positions 

themselves against the state for private gain.265 State capture can also be considered one 

of the most detrimental to public institutions and the civil society types of corruption. The 

practice of state capture, as described in this research, has the potential to instil significant 

inequality in the public domain. Not only does it hinder the equal treatment of individuals 

and their interests by the public authority of a state and within society, but this also creates 

privileges, be it in politics or business, of certain interest, at the expense of the concerns 

of other members of society.266 What is more, according to the CSD, this creates 

fraudulent practices of disregarding the basic principles of neutrality and equality, thus 

helping to transform the entire landscape of public-private relationships and political 

processes.267 

Over the past two decades research around corruption has expanded considerably and 

with that the association of various other concepts into the sphere of corruption. State 

capture represents one of these concepts, thus we will proceed by looking at how it 

evolved within the literature to suit our purpose in the following Chapters. 

 

State capture: From inception to perfection 

Initially, the term ‘state capture’ appeared as an evolution of the concept of corruption in 

2000 as part of a policy research paper by the World Bank’s 1999 Business Environment 

and Enterprise Performance Survey (BEEPS).268 The seminal authors, Joel S. Hellman, 

Geraint Jones, and Daniel Kaufmann, take an economics approach to assess what 

distinguishes the different types of relationships between private firms and the state, which 

are split into state capture, influence, and administrative corruption.269 Successively, they 

define state capture as ‘shaping the formation of the basic rules of the game’, which takes 

the form of laws, rules, decrees and regulations, and specifically through ‘illicit and non-

 
263 Ibid., p. 25 
264 Ibid. 
265 Ibid. 
266 Stoyanov, A., Gerganov A. and Yalamov, T. ‘State Capture Assessment Diagnostics’ (Sofia, Center for the Study of 
Democracy, 2019), p. 34 
267 Ibid. 
268 Hellman et al., ‘Seize the State, Seize the Day’, p.3 
269 Ibid. 
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transparent private payments to public officials’.270 State capture is contrasted with 

influence, which is similar, but without recourse to payments, and with administrative 

corruption, which is simply petty forms of bribery aiming to implement laws, rules, and 

regulations.271 Making these distinctions is important to highlight the importance of the 

state capture concept and the authors do so coherently by introducing measures to assess 

it. 

For Hellman et al., there are two central measures necessary for evaluating state capture. 

Firstly, the impact measure is concerned with the extent of the ‘capture economy’, which 

they define as ‘the share of firms in each country’ that inform about a ‘direct impact on 

their business from the purchase of laws, decrees and regulations by firms through private 

payments to public officials’.272 Although not as reliable as the following, the study of 

impact provides an insight into the perception of state capture within a country. The 

second measure is based on behaviour and it relates to identifying ‘captor firms’, defined 

as those that report having made private payments to officials in an attempt to ‘influence 

the content of laws, decrees or regulations’.273 Most importantly, these authors see state 

capture not only as an indication but as a major cause of poor governance. Moreover, 

they look at it as an exchange between companies and the state. These details will be 

useful when discussing the empirical example in Chapter II, where parts of the economy 

are dominated by certain actors. For its relevance, this method of assessing state capture, 

used by Hellman et al., will be used to guide the impact and behaviour of Russian entities 

in Serbia. However, as this will not suffice to show the full capacity of state capture, a 

focus on other aspects of state capture will be emphasised in later chapters.  

Despite the major contribution provided by the BEEPS survey, it is essential to highlight 

that Hellman et al. consider state capture to be primarily on a transactional, rather than a 

systemic level. Consequently, this is a serious oversimplification of the overall argument. 

Transactions can include the purchase of an amendment, a court ruling, a regulation, or 

even a bribe, to avoid a heftier fine and be considered, by extent, state capture. However, 

when seen as systemic, state capture is substantially more intricate. For example, later 

research on state capture has revealed that the concept tends to ‘blur’ the formal 

separation between the private and public spheres through ‘myriads of networks’.274 In 

the following section, we will further observe the true depth and severity of state capture 

by revealing the ways through which it can be achieved, as well as the effect it has on 

society. 

Making a distinction between a wider concept, with a focus on transactions, such as 

corruption, be it petty or grand, and state capture is essential for the theoretical grounding 

 
270 Ibid. 
271 Ibid. 
272 Ibid. 
273 Ibid. 
274 Stefes, C. H. ‘Measuring, Conceptualizing, and Fighting Systemic Corruption: Evidence from Post-Soviet 
Countries’, Perspectives on Global Issues, 2:1 (2007), pp. 2-5 
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of this study. This distinction is very beneficial for our empirical assessment. Whereas the 

former tends to arise from time to time in selected circumstances, state capture ‘implies 

that private interest supersedes public interest systematically and permanently’.275 This 

suggests the damaging consequences of state capture, alluding to its importance and 

thus acknowledging the need for further study.  

Among the studies published after the BEEPS paper, there is hardly any agreement on a 

conceptual framework of state capture, both in academic and policy circles. Across the 

surveyed literature,276 the problem of state capture is almost always tied to specific 

examples and their solutions. A clear favourite appears to be ‘capture-proofing’ states.277 

Similarly, behavioural measures are also described in various ways and put under 

different labels, for example, state capture, failure of the rule of law, corruption.278 

Intriguingly, John Hulsey, maintains that the three share the same notion. According to 

him, governance strays from normative standards of accountability and universality, by 

using public resources for private benefit, therefore hurting the public good.279 The main 

issue with such an assumption is that the literature highlights examples of the practice of 

state capture, except defined as various types of corruption. To prove this, we will draw 

upon four influential works that are based on post-socialist economies, as they relate the 

most to our empirical analysis.  

The earliest of these studies are written by Hellman et al., who provide the first in-depth 

research on state capture practices in Eastern Europe, which are the principal theme and 

area of the present study. They build upon their 1999 survey by providing empirical testing 

on the types of linkages between firms and the state in transition economies.280 More 

importantly, the authors pay considerable attention to the buying of ‘influence over 

legislators and regulators’ as a goal to produce favourable laws for their businesses, but 

at a cost for their competitors.281 Thereby, Hellman et al. portray a clear example of state 

capture. However, other scholars such as Power and Taylor choose to label such actions 

 
275 Stoyanov et al. ‘State Capture Assessment Diagnostics’, p. 27 
276 Selected examples include: Fazekas, M.and Tóth, I. J. ‘From Corruption to State Capture: A New Analytical 
Framework with Empirical Applications from Hungary’, Political Research Quarterly, 69:2 (2016), p. 322; Guerrero, 
M. A. ‘Broadcasting and democracy in Mexico: From corporatist subordination to State capture’, Policy and Society, 
29:1 (2010), pp. 23-35; Innes, A. ‘The political economy of state capture in Central Europe’, Journal of Common 
Market Studies, 52:1 (2013), pp. 88-104; Slinko, I., Yakovlev, E. and Zhuravskaya, E. ‘Laws for Sale: Evidence from 
Russia’, American Law and Economics Review, 7 (2004), pp. 284-318 
277 Vladimirov, M. and Stefanov, R. The Kremlin Playbook in Southeast Europe: Economic Influence and Sharp Power 
(Sofia, Center for the Study of Democracy, 2020), p. 87 
278 Hulsey, J. ‘Institutions and the Reversal of State Capture: Bosnia and Herzegovina in Comparative Perspective’, 
Southeastern Europe, 42 (2018), p. 16 
279 Ibid. 
280 Hellman, J.S., Jones, G. and Kaufmann, D. ‘Seize the state, seize the day: state capture and influence in transition 
economies’, Journal of Comparative Economics, 31 (2003), pp. 751-773 
281 Ibid., pp. 753-754 



 

9
3

 

as a ‘policy for cash’ context, or ‘corruption’.282 Similarly, as a result of an examination into 

Estonia’s post-socialist economic reforms, Abrams and Fish identify state capture 

practices rather as a ‘failure of the rule of law’.283 In comparison to such views, in cases 

such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as Hungary, Magyar finds that state capture can 

be a process either initiated by or including political parties as core actors who are ‘at least 

as interested in political control as illicit economic gain’.284  

Chiefly, we can observe that state capture, at least until 2016, was broadly considered as 

a concept that only slightly deviates from corruption. Moreover, after the notable research 

by Hellman et al., there was still insufficient literature in the provision of a coherent state 

capture diagnostic or index, which would suit a variety of case study examples. Instead, 

most authors opted to adopt the BEEPS definition by slightly altering it for the rationale of 

their studies. However, a more succinct and precise concept would be extremely valuable 

in the research initiated in this dissertation.  

 

One definition to encapsulate them all? 

A publication that took upon the task of evolving the state capture literature, namely by 

establishing a ‘state capture index’, was initiated by the CSD.285 In 2016, the experts 

published a working paper, which focused on creating a diagnostics roadmap of the 

concept. The document upholds that closing the gap between the multitude of variants of 

state capture, which are based on different countries, but similar concepts, would become 

possible only through an enhanced definition for state capture.286 The long-term goal of a 

broader and more unified definition should, therefore, be to provide the foundation for 

selecting the best existing one, or for developing concrete measurements and monitoring 

methods to include some, or all, features of state capture in an index format.287 In short, 

the authors argue that the concept is most applicable for analysis in societies where the 

liberal social order, together with the neo-liberal economic model, is the commonly 

accepted normative ideal.288 Therefore, the ideal type of state corresponds to what we 

have chosen to be our case study in the subsequent Chapters. Following a close 

examination of the typology of state capture and its main characteristics, the CSD define 

the concept as a ‘combination of different forms of corruption’ which have one goal - ‘to 

 
282 Power, T.J. and Taylor, M.M. ‘Accountability Institutions and Political Corruption in Brazil’, in Corruption and 
Democracy in Brazil: The Struggle for Accountability, edited by Timothy J. Power and Matthew M. Taylor (Notre 
Dame, IN., University of Notre Dame Press, 2011), p. 7 
283 Abrams, N.A. and Fish, S. ‘Policies first, institutions second: lessons from Estonia’s economic reforms’, Post-
Soviet Affairs. 31:6 (2015), p.509  
284 Magyar, B. Post-Communist Mafia State: The Case of Hungary (Budapest, Central European University Press, 
2016), p. 74 
285 Center for the Study of Democracy, ‘State Capture Diagnostics Roadmap’, p. 1 
286 Ibid., p. 2 
287 Ibid. 
288 Ibid. 
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secure wholesale (by default) and long term privileges to captors by exploiting the power 

of government for private benefit’.289  

The observational study by the CSD suggests that the characteristics of state capture 

could be divided into three foundational components - Actors, Results and Mechanisms. 

Firstly, the most important element is the ‘Actors’, which could be divided into three 

separate types - private interest (business entities), networks or institutions of the state, 

and parties or networks representing certain political interests.290 Secondly, the ‘Results’ 

element addresses the benefits obtained by the captor and its relevant effect on the rest 

of society, as well as the state.291 Lastly, the ‘Mechanisms’ is the observation on the ways 

through which capture is achieved.292 It is essential to underline that what differentiates 

this paper from those previously analysed here, is that it examines state capture through 

a broader lens, thus allowing us to use its index for a variety of empirical examples. This 

increases the reliability of the concept. Similarly, a main hindrance to the previous works 

is that they adapt the initial BEEPS study to suit their case studies. However, we should 

note that the way state capture is achieved varies on a context-specific basis, thus the 

combination of corruption forms that are used to obtain it is different.  

According to the work of the CSD, there are four major dimensions for achieving state 

capture - business, institutional, political, and black-market capture. Business capture 

includes the influence (e.g. corruption, monopolisation and more) of the business sector 

or the legislation to acquire privileged status.293 On the other hand, institutional capture 

focuses on the privatization of institutions for private interest or gain.294 Political capture 

extends the capture practice to political parties or other political entities, who establish 

close relationships to ensure party donations from sources of funds (mainly business 

entities) in exchange for future access to public funds and law-making.295 The last 

dimension is black economy capture, which means that organised crime groups capture 

state institutions to secure systematic violations of the law and regulations for conducting 

black sector activities (on a large scale) and launder the profits.296 Although these 

dimensions are paramount, there exist various so-called ‘environmental enablers’, which 

can increase state capture vulnerability. Out of these enablers we will specifically be 

focusing on media capture.297 The term relates to taking control of the main feedback 

vehicle that drives public demand for improved governance.298 If the media environment 

is partially or fully captured, by the same or actors related to the business capture, it allows 

for all types of corruption to flourish, allowing further facilitation of state capture. As a result 

 
289 Ibid., pp. 5-6 
290 Ibid., p. 6 
291 Ibid. 
292 Ibid. 
293 Ibid., p. 7 
294 Ibid., p. 14 
295 Ibid., p. 8 
296 Ibid., p. 11 
297 Stoyanov et al. ‘State Capture Assessment Diagnostics’, p. 40; p. 79 
298 Ibid., p. 79 
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of their importance to good governance, business and media capture have sufficient merit 

to be addressed in the following two Chapters. 

Despite the scholarly and empirical achievement reached by the CSD in their Roadmap, 

we will use their subsequent collaborative work with the Center for Strategic and 

International Studies (CSIS), The Kremlin Playbook, as the main research to provide us 

with the final conceptual definition. Consequently, that is ‘the actions of a small number of 

firms [or such groups as the military, ethnic groups, and kleptocratic politicians] to shape 

the rules of the game to their advantage through illicit, nontransparent provision of private 

gains to public officials’.299 The benefit of using this definition is that it covers a broader 

number of cases, while also allowing for a detailed inquiry into the empirical reality of state 

capture. Having investigated the literature of state capture, we can now move to provide 

an overview on the case of Russia and proceed to address specific aspects of the state's 

behaviour in the following Chapters, and whether it can be classified as ‘state capture 

behaviour’ and what this tells us for our future analyses. 

 

The ideal type of capture? 

As part of this research main argument, this section hypothesizes that Russia could be 

considered an example of a captured state in and of its own, mainly through the 

economy’s resemblance to ‘oligarchic capitalism’.300 In turn, this oligarchism can be 

deemed an ‘enabler’. This enabler allows Russia to create favourable circumstances for 

state capture practices to be externalised into a foreign policy towards other post-socialist 

states. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991, the transition that was intended 

by the early reformers there was anything but a radical jump to an ideal type free-market-

oriented economy and democracy.301 Instead, a number of oligarchs seized a 

considerable portion of the economy from the very first wave of privatisation. Both scholars 

and economists later described this type of capitalism as ‘oligarchic’.302 Russia is also 

regarded as a ‘mafia state’, which is ruled by ‘an interlocking network of associations and 

clan-based politics centered on Putin’, ultimately serving the purpose of ‘strengthening 

Putin’s hold on power, silencing critics and maximizing… economic benefits’.303 Such 

observations are essential for several reasons.  

 

Firstly, this gives us an understanding of the highly sophisticated and intertwined networks 

between politics and economics. Furthermore, what these observations raise attention to 

 
299 Conley et al., The Kremlin Playbook, p. 1 
300 Braguinsky, S. ‘Postcommunist Oligarchs in Russia: Quantitative Analysis’, The Journal of Law & Economics, 52:2 
(2009), pp. 307-308 
301 Braguinsky, S. and Yavlinsky, G. Incentives and Institutions: The Transition to a Market Economy in Russia 
(Princeton, NJ., Princeton University Press, 2000), p. 169 
302 Braguinsky, ‘Postcommunist Oligarchs in Russia’, pp. 307-308 
303 Dawisha, K. Putin's Kleptocracy: Who Owns Russia? (New York, NY., Simon & Schuster, 2015), p. 14 
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is the extent to which state capture can affect society. Secondly, when the majority of 

corporations in a state are dominated by either the government or individuals related to 

the higher echelons of power, we can see the introduction of a belief that business is 

simply an extension of politics. As such, businesses can be used to support the 

overarching policy goals of the government. Finally, this discussion provides us with the 

foundation to question whether this oligarchical state, which resembles a captured state 

itself, can use this as an instrument of malign economic and political influence, and state 

capture in other states and how does this come into being. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

9
7

 

Chapter II: Russkiy Mir and the business of state capture in Serbia 
304 

‘We are coming to the Balkans in a different form.’ 

Sergey Razov, Deputy Russian Foreign Minister (2002-05) 305 

 

In this Chapter, the present research will utilise readily available scholarly research, along 

with some primary documents, provided by the case of Russia’s influence in the Western 

Balkans. To demonstrate this, we shall focus on the case of Serbia, because, as it will be 

illustrated, the state faces the highest levels of Russian political and economic influence 

in the region. This research will be presented in a manner that describes and evaluates 

said influence and its impact, through the lens of the state capture theory and definition, 

developed in the previous Chapter. The aim is to identify the exact mechanisms of how 

business capture, as a dimension of state capture, harms civil society for the benefit of a 

small number of individuals. 

The art of influence 

Given recent actions by Russia in the Western Balkans,306 some scholars have been led 

to believe that Kremlin is coming back to the region.307 However, the reality is that it never 

withdrew its presence. Instead, Russia and Serbia have deep historical and cultural ties, 

which have remained unaltered, and have permitted Russia to maintain a foothold in the 

region, despite an occasionally challenged political relationship.308 During the 1990s, as 

a result of the Yugoslav civil war, it was difficult to establish many legal business 

connections from the Western Balkans with outsiders.309 Therefore, in Russia’s case, the 

principal way of spreading its influence during the civil war period was through conflict 

management.310 Despite this, the Kremlin has developed a complex economic, social and 

media footprint in the region, which merits further investigation. 

 
304 Russkiy Mir [Russian World] is a flexible concept used by Russian policy-makers and philosophers for furthering a 
substantive element of President Putin’s doctrine of Eurasianism. For the creator of this concept, the Balkans, and 
Serbia in particular, is an inherent part of it, whereby the geopolitics of which need to retain a pro-Russian 
character: Dugin, A. Osnovi geopolitiki: geopoliticheskoe budushee Rossii [Geopolitical foundations: The geopolitical 
future of Russia] (Moscow, Arktogeya Publishing, 1997), p. 456 
305 Izvestia, Sergey RAZOV: Mi prihodim na Balkani v inoy forme [Sergey RAZOV: We are coming to the Balkans in a 
different form]. Available at: https://iz.ru/news/281034 [Accessed 14 May 2020]  
306 Secrieru, S. ‘Russia in the Western Balkans: Tactical Wins, Strategic Drawbacks’ (Paris, European Union Institute 
for Security Studies, 2019), p. 1 
307 Elbasani, A. and Tadic, K. ‘Russia’s comeback in the Balkans’. New Eastern Europe. Available at: 
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2018/08/13/russias-comeback-balkans/ [Accessed 14 April 2020] 
308 Stronski, P. ‘Is Russia Up to No Good in the Balkans?’, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 13 February 
2019. Available at: https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/02/13/is-russia-up-to-no-good-in-balkans-pub-78335 
[Accessed 14 April 2020] 
309 Secrieru, ‘Russia in the Western Balkans: Tactical Wins, Strategic Drawbacks’, p. 2 
310 Ibid. 

https://iz.ru/news/281034
https://neweasterneurope.eu/2018/08/13/russias-comeback-balkans/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2019/02/13/is-russia-up-to-no-good-in-balkans-pub-78335
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The evolution of Russia’s involvement in the Western Balkans, since the beginning of the 

dissolution of Yugoslavia (1991), can be analysed by elaborating on its four major phases. 

Dimitar Bechev, as one of the most notable scholars on Russia in Southeastern Europe, 

explicates these processes by arguing that its approach to the region is mostly based on 

the state of relations with the United States (US) and Europe.311 In times when their 

relations are flourishing, the Kremlin does not aim to challenge the West, while pursuing 

economic and political opportunities.312 Respectively, when there is tension between the 

two, Russia changes its position to undermine Western goals.313  

According to Bechev, we can highlight four relationship phases that correspond with either 

periods of tension or harmony between Russia and the West. During the President Yeltsin 

era (1990s) and the early President Putin era (2000-04), they were largely harmonious 

but were followed by the more confrontational second presidential term of Putin (2004-

08), and even more so after the outset of the Ukraine crisis (since 2013).314 Specifically, 

after 2014, relations between Russia and the West reached their lowest point since the 

end of the Cold War, subsequently leading to a fallout in the Western Balkans.315 

Therefore, it is worthy to focus on the latter two phases, and specifically, on finding how 

they align with the gradual increase of Russian influence in Serbia. Consecutively, by 

taking Bechev’s arguments we can observe that when Russia's interests are challenged 

by the West, this results in a more fierce foreign policy towards the Western Balkans, 

intending to undermine Western interests in the region. In light of this, the study proposes 

that this is an essential motive to explore what drives the current strategic interests and 

aims of Moscow in the region and specifically Serbia. Lastly, we must pose the question, 

what does this mean for our case study? 

As there is no official documentation, which could shed significant light on Russian aims 

in Serbia, we can only speculate what their goals could be, by employing content analysis 

and investigation of relevant primary and secondary sources. Based on such sources we 

could state that the Kremlin only sees in the Western Balkans a region of strategic interest, 

specifically as a tool to prevent, or delay, the expansion of the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) and the EU. This view is supported by Mark Galeotti, a senior expert 

on modern Russia and its security politics, who argues that Moscow’s interest in the 

Balkans is less about the region itself, insomuch as to be used for leverage against both 

Europe and Turkey.316 Nevertheless, many authors have demonstrated that Russia 

exercises an economic, social, and media footprint in the Western Balkans, which is 

 
311 Bechev, D. ’Russia: Playing a weak hand well’, in The Western Balkans in the World: Linkages and Relations with 
Non-Western Countries, edited by Florian Bieber and Nikolaos Tzifakis (Abingdon, Routledge, 2020), p. 188 
312 Ibid. 
313 Ibid. 
314 Ibid., pp. 188-192, Similar views are expressed by: Trenin, D. Post-imperium: A Eurasian story (Washington, DC., 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace), pp. 33-34, pp. 105-106; Tsygankov, A. Russia’s Foreign Policy: 
Change and Continuity in National Identity (Lanham, MD., Rowman and Littlefield, 2016), pp. 129-170 
315 Bechev, ‘Russia: Playing a weak hand well’, p. 192 
316 Galeotti, M. ‘Do the Western Balkans face a coming Russian storm?’ (London, European Council on Foreign 
Relations, 2018), p. 8 
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increasingly affecting domestic politics and interests in the countries in this region,317 in 

particular those with cultural, religious and historical relations, as well as the weaknesses 

those countries present.318 However, how does this influence present itself? 

The spread of Russian influence occurs mainly through the erosive intermingling of public 

and private interests.319 In this regard Russia’s approach to Serbia could be described as 

a mixture of business and political capture. This is in sync with the conceptual framework 

of dimensions of state capture, which was outlined in the previous Chapter. Therefore, 

what follows is an analysis of the interlacing between ‘political capture’ and ‘business 

capture’, using the mentioned framework, what are the actors in the process, the 

mechanisms of capture and the likely results.  

As the adopted definition of state capture helps us understand, an essential function of 

this process is to ‘award and reward’, mostly through monetary means, in addition to more 

monopolistic ways of power and influence.320 The purpose is to establish loyalty among 

local participants, enabling them to capture new actors in the domestic environment by 

providing these actors with fraudulently-obtained rewards.321 Ultimately, the most 

important element for effectively operating state capture, as observed by the CSD and the 

CSIS, is the promise and protection of consistent enrichment.322 The reason why we are 

looking at this aspect is due to the possibility of a foreign state receiving a large, but 

invisible, seat on the decision-making table of critical state institutions of another country. 

What is more, they may receive complete control over such bodies, as well as within the 

economy. As a consequence, the foreign state, in this case Russia, could influence 

decisions and shape a government’s policies for its interest. What will be looked at in the 

following section is how Russia is adapting its foreign policy to encourage state capture 

in Serbia. 

Russian Foreign Policy and the mobilisation of a state 

Officially, Russia does not interfere in the domestic matters of other states.323 Despite 

substantial evidence that this is not the case in practice,324 the two main documents that 

come closest to encouraging interference in other states are the 2013 and 2016 Foreign 

Policy Concepts of the Russian Federation. The former introduces the idea of ‘soft power’ 

to the state’s policy thinking, as a comprehensive toolkit for achieving foreign policy 

objectives, which build on ‘civil society potential, information, cultural and other methods 

 
317 Conley et al., The Kremlin Playbook, p. x 
318 Ibid., p. V 
319 Ibid., p. XII 
320 Ibid., p. 18 
321 Ibid. 
322 Ibid. 
323 Pallina, C.V. ‘Russian Information Security and Warfare’, in Routledge Handbook of Russian Security, edited by 
Roger Kanet (New York, NY., Routledge, 2019), p. 203 
324 Chivvis, C. S. Understanding Russian ‘Hybrid Warfare’ And What Can Be Done About it (Santa Monica, CA., RAND 
Corporation, 2017), pp. 2-4 
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and technologies, alternative to traditional diplomacy’.325 More importantly, the document 

calls for increased participation of ‘business associations’, among other elements, to 

consolidate and promulgate the country’s positions in global affairs.326 What these key 

excerpts reveal is how the Kremlin sees civil society and business as an extension for 

serving foreign policy goals. 

More specifically, the 2013 document conveys the need to identify the most suitable forms 

of activities in a particular area by paying attention to both ‘international experience’ and 

‘national peculiarities’.327 It can thus be suggested that this alludes to the idea of state 

capture, by mentioning the need to build on mechanisms of ‘interaction with civil society 

and experts’, to further develop ‘the regulatory framework’ in said area.328 In relation to 

our case study, a part of this document specifically refers to developing ‘pragmatic and 

equitable cooperation’ with the countries of Southeastern Europe.329 Consistent with the 

previously mentioned arguments, the Balkan region is specifically mentioned as an area 

of ‘great strategic importance’ to Russia, notably because of its function as a major 

transportation and infrastructure nucleus that is used for ‘supplying gas and oil’ to 

European countries.330 For this reason, this study will aim to examine how Russia’s state 

capture practices aid its aforementioned foreign policy aims.  

In the subsequent 2016 edition of the Concept, Russia advances similar aims. However, 

given the deterioration of relations between the state and the West, some additional 

provisions are included. One specific, which relates to our study, informs that the state will 

respond to the aggressive US policy through a wide set of measures, including the 

‘bolstering of national defence… or asymmetrical measures’.331 It can thus be suggested 

that the ‘asymmetrical measures’ could be compared to the ‘mobilization state’, a term 

coined by Andrew Monaghan.332 We can argue that this term would be useful for 

describing the means of achieving state capture as it relates to the state harnessing and 

activating the ‘resources, strength and capabilities’ to accomplish military-political aims.333 

Indeed, as we will observe, the aims of the mobilisation state might not necessarily be of 

a military character, but rather a political one. 

 
325 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Concept of the Foreign Policy of the Russian Federation 
2013. Available at: https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-
/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/122186 [Accessed 15 April 2020], line 20 
326 Ibid., line 102 
327 Ibid., line 39/n 
328 Ibid. 
329 Ibid., line 66 
330 Ibid. 
331 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation 2016. 
Available at: https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-
/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248 [Accessed 15 April 2020], line 72 
332 Monaghan, A. ‘Russian State Mobilization: Moving the Country on to a War Footing’ (London, Chatham House, 
2016), p. 3 
333 Ibid., p. 8 
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An example of this observation can be examined in the Western Balkans. Mark Galeotti 

establishes that Russia’s geopolitics ‘playbook’ is by no means new (e.g. coercive 

diplomacy, financing beneficial political groups and individuals in other countries, 

propaganda and economic leverage).334 However, an interesting finding is one 

contemporary addition to Russia’s toolkit, which demonstrates that these methods are 

utilised on a much greater scale.335 Furthermore, another substantial improvement in the 

Russian ‘playbook’, as emphasized by Galeotti and Arutunyan, is the increased focus on 

the particular relationship between state and non-state actors,336 who are integrated to 

serve the purposes of the Kremlin, regardless of ‘legal status, role or ideology’.337 This 

suggests that what is presented as ‘business interests’ might be a cover for a wider and 

more systematic business and political capture, which is detrimental to state sovereignty 

and autonomy. Given Russia’s ‘pernicious habit’ of using business as only ‘another 

extension of politics’,338 it is worth discussing the issue of the state’s economic footprint in 

Serbia, as it presents the most visible manifestation in the Western Balkan region. 

Russian foreign investment in Serbia: A bear’s service? 

In itself, Russia’s economic footprint in Serbia should not present an issue, if one were to 

regard it as a typical foreign investment. Moreover, Russia’s Foreign Direct Investment 

(FDI) in the country is diminutive in comparison to other, much smaller European states.339 

Yet, as estimated by the CSD, Russian entities, directly or indirectly, affect between 5 and 

10 percent of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in Serbia.340 However, if we take into 

account the many shell companies whose offices are based in EU countries, we would 

have an even more accurate representation of Russian presence. Currently, there are 

approximately one thousand companies that are either partly or entirely Russian-

owned.341 It would be unfounded, however, to argue that all these companies are 

extending Moscow’s influence. Nevertheless, we must emphasise that some of the larger 

companies control several strategic sectors, either through a shareholder majority or fully, 

such as fuel and energy, specifically through the ‘largest refineries, fuel distribution 

networks, gas transmission’.342 Additionally, they also have a significant presence within 

 
334 Galeotti, M. Russian Political War: Moving Beyond the Hybrid (Abingdon, Routledge, 2019), 
335 Ibid., p. 93 
336 Galeotti, M. and Arutunyan, A. ‘Commentary: Hybrid Business - The Risks In The Kremlin's Weaponization Of The 
Economy’. Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 20 July 2016. Available at: https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-
commentary-hybrid-business-weaponization-economy/27869714.html [Accessed 17 April 2020] 
337 Galeotti, Russian Political War, p. 93 
338 Galeotti and Arutunyan, ‘Hybrid Business’ 
339 Bechev, ‘Russia: Playing a weak hand well’, p. 195; Conley et al., The Kremlin Playbook, p. 11; Nelaeva, G. A. and 
Semenov, A. V. ‘EU-Russia Rivalry in the Balkans: Linkage, Leverage and Competition (The Case of Serbia)’, 
Romanian Journal of European Affairs, 16:3 (2016), p. 62 
340 Center for the Study of Democracy, ‘Assessing Russia’s Economic Footprint in Serbia’, p. 1 
341 Štiplija and Novaković, ‘Serbia’, p. 205  
342 Center for the Study of Democracy, ‘Assessing Russia’s Economic Footprint in Serbia’, p. 1 
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‘telecoms and retail chains’,343 as well as the banking and railway infrastructure.344 

Following said presence in certain critical and vulnerable sectors of Serbia’s economy, 

the firms are then capable of affecting the country’s decision-making and governance 

through a variety of state capture methods. Subsequently, we will continue by 

demonstrating how Russia develops ties with influential actors based on the three 

foundational components outlined in the previous Chapter. 

Firstly, we must note that for Bechev, and many other notable authors, Russia strongly 

benefits from the ‘propitious local conditions’ in the Balkans where its major firms have 

‘cultivated intimate ties with actors in the region’.345 Such benefits occur as a consequence 

of bad practices, such as rampant corruption, state capture, and the deficient rule of law, 

which give ample opportunities for Russia to immerse itself in these practices.346 For 

example, if public energy companies are already poorly managed and corrupt, as Bechev 

notes, it would be much easier for Russia to enter such corrupt schemes and increase 

their chances for influence.347 Having in mind this favourable landscape, which is already 

present in Serbian politics and economy, we can now move on to demonstrate how this 

interplays with the way Russia exerts its influence in Serbia’s energy sector. 

Russia’s state capture practices in Serbia are aided by a combination of Serbia’s interests 

and the opportunities these interests create for Russia. For example, Vojislav Koštunica, 

Yugoslavia's last President (2000-03) and modern Serbia’s first Prime Minister (2004-08; 

PM), was particularly keen to develop energy ties with Russia in the hopes of yielding 

profit in the economy.348 Due to the Western Balkans’ reliance on Russian energy, this 

strategic sector has continuously been the main channel through which economic 

influence is exercised in the area.349 By the mid-2000s, Serbia was hundreds of millions 

of USD in debt to Russia through Naftna Industrija Srbije (Petroleum Industry of Serbia, 

NIS) and Srbijagas, public entities in the energy sectors.350 During his term as PM, 

Koštunica tried to negotiate a reduction of debt by turning Serbia from a consumer to a 

transit channel for Russian gas.351 Consequently, we can now move to observe how 

Russia’s actions bring about state capture in the Serbian energy business. 
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Influence from Russia, Terrorism, and Transnational Organized Crime’ (Washington, D.C., Center for Naval Analyses, 
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As part of the aforementioned aim, and to improve relations between the two countries, 

Koštunica oversaw the introduction of YugoRosGaz as an intermediary in the gas trade.352 

In turn, the Russian state, through its dominance in the energy giant Gazprom,353 received 

50 percent of shares through Gazprom, along with a further 25 percent through a shell 

company based in Austria.354 In the following years, YugoRosGaz became one of the 

most successful companies in Serbia, with net income totaling between 11 and 18 million 

EUR in 2013.355 The way the company operates is simply through charging a commission 

of 4 percent on all gas volumes purchased from Russia, which is then sold by Gazprom 

to Serbia’s gas supplier - Srbijagas, bearing the additional cost.356 It is estimated that the 

Serb population will continue to pay one of Europe’s highest energy prices as a result.357 

Officially, this surcharge is meant to finance the distribution network in Serbia, despite 

contradictory actions.358 Through a number of subsequent transactions in the process that 

go back and forth, Srbijagas receives a substantial gap in its financial statement every 

year, whereas Gazprom obtains leverage for preferential treatment on other infrastructure 

projects.359 These interesting findings help us to understand how Russia actively exploits 

the favourable conditions in Serbia and, what is more, successfully acquired sufficient 

control of the Serbian energy sector and the political entities driving it. 

Furthermore, Russia's influence is not only exercised through business capture practices 

but also through benefitting from and cooperating with the political elite in Serbia. In 

addition to the YugoRosGaz deal, Koštunica and President Boris Tadic signed a much 

larger framework on cooperation with Russia - the 2008 Energy Agreement (henceforth 

‘2008 agreement’). Through this deal, Gazprom gained a majority stake in NIS, along with 

many critical infrastructure sites at a drastically discounted price.360 The deal was seen as 

a move to draw closer to Russia just weeks before the proclamation of independence by 

Kosovo.361 According to Bechev, Koštunica can be seen as an unabashed nationalist who 

relied on support from Moscow, especially in the run-up to elections, but so were many 

others in the higher echelons of power.362 This is also illustrated in the words of one high-

ranking diplomat who maintained that Moscow ‘could be relied upon to wield its veto and 

aid Serbia’.363 Apart from the vocal support for the country’s case on Kosovo, the 

agreement also envisaged that Russian companies would invest in major infrastructure 

and utilities projects, such as the South Stream pipeline.364 However, due to a number of 
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reasons, the project failed and it resulted in tens of millions of EUR in costs for the 

recipient.365  

Even though the pipeline project is no longer under consideration, it enchanted Serbian 

energy policy-makers for the period it was active. In the meantime, they completely 

disregarded other opportunities to diversify the state’s access to energy, through projects 

such as the Greece-Bulgaria interconnector and the Trans-Adriatic Pipeline.366 As a result, 

they are still paying one of the highest energy prices in Europe and are not a transit 

channel for gas. Regardless, Gazprom and its local subsidiaries, through profits from the 

high energy prices, can influence local decision-makers and other relevant actors. For 

example, Dušan Bajatović, the executive of Srbijagas, is also the Vice-President of the 

Socialist Party of Serbia (SPS) and is widely known as the ‘principal pro-Gazprom 

politician’.367 Moreover, the SPS has been in government since 2008. Even though in 

2014, the country’s anti-corruption agency recommended the removal of Bajatović, along 

with forty-five other officials, for his accumulation of highly lucrative functions and the 

subsequent conflicts of interest, he remains in charge until today.368 This can be 

considered an avid example of Russian state capture practices, making it worthy of 

academic attention.  

As we have now examined the complex dimensions of business and political capture, we 

can observe all three of the foundational state capture components, outlined in Chapter I. 

Firstly, the Actors are represented in the form of the state-dominated Gazprom, with 

support facilitated by local parties or networks, representing certain political or private 

interests. Consequently, we identified the Results as the benefits obtained by 

intermediaries, such as YugoRosGaz, whose profits are used to corrupt the higher 

echelons of local governance, at the cost of high energy prices for the local population. 

Lastly, we have demonstrated that this creates a Mechanism, a vicious cycle of corruption, 

where the goal is to expand local partnerships and patronage networks, thus continuously 

expanding Russian interests and projects. Therefore, based on these observations, we 

can argue that Russia is actively attempting to achieve state capture in Serbia. Russia 

accomplishes this by navigating through a complex political and economic terrain. In part, 

thе perception of that terrain is formed by the media and the way it portrays certain 

situations. Therefore, such is the inspiration for the following Chapter, which will explore 

how the dimension of media capture assists other state capture practices. 

 

 
365 Ibid., p. 214 
366 Center for the Study of Democracy, ‘Assessing Russia’s Economic Footprint in Serbia’, p. 7 
367 Štiplija and Novaković, ‘Serbia’, p. 212 
368 Politika, Kako je Bajatović zadržao sve funkcije [How has Bajatović retained all his functions]. Available at: 
http://www.politika.rs/sr/clanak/352864/Politika/Kako-je-Bajatovic-zadrzao-sve-funkcije [Accessed 21 April 2020] 

http://www.politika.rs/sr/clanak/352864/Politika/Kako-je-Bajatovic-zadrzao-sve-funkcije


 

1
0

5
 

Chapter III: Media (in)dependence 

 

‘The neatest trick of the devil is to persuade you that he does not exist.’ 

 Charles Baudelaire, 1869 369  

 

For Serbs and Montenegrins, there is an age-old saying that goes as follows - ‘[W]e are 

two hundred millions - together with Russia’.370 Over the years, the population has 

increased, but the notion remains the same. When Vladimir Putin visited Belgrade in 

January 2019, his hosts promoted the arrival with the slogan ‘one in 300 million’, about 

the brotherly relations between the two nations.371 In part, these relations are a product of 

the deep historical and religious connections between the two peoples. However, they are 

also the result of long-standing efforts in information operations in the sphere of media by 

Russia. These operations are further amplified by rent-seeking local politicians with an 

interest to stay in power, thus allowing said actions to be categorised as ‘media capture’. 

Therefore it becomes sensible to ask - in what way can media capture affect the social 

attitudes within a state and how does this facilitate state capture? In turn, to answer this 

question, this Chapter establishes four separate categories of study - the Motivations 

behind Russia’s influence in Serbia’s information sphere, the Means through which they 

are acted upon, the Narratives facilitating said motivations, and the Outcome of media 

capture operations for our wider topic. 

Motivations 

For as long as it has existed, the media has played a key role in public diplomacy. As 

such, some scholars have claimed that it possesses a dual character, that it is not only a 

market institution but also a political instrument.372 As we will proceed to discuss below, 

in the case of the Western Balkans, and Serbia specifically, we will find that the latter 

applies considerably more. Based on our findings in the previous Chapters, we can infer 

that this is due to the extensive corruption and politically motivated oligarchs, both external 

and domestic. To see why this is the case and what are the effects of using media as a 
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political instrument, it is necessary to examine the phenomenon of ‘media capture’ and its 

application in Serbia.  

Media capture should be considered an environmental enabler, which serves as a central 

pillar for the more effective application of other dimensions of state capture. By exerting 

control over the main feedback channel in a state, malign actors would, hypothetically, 

create a flexible environment for other hostile operations. One of the reasons is that the 

media is the main driver of public opinion, formulating demand for improved 

governance.373 Therefore, the command over such an instrument impinges on the idea of 

good governance. As the EC document on credible enlargement in the Western Balkans 

points out, we need to pay special attention to the safeguarding of freedom of speech and 

the ‘independence of media as a pillar of democracy’.374 Indeed, without the availability of 

independent media, we suffer an atmosphere that allows for corruption to flourish. 

We can observe several motivations for Russia’s media capture actions in Serbia. Firstly, 

the Western Balkans are considered an important element of Russian Foreign Policy. 

Experts, such as Paul Stronski of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 

contend that Moscow sees the region primarily as a tool to ‘influence broader European 

security issues’, whereby the supreme goal is to ‘delay and complicate the expansion of 

NATO and the EU’.375 However, Stronski fails to account for other relevant motivations. 

Evidence shows that the region is also a part of what Russia considers its permanent 

sphere of influence. A notable example of this is an interview with Lieutenant-General 

Leonid Reshetnikov, a retired intelligence official,376 who declared that the Balkans are a 

‘traditional sphere of our economic, cultural and spiritual influence’.377 Similarly, many 

other official documents,378 and academic research,379 point to the suggestion that 

Russia’s aims in the region are founded on the state’s firm aspirations to keep a strong 

political, security and societal presence.  

The media provides Russia with the opportunity to shape public opinion and thus amplify 

the effect of its economic footprint.380 According to analysts from the CSD, Russia’s aim 

in Serbia is to ‘create a favourable environment for the presence of Russia’s businesses’ 

and meanwhile to ‘deepen political divides and sow mistrust in the Euro-Atlantic 
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integration’.381 Such observations give us ground to argue that Russia’s actions and aims 

could be considered a warning for the social and political stability of Serbia. Indeed, 

according to a document drafted for the Kremlin by the Council of Foreign Relations in 

Moscow, the country should not limit itself to simply investing in companies in the Western 

Balkan region.382 The document further states that Russia should also direct expenditure 

towards infrastructure, as well as towards the population there ‘who see Russia as an 

alternative to Western power’.383 This is not to say that there are no other relevant goals 

at play, however, as we will see, there is a significant correlation between what is 

expressed in these official documents and the narrative employed by Russian and 

Russian-influenced media in Serbia. What follows is an analysis of the means these 

strategic interests are exercised by Russia.  

Means 

When discussing the means through which Russia achieves its objectives in the 

information sphere, it is important to note that because of various deep-rooted notions 

among the Serbian people, the former were presented with a favourable landscape. What 

this means is that instead of having to first enter strategic spheres to build up its economic 

footprint as leverage and then convert it to political influence, Russia already had an open 

door.384 Successively, this was easily converted into economic gains, as we were able to 

exemplify with the deals in the energy sector. From the onset of his presidency, Putin was 

already in an advantageous position because he seized the importance of the Kosovo 

question for the Serbian elite and created a profitable situation for either outcome.385 As 

a result, politicians such as Koštunica acted on the opportunity to both renegotiate energy 

debt and keep strong support for Serbia’s case on Kosovo.386   

Subsequently, according to Bechev, the 2008 agreement was also considered a ‘gift from 

heaven’ for the premier’s party as it fell just before the second round of presidential 

elections and it ultimately proved successful.387 This example leads to the argument of 

the present study, that Russia can benefit from the complex terrain of political and 

economic interests in Serbia. This relationship between Russia and Serbia is further 

reinforced by the former’s aim to build a strong positive image of itself, by rejecting 

Kosovo’s independence. For instance, Russia carefully crafts its media messages 
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towards Serbia to nurture its ‘feelings of proximity and shared vision of international 

relations in the Western Balkans’.388 Moreover, as we will see in the following section, the 

issue of Kosovo plays an important part in the attempt to control the country’s information 

sphere.  

Following the notable 2008 agreement, evidence shows that Russia continued to expand 

its influence in Russian media in several phases. In 2012 a Russia-based company 

acquired one of the country’s most influential newspapers.389 However, it was only with 

the introduction of Sputnik in 2015, and its surrounding web and radio portals, that allowed 

Russia to fully expand its presence in Serbia.390 The broadcaster is a subsidiary of 

Rossiya Segodnaya, a state-owned media conglomerate,391 allowing it to tap into vast 

information and financial resources. Moreover, Sputnik’s content is ‘free source’, meaning 

that it is free to republish without permission, as long as the source media is cited,392 

providing the local media in Serbia with a vast amount of pro-Russian rhetoric. In turn, this 

information can later be disseminated by local media that cannot afford to conduct their 

own investigations or send correspondents abroad, thus adopting the originator’s point of 

view.393 Even though, Western equivalents have been operating on similar grounds for 

decades,394 what is important here is the aims with which this information is transmitted, 

and how it complies with Russian interests. 

It is important to emphasise that Russia is not solely responsible for the media capture 

environment in Serbia. Asya Metodieva, an expert with the German Marshall Fund, 

maintains that a key point in Russia’s strategy is to build relationships with local actors, 

which endorse its interests.395 As Metodieva points out, the state-controlled Serbian 

media, along with private media, are the ‘most active promoters of pro-Russia 

sentiments’.396 Indeed, this supports the aims of both local officials and the Kremlin. For 

example, since coming to power in 2014, President Aleksandar Vučić (then Prime 

Minister) is believed to have established a regime where he plays a central role in a 

network of close associates, which dominate key institutions, influence the media and 

work in close collaboration with business leaders.397 Besides, the ability to exercise near-

complete control of the legislature, as well as most major tabloids,398 attacking those that 
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do not support him as ‘traitors and Western conspirators’,399 has allowed Vučić to position 

himself closer to President Putin.400 These findings confirm the idea of state capture 

whereby there is consistent enrichment for a small group of people. In this case, as 

reiterated by Metodieva and the Belgrade-based Center for Euro-Atlantic Studies 

(CEAS),401 both the Serbian government and the Kremlin have the incentive to support 

each other’s causes.  

To reinforce these mutual ties, the Kremlin has fully utilised what we previously introduced 

as the ‘mobilisation state’. By way of establishing tens of organisations and websites in 

Serbia through intermediaries, whose main task is ‘to spread pro-Putin propaganda’,402 

they advance both Russian and local government interests. As research by the CEAS has 

found, there is no direct evidence proving support from top Kremlin officials, yet the 

existence of these outlets ‘would not be possible without the [Russian] government’s 

invisible hand’.403 Galeotti views this method as based on ‘adhocracy’, or rather the 

‘personalised, de-institutionalised nature of Russian politics’, where policy is conducted 

through the ‘appointment of individuals with Vladimir Putin’s confidence’.404 Indeed, this is 

true in the case of the Balkans where the government has appointed Nikolay Patrushev, 

the long-standing Secretary of the Security Council, as ‘curator’ of its policies.405 He is 

truly a figure that illustrates how under a mobilisation state the government can harness 

all available resources.  

One example, which depicts how the state employs its resources is the previously 

mentioned creation of pro-Russian outlets. Various investigations have shown that these 

structures are funded by generous oligarchs, such as the notorious Konstantin 

Malofeev,406 who is considered to be a part of an ‘Orthodox group of businessmen’. These 

businessmen are allegedly focused on ‘promoting the Orthodox, patriotic ideals, which are 

now growing in Russia’.407 It is unclear to what extent they are driven by personal or state-

directed motives. However, as a result of the 2016 Panama Papers leak, investigative 

journalists were able to uncover close links between Serbian and Russian businessmen 

through offshore financial transactions, whereby many of the former are related to the 

ruling government coalition in Serbia.408 In these transactions, Malofeev’s name appears 
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consistently, along with Igor Rotenberg, and his father, Arkadiy, who is the largest state 

contractor in Russia and a close friend of Vladimir Putin.409 From the database we can 

see how non-state actors, who are close to the President’s inner circle, buy not only media 

outlets but various other companies through offshore accounts, thus hiding Russia’s real 

footprint in the country.  

Based on such close links between Serbian and Russian officials, and business 

intermediaries, we can observe how state capture is achieved through both the business 

and political dimensions. In these endeavours and many others,410 Patrushev exemplifies 

the connection between the state and non-state actors, wherein he can pitch ideas, 

provided by the latter, to the highest levels of the Kremlin, whilst attaining plausible 

deniability. Therefore, this section of the Chapter has demonstrated that the creation and 

capture of local information outlets is a significant element of Russian influence in 

Serbia.411 However, this is further aided by the narratives employed, which offer a deeper 

understanding of the process.  

Narratives 

As we have shown, the presence of Russia in Serbia’s information field is crucial to its 

influence, which in turn requires further examination of its agenda. It is important to note 

that the narrative, which Russia propagates to local actors and media is country-specific. 

In Serbia, it revolves around a few major themes,412 two of which will be reviewed in this 

section as they relate to our study.413   

The first major theme preys on the nationalistic attitudes, which are widely held in Serbia 

and have specific reference to Kosovo. By harnessing these attitudes, Russia is then able 

to position itself as the guardian of Serbia regarding Kosovo. For example, a central 

narrative is that Russia is a ‘historical ally and protector of the South Slavs’, especially 

given the shared religion.414 Therefore, by supporting the strong nationalist consensus on 

Kosovo, Russia can both undermine the agenda of the West and gain support in Serbia. 

This can subsequently decrease public pressure in some of the strategic sectors Russia 

is involved in. Moreover, through this narrative of brotherhood, they can portray the EU 

and NATO as ‘encroaching’ on Serbia’s independence and sovereignty.415 This message 

 
409 Ibid. 
410 Galeotti, ‘Do the Western Balkans face a coming Russian storm?’, pp. 4-5 
411 For a full examination of the media landscape in Serbia and the interaction between Russian and Serbian 
information outlets, see: Brey, T. ‘How Russia influences Media in Serbia and consequently Public Opinion’, 
Southeast Europe in Focus, 1 (2019), pp. 124-129 
412 For an in-depth study on the key narratives, see: Atlantic Council of Montenegro, ‘Russia’s Narratives Toward 
the Western Balkans: Analysis of Sputnik Srbija’ (Riga, NATO Strategic Communications Centre of Excellence, 2020) 
413 Cohen, R.S. and Radin, A. Russia’s Hostile Measures in Europe: Understanding the Threat (Santa Monica, CA., 
RAND Corporation, 2019), p. 63  
414 Bechev, D. ‘Russia in Southeast Europe’, Southeast Europe in Focus, 1 (2019), p. 21 
415 Brey ‘How Russia influences Media in Serbia and consequently Public Opinion’, p. 124; Vladimirov and Stefanov, 
‘Russian influence on the media’, p. 24 



 

1
1

1
 

is also amplified through several sub-themes.416 As shown, by focusing on these topics, 

together with other deep-rooted fears of the general Serbian population, Russia manages 

to tap into the patriotic grievances of many, thus hindering the normalisation of society 

decades after the Yugoslav civil war.417 

The second major narrative is based on the creation of a distorted image, where Russian 

investment in the country, in recent years, is seen as highly beneficial and abundant. In 

the sphere of energy, for example, Gazprom is continuously presented as a ‘powerful 

instrument’ in turning Serbia into a ‘major energy power in the region’, through various 

pipeline and infrastructure projects.418 Although South Stream did not come to fruition, 

incurring significant costs to the Serbian taxpayer in the meanwhile,419 and with 

TurkStream expecting to receive the same fate given threats of US sanctions,420 the 

narrative is still perpetually successful. By creating an image where Gazprom is seen as 

the biggest employer and taxpayer,421 and Russian economic investments are beneficial 

to Serbia, we receive a situation, allowing for business capture practices to expand. 

Despite the leverage achieved by adopting the mentioned narratives, Russia is not solely 

accountable for this process. Research by Vladimirov and Stefanov has proven that even 

though Sputnik provides a substantial share of the information, it is media channels close 

to President Vučić and his party amplifying these messages.422 Both Bechev and 

Metodieva view Russian media as significantly less influential than local outlets in shaping 

public opinion.423 Indeed it is Serbian media, which is directly, or indirectly, controlled by 

the government and its surrounding elite, that manage to successfully spread the Russian 

narrative.424 Scholars also emphasise the common goals between Russia’s foreign policy 

and the historically authoritarian tendencies of Western Balkan leaders.425 It is in that 

regard that we can see a full illustration of how media capture serves as a key enabler in 

the political and business capture of a state.   

 

 
416 Ibid., p. 24 
417 More on the scars left by the 1999 NATO bombings and the persistent reminders by media, see: Metodieva, 
‘Russian Narrative Proxies in the Western Balkans’, p. 11 
418 Vladimirov and Stefanov, ‘Russian influence on the media’, p. 25 
419 Štiplija and Novaković, ‘Serbia’, p. 214 
420 Gotev, G. ‘Additional line to Turkish Stream would face US sanctions’. Euractiv, 30 December 2019. Available at:  
https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy/news/additional-line-to-turkish-stream-would-face-us-sanctions/ 
[Accessed 12 May  2020] 
421 Radio Slobodna Evropa, Serbian Oil and Gas Privatization: Investigation Promised. Available at: 
https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/serbia-oil-and-gas-privatization-investigation-promised/26539837.html 
[Accessed 12 May 2020] 
422 Vladimirov and Stefanov, ‘Russian influence on the media’, p. 28 
423 Bechev, ‘Russia’s Strategic Interests’, p. 25; Metodieva, ‘Russian Narrative Proxies in the Western Balkans’, p. 13  
424 Metodieva, ‘Russian Narrative Proxies in the Western Balkans’, p. 13  
425 Mujanović, J. ‘Russia’s Toxification of Civil Society in the Western Balkans’, Southeast Europe in Focus, 1 (2019), 
p. 120 

https://www.euractiv.com/section/energy/news/additional-line-to-turkish-stream-would-face-us-sanctions/
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Outcomes  

Having examined how both the Serbian politicians and Russia benefit from shaping and 

amplifying the demonstrated narratives, it is critical to illustrate the social cost of these 

actions. One aspect of this is the public opinion in Serbia on the topic of EU accession. In 

a 2003 survey, conducted by the Serbian Ministry of European Integration, a staggering 

72 percent indicated that they would vote in favour, in comparison to just over half in 

2019.426 And in 2016, Serbs held a much better perception of Russia, with 72 percent 

seeing the country positively, in contrast to 25 percent for the EU.427 Moreover, the most 

recent report by Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2020, shows intriguing findings. 

According to the organisation, Serbia has an ever decreasing democracy score, currently 

at 3,96 of 7, categorising it as a ‘transitional or hybrid regime’.428 This score highlights 

crucial problems with declining democracy, widespread corruption, lack of media freedom, 

abuse of human rights and rule of law in the country. Hence, it could conceivably be 

argued that Russia can as a consequence, and has for a long period, successfully fuelled 

and exploited this regime.  

We have thus far demonstrated that this captured media environment is both a result of 

Russia’s state capture practices and the lack of consistent commitment by the Serbian 

government to democratise the state and ensure media independence.429 In this case, 

state capture becomes a phenomenon aided by both sides of the process for private 

gains. Here the state capture definition is useful in providing a framework for 

understanding how a state can achieve significant influence, not only through the exercise 

of military power but also, and even more effectively, by using co-optation and subversion 

tactics.430 This study considers state capture a main tactic of influence. Although it is 

difficult to clearly confirm the effects of Russia’s state capture practices on the Serbian 

society, it is evident that business, political, and media actions and narratives are 

correlated with positive sentiments among Serbian people.431 Such sentiments aid the 

influence of Russia because they reduce the various obstacles before the country. 

Therefore, the present study has demonstrated that the influence of Russia and its state 

capture practices, especially in the media sector, are worthy of academia’s attention and 

it is crucial to study the effect and outcome of such actions. 

 

 
426 Ministry of European Integration of the Republic of Serbia, Public Opinion Poll. Available at: 
https://www.mei.gov.rs/eng/documents/national-documents/public-opinion-poll/ [Accessed 12 May 2020] 
427 B92, Serbians "increasingly pro-Russian; would rather live in EU". Available at: 
https://www.b92.net/eng/news/society.php?yyyy=2016&mm=01&dd=12&nav_id=96676 [Accessed 12 May 2020] 
428 Freedom House, Nations in Transit 2020: Serbia. Available at: 
https://freedomhouse.org/country/serbia/nations-transit/2020 [Accessed 13 May 2020] 
429 Center for Euro-Atlantic Studies, ‘Mapping of Russian Influence in Serbia’, p. 96 
430 Conley et al., The Kremlin Playbook, p. xiv 
431 Cohen and Radin, Russia’s Hostile Measures in Europe, p. 92 
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Concluding remarks 

The main goal of the current study was to determine whether state capture theory can 

effectively explain the interference of Russia in Serbia. This project was motivated by 

discussions between officials and the author at various conferences, as well as 

widespread concerns of experts and scholars, of state capture influence in the Western 

Balkans, and specifically in Serbia. What is more, the literature on the matter recognises 

state capture as a major obstacle to the principles of rule of law, democracy, neutrality, 

media freedom, and more. Therefore, this study sought to find explanations for this 

practice by exploring the state capture environment in Serbia, to locate the main actors, 

instruments, and consequences, which resulted in riveting and valuable findings. 

It is necessary to note that this research cannot confirm a precise and direct linkage 

between Russian interests and the environment in Serbia. For this reason, this work 

focused on the evidence offered by primary and secondary sources, to make coherent 

assumptions. Regardless, this does not impede or restrict the idea that Russia is almost 

certainly attempting to exercise influence in Serbia, even though this is hard to accurately 

detect in practice.  

This study has found that Russia’s aims in the wider region and Serbia specifically, are 

driven mainly by its aspirations to be a counteracting power to the interest of the West and 

to use its influence as leverage against the latter. Consequently, we established that the 

interference in Serbia is based on a complex and detrimental to Serbian society 

interlocking between politics and economics, where business is seen as merely an 

extension of politics. The investigation of these dimensions of state capture has shown 

that the main actors in the process are state-dominated Russian companies or private 

actors, who are usually connected to the Russian political powers and are driven by 

certain political or private interests. This results in various benefits (in the form of laws, 

agreements and other rewards) obtained by local participants and firms in Serbia, whose 

profits are then used to influence the political elite in the country to assure a continuation 

of the process, thus expanding Russia’s interest and projects. 

Another significant finding is the existence of a very favourable local environment in 

Serbia, which aids the expansion of state capture. On the one hand, this is exemplified by 

the interests of the political elite in Serbia, who use Russia’s support for the Kosovo 

question, thus allowing for the former to exploit their interests for its gain. Russia actively 

positions itself as a supporter and protector of Serbia’s security, which is welcomed by the 

Serbian powers. Moreover, already persistent corruption and declining democracy and 

freedom in Serbia present a perfect opportunity for Russia to advance its hostile 

operations.  

Thirdly, and most importantly, evidence has shown that the Serbian media is an effective 

tool for Russian state capture. Russian was able to create a network that drives influence, 

through organisations, websites, and media outlets, disseminating pro-Russian rhetoric 
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and fuelling nationalistic attitudes. Having in mind that these sources are free to republish, 

this opportunity is proactively utilised by local media and actors, close to President Vučić. 

The aim of such activities is not only to create a positive image of Russia in Serbian society 

but also serves the interests of Vučić and a network of close associates, who dominate 

key institutions, the media and collaborating business leaders. In turn, this apparatus 

nurtures his and his allies’ ambitions.  

Overall, the findings in this study help to strengthen the idea that state capture is a 

detrimental practice to the sovereignty of states and the neutrality of their institutions. The 

continuous and severe bending of laws and practices and disregard of the interest of 

society for the benefit of private or political interests is a critical problem for the Western 

Balkan region, as shown in the case study of Serbia.  

This calls for a considerable engagement at the level of international institutions and 

organisations to advance policies targeting the improvement of the rule of law, anti-

corruption practices, and media independence. Various reforms should be undertaken as 

an efficient way to build resilience and target the vulnerabilities, which enabled Russian 

interference and Serbia’s corruption environment initially. Even though we have seen 

some calls for reform,432 the issue still has not risen enough to prominence both in 

academia and in practice and thus deserves to be taken into serious consideration. 

Moreover, due to the length limitations of this study, we were unable to address in the 

fullest the importance of the media as an enabler for state capture, hence it could be a 

fertile ground for further academic inquiry at a more advanced level, such as a 

postgraduate thesis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
432 Bechev, ‘Russia’s Strategic Interests’, p. 28 
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The conflict of difference or a 
conflicting difference in the 
‘’Europeanization’’ of the 
Balkans 
 

Abstract: By taking an example of the region of the Balkans, the article concentrates on 

the Europeanization as a process of individual and collective change that creates 

difference in the European community. It discusses the conflicting nature of the concept 

of Europeanization and how it has become a word with meaning to ‘civilize’ slowly 

developing nations. This makes their modernization a complex process. The article also 

explains Europeanization as a psychosocial phenomenon that brings differences in 

transformation of the countries in the Balkans at an inner level, but it also creates outer 

challenges for the region. In the nations which still go through building their own identity, 

the differences in transformation can become a possible internal conflict with external 

outcome.  

 

‘’Humanity has never been a whole’’, S. Huntington, ‘’ The clash of civilizations’’, 1999 

  

World division=Making difference 

 

he world has always been divided into communities, societies, nations and 

civilizations each having their unique specific characteristics which later have 

become the personal characteristics of human beings themselves. Human beings, 

in all societies, share the same type of norms and values which by background come from 

the old religious connections to God and some of the main understandings of what is right 

and wrong, what is light and dark, what is normal and abnormal, what is common and not 

common and what has to be done by the human being so he can be accepted by the 
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society and already established social norms, values 

and beliefs433.Therefore, people in every society have 

developed a similar ‘moral sense’ about the basic 

concepts.  

Throughout history, the idea of civilization and meaning 

of the word ‘civilization’ has been used mainly in 

reference to a common perception for an ‘advanced 

society’ each of all being culturally, socially, religiously 

and politically complex. This complexity extends in the 

economic, scientific and academic areas and applies 

itself physically and psychologically to a broader sense 

of togetherness and belongingness that has been 

established through policies and certain types of 

government institutions. Furthermore, the term 

‘civilization’ has been used to indicate higher progress 

of all these areas of human development in the social 

environment that are mentioned above. It also 

somehow shown what is common to humanity, 

assuming that the large exiting groups of people 

struggle to socialize and civilize or simply disappear. 

That is why the idea of civilization is usually associated 

with the pinnacle of human development. This is an idea 

well established in our history with relation to certain 

cities, states, periods of time, civilizations, leaders as 

well as certain dominating norms and values 

transmitted from the past to the future and sometimes related to certain psychological 

conditions of the human ‘ego’ and its manifestations.   

Due to the success of evolutionism, the term ‘’civilization’’ has been consolidated with the 

notion of technological evolution.  Along with the notion of civilization, the technological 

evolution has given rise to the idea of so called ‘’modern countries’’ separating them from 

the developing ones in terms of ideas, values, knowledge and social and political 

development. Thus, from the origin of mankind until the burst of civilizations (which took 

place more than 5000 years ago in Mesopotamia and Egypt) the meaning of the term has 

changed many times and it has been used in many ways to describe human societies as 

‘advanced and technologically developed’ and to separate them from those considered to 

be less ‘advanced’. The term not only shows subjectivity but it also carries a dosage of 

rejection and a lack of acceptance of the certain societies by the modern civilization. 

Therefore, civilizing nowadays is not only a way of surviving, as it used to be understood 

before, but it also comes to be a deep global process of communication, connectedness, 

 
433 Huntington S., ‘The Clash of civilizations’,1999 
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informatization, secularization and even dehumanization to certain extend the new society 

which has been dramatically and purely changed, but not consciously and purely 

objective434. 

One of the most popular words in the Eastern European societies in the modern history 

of Europe has been the word ‘Europeanization’ which is used in the meaning of civilization  

representing the process of ‘civilizing the Eastern European societies in a Western way’ 

after the fall of the Communism.  

By 1989 Communism fell in all countries in Eastern and Central Europe such as Bulgaria, 

Romania, Yugoslavia, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia and East Germany. Between 

1987 -1990, most of those countries had their first free elections and governments formed 

on the free will of the people in those states. Having the first democratic elections was the 

way in which European integration slowly began.  

Since then, all countries from the former Communistic Bloc experienced dramatic changes 

in every single aspect, which not only developed into a new identity (both a personal and 

a collective)435, but also a new way of perceiving the world along with a new vocabulary 

to express it. This new way affected the personal narratives, the collective actions and the 

cultural production (such as the area of language)436. Somehow, since those dates, all 

people in these parts of Europe have been talking, discussing and experiencing the so-

called process of Europeanization understood and seen as ‘civilization of the East’. This 

process entered its second stage with the establishment of the EU and the word itself 

started to be used more often in both academic and an every-day level to outline a 

difference in the lifestyle of the two parts of one continent. Moreover, the term has been 

used in application to the studies of the history of twentieth century Europe and it is used 

mainly ‘’in a narrower way to refer to its effects at the domestic level of the process of 

changing of a number of ‘’passive states’’ or in a more expansive way to include effects 

on discourse and identities as well as structures and policies at the domestic level’’437.  

The process of Europeanization that takes place in historical, political, cultural ways 

presents the conflicting nature of the word ‘’civilization’’, which itself carries the idea of 

difference as it is often associated with advanced progressive ideologies, culture, society, 

economy, market and etc. This association pushes another idea through- the idea of the 

‘’ uncivilized’’ one that has the opposite characteristics. This strong opposition of the two 

words establishes two different groups – the group of ‘’us’’ (the ones that what to change) 

and the group of ‘’them’’ (the ones that the Balkan states wanted to be part from). The 

process of Europeanization appeared to be the external process to move the two groups 

closer. However, there were challenges such as rise of nationalism, fragmentation, lack 

of consensus or political conflicts. From a historical vantage point, after the fall of 

Communism in the Balkans, the word ‘’Europeanization’’ was used to express not only a 

 
434 Huntington S., ‘The Clash of civilizations’,1999, p.91-92 
435 European comission, The Development of European Identity/Identities: Unfinished Bussiness’, 2012,  p.6 
436 European comission, The Development of European Identity/Identities: Unfinished Bussiness’, 2012, p.8 
437 Scott J., ‘Managing Europe from home’ 2011, p.24 
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recognition of something different, but also a desire to become part of the democratic 

Europe, but it also generated ‘a battle’ between the forces of reform and reaction, 

‘’resulting in differentiation and diversity among countries that demonstrate levels of 

integration with Europe’’438.   

The term Europeanization made a clear difference between two parts of Europe.-the rich, 

advanced, capitalistic West and the poor, disadvantaged, Post-communistic East. The 

East wanted to break ‘the chains’ of the 40 years of bondage and become democratic, 

free and culturally, politically, economically, technologically developed. The East wanted 

to see itself developed and independent creating a new identity and adopting new models 

of prosperity and security. At the same time, the West (seeing the struggle of the East) 

was able to recognize the economic, political and cultural struggles of the other part and 

even enforced the process of integration of the East through the transmission of the 

western norms, values and ideas of democracy, human rights, choices and freedom 

through the439 creation of the European Union which genuinely aimed to adjust the 

Eastern region to the advanced models of life. Therefore, in the area of the Balkans, the 

West was seen as the different, more developed, successful, rich and civilized part of 

Europe and during the post-communistic years (1989-2000). The Balkan countries 

created a dream to change and to prove they can apply the ideas of democracy and free 

choice in a successful way as well as to embark on its path of becoming rich and attractive. 

That proved to be a historical moment for the East - a moment of creating the new face, 

the new image, the new recognition. This has become a new social and political process 

for the collective self that was happening and the East and had to go through few stages. 

Firstly, to see itself from a different perspective. Secondly, to accept this new perspective. 

And finally to develop and apply the necessary changes in its identity. This was to be done 

by transformations in the social, economic and political practices and norms and through 

the shift in the foreign political course. Therefore, historically, the word ‘Europeanized’ 

heralded a period of creating new identities of Eastern Europe and this is precisely the 

time when the Balkans underwent ‘structural transformation and modernization’ 

establishing a new cultural reality, but also creating new cleavages underneath the 

surface. 

 

Not only socially, but also politically different 

From a political point of view, the process of ‘civilization of the ‘East’ (or so called 

Europeanization) was established as a political process of change marked out by the EU 

and particularly directed by EU points of control and power. The EU became a clear 

boundary between the East and the West and, at the same time, a political and economic 

goal as well as a symbol of integration for the East. The EU was a union only for the 

 
438 Anastasakis O., ‘The Europeanization of the Balkans’, 2005, p.77 
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advanced countries leaving the ‘less advanced’ out of the union. Politically, this process 

of changes was a process of ‘’transfer of sovereignty to the EU level’’ 440 and the new 

policy replaced the old ones. However, the new policies were dictated and written by the 

Western power united in the EU and strictly followed by the new members as they were 

given chances to adapt to the new world economic order441. They would then join the EU 

once they met certain criteria which were generated, offered, constructed and monitored 

by the advanced countries in the EU not giving any chance for the Balkans to participate 

in the process of creating the rules of acceptance. Therefore, the terms and conditions of 

membership on EU were the product of an economic, neo-liberal agenda and a free 

market approach. Prospective new member states were dictated to (for the sake of being 

‘’civilized’’) rather than accommodated. That also influenced the change of political parties 

in those countries as new political doctrines with more democratic ideologies were applied 

to the new political life in the area of Balkans442.The parties have changes their interests, 

campaigns, elections, strategy and members. The balance of powers in the states on the 

Balkans have also changed and the ones being politically orientated towards the West 

and the US quickly changed the ongoing direction into modernization of life, embracing 

ideas (such as climate change) and mentality443 . An example of this is the changes in 

Greece in relation to regional policies that have promoted more NGOs in more 

partnerships where the global business works with the local. The country joined EU in 

1981, but quickly went through the first macroeconomic stabilization program aiming to 

improve the public finances (firms’ income policies, large market). Further example is the 

remarkable renewal of Albania in the development field area, being part of so-called Kyoto 

Protocol (an international treaty to reduce greenhouse gas since 1997). On its basis, 

Albania has received in technical and financial support as a ‘’Non Annex 1 Party’’ for CDM 

projects implementation under Italian assistance. The final result was that Albania has 

moved further to international partnerships and with its reforms in many areas, the country 

has established strong conditions for ‘’EU accession’’444.  

Another powerful body which enforced the process of Europeanization in a military context 

is NATO. This was a military institution for cooperation among the member countries. 

Through the relationship of EU-NATO that had its own ambitions445, NATO membership 

was perceived by the Balkan states as a first step in order to be ‘recognized’ as being 

‘able and developed enough’ to later join the EU. It was the first step of becoming part of 

unity. Moreover, EU and NATO ‘’compliment each other’’446 in terms of military 

cooperation in relation to aligning activities and operations. This happens in relation to 

 
440 Ladrech R. ,‘Europeanization and Political Parties: Towards a framework for analysis’, 2001, KEPRU, Working paper 7, p.390 
441 Ladrech R. ,‘Europeanization and Political Parties: Towards a framework for analysis’, 2001, KEPRU, Working paper 7, p.391-392 
442Ladrech R., ‘Europeanization and Political Parties: Towards a framework for analysis’, 2001, KEPRU, Working paper 7, p.393 
443 Ladrech R., ‘Europeanization and Political Parties: Towards a framework for analysis’, 2001, KEPRU, Working paper 7,  p.394 
444 Montini M., ‘Developing CDM projects in the Western Balkans: Legal and technical issues compared’,  Springer Science, 2010, p. 87 

445 Varwick J. and Joachim A. Koops , ‘The European Union and NATO: ‘Shrewd interorganizationalism’ in the making?’, p.109 
446 Lindstrom G. and Thierry Tardy, ‘The EU and NATO: The essential partners’, EU Institute for Security Studies, 2019, p.8 
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‘’EU’s renewed efforts to develop its defense policy’’ 447. Having around 22 states, both 

institutions have been relevantly able and developed enough because areas such as 

terrorism, cyber security and defense or military mobility have been long-term aims. 

Moreover, EU and NATO have the same external threats (such as Russia), which 

strengthens the ‘’multi-actor response – that makes the EU and NATO essential 

partners’’448. Therefore, most of the governments of the East started to perform NATO’s 

ordinances training their military in a new western way, renewing its arsenal as well as 

taking part in defending different ideas and areas of a Europe united over new enemies 

(for instance, terrorism). Moreover, the West not only gave new enemies to the East, but 

created a clear strategy to fight against the new ‘hostile’ political figures (such as Vojislav 

Šešelj in Serbia) and the concept of extreme Euroscepticism. This ideology has also 

divided citizens and mainly the political space in relation to Europeanization by forming 

pro- and anti- EU parties and figures449. Furthermore, some internal splits and group 

forming processes took places in the Balkans. An example of this is the split of ‘’the SRS 

into two factions and the formation of the SNS ‘’ which was ‘’a direct corollary of the EU 

integration process’’450 in Serbia. Another example is the party ‘’Attack’’ in Bulgaria, whose 

leader Volen Siderov formed his political views around extreme nationalistic ideas 

demonstrated alongside anti- Muslim, anti- NATO and anti-EU public statements.  

So, the eastern countries started to become Europeanized firstly by changing their political 

ideas, renewing their military in a certain way and fighting with the new global ‘monsters’, 

supervised by the strong united rich nations. The strong nations were ’willing’ to take the 

poor ones under their wing and ‘help them’ to become rich and developed. In other words, 

Europe was on a rescue mission – ‘first aid was provided to the poor and the first delivery 

of supplements was well absorbed by the wounded of the Communism’451.  

In this political situation, the state has extended its range of functions (such as financial 

regulation of incoming support, economic redistribution, refugee accommodation, market 

liberalization). As a part of the new ‘civilized’ world, alongside the additional functions of 

the state, new communities have been created (social media, ‘Open Society’ created by 

George Soros). Alongside the institutions of the EU, they were a modest agents who 

supported the run of ‘civilizing’ process, ‘Europeanizing’ and ‘Educating’ the countries and 

the Balkans so that they can easily accommodate the states to a conceptual change and 

integrate them into the new ‘civilization’. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, Open Society 

institute and in particular ‘’ the international community spent $46–53 billion in assistance 

to Bosnia and Herzegovina. The expenditures included funds for refugees and the cost of 

maintaining peacekeeping troops in the country’’452. In Bulgaria, for example, these agents 

had simply the task to firmly take the country ‘’on course for democratic consolidation and 

 
447 Stratulat C. , ‘EU integration and party politics in the Balkans, E P C,  I S S U E  P A P E R  NO. 7 7, September 2014, p. 13 
448 Lindstrom G. and Thierry Tardy, ‘The EU and NATO: The essential partners’, EU Institute for Security Studies, 2019, p.9 
449 Reungoat E., ‘Anti-EU Parties & the People An analysis of Populism in French Euromanifestos’, 2008, p.5-p.9 
450 Stratulat C. , ‘EU integration and party politics in the Balkans, E P C,  I S S U E  P A P E R  NO. 7 7, September 2014, p. 54-55 
451  Emerson M. & Eva Gross, Isabelle Ioannides, Ana E. Juncos, Ursula C. Schroeder, ‘Evaluating The EU’s Crisis Mission In The Balkans’, 2007, 

p.47 
452 Soros Foundation Network, 2001 Report, p.15 
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the EU’’453, and boosted the work of the Bulgarian liberal right wing elites that were striving 

for democracy, but not understanding fully the liberal ideas in this concept. According to 

James Dowson, this is because in Bulgaria ‘’ the political context is shaped partly by an 

ex-communist left’’454.  Seeing the picture historically, the West and the US exploited the 

fears of the former Soviet Bloc states of potential ‘Russian expansionism’ and subjugation 

while essentially expanding as a hegemonic, lone superpower heading, perhaps, towards 

imperial overreach. 

 

Europeanization- a process of a different change, but changing 

the difference 

In a way, Europeanization ‘civilized’ the nations who are more nationally sensitive455. The 

process clearly outlined the difference between individualist and collectivist cultures by 

setting up a clear agenda for the eastern nation of how to ‘enter’ the new democratic world 

which had been unknown to them for many years. ‘Entering’ a union which aims 

integration while under disintegration (‘’ In FYROM456, the ethnic divide has reached an 

unprecedented level, with ethnic Albanians as a group opting for NATO and the EU and 

a very significant group of ethnic Macedonians emotionally firmly attached to everything 

symbolized by the name ‘Macedonia’, far more important to them than the issues of EU-

NATO integration and the functioning of the democratic state’’457)- this looks more like a 

challenge for the some of the Balkan countries, which have had ethnic insecurities since 

the end of the Ottoman rule and the start of the process of creating nations and national 

identities 458. This ethnic unrest, alongside with economic and religious instability in the 

region, more disintegrates than integrates and divides more than unites.   

Therefore, the agents behind such a desire on the part of Europe, started the 

Europeanization as a way to ‘civilize’ slowly developing nations with many inner conflicts 

that demonstrated practically serious difficulties in changing because of ongoing moments 

of ‘’pressing issues of nation and state building have taken up all the attention, time and 

energy of the nation and especially of the governments’’459. These issues were strongly 

linked to the concept of inner national unity in relation to collective identity, idea of 

patriotism and collective memory. This rebuilt ‘’a post-conflict state and society, introduce 

far-reaching political and economic reforms, remain on course for European integration, 

 
453 Dowsen J., ‘Culture of Democracy in Serbia and Bulgaria: How Ideas Shape Publics’, Southeast European Studies, Routledge, 2016 
454 Dowsen J., ‘Culture of Democracy in Serbia and Bulgaria: How Ideas Shape Publics’, Southeast European Studies, Routledge, 2016 
455 Anastasakis O. , ‘The Europeanization of the Balkans’, 2005, p.86 
456 FYROM I the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
457 Rupnik J., ‘The Western Balkans and the EU: ‘the hour of Europe’, Chaillot Papers, June 2011,p, 115 
458 Naumovski V., ‘Eurpeanization of the Balkans or Balkanization of Europe’, Georgetown university Press, Volume 20,  2019 
459 Rupnik J., ‘The Western Balkans and the EU: ‘the hour of Europe’, Chaillot Papers, June 2011,p, 71 
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and deal with perhaps the biggest challenge of all – the decision of Montenegro and 

Kosovo to break away from Serbia’’460.  

From cultural point of view, Europeanization has become somehow a cultural revolution 

of the norms and beliefs, which created a new identity and a new way of the nations and 

people to culturally acknowledge themselves on the geographical map of Europe. The 

newly Europeanized nations started to redefine and rethink the role and place of the 

nation-state in the world through the formation of a new global institutional and legal 

framework, replacing the old one. However, the difference between these frameworks is 

not just over terminology, mainly because it is the emergence of a new subjectivity along 

with that of the nation-state. The intention of doing this was not only as a habitual presence 

of transnational industrial corporations (in many cases far beyond the economic power of 

individual states). It was not only irrigation for a number of large and powerful 

organizations. It was more a gradual national formation of a "global public opinion" and 

crystallization of the idea of the presence of the ‘Europeanized person’ in the context of a 

"global civilized person". And this new globally civilized person was taken outside the 

jurisdiction of the nation state as a subject of new relations. For example, it could be 

indicated here the understanding here the understanding that is enshrined in the 

International Criminal Court, which puts its own jurisdiction over national legislations, 

regarding crimes against humanity461.At the same time, ‘breaking the shell’ of the nation 

presupposed the search for the lost political and economic security and social comfort in 

two directions towards supranational. As a result of these trends, fragmentation has 

become the opposite side of Europeanization462. All Balkan states have a common history 

and common roots, but today all nations in this part of Europe being ‘Europeanized’ (or in 

other words ‘civilized’) have the right to be independent of each other and to build their 

own separate national identities. As collective societies countries such as Serbia and 

Greece ‘’were conscious of their common origin or collective destiny (a form of ‘collective 

memory’) and they easily identified as a group (‘’especially the parts with ethnic Serbs and 

Greeks’’)463.   

All in all, culturally, the term ‘civilized’ was used to make a difference and assert the 

independence of the nations united by their origins and customs established before. The 

nations have changed their view about themselves as nations and the terms were used 

to outline a difference between ‘more and less Europeanized’ countries of the East. But 

this also set the notion of conflict. The change of the history which was made by the new 

agents of power in the countries also helped to develop a different point of view about 

certain events linked to the national history, conscience and identity. The process of a 

transition, from a bipolar to globalized world, was difficult and inflective within nations. But 

it was also conflicting in its nature.  

 
460 Rupnik J., ‘The Western Balkans and the EU: ‘the hour of Europe’, Chaillot Papers, June 2011,p, 71 
461 Schabas W., ‘Genocide and the International Court of Justice: Finally, a Duty to prevent the Crime of Crimes’, 2007, p.102 
462 Anastasakis O., ‘The Europeanization of the Balkans’, 2005, p.84-85 
463 Hroch M., ‘Europeannations: explaining their formation’, 2015, p.71 
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Francois Bafoil states in one of his works that the word ‘Europeanization’ has already a 

different dimension of meaning as in French ‘the suffix –isation’ means already a process 

of ‘becoming European’ in Europe464. Furthermore, but on an every-day level of use, the 

word ‘Europeanized’ means adopting a new identity, integrating to a certain part of the 

world (Europe in this case). The paradox is that the part, which has to be integrated and 

civilized is geographically already in Europe. Therefore, the word clearly outlines and 

enforces new customs, beliefs, norms and language which are more linked to the process 

of globalization in the modern world. Understanding democracy and human rights is also 

important for the process of adaption. However, because of the limited statehood (as ‘’ 

EU norms and rules requires significant state capacity’’465), the Balkan states started to 

defy the new culture and language differently, forming the foundations of further conflicts 

in some parts of the Western Balkans, where, according to Tanja Börzel ‘’the lack of 

capacities is even more pronounced and exacerbated by the contentedness of borders 

and political authority’’ 466. Thus, internal issues with external outcrop started to arise 

underneath the surface. This is clearly seen in the cases of Albania, which ‘’ has adopted 

a comprehensive administrative reform, which, however has done little to stop the 

politicization of public administration’’ and Macedonia which has ‘’ adopted an electoral 

code in compliance with international standards but clientelistic strategies of attracting 

voters still persist’’467. As it could be clearly seen, these states represent a misfit between 

the capacity of each domestic state and the implementation of the EU reforms as actual 

process of Europeanization, especially when ‘’ the different degrees of statehood correlate 

highly with the differential progress’’468. This strengthens the difference between the 

countries in the Balkan peninsula in relation to level and the speed of Europeanization, 

but also deepens the internal conflict in the Balkans (such as ethnic nationalism, 

establishing identity) that comes up with history from the past469.   

In the lexico-grammar area, lots of borrowed and foreign (mainly English) words started 

to become part of the national original languages in each state in the Balkans. This 

somehow changed the spoken discourse on both a political and a domestic level470. The 

discourse (substance) of the new words and languages mainly shared a new identical 

environment. This brought more complexity to the language map of Europe because 

identity, culture and language are closely related and highly dependent. Having 28 

members and 24 official languages (in theory), EU establishes a principle of 

‘’multilingualism’’ as all languages of the members have equal rights among the EU 

 
464 Bafoil F. and Timm Beichelt (ed.), ‘Dimentions of Europeanisation: Européanisation’, D’Ouest en Est L’Harmattan. Coll. Logiques Politiques 

(dir. Yves Surel), 2008, p.1 
465 Börzel T., ‘When Europeanization Hits Limited Statehood’, 2011, p.8 
466 Börzel T., ‘When Europeanization Hits Limited Statehood’, 2011, p.8 
467 Börzel T., ‘When Europeanization Hits Limited Statehood’, 2011, p.9 
468 Börzel T., ‘When Europeanization Hits Limited Statehood’, 2011, p.10 
469 Jano D., ‘From ‘Balkanization’ to ‘Europeanization’: The Stages of Western Balkan complex Transformation’, Dans L’Europe en Formation, 

2008,/3-4, p.55-69 
470 Bafoil F. and Timm Beichelt (ed.), ‘Dimentions of Europeanisation: Européanisation’, D’Ouest en Est L’Harmattan. Coll. Logiques Politiques 

(dir. Yves Surel), 2008, p.2-3 
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institutions471. In practice, the picture looks differently and some languages (such as 

English, French and German) are more used than others in the communication between 

states, their institutions and especially in relation to their external or internal activities. 

Thus, this communication makes them being recognized as more official. And because 

the language has dramatic influence on people, cultures, groups and nations, the more 

spoken language is often seen as a keystone of a specific group. The language people 

use shapes an important part of their sense and understanding of who we are. This forms 

their identity. And as it is a broadly shared element of individual and collective identity, 

every language is an element that forms a ‘’groupness’’ 472and that is why it is able to 

construct social objects that create a connection between people. This connection is 

expressed also by the link between language, culture and identity that becomes more 

dynamic with the process of Europeanization. This link becomes a result of a quick change 

of location of people in and out of EU. As people have been crossing borders and locating 

faster than before, these changes of locations have brought new concepts into the official 

institutional language. These concepts are ‘’transnational citizenship and transnational 

multiple identities’’ 473. They require new characteristics and abilities of the EU citizens 

and one of them is accepting cultural diversity.  Alongside these two concepts, ‘’at the EU 

level, the notion of a European identity was formally expressed for the first time in the 

Declaration on European Identity of December 1973 in Copenhagen. Numerous 

institutions and documents have promoted this idea ever since. The most concrete and 

tangible expressions of this idea to date have been the introduction of a European 

currency in 2002 and the proposals for a European constitution in 2004’’474. Therefore, 

the concept, use and meaning of transnational identity have become a precondition for 

the use of European identity that also had to establish its language with its specific 

soundness and endurance in order to achieve the equality, acceptance and the feeling of 

togetherness among the European community and especially among the new members 

that need to be integrated. The moment of building the friendly EU language community 

by recognizing and accepting the different ‘’other’’ is a strong characteristic of the 

European identity. This identity strengthens more by experiencing the phenomenon of 

migration which has its boosts by EU policies such as EASO AST, ESI Funds. As these 

funds are strongly related to steady progression, they aim to focus of the EU politics of 

convergence. EASO in particular concentrates on migration. All, side by side, they put the 

idea of integration in order to move towards equality, sameness, togetherness in practice 

and implement the European identity as a new part of the EU reality.   

As the aims of these funds are linked to better acceptance of the new social reality, they 

also implement and highlight the importance of ensuring the funds are saved for projects 

and programs that benefit mainly immigrants. For instance, the new policies of the EU 

related to migration (such as lifting restrictions on migrants) that brought changes in the 

 
471 Kużelewskap E., ‘Unity in Diversity. The Language Policy of the European Union’, 2014, p.153-154 
472 Edwards J., ‘Language and Identity’, Key topics in Sociolinguistics, 2009, p.2 
473 Extra Guus and Durk Gorter, ‘Regional and Immigrant Minority Languages in Europe’, 2007, Vol 9, Part 1, (pp. 15-52), p.4 
474 Extra Guus and Durk Gorter, ‘Regional and Immigrant Minority Languages in Europe’, 2007, Vol 9, Part 1, (pp. 15-52), p.5 



 

1
3

1
 

future vision of each country took effect in and out of Bulgaria after the beginning of 

January 2014 when restrictions were lifted and the new rights of movement were gained, 

the process of migration of Bulgarians across Europe was reaching its peaks. This caused 

a change of geographical locations and ‘’intense societal mobilization’’ occurring 

alongside the other Europeanizing processes linked to strengthening the European 

identity such as ‘’defense of the fundamental human rights’’475. Prior to the identity 

transformation, in the public sphere people were expressing their new identity feelings 

through saying ‘’we will be fully recognized members of the EU’’, ‘’we are already 

Europeans’’. Moreover, according to Ivanka Mavrodieva in some speeches of Bulgarian 

politicians the main topics explored were ‘European identity’, ‘European’, ‘non-European’. 

Also, ‘’during the first decade of 1990’’ new terms such as ‘’European parliament, 

European Court, European Commission’’ started to enter the language making ways for 

the new ideas and new different in opinion groups in the political life in Bulgaria- ‘’the euro-

sceptics’’ and the ‘’euro-optimists’’. Alongside that, Mavrodieva mentions new words 

becoming parts of the language such as ‘’eurocrat’’, ‘’eurocracy’’ and ‘’euro 

beurocracy’’476. These simple words, terms and sentences, which could be heard in every 

day conversations, clearly show that the changes go beyond the mere introduction of a 

new identical environment. There is also the idea of transformation and difference as well 

as the idea of something old being replaced by something new. That is a simple example 

of three functions being connected- the first one is encompassing cultures, social groups, 

institutions that shape social activities, the second one is enforcement of differences in 

human behavior and the third one is establishing an identity along with human behavior 

producing the same institutions, cultures and social groups in a new way. The new 

language shows an interesting psychosocial moment of change in the collective 

unconscious.   

Therefore, the new language of use produced constrained multiple and shifting meanings 

(rather than unitary and fixed as they were before the ‘civilizing process of 

Europeanization’) with a social account of subjectivity in the context of ‘Europeanization’ 

underlying the new structures to nature and culture. At the same time, the concepts and 

words used in the beginning of the process of Europeanization expressed unconscious 

and genuine feelings rather than thoughts with a strong significance of how they are 

defined into emotional categories of the new identity. The concepts ‘transnational 

belonging’ and ‘European identity’ are both used within the meaning of strong internal 

attachment to a level existence. Moreover, a discursive contradiction of reality and mind 

was established. This context of Europeanization showed a number of contrasts and 

 

475 Ruvina L., ‘  Europeanization and Integration as Matters of Perception: Social Movements in a Theorized European Union Context, 
International Journal of the Humanities 15(1):17-36 · March 2017, p.28 

476 Mavrodieva I. , ‘The concept of the Bulgarian ‘European Identity’ across The Bulgarian Language and Political Rhetoric in Bulgaria’, Sofia 

University, Research Gate, February 2014, p.5 

https://www.researchgate.net/journal/1447-9508_International_Journal_of_the_Humanities
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emotional discourses. It not only enforced, but clearly established difference within every 

nation of the Balkan Peninsula itself.  

In the area of the Balkans, the created image of Europe has its attraction feature in the 

sphere of civility, culture and spirituality. It acts at all possible levels from the compilers of 

textbooks to philosophers. Also, new commonly and very often used words of ‘thanks, 

‘sorry’, ‘excuse me’ have entered the highest flights creativity. Based on the frequency of 

the use of these words and their right use, people judge how much ‘’civilized’’ as it is 

obvious that ‘’being civilized’’ in the East is understood as ‘’educated’’, ‘’intellectually able’’ 

and also ‘’well-mannered’’.  

 

The journey of conflicting difference 

This ‘trip to Europe from Europe’ goes with all its wishes, goals, beginnings, internal, 

external and lateral repulse to change as all the countries in the Balkans become travelers 

that go all the way to a destination that happens to be their final perception of themselves. 

An ongoing because the identity of the nation-states is under the process of ‘’erosion’’ 

which is a very ‘’complex and dangerous moment’’477 even they have physically their own 

place on the map. This complexity of intergroup processes leads to destructions in the 

social and political reality (such as the Albanian November Movement – ‘’an interesting 

case of combined new institutionalisms’’ that demonstrates pressure for a change coming 

from the interests of Albanians, influenced by both ‘’domestic and transnational factors’’ 
478), which people witness in some specific conflicts throughout history.  

While the journey to political Europe stumbles in national consciousness, the cultural 

change encounters other obstacles and these are the common internal doubts of "what 

are we supposed to do" and ‘’where are we going to go’’ which shows a focused-side 

pressure.  

A new era of civilization is about to replace the old one and leave its mark in the world 

history. It is still with unclear contours, but we feel the changes it brings in the quality of 

human relations and in the requirements for political and intellectual conscience of 

mankind that brings the wind of uniting.   

Some could say that as a replica of dissatisfaction with the achieved realities within this 

process, the idea of a world of prudence, justice and tolerance finds its place again 

awakening realistic expectations for a new, positive world order to establish a new 

‘Europeanized’ (therefore civilized) society founded on justice and overcoming contrasts 

as a model of humanistic civilization. Alongside with the role of the local actors the 

‘’adjustment to advanced western models’’479 has been spread throughout the region of 

 
477 Banko G. and Ulf Strohmayer, ‘Space and social theory: Interpreting Modernity and Postmodernity’, 1997, p. 117 
478 Ruvina L., ‘Europeanization and Integration as Matters of Perception: Social Movements in a Theorized European Union Context’, 2017, p. 27 
479 Anastasakis O., ‘The Europeanization of the Balkans’, 2005, p.80 
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the Balkans in order to show conscious changes in the ‘’cultural practices and all norms 

and behavioral practices that make up the identity of the community’’ 480. Within this 

transition ‘’the case of Europeanization’’ becomes ‘’everything that is ‘European’’481. In the 

method of identity construction, this European’ ’identity formation project can be defined 

by its relationship with the civilized ‘other’, often assuming the exclusionary conceptions 

of Europe’’ 482.  

The process of Europeanization has always been associated with a level of 

transformation. The ideas for modernization in the context of change have their strong 

effect on an area with countries that have a strong collective ‘’self’’. The European aim for 

unity (even having it by being geographically on one land) and the Balkan intention for 

becoming ‘European’ meet in the process of formation of the new era of civilization. One 

of the key aspects of Europeanization is not only to create, but also to keep, nurture and 

sustain the new European identity, which notion stays more in the social and political 

importance in the process. Being in the social and political realm, the idea of the European 

identity finds a conflicting environment created by the multi-ethnic and nationalistic 

problems that arise above the surface. And because these arising problems and the 

process of Europeanization appear to be at both domestic and regional level, the state 

has its significant role. Forasmuch as the Balkan states are all different in terms of power 

that struggles among divided groups over control and influence, the process of 

Europeanization has become the moment of recognition that has been desired 

domestically and locally. Moreover, it has been experienced differently in every state of 

the peninsula and this moment of recognition has formed the conflicting differences 

between groups (such as the identity-based ones) influence intra- and intergroup 

relations. This produces distinct behavioral outcome that leads to different conflicts and 

different cognitive group mechanisms. However, conflicts in nature draw dividing lines in 

societies, put more risks for further escalations and therefore question the peace in the 

area by creating more obstacles to humanity.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
480 Flockhart T., ‘The Europeanization of Europe: The Transfer of Norms to Europe, in Europe and from Europe’, 2008/7, p.6 
481 Flockhart T., ‘The Europeanization of Europe: The Transfer of Norms to Europe, in Europe and from Europe’, 2008/7, p.6 
482 Anastasakis O., ‘The Europeanization of the Balkans’, 2005, p.3 
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Israeli Annexation in the West 
Bank: Significance and 
Challenges 
 

n May 17 the Israeli Knesset approved a new coalition government, thus ending 

the longest political crisis in the country's history. After more than a year without 

a stable government and three consecutive parliamentary elections, the 

parliament confirmed the mandate of a cabinet with a three-year term, which will be 

alternatively   headed by Benjamin Netanyahu and Benny Gantz. One of the first 

challenges they had to face in the beginning of their term was the political turmoil caused 

by their intention to annex the Jordan Valley. 

The idea of application of Israeli sovereignty over this territory is not new. Immediately 

after the war in 1967 the “Allon” plan was the first to propose annexation of parts of the 

occupied West Bank. In the following decades this issue was regularly raised without, 

however, gaining enough support.483 The annexation of the Jordan Valley acquired new 

dynamics in September 2019, when just a week before a second consecutive parliament 

election, Prime Minister Netanyahu announced his plan to annex if he is reelected.484  The 

plan received key support from the United States, and through the coalition agreement 

between Netanyahu and Gantz, the prospect of annexation has become more and more 

relevant. Article 29 of the agreement opens the door to major territorial changes in the 

West Bank. The exact wording is: ”As of July 1, 2020 the Prime Minister will be able to 

bring the agreement reached with the United States regarding the application of 

sovereignty for discussion by the cabinet and the government and for the approval of the 

government and/or the Knesset.”485  

 

 

 

 
483 Allon Plan (1967), 23.07.2014, https://ecf.org.il/issues/issue/148  

484 Hoffman, G., Nahmias O, Netanyahu vows to annex all settlements, starting with Jordan Valley, 
11.09.2019,https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Prime-Minister-Netanyahu-expected-to-announce-annexation-of-
Jordan-Valley-601207  

485 Bouchnik-Chen, R., The Jordan Valley Annexation Dilemma: A Realistic Approach, 13.05.2020, 

https://besacenter.org/perspectives-papers/jordan-valley-annexation-realistic/  

O 

https://ecf.org.il/issues/issue/148
https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Prime-Minister-Netanyahu-expected-to-announce-annexation-of-Jordan-Valley-601207
https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Prime-Minister-Netanyahu-expected-to-announce-annexation-of-Jordan-Valley-601207
https://besacenter.org/perspectives-papers/jordan-valley-annexation-realistic/
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Strategic importance of the Jordan Valley 

The Jordan valley represents a narrow strip of land 

within the West Bank, running parallel to the left bank of 

the Jordan river, and being the de facto border with the 

Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. The valley has never 

been clearly defined and did not constitute any specific 

geographical area. However, Netanyahu’s plan 

envisions annexation of a territory that stretches 16 km. 

in its widest part and is roughly 100 km long. 

For the last five decades, the Israeli socio-political 

space has been embroiled in fierce debate over the 

status of the West Bank. In this regard, the Jordan 

Valley has a special place, with almost every 

government since 1967 holding the position that it 

should be annexed as an important strategic asset in 

terms of security. The control over it would also mean a 

complete control over the whole, over 400 km long 

border with Jordan. In this case the entire territory of the West Bank would be encircled 

by Israeli land. In addition, the valley is relatively sparsely populated. Most of the 

Palestinian population is concentrated in the east, which would allow Israel to 

administratively absorb this territory relatively easy, along with about 11 000 Jewish 

settlers, living in 30 settlements.486 

Even now, without annexation, Israel still has the control over almost the entire valley, with 

exception of the Palestinian city of Jericho. As with the rest of the West Bank, for the last 

50 years the Israeli state has had de facto authority over the valley, without formally 

annexing it. All Jewish settlers have Israeli citizenship, while the Palestinians do not have 

such and cannot vote in Israeli elections respectively. The Israeli security forces also have 

full control over the freedom of movement. In this regard a possible future annexation 

would be purely formal, equating the status of this territory with that of all other 

administrative units in Israel. But there is much more. The annexation of the Jordan Valley, 

along with the American recognitions of Jerusalem as a capital of Israel and the 

annexation of the Golan Heights, are all acts that not only recognize the existing status 

quo on ground, but also show readiness and determination to implement president 

Trump’s Deal of the Century. 

 
486 The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories, The Jordan Valley, 11.11.2017, 
https://www.btselem.org/jordan_valley  
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The Deal of the Century 

The plan officially called “Peace to Prosperity: A Vision to Improve The Lives of the 

Palestinian and Israeli People” is a result of two years of work by a team led by the Senior 

advisor of the American president - Jared Kushner. It is divided into two parts: an 

economic one was presented by Kushner back in June 2019. The political one should give 

solutions to all major problems entangling the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, such as the 

status of Jerusalem, borders, Israeli settlements in the West Bank, security as well as the 

right of return or compensation for the Palestinian refugees from the 1948 and 1967 wars. 

This plan must not be considered as a final proposal, but as a framework that should give 

a basis for further bilateral negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians. 

The economic component envisages raising and investing more than $ 50 billion in 179 

different projects.487 Some $ 23 billion are to be invested directly in the Gaza Strip and the 

West Bank, with the rest to be spent in neighboring Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon. The three 

areas of investment are related to building economic prosperity, improving the education 

and health systems as well as reforming the public sector. The goals include doubling 

GDP within 10 years, reducing poverty rates by 50 %, creating 1 million jobs and cutting 

unemployment below 10 %. Ambitious aims and ideas that present ways of spending and 

managing money, but do not specify who is willing to invest it. 

Unlike the economic part of the plan, the political is not related to the specifics of numbers 

and rates. It addresses the extremely complex and delicate issues, which have been 

unresolvable puzzle for the international community for seven decades. Although the plan 

framework provides space for negotiating, there are still major pillars favoring the Israeli 

cause that are unlikely to be changed:  

 

● The US will recognize the Israeli settlements in the West Bank as well as the Israeli 

sovereignty over the Jordan Valley, which is expected to be annexed after July 1. 

● Jerusalem will be “undivided” capital of the state of Israel – something that was 

already recognized by President Trump’s administration at the end of 2017 causing 

the Palestinians to break off their contacts with Washington. 

● There won’t be a Palestinian capital in East Jerusalem. It will be located in the 

suburb of Abu Dis. 

 
487 Peace to Prosperity: A Vision to Improve The Lives of the Palestinian and Israeli People, 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Peace-to-Prosperity-0120.pdf  

 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Peace-to-Prosperity-0120.pdf


 

1
4

0
 

● The possible future Palestinian state should be demilitarized and without any 

control of its borders. This means that the border control will be exercised by Israel 

and, to a lesser extent by Egypt and Jordan. 

 

As expected, this plan was flatly rejected by both the government of Mahmoud Abbas in 

Ramallah, and the leading political factors in Gaza Strip.488 At the moment the Deal of the 

Century still has not yet received support outside Washington, London and Tel Aviv, and 

has been widely criticized by all other Quartet partners - the EU, the UN and Russia. 

 

The current Status Quo 

As mentioned above, the decision to annex Jordan Valley, along with the US plan for the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict, both largely reflect a situation where Tel Aviv has the upper 

hand and the opportunity to impose its terms from a position of strength.  

As for the status quo in the Jordan Valley, it was determined by the Taba Agreement (Oslo 

II) in 1994. Its clauses divide West Bank into two zones of full and partial Palestinian 

control (Zones A and B roughly 40 %) and one zone placed under full Israeli security 

control (Zone C).489 This has made a demographic separation between the Palestinians 

and the Jewish settlers. The construction of a security fence further ensured not only 

physical separation, but also complete isolation of the Palestinian population centers. 

Almost all of the Jordan Valley is part of Zone C, meaning that a formal annexation would 

not considerably affect the current status quo. Especially considering that the American 

plan envisages compensation for this territorial loss with a land on the border with Egypt. 

Тhe intention to annex could also be seen as an attempt to put pressure on the Palestinian 

government and force it to negotiate and accept the Deal of the Century. It is a clear-cut 

massage, that the deal will be implemented one way or the other, even without a 

Palestinian consent.  

 

Reactions 

The initial announcement of the intention to annex in 2019 was met with a wave of 

disapproval, and now it grows stronger with the clearer perspective for this act to be 

 
488 Daraghmeh, M,, Akram, F., Palestinians angrily reject Trump Mideast peace plan, 29.01.2020, 

https://apnews.com/0dcb0179faf41e1870f35838058f4d18  

 

489 Israel-Palestinian Negotiations: Interim Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip (Oslo II), 28.09.1995, 

https://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/interim-agreement-on-the-west-bank-and-the-gaza-strip-oslo-ii  

https://apnews.com/0dcb0179faf41e1870f35838058f4d18
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/interim-agreement-on-the-west-bank-and-the-gaza-strip-oslo-ii
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implemented. Domestically the opinion of Commanders for Israel’s Security is particularly 

popular. CIS is an organization of 220 retired Israeli high ranking officers from the Army, 

Mossad, Shin Bet and the police. It includes respectable officers like the former Chief of 

Staff of IDF Dan Halutz; the former directors of Mossad Zvi Zamir, Dani Yatom, Meir 

Dagan and the former director of Shin Bet - Ami Ayalon. In early April, CIS used the media 

to call on its former colleagues Benny Gantz and Gabi Askenazi (foreign minister in the 

new government) to block any attempts by Netanyahu to unilaterally annex territory in 

West Bank.490 The call of 130 influential American Jews was also similar.491 

The annexation idea did not get much support on the international field as well. The EU 

described it as a “serious violation of international law”492, while the UN Special 

Coordinator for the Middle East Peace Process Nikolay Mladenov said that “the fate of 

the Palestinian and Israeli people must not be determined by destructive unilateral action 

that cements division and may put peace beyond reach in our lifetime”.493 The response 

was similar in Berlin, Paris, London and Moscow.494  

Expectedly, the reaction of the Palestinian Authority was aggressive and hostile, with 

President Mahmoud Abbas revoking all existing agreements with the USA and Israel, 

including the security arrangements. Another directly affected stakeholder is Jordan, 

where King Abdullah II warned of a “major conflict” and even possible revision of the 1994 

peace treaty with Israel.495 

 

 
490 Ayalon, A., Pardo, T., Shamni, G., Netanyahu’s Annexation Plan Is a Threat to Israel’s National Security, 
23.04.2020,https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/23/netanyahus-annexation-plan-is-a-threat-to-israels-national-
security/  

491   Over 130 American Jewish leaders to Gantz and Ashkenazi: oppose unilateral West Bank annexation, 
06.04.2020,https://israelpolicyforum.org/2020/04/06/over-130-american-jewish-leaders-to-gantz- 

and-ashkenazi-oppose-unilateral-west-bank-annexation/  

492 Israel: Statement by High Representative Josep Borrell, 23.04.2020, 

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage/77856/israel-statement-high-representativ-josep-
borrell_en  

493 UN Middle East peace envoy warns against unilateral action on all sides, as Israel threatens West Bank 

annexation, 20.05.2020, https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/05/1064522  

494 Комментарий Департамента информации и печати МИД России в связи с объявлением палестинского 
руководства о выходе из всех соглашений с Израилем и США, 
21.05.2020,https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-
/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4134462?p_p_id=101_INSTANCE_cKNonkJE02Bw&amp;_101_INSTAN
CE_cKNonkJE02Bw_languageId=ru_RU    

495 Jordan’s King Abdullah warns of “massive conflict” if Israel annexes West Bank, 
15.05.2020,https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/jordan-king-abdullah-warns-massive-conflict-israel-annexed-
west-bank  
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https://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/news/-/asset_publisher/cKNonkJE02Bw/content/id/4134462?p_p_id=101_INSTANCE_cKNonkJE02Bw&amp;_101_INSTANCE_cKNonkJE02Bw_languageId=ru_RU
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Challenges 

Domestic 

A possible annexation of the Jordan Valley brings with it many challenges and potential 

problems. Some of them are mostly administrative in nature, related to granting citizenship 

to Palestinians, road management, and delivering social services. Many Palestinians will 

be alienated from their property, while the city of Jericho will become an isolated enclave 

with its inhabitants having a difficult physical and economic access to the rest of the 

Palestinian Authority or Jordan. 

The security issues that might arise seem much more serious. In a 2018 report, presented 

to the Government, CIS warns of a development of particularly negative scenario in the 

event of annexation. They define the actions of several successive Governments as 

“creeping annexation” - the acts of purposefully and systematically passing legislative 

measures in order to facilitate attempts to impose Israeli sovereignty over areas in Zone 

C.496 Any unilateral annexation by Israel has the potential to unleash a chain reaction of 

events, leading to uncontrollable spiral of violence, disintegration of the Palestinian 

Authority, occupation of the West Bank, succeeded by establishment of a military 

administration with the possibility of developing into a complete annexation of the West 

Bank. 

This looks like an extreme option, which would be incredibly costly in security, financial, 

political, and social terms. The IDF, police and intelligence would have to shift their 

attention and resources to the West Bank, exposing their flanks on the borders with Syria 

and Lebanon in a period of intensified confrontation with Iran and its regional allies in 

Syria, Lebanon and the Gaza Strip. Furthermore, the government in Tel Aviv would face 

a difficult dilemma regarding the status of nearly 2.6 million Palestinians in Zones A and 

B. The state will have to grant them Israeli citizenship, radically changing the Israeli 

demographics, or it will have to segregate them, thus turning the most democratic nation 

in the Middle East into an apartheid regime.   

This scenario might look too extreme and radical, but the danger of a drastic escalation of 

violence should not be underestimated. At least for now the Government of Netanyahu 

and Gantz seems determined to adhere to the plan of Trump, even unilaterally. In this 

sense, it would be logical to implement authority further into Zone C following the 

annexation of the Jordan Valley. But while the Jordan Valley is sparsely populated, the 

situation in the rest of Zone C is a bit different. It encompasses the heart of the West Bank, 

dividing it on dozens of “islands” of surrounded Zones A and B. Unilateral annexation in 

Zone C would isolate these “islands”, thus permanently disrupting the territorial integrity 

 
496 Ramifications of west bank annexation: security and beyond, 10.2018, http://en.cis.org.il/wp-
content/uploads/2018/12/RAMIFICATIONS-OF-WEST-BANK-ANNEXATION.pdf  
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of the West Bank, along with the economic and social connections in the Palestinian 

society. In any case, an annexation will provoke a response and will give additional 

legitimacy to the actions of various radical groups. Any action in the West Bank will also 

have consequences in the Gaza Strip. 

 

External 

Regulating relations with neighboring Jordan would be one of the major challenges. The 

Hashemite Kingdom has a direct bearing on the West Bank, both because it has 

administered it between 1948 and 1967, and because of the simple reason that it is home 

to 2 million Palestinian refugees (approx. 20 % of the country’s population).497 

Furthermore Jordan has a leading role in the administration of the Islamic institutions in 

Jerusalem, helping to maintain a fragile and relatively calm status quo. For the past 26 

years, Aman can be considered as a loyal partner, which provides calm on the Israel’s 

eastern border, as well as strategic depth regarding Iraq and Syria. In this sense Mossad 

and Jordan intelligence often work together against common enemies. There are also 

important economic and trade relations, as well as some major infrastructure projects such 

as the planned water pipeline between Red Sea and Dead Sea, and the gas pipeline 

connecting the Mediterranean gas fields with Jordan.  

At the moment, all these relations are more or less facing a serious test. One of the major 

concerns in Tel Aviv for the last decades has been a possible collapse of the Hashemite 

dynasty, which would lead to instability in Jordan and a possible rise of radical elements. 

Israel still has a fresh memory about the period when Jordan was a base for the activities 

of the Palestinian Liberation Organization, and the ensuing conflict that went down in 

history as Black September. Former Prime Ministers Menahem Begin and Yitzhak Rabin 

clearly understood the situation, in which Israel’s security and strategic depth can only be 

assured through the political legitimacy of recognition. In other words: peace treaties with 

neighboring countries that would not allow territories adjacent to Israel to be used as 

shelter for hostile forces. An example is the agreement with Egypt guaranteed 

demilitarized Sinai Peninsula.498 And the one with Jordan - cooperation regarding the 

Palestinians.499 For King Abdullah II however it would be very difficult to gain domestic 

political support for these guarantees, if there is not at least some degree of visible 

progress on the Palestinian issue. 

Considering these factors, the actions of Netanyahu and Gantz, supported by the 

American administration, put the king in a very delicate situation. His government now 

 
497 Refugees in Jordan, 01.12.2016, https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan  

498 Israel-Egypt Peace Treaty, 26.03.1979, https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/israel-
egypt%20peace%20treaty.aspx  

499 Israel-Jordan Peace Treaty, 26.10.1994, https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/israel-
jordan%20peace%20treaty.aspx 

https://www.unrwa.org/where-we-work/jordan
https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/israel-egypt%20peace%20treaty.aspx
https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/israel-egypt%20peace%20treaty.aspx
https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/israel-jordan%20peace%20treaty.aspx
https://mfa.gov.il/mfa/foreignpolicy/peace/guide/pages/israel-jordan%20peace%20treaty.aspx
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must maintain a careful balance between its internal stability and the strategic relations 

with Israel and the USA. He could not afford to fully abandon the agreement with Israel, 

as this would mean a renewal of the old conflict at a time of economic stagnation, further 

exacerbated by the Covid 19 pandemic. So, Abdullah II, pressed against the wall to some 

extent, will have to simultaneously act as a defender of the Palestinian cause in order to 

keep domestic political stability, but without permanently damaging the relations with his 

strategic partners. 

Without any doubt, this would be a very hard task. The balance of interdependence 

between the Jordanian and Israeli security that has been defining their relations, is now 

challenged. And this is primarily due to the change of interests and goals of Israel. 

Netanyahu’s consecutive coalition alliances with nationalist and Jewish orthodox parties 

has led to the rise of aggressive religious Zionism, whose main goals are related with 

establishing Israeli sovereignty over the West Bank and Jerusalem. Complete 

contradiction with two of the pillars in the peace treaty with Jordan: the Palestinian right 

for self-determination and the status of Temple Mount in Jerusalem. 

This discrepancy is even more visible in a broader context, where the regional chess 

board requires Israel to change priorities. For years, Jordan has acted as a mediator and 

a potential buffer between Israel and the Gulf monarchies. However, this role of Aman 

was diminished in the context of growing threat from Iran, which naturally has brought 

Israel closer to Saudi Arabia, UAE and Kuwait. Even though unofficial so far, Tel Aviv’s 

direct link with the Gulf replaces Jordan’s mediating role in matters regarding security and 

business. 

Diminishing the status of Aman to the rank of a minor partner by Israel (and the USA) is 

likely based on two fundamentally wrong assumptions: the first one is that the Middle East 

peace process may fade at the expense of the rivalry with Iran. And the second one is 

that King Abdullah is dependent on Israel and the USA to the extent that he would support 

any solution for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 

Such an attitude not only damages the strategic ties between Israel and Jordan, but also 

undermines Washington’s legitimacy as a major regional mediator and distributor of power 

resources. Recognizing the reality on ground also means taking the Israeli side and 

ignoring the needs of other key partners. Theoretically, there should be no contradiction 

with the parallel development of relations with Jordan and the Gulf. In this case, however, 

the problem stems from the fact that Tel Aviv and Washington question all traditional views 

about the peace process. All this creates a sense for competitive dynamics and an 

impression that Israelis and Americans not just ignore Jordan’s interests, worse - they 

undermine the interests and the security of the kingdom. 
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Conclusion 

A possible annexation of the Jordan Valley would be a particularly controversial action, 

both domestically in Israel, and externally on the international field. If this is a move with 

a goal to demonstrate the consequences of a prolonged Palestinian refusal to engage in 

dialogue on Trump’s plan, then it is more than clear that it is not very successful at the 

moment. Experience in recent decades has shown that dialogue and compromise usually 

yield better results than putting pressure on the Palestinians.  

Any attempt to impose Israeli sovereignty over West Bank territory should be based on 

domestic political consensus and as a part of a broader policy framework and active 

diplomacy. Otherwise, the potential long-term losses could significantly outweigh all 

potential gains from an annexation of a territory in the West Bank. 
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