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Abstract: During the “migration crisis” Serbia has been a transit country. However, several 
thousands of migrants and refugees remained “stuck” in the Western Balkans after the closure 
of the Balkan Route, and issues related to their potential integration provided a platform for 
Serbian far right movements and parties to establish new and stronger relationships with their 
European counterparts. This changed the far right landscape in the Western Balkans and allowed 
anti-European narratives to strengthen. This paper identifies the “new far right” which is on the 
rise in Serbia, and its relationships with the larger network of European far right movements. 
Based on field interviews and social media content analysis, the paper draws a conclusion that if 
the EU fails to take a more active role in making integration an attractive option for the Western 
Balkan countries, the rise of far right movements in the region could present a serious security 
threat.
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Introduction

In recent years Europe has experienced a massive influx of refugees from Middle Eastern 
and African countries, mainly due to civil wars and economic stagnation in these areas. 
The number of those heading for the European Union peaked in 2015, when Chancellor 
Angela Merkel decided to allow the entry of Syrian refugees who were “stuck” in Western 
Balkan countries. These developments have been accompanied by a steep rise in popularity 
of nationalist parties and far right movements across Europe, evident in their increased 
presence in public, social and political life. These far right actors threaten to change the 
social and political fabric of Europe as they enter deeper into the political scene and 
gain wider mass support, even in most progressive Western European countries such as 
Germany. 

While the rise of the far right in the European Union has received significant attention 
in the media, as well as among scholars, countries of the Western Balkan have been 
somewhat neglected in this sense. The prospect of EU integration has been the driving 
force of transformation in the region, but recent developments concerning the social 
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and political climate in the European Union have created increased tensions and doubts 
regarding integration. The “migration crisis” has exacerbated this sentiment, with a wide 
variety of far right actors now using the “failed integration” of migrants and refugees from 
the Middle East as proof that the European Union is actually a failed liberal experiment. 
As a result, far right actors have been uniting based on their ideology of national rebirth 
and return to national borders, strengthened by the anti-immigration platform. Even in 
transit countries such as Serbia, the issues related to the integration of several thousands 
of migrants who have remained “stuck” after the closure of the Balkan Route has provided 
a platform for far right movements and parties to establish new and stronger relationships. 

As research on the far right is generally in its infancy, literature on the far right in the 
Western Balkans is still largely non-existent. Therefore, this paper reflects on literature 
focusing on the far right movements in Western as well as Eastern Europe, and applies 
them to the Serbian context. In the case study of Serbia, primary research data and material 
are presented to demonstrate how a cross-national network of far right movements is 
developed. This paper serves as a counterargument to the Serbian exceptionalism, by 
portraying how the “new far right”, which is European as much as it is Serbian, carries 
increased risks to social and political stability beyond Serbia itself. 

The first part of this paper presents theories and conceptual frameworks that provide 
reasons for recent re-emergence of the far right in Europe. As recent events show 
increasing similarities between the Russian and Eastern European far right and its 
Western counterparts, this paper incorporates a literature review focusing on Eastern and 
Western Europe, as well as a brief reflection on Russia’s far right. The second part of the 
paper presents the case study of Serbia, where the “new far right” has been developing and 
connecting with the European movement over the past several years. The case study of 
Serbia portrays how anti-immigration sentiments serve as a mobilising tool that connects 
far right actors across ideological, structural, and even national borders. 

In conclusion, this paper emphasises that overlooking the Serbian far right because of 
the assumed “Serbian exceptionalism” carries serious security threats that extend beyond 
the Serbian borders. While the Serbian far right has played a very important role during 
the conflict in the 1990s, and has maintained a strong grip on power ever since, treating 
Serbia as an outlier and marginalising the region has only made it more prone to radical 
influences. Research participants in this study referred to Serbia as “fertile ground” for 
national rebirth and a good starting point for the emergence of movements that will 
mobilise and organise masses across Europe. For this reason, many influential far right 
actors from Europe have found Serbia to be their place of “refuge”, from which they 
continue to organise movements globally. 
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Methodology

Case Study – Why Serbia?

In the past several decades, during which the far right in Serbia has been neglected by 
researchers in due to the assumed “Serbian exceptionalism”, it has undergone important 
changes and “learned” from its European counterparts. Prompted by the most recent 
“migration crisis”, several important European far right movements have made strong 
connections to Serbia and established offices therein. For example, Knights Templar 
International – the organisation created by the founder of Britain First, Jim Dowson – 
tried to supply bullet-proof vests and radios to Serbian groups operating in Kosovo1. 
Meanwhile, the right-hand man of the influential Russian far right ideologue Alexander 
Dugin is often seen in Serbia with Dowson and the former British National Party leader 
Nick Griffin.

The lack of legal enforcement against the far right in Serbia provides a safe space for 
individuals such as Jim Dawson and Nick Griffin, who have been exiled from Europe due 
to their extremely nationalist stands. Should more European far right actors find refuge 
in Serbia, lack of awareness of their activities and the organisational and ideological shifts 
that are occurring on the far right scene could cause irreparable damage to the social and 
political systems of Serbia and create security concerns for the European Union itself. 

Participant Observations and Interviews

I have identified four different groups of research participants, which also represent the 
main stakeholders: non-profit organisations, the government, the far right movements 
and parties, and the migrants themselves. I conducted interviews with the staff of 15 
NGOs involved in the humanitarian response to the “migration crisis”, government 
representatives working on refugee and migration policies, academics, journalists, and 
representatives of far right movements and parties in Belgrade. I carried out participant 
observation in the Krnjača, Obrenovac, Banja Koviljača, and Bogovođa asylum centres, 
and at the Refugee Aid Miksalište, a space where migrants gather, socialise and connect 
with the service-providing NGOs. This approach allowed for informal conversations 
with refugees and migrants that provided valuable insights into their experiences and the 
challenges they face in Serbia. 

In order to understand whether Serbia experienced an increased activity of the far right 
movements as a result of the “migration crisis”, I identified the most active far right 
movements in the country with the intent to conduct semi-structured, in-depth interviews 
with their representatives. At the time this research was conducted, most far right actors 
did not wish to voice their opinions on migration as the government position was still 
undefined and the migrant status unresolved. Out of ten active movements/parties that 

1  BIRN 2017.
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I contacted in June 2017, seven agreed to participate in this study. It is important to 
mention that these are very different movements when it comes to structure, approach 
and ideology: the Serbian Radical Party is an official party, with representatives in the 
Serbian Parliament; Zavetnici is a movement that propagates the preservation of Serbian 
culture and ethnicity through return to nationalism and strong national policies; Srbska 
Akcija is a “volunteer movement” often associated with violent neo-fascist politics; while 
others are newly founded anti-immigration movements.  

Research participants and key informants Men Women
Number of individual research participants:  N= 47
Migrant participants were from: Afghanistan (11), Nigeria (2), Algeria (2), 
Syria (1), South Sudan (1), Pakistan (2) and Iraq (4). 
The migrants’ education levels varied from some high school to a university 
degree.
Serbian participants (24) were representatives of the government or local or 
international non-profit organisations, and held a university degree. 

27 20

Age range 20-58 22-55

Number of key informants from non-profit organisations: N=24
Main organisations of key informants: Catholic Relief Services; Čovekoljublje; 
Initiative for Development and Cooperation; UNHCR Serbia; ADRA Serbia; 
Grupa 484; Refugee Aid Miksalište; Danish Refugee Council; International 
Organisation for Migration; ATINA Serbia; Belgrade Centre for Human 
Rights; Commissariat for Refugees; Asylum Protection Centre APC / CZA

6 18

Number of key informants from far right movements/ parties/ organisations: 
N=10
Main movements/parties/organizations of key informants: Zavetnici, Srbska 
Akcija, Srpska Radikalna Stranka, Anti-Imigracija, Pokret za slobodu i 
nezavisnost, European Solidarity Front for Syria, Generacija Identiteta

7 3

Table 1: Breakout and overview of key informers and research participants Social Network Analysis

In this project, I adopted the methodology used for the study of terrorist networks and 
applied it to build knowledge and understanding of the far right network consisting of 
Serbian and European actors. Through interviews and informal conversations with the 
representatives of far right movements primarily based in Serbia, I gathered information 
about their own activities as well as those of the European far right movements which they 
consider to be their collaborators and supporters. Besides the European Solidarity Front 
for Syria, no European far right actors were interviewed as part of this study, but they were 
included in the social network analysis and graphs as they have been named by Serbian 
far right actors as collaborators or supporters. In addition, I carried out a comprehensive 
analysis of all the mentioned far right actors’ social media, articles of association and 
missions, including website content, to confirm the existence of either open public support 
or strong collaboration between individual members of the movements represented in 
the network. The network consists of 21 actors whose ties are defined broadly – each 
tie between the organisations represents either public endorsement of initiatives, public 
support for one another, or collaboration on a project such as humanitarian action, public 
gathering, conference, etc. I used the UCINET programme to analyse the data, and Net 
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Draw for data visualisation purposes. The social network analysis and data visualisation 
software allowed for a deeper understanding of “relational qualities” of the network (such 
as network centrality, different actors’ capacity to serve as a bridge between different 
groups, to channel information, etc.) and the broader characteristics of the network that 
facilitated cooperation (internal cohesion, network stability, flexibility, density, etc.). 

Literature Review

I conducted a comprehensive literature review through Tufts and Harvard University 
libraries. Databases available through these libraries were searched for keywords such 
as “rightwing extremism”, “far right” and “extreme nationalism”, with a specific focus 
on Europe. I included only articles that were published in peer-reviewed journals in 
the literature review relating to the far right. The same methodology was used to find 
additional material on migration and politics of migration in the European Union and 
the Western Balkans. Key search terms included “migration crisis”, “Balkan route”, “EU 
migration policy”, etc. I conducted the search in English as well as Serbian. 

Methodological Challenges and Limitations

While in smaller Serbian towns the migrants experience more hostility from the host 
communities, as they are more visible and their presence is more felt, the headquarters 
of most NGOs working with the migrants as well as anti-immigration movements are 
located in Belgrade. Due to time and resource constrains, I conducted interviews only in 
Belgrade, while visits to the asylum centres and informal conversations held with migrants 
and aid workers mitigated some of the bias that might have resulted from the above. 

The ever-changing nature of nationalist far right movements and parties presented another 
challenge. Many individuals that were identified through field research simultaneously 
belong to several movements and parties, while movements themselves often change 
names and disguise their mission by adopting a different organisational structure. Some 
do it because their activity or organisation has been deemed illegal or banned (although 
this doesn’t happen often), while others evolve from a Facebook page into a movement 
and then into a registered organisation within a very short period of time. For this reason, 
it is possible that some of the actors that were included in the study have changed their 
names, or morphed into a different organisation during the time that passed between the 
field research and the appearance of this paper. 
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The European Far Right

Defining the Far Right

Just as there is no one definition of terrorism, or one profile of a terrorist, there is also 
no one definition of far right extremism and its supporters. In linguistic terms, extreme 
is defined as something that is “stretched to the limit”, and in the political sense this 
limit concerns political and social values of the society. Across different disciplines, 
however, the literature on far right extremism includes not only different definitions of 
the phenomenon itself, but also definitions of various actors: parties, movements, as 
well as sub-cultural milieux and cultural organisations, etc. Minkenberg defines far right 
radicalism as “a political ideology, the core element of which is a myth of a homogeneous 
nation, a romantic and populist ultranationalism which is directed against the concept 
of liberal and pluralistic democracy and its underlying principles of individualism and 
universalism”.2 Therefore, the far right desires government by the people - but in terms 
of ethnocracy, where the idea of a nation is condensed into extreme ethnic, cultural, and 
religious homogeneity. These sentiments are strengthened and further reinforced by 
mass media and populist campaigns that seek to appeal to the dissatisfied segment of the 
population in particular. The far right ideology is particularly attractive to people who 
do not trust institutions and are looking for an answer to their personal and collective 
failures3. The literature refers to a variety of actors with this ideology as “extreme” or 
“radical” interchangeably. Throughout this paper, far right is used to refer to far right 
nationalist parties and organisations, new anti-immigrant movements, and neo-fascist 
organisations united around a nationalist ideology that support national rebirth and a 
mono-ethnic state.

While the reasons for support for the far right movements are not at the centre of this 
study, it is important to discern the key reasons for it in order to be able to understand 
their recent re-emergence and appeal. There are several theories that attempt to explain 
the support for the far right. Some of the most popular explanations include: socio-
psychological, social background, and socio-structural. 

Socio-psychological explanations focus on the appeal that the far right has had after the 
World War II, and they mainly focus on individual personality traits and value systems 
that make a person more likely to be supportive of and receptive to the far right ideology4.
This category comprises theories about group conflicts, as well as classical theories of 
scapegoating and realistic group conflict theories5. Both of these theories speak about 
group conflict as the root cause of conflict between different ethnic groups. Scapegoating 
is considered to be driven by and based on emotions, while realistic group conflict 

2  Minkenberg 2000. 
3  Rydgren 2013. 
4  Arzheimer 2009. 
5  Dollard 1939. 
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theory assumes that conflict is instrumental between groups in direct competition over 
resources6.

Social background explanations have been used by more active contemporary theorists 
in the field of far right studies, such as Minkenberg, Rydgren and Mudde, who have all 
linked increasing support for the far right with the process of modernisation and a rapid 
change that it has caused in societies globally7. These theorists claim that recent social 
and political changes make individuals more prone to radicalism because of the perceived 
threat and insecurity they produce8.

Socio-structural explanations account for the presence of ethnic minorities and structural 
and systemic issues that increase support for the far right, especially in Western Europe. 
This category includes economic chauvinism and anti-immigration sentiments in 
particular9. These explanations rely on studies that show that the number of migrants and 
asylum seekers is directly related to the increased support for the far right10. While these 
theories were used when describing and characterising the far right and its supporters in 
the West, similar patterns are also present in Eastern-Central Europe11.

Historical Development and Theoretical Concepts

After the end of the World War II, the extreme far right needed to reinvent itself in order 
to overcome social and political marginalisation, especially in Western Europe. A new 
framework that allowed for electoral success was established in 1970s; it incorporated 
elements of ethnonationalistic xenophobia with anti-political establishment populism, 
allowing for the electoral success of the French Front National in 1984. The new approach 
included proactive participation of the far right actors in the anti-immigration debates. 
These debates started occurring in the mid-1980s12 and spread to the movements and 
parties in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. This is partially due to the European 
integration process which has produced societal desire for delineation in order to separate 
cultures, religions and nations from each other as a result of the fear of loss of control over 

6  Golder 2016; Yılmaz 2012. 
7  Minkenberg 2000; Rydgren 2005; Mudde 2007. 
8  Toots and Bachmann 2010; Arzheimer and Carter 2006. 
9  Golder 2016; Arzheimer 2012.
10  Arzheimer 2018; Lubbres 2017. 
11  Livanios 2002. 
12  The European Union has undergone a series of negotiations, policy changes and agreements 
that have served the purpose of carefully balancing internal integration of the EU Member States 
and protection of their external borders. The Schengen agreement of 1985 was the first step towards 
European integration and encouragement for European states to promote and allow free movement 
across their borders. However, this systematic integration has produced a societal desire for delinea-
tion, to separate cultures, religions and nations from each other, which only grew stronger after the 
beginning of the migration “crisis”. 
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national borders. The far right has taken advantage of these fears, presenting immigration 
as a primary threat to the European culture, casting Muslim immigrants in particular as 
incompatible with the European social and cultural norms and therefore unable to ever 
fully integrate into the European society13.

The 1990s and the high influx of refugees from the Balkans allowed far right parties to 
take a strong stance on migration issues, which then made it possible for them to gain 
mass support. Such was the case of the Austrian Freedom Party, which entered the 
Austrian Government coalition in 1999. The global recession of 2008 further intensified 
economic grievances and allowed these parties to achieve significant electoral success. In 
Western Europe, this caused many other parties to form coalitions and shift to the right 
in an attempt to recapture support and votes, which led to an intensified presence of far 
right parties in previously strongly liberal parliaments14. Due to these developments, most 
research on the far right in Western Europe focuses on understanding the voting patterns 
and the electoral success of far right parties15.

The studies that focus on Eastern European far right follow a similar approach, but they are 
much more limited in both scope and quantity.  Eastern European far right is considered to 
be less developed than its Western counterpart. When the 1990s brought regime changes 
to Eastern Europe, the systemic transition to democracy pushed ultranationalist agendas 
and approaches to the margins. Cas Mudde described this in 2005, stating that: “racist 
extremist parties are not really a major political force in Central and Eastern Europe. 
Indeed, if compared to their ‘brethren’ in Western Europe, they look somewhat pathetic: 
(far) more extremist, but (far) less successful”16. For this reason, lack of development of 
far right movements into strong political parties and coalitions such as those in Western 
Europe is often attributed to their stronger anti-democratic approach and more militant 
nature17.

Despite their different development paths, far right parties in both parts of Europe have 
considerable ideological affinity, mostly in terms of their shared animosity towards “non-
Europeans”, primarily European Muslims and Americans. Muslims are often portrayed 
as anti-Western, intolerant, inassimilable and highly fertile, thereby threatening to 
demographically take over the European countries. Unlike the supposedly “barbaric” 
Muslims, the US is portrayed as the promoter of “corrupted” forms of modernity, such as 
the despised move towards globalisation or the “horrors” of multiculturalism18.

13  Yılmaz 2012. 
14  Ibid. 
15  For more information see: Akkerman 2012; Akkerman and de Lange 2012; Bale et al. 2010; 
Carter 2005; Downs 2001, 2012; Meguid 2008; Minkenberg 2002b, 2006; Mudde 2007; Schain 2006; 
Williams 2006; Minkenberg 2017.
16  Mudde 2005, 269.
17  Ishiyama 2009; Bustikova and Kitschelt 2009. 
18  Stefanović 2008. 
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Renewal of the Far Right 

The far right has undergone a significant renewal as a result of modernisation, and 
particularly due to technological developments that took place in the past two decades. 
These developments allowed for new communication strategies as well as the creation of a 
global network that enables learning and provides the ability to exchange both knowledge 
and information, as well as to organise and mobilise support across national borders19. 
The common claim of the far right movements globally is that they speak for the “silenced 
majority” – those who have been pushed to political and social margins, and whose voice 
has been ignored by the mainstream media and politics. This way, they claim legitimacy in 
a democratic system and appeal to those who oppose the establishment and the political 
elites. 

The anti-immigration approach has been particularly useful, as it allows the far right to 
claim that they speak on behalf of the nation against the political elites, and that they voice 
concerns about the issue that the political elites seem to be avoiding (usually to appear 
liberal or to avoid being labelled politically incorrect). When making arguments against 
migration, most far right groups rely on idealised narratives of the past, portraying the 
“other” as a threat to one’s national, cultural, and religious identity20. The fear of migrants 
is strengthened by the fear of globalisation, which the far right characterises as a US led 
initiative for the purpose of creation of the New World Order which seeks to destroy 
national and cultural identities through the “import” of migrants21. While this might 
have slightly changed with the new US administration, the return to national borders 
and prevention of Western influence through globalisation remains the key issue on the 
agenda of the far right. 

Migration and integration debates of the far right therefore focus primarily on debates over 
loyalty to the nation, national belonging, and cultural, religious and national traditions. 
These debates are most often framed around in-group – out-group debates, in which 
outsiders are presented as a threat to the survival of the nation itself22. Such contemporary 
narratives focus on recent terrorist attacks and events that involved Muslims, as a way to 
emphasise the “incompatibility” of Islam with the European culture and the dangers that 
failed integration presents for host communities. Focusing on immigration allows the far 
right to identify not just the external enemies, but also the internal ones. In the case of 
Europe, the perceived internal enemy is usually the political elite, which have “betrayed” 
the nation23, while the external enemy is the “flood” of migrants and refugees sent to dilute 
and destroy the European civilisation. 

19  Minkenberg 2000. 
20  Kinnvall and Nesbitt-Larking 2013. 
21  Mullins and Jones 2009; Mudde 2000.
22  Huysmans 2006. 
23  Kinnvall 2015.
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There are several factors that differentiate the new far right from the old, but the two that 
are most researched and discussed in literature are: the organisational diversity of far 
right groups and their international character and appeal. A wider variety of actors and 
improved communication strategies allow the far right to cut across party spectrums, and 
for single issues such as abortion or immigration to gain new importance and serve as a 
mobilising force for numerous far right actors, across national borders. This is how the 
“migration crisis” helped a wide variety of far right actors to surface, provide resistance to 
European multiculturalism, and mobilise Euroscepticism within and beyond the borders 
of the European Union. 

In terms of ideology, what most strongly differentiates the new far right from the old is its 
abandonment of biological racism and white superiority, and the adaptation of emphasis 
of incompatibility of cultures and resistance to cultural and ethnical mixing. According 
to Cas Mudde, the new “populist radical right” ideology is a combination of nativism, 
authoritarianism and populism, of which nativism is considered to be the key feature. It 
holds that “states should be inhabited exclusively by members of the native group (“the 
nation”) and that non-native elements (persons and ideas) are fundamentally threatening 
to the homogenous nation-state”.24 Therefore, the myth of a homogenous nation is placed 
before its individuals and their civil rights25.

Eurasianism and Dugin’s Influence on the Far Right

Given that the “migration crisis” has set in motion numerous factors that served as a strong 
mobilising force for the far right in the European Union, most researchers and journalists 
have focused on understanding the social and political factors of the phenomenon in 
Western Europe. For a long time, there were only a few comparative studies that focused 
on Eastern Europe26, but more have been produced in the last decade27. However, many 
of these studies still lack a comparative approach to understanding how the far right 
develops and collaborates in the region and between regions. There are also few studies 
that demonstrate the impact of the far right on the social and political climate in Eastern 
Europe, with the exception of the recent contributions of Mudde and the recent works by 
Minkenberg, Pirro and Pytlas28.

The relatively “underdeveloped” Eastern European and Russian far right might seem 
inferior to the Western parties and movements, but with recent changes on the global 
political and social scene, and the shifts in geopolitical order, the far right in these 
countries has a potential to develop much faster, and has far more room and opportunities 

24  Mudde 2007, 19. 
25  Minkenberg 2000. 
26  Ramet 1999; Mudde 2005. 
27  Mareš 2011; Pankowski 2010; Minkenberg 2017; Sum 2010. 
28  Mudde 2005, 2007; Minkenberg 2015; Pirro 2015; Pytlas 2016. 



141

Lažetić – “Migration Crisis” and the Far Right Networks in Europe: A Case Study of Serbia

to do so than its Western counterparts. In addition, in most cases it already has strong 
connections with the ruling parties, and therefore the potential to alter political and social 
fabric of the society to a much greater degree.

Russian nationalism developed largely based on the narratives of great victory over 
fascism, and it rests on the myths concerning the great Russian nation and its victories 
in the World War II29. The far right relies on the mix of non-Marxist socialism combined 
with populist nationalism and narratives of a future marked by a new world order in which 
Russia will finally claim its rightful leadership role. In the 1990s, most Russian nationalist 
movements were slowly shifting toward new right ideological approaches, with Aleksandr 
Dugin as one of the ideological fathers of the Russian new far right. Dugin occupies a 
complex place in the Russian political and social life. He runs the Centre for Geopolitical 
Expertise and lectures at the Military Academy for the General Staff, which has allowed 
him not only to earn respect in the military circles, but also to build connections and 
solicit financial support for his projects30. Many scholars have portrayed Dugin as the 
principal advisor to Putin, while others claim that his influence is limited to the academic 
circles and international relations, where he is presented as a great theorist. Whether or 
not Dugin has a strong influence on Putin might be irrelevant, considering that he is one 
of the most influential theorists who has impacted the far right ideological and structural 
organisation across Europe31.

Dugin was one of the first theorists to include Western traditionalism in the Russian 
new right, as he and a small group of other thinkers started incorporating parts of these 
narratives in the 1970s, to later include Western thinkers such as Alain de Benoist, the 
founder of the French New Right, in Russian nationalist thinking. Dugin subjected the 
entire far right spectrum to very harsh criticism. In his writings, he denied the importance 
of the distinction between left and right and defended militant Euroasianism without 
hiding his admiration for German interwar leftism and even the Nazi leftists32. Dugin 
and his collaborators transformed Russian nationalism by shifting its focus from anti-
Westernism to anti-migration, which provided a platform for the Russian far right to 
connect with its European and American counterparts. After this shift, the far right also 
adopted now universal terms used by the global far right to refer to migration such as 
“flood”, “invasion” and “occupation”, perceiving it as a threat to the Russian nation since it 
represents a far greater conspiracy - against the Russian people and European civilisation 

29  Some of the main scholars on the Russian far right are John B. Dunlop (Hoover institution), 
Alexander Yanov (City University of New York), Valerii Solovei (MGIMO), Pal Kolsto (University of 
Oslo), Peter J.S.Duncan (University of Cambridge London), Stephen Hanson (College of William and 
Mary), Veljko Vujacic (European University of St. Petersburg), and Mar Bassin (Sodertorn University 
at Stockholm). 
30  Laurelle 2008. 
31  Even during the five-month period of data collection for this study, Dugin paid three separate 
visits to the region, two of which were in Belgrade, the Serbian capital. 
32  Laruelle 2010.
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in general33. In this context, civilisation refers to cultural and ethnic differentials. This idea 
of civilisation rests on the belief that every nation has its specific characteristics that can 
only be perceived if viewed separately of other cultures. This line of thinking originated 
in the West, in the elements of the far right in Europe inspired by Alain de Benoist and 
centred on the Group for the Research and Study of European Civilisation (GRECE); it 
abandoned the theme of biological racism and replaced it with the belief that a civilisation 
is a living organism with its own essence, which must be protected from any contact with 
other worlds34.

Although the Russian political stance has been isolationist, and far right movements do 
not want to admit any sort of connection with the West or Europe that might make them 
appear “Europeanised”, Russia has been an important hub for meetings and cultivation 
of the far right ideology. In addition, within Russia itself, those whose isolationist stance 
is grounded in anti-Westernism are less relevant and successful than those who have 
embraced the new anti-immigrant platform that unites the far right on the global scale35. 
It is not surprising, then, that the Russian and European far right actors both see Serbia 
as a perfect place to establish a strong presence – it is not just a “fertile ground” for strong 
nationalist policies, but also a perfect place for convenings and meetings of different actors 
who might not necessarily wish to be perceived as collaborators but do want to learn from 
and influence one another. Most of the members of the far right network (especially the 
European actors) rely heavily on Dugin’s Fourth Political Theory. The theory argues that 
all the political systems of the modern age are products of three distinct ideologies: the 
first, and oldest, is liberal democracy; the second is Marxism; and the third is fascism. 
The Third Political Theory is what Dugin, in his Fourth Political Theory, calls Fascism 
and National Socialism. His Fourth Political theory suggests that the world today finds 
itself on the brink of a post-political reality – one in which the values of liberalism are 
so deeply embedded that the average person is not aware that there is an ideology at 
work around him/her36. As a result, liberalism is threatening to monopolise the political 
discourse and drown the world in a universal sameness, destroying everything that makes 
different cultures and peoples unique. According to Alexander Dugin, what is needed to 
break through this morass is a fourth ideology – one that will sift through the debris of 
the first three and look for elements thereof that might be useful, but which will, at the 
same time, be innovative and unique. Dugin foresees that the Fourth Political Theory 
will use the tools and concepts of modernity against itself to bring about a return of 
cultural diversity against commercialisation, as well as the traditional worldview of all the 
peoples of the world – albeit within an entirely new context. Following this theory, the 
anti-immigration and nationalist movements described in this study all believe that the 
return to traditional values and mono-ethnic states is the only way to preserve national 
and ethnic identities. Members of the far right who have participated in this study stated 

33  Laruelle 2015. 
34  Dugin 2014. 
35  Kolstø and Blakkisrud 2016. 
36  Dugin 2012. 
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repeatedly that Serbia represents fertile ground for this ideology and a good place to start 
some of the first closed-off communities modelled on anarchist communes, which will 
signal the beginning of national rebirth. 

Migration and the Far Right in Serbia

The Far Right in Serbia Prior to the “Migration Crisis”

While strong nationalist sentiment was one of the causes of the civil wars in the region, 
the arrival of Serbian refugees from Bosnia, Croatia and Kosovo in the 1990s strengthened 
victimhood narratives and created a social and political atmosphere that trapped Serbia 
in a strong nationalist political landscape which has lasted to this day. Research in other 
parts of Europe suggests that refugees expelled from their homes by “ethnic enemies” are 
likely to be radicalised by their traumatic experiences, and are thus more likely to support 
radical nationalist politics. Historical examples such as Hungary or Western Germany 
indicate that the support that refugees have given to extreme nationalists in the 1953 and 
1955 elections support this theory as well.37 In Serbia, refugees who arrived joined their 
families and did not remain in refugee camps and government centres. The presence of 
family members and the refugees’ traumatic negative experiences have arguably had a 
radicalising effect on the Serbian society, providing support for the ideas and the agenda 
of the Serbian Radical Party.

The economic crisis that occurred in Yugoslavia was exploited by the nationalists to 
capture power, while the Milošević’s regime, NATO bombings and sanctions that 
followed resulted in an economic decline, inflation and a very high unemployment rate. 
This high unemployment rate was accompanied by expectations and attempts to maintain 
the socialist system and provide services that were available at the time of Yugoslavia. 
The crisis produced a situation where the traditionally somewhat more inclusive Yugoslav 
identity was rapidly replaced by an exclusive extreme nationalist Serbian identity. 
Historical revisionism which was already strong in the 1970s and 1980s allowed for growth 
of animosity towards other ethnic groups, as the historical episodes that involved other 
Yugoslav peoples were rewritten in such a way that they were portrayed as betrayers and 
centuries old enemies who have “turned” on Serbs38. The Yugoslav identity was portrayed 
as “false” while the return to “true” Serbian identity was “recommended”. These narratives 
strengthened the idea of Serbian victimhood39, creating the atmosphere in which Serbian 
Radicals presented themselves as the “true” patriots.

In addition to the Serbian Radical Party, other far right organisations were formed in 
the 1990s, many of which acted as paramilitary organisations, openly promoting and 

37  Brubaker and Laitin 1998.
38  Banac 1990. 
39  Brubaker and Laitin 1998. 
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committing acts of violence in Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo in particular40. After 
the end of the Yugoslav wars, these parties and organisations splintered, many of them 
morphing into cultural and non-profit organisations, student movements, or citizen 
initiatives. The radical nationalist camp briefly united once again, until the early 2000s 
when Milošević was handed over to the Hague. Different actors were temporarily forced to 
unite, but soon after they all returned to operating as separate entities, often in opposition 
with each other. In spite of all the divisions that existed on the Serbian far right scene, 
the one thing that united them all was their strong anti-Westernism and the updating of 
national narratives strengthened by the NATO bombing of Serbia as a response to the 
Kosovo crisis41. Such groups also promote traditional family values, religious fanaticism, 
and condemn the LGBTQ population in Serbia42.

Besides the fact that far right groups can be classified in many different ways (as fascist, 
neo-Nazi, extreme nationalists, soccer fans, etc.), there is a significant overlap between 
their members which makes it difficult to track how many movements there actually are, 
and how active their networks happen to be in different parts of the country43.In addition, 
many of the above movements and organisations are established by party members who 
are often members of the Parliament themselves, which at times makes them tightly 
connected to mainstream politics and thus difficult to recognise as “radical” or “extreme”. 
While conducting field research, I have met members of the Serbian Radical Party who 
were also leaders of anti-immigration online campaigns and movements, but who claimed 
to be doing that in their personal capacity. Yet, several minutes into the interview, they 
would disclose that the higher leadership of the party had screened the content of their 
websites and pre-approved all their public speeches given as part of anti-immigration 
organising. Meanwhile, the party itself did not directly participate in the study, as they 
“were not active” regarding the migration issue44.

Characteristics of the “New Right”

Under the Serbian Anti-Discrimination Act, it is officially illegal for neo-Nazi or fascist 
organisations to publicly organise, or display fascist emblems in public, but no charges are 
pressed when this happens. Movements that are banned continue to operate either under a 
different name or their members move to other organisations and continue their activities 

40  For more information see Babić 2015; Bakić 2009; Djokić 2012; Džombić 2014.
41  Biserko, d.d 2014. 
42  Džombić 2014.  
43  Čolović 2002. 
44  Interview conducted on 24 July 2017 with the member of the Serbian Radical Party who has 
started his own anti-immigration movement in Belgrade. 
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undisturbed45. Legal measures against these movements have a dual effect: for some it 
means pushing their activities underground (such as Srbska Akcija), while for others it 
means adjusting them slightly to the political climate in the country and transforming 
themselves into a viable party option (as was the case with Dveri). In both cases, their 
outreach to potential supporters is based on the premise that they are “fighting against 
the political elites”. Legal action against them is seen as “proof” of restriction of freedom 
of speech and marginalisation by the political elites. In this sense, they follow the global 
trend of the far right in which they present themselves as representatives of the people, 
true patriots who are protecting the citizens’ freedom of speech and representing their 
interests. In the current political and social atmosphere, their ability to speak against the 
system and the political elites make them look appealing to individuals who are dissatisfied 
with the political and economic situation in the country. Young population is particularly 
susceptible to the influence of such movements and their narratives. Unfortunately, there 
is very little research into the mobilisation to the far right and factors that determine 
support for far right actors.

Serbian far right extremists have focused on national minorities as a way to gain 
popular support. Presence of minorities within Serbia, and of Serbian minorities on what 
is perceived as historically Serbian land, has served as a mobilising factor for the Serbian 
Radical Party.

Muslims and Roma communities were the most common targets of Serbian far right 
propaganda, which resulted in the development of “welfare chauvinism” similar 
to that seen in Western and Eastern Europe. The “welfare chauvinism” in Serbia is 
manifested through the monopolisation of access to services by the economically 
vulnerable majority, which tries to portray minorities (such as Roma) as “disloyal” to the 
Serbian state and therefore “undeserving”.46 While Western European welfare chauvinists 
attempt to legitimise exclusion by arguing that only the “long established” population 
is entitled to social services since they had created these services themselves by paying 
heavy taxes47, Serbian welfare chauvinists argue that presumably disloyal minorities do 
not deserve to benefit from Serbian state welfare. During an interview with the Serbian 
anti-trafficking human rights organisation ATINA, staff pointed out that the narrative of 
radical far right organisations that oppose their work has changed from criticising them 
for supporting “undeserving Roma” to neglecting “our Roma communities” to support 
undeserving “fake refugees” in Serbia.

In addition to its antagonism toward minorities, the Serbian far right is defined by 

45  Despite strong interconnectedness of these movements, they are able to operate in such a way 
because of their strong ties to the mainstream political parties in Serbian government. The legal re-
strictions do not have a strong effect as individuals associated with the organisations and movements 
in question continue to work through other, rebranded, movements.
46  Stefanović 2008. 
47  Mudde 2000. 
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its strong anti-Westernism, which is most often expressed through attacks of non-
profit organisations and their activists. Individuals and organisations that work on and 
advocate for democratisation and protection of human rights are increasingly becoming 
targets of the Serbian far right. These organisations and individuals are referred to as 
“foreign mercenaries” and seen as a foreign sponsored effort to destroy the fabric of the 
Serbian society and national identity. Recent physical attacks of the far right movement 
Alternative (Alternativa) on activists of the Youth Initiative for Human Rights show that 
this animosity has intensified over the last couple of years48. Attacks on NGO activists 
and independent journalists often remain unresolved due to the lack of political will49. 
It is worth noting that most of the research on the contemporary far right in Serbia is 
also conducted primarily by the civil society sector – precisely by activists, researchers 
and journalists50. Self-censorship has increased in independent and investigative media, 
and consequently even the investigative journalistic pieces on this topic tend to be 
extremely limited in scope51. The fact that NGOs remain the most active in this field also 
creates increasingly more polarised social and political environment where their work is 
labelled as “anti-state” and “anti-Serb”, which makes awareness-raising and countering 
extremism all the more difficult. As a representative of the Zavetnici movement stated in 
an interview for this study: “NGOs are very well paid to do this–their goal is the same as 
the goal of Soros – to get Europe to take one million migrants per year, because they think 
that moving these people in is a solution for European demographic issues. Their story is 
absurd. NGOs have no influence – they are well paid, but their representatives talk as if 
they do not live here and they make ordinary people agitated and angry, and they harm 
the migrants even more by saying that the state should do more while our own people 
live under horrible conditions”.52 It is precisely this sort of narrative and approach that 
has allowed the Serbian far right to “rebrand” itself, and strengthen old and establish new 
connections with the European far right actors. 

48  Stević, Irena. 2017. “Youth Initiative for Human Rights: Attack on our activists for war crimes 
discussion.” Insajder, 21 April. Available at: https://insajder.net/en/site/focus/4273/. 
49  United States Department of State, 2017.
50  One of the most comprehensive reports, and the most recent one, produced has been done by 
the Helsinki Committee for Human Rights in 2014. Other organisations produced shorter reports on 
different aspects of the radical far right activity, but there is very limited research available. 
51  For more information see the report created by the Media Governance and Industries Research 
Lab - Far-right Nationalism and Populism in Europe: Assaults on Press Freedom, available at: https://
mediagovernance.univie.ac.at/fileadmin/user_upload/p_mediagovernance/PDF/Far-right_National-
ism.pdf.
52  Intrview with the representative of the movement Zavetnici, conducted on 21 July 2017. 



147

Lažetić – “Migration Crisis” and the Far Right Networks in Europe: A Case Study of Serbia

Migration Profile of Serbia and the Appearance of “New Refugees”

Since the breakup of Yugoslavia, Serbia has been one of the world’s main countries of 
origin of refugees, as well as one of the most important host countries. The number of 
refugees in the country has significantly decreased since 1996, when there were 524,000 
registered. The decrease is a result of regional return processes, resettlement programmes 
and naturalisation. Still, more than 300,000 persons in Serbia await long-term solutions. 
Most of these people are Serbian refugees from the neighbouring countries; however, 
their presence does not seem to create the same controversy as does that of the refugees 
from the Middle East53. In 2015 and the first quarter of 2016, more than 920,000 refugees 
and migrants - primarily from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq − passed through Serbia on 
their way to Central Europe54. Before the closure of the Balkan Route, most continued 
their journey to Western Europe in less than 72 hours. After the closure, the average stay 
extended from a couple of weeks in 2015 to over a year by the summer of 2017, as migrants 
got stuck at border crossings and then made their way to Serbian towns. Interviews 
conducted as part of this study suggest that migrants show little interest in settling in 
Serbia, because of poor economic opportunities, lower standard of living than in the rest 
of Europe, a complicated asylum process, and lack of good integration approaches55.

Both asylum seekers and asylees (persons who have been granted asylum) are legally 
entitled to healthcare, shelter in an asylum centre, an asylum ID, free primary and secondary 
education, social assistance, and freedom of movement within Serbia56. However, only a 
small number of people have actually received asylum57. Asylum applications are usually 
rejected either because migrants are categorised as economic migrants, or because they 
had previously been in a safe third country and are thus considered to have had the 

53  Organisation for Security and Co-Operation in Europe Mission to Serbia 2017.  
54  European Commission 2018.
55  By June 2017, there were fewer than 7,000 migrants in Serbia, of whom over 40% had been 
present longer than six months, and 20% for over a year. The number of refugees, asylum-seekers 
and migrants in Serbia has been declining since spring 2017, and has stabilised during the summer 
(UNHCR 2017). However, September 2017 saw an increase in arrivals. According to one NGO, there 
were 954 new arrivals in September 2017 alone (Praxis 2017).  Out of the registered migrants in the 
country, 95% have not applied for asylum but only expressed their intention to seek it. In September 
2017, Serbia had 5 asylum centres and 18 reception centres.
56  Despite its constitutional commitments, Serbia lacks a coherent migration strategy. Article 57 of 
the Constitution guarantees the right to asylum, through the Asylum Act, the Foreign Nationals Act, 
the Migration Management Act, the General Administrative Procedure Act and the Administrative 
Proceedings Act. The Ministry of Interior has drafted a new asylum law which was expected to be 
adopted by the end of 2017, however, changes to the EU regulations related to migration might delay 
this, as Serbia would then need to redraft its new migration law and allow time for it to be approved 
by the EU and domestic governing bodies.
57  Asylum Information Database, 2018. 
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opportunity to seek asylum there58. Due to these legal difficulties migrants generally avoid 
applying for asylum, which results in a limited ability of humanitarian agencies or the 
government to find and protect vulnerable people. According to information received 
from the Asylum Protection Centre APC/CZA, only 164 people submitted requests 
for asylum, out of 3,830 who have expressed the intention to do so in 201759. That year, 
asylum was granted only to two men, one from Syria and one from Afghanistan60, while 42 
persons were granted refugee status/subsidiary protection, of which 25 were supported 
by UNHCR partners61.

Many migrants lived in informal arrangements near the centre of Belgrade. The 
government tried to move them into reception centres, but most refused to leave as 
they preferred proximity to the city centre and potential smugglers. For example, some 
1,500 migrants have been living in wooden barracks behind the train station since 2015. 
As the period of the migrants’ stay in Belgrade’s city centre lengthened, health and 
security problems arose. Harsh winter conditions at the beginning of 2017 (temperatures 
below -16°C) created hazards for those living outdoors or in non-weatherised shelters. 
Government officials were also concerned about possible outbreaks of body lice and 
substance abuse. Fights and robberies involving migrants and local smugglers became 
more frequent, making the local population nervous. In addition, anarchist activists from 
different European countries who volunteered in Belgrade moved into the barracks and 
organised political actions, such as hunger strikes and refusal to abandon the barracks 
upon government orders. The Commissariat for Refugees managed to move this group 
of migrants out of the city in May 2017, when the barracks were demolished to create 
space for a new development project called “The Belgrade Waterfront”, and the migrants 
who lived in the barracks were relocated to the town of Obrenovac. This was especially 
important for Belgrade, as frequent fights between the migrants and other disturbances 
kept being reported to the police by locals who had become increasingly impatient with 
the lengthening of the waiting period that followed regional border closures. By September 
2017, most migrants and refugees in Serbia lived in government provided centres, which 
are free (of charge) and generally safer than the city centre. 

While migrant-host relations in Belgrade are still generally positive, reports of security 
incidents and resistance from local populations are much more common in smaller 

58  The list of safe third countries issued by the Serbian government in 2009 includes all countries 
that border Serbia. Thus, a migrant coming through these bordering countries does not qualify for 
asylum -- only if he or she arrives by airplane, which is not likely because Serbia lacks direct flight 
connections with most countries of origin. 
59  Asylum Protection Centre is an NGO that works directly within the asylum procedure. This 
data seems reliable, since every person who submits a request for asylum uses services either of APC/
CZA or the Belgrade Centre for Human Rights. The data collected by the Asylum Protection Centre 
matches government data based on registrations recorded by the Asylum Office, the government 
body in charge of refugees and migrants.
60  Rudić 2017. 
61  UNHCR Serbia 2017. 
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border towns in Serbia. Refugees in smaller towns live in asylum centres that offer fewer 
services. Non-profit representatives who have participated in this study have reported 
that locals in small Serbian towns feel uneasy when they see groups of young migrant men 
walking around town or spending time in local bars. Alcohol and drug abuse is becoming 
more common in these places due to idleness in asylum centres. The increased reporting 
of incidents involving migrants has thus served as a mobilising tool for the far right 
groups in these towns and beyond, reflecting in strong activism in Belgrade itself. The far 
right actors and anti-immigration movements organised their main activities mostly in 
Belgrade, where they were able to bring in, or connect with, political actors and activists 
from Europe. 

Serbian Far Right and the “Migration Crisis”

In the absence of strong and active engagement of the EU in Serbia, Russian influence 
is becoming much more obvious. Russia has been taking proactive steps to not just 
influence Serbian political and social scene through its traditional approaches based on 
shared religion and cultural heritage, but also through intensified social and mass media 
campaigns that foment anti-Western and anti-European sentiments. Russia’s strategic 
objective in playing the role of disruptor in the Western Balkans is to compel the creation 
of a new order which recognises Russian leadership62 and supports its repositioning as a 
regional power63 or – at the very least – halts the progression of Western ideology and 
institutions from encroaching further into Russia’s sphere of influence. While strong 
connections between the Russian and Serbian far right had been established earlier, 
through different religious and other cultural organisations and their activities, the 
connections with European far right movements are somewhat rare and generally weaker. 

The Serbian Radical Party has been active in establishing connections with the European 
far right movements and organisations since the 1990s, but there no particularly strong 
collaborations have been established due to relatively exclusionary politics of the EU 
towards the Western Balkans64. However, all this changed with the arrival of the migrants 
from the Middle East. As Europe struggles to push out individuals and movements 
associated with the far right, they are starting to make their way to Serbia where they 
are establishing their offices, new movements and organisations, and strengthening 
connections with far right actors globally. In this sense, Serbia is becoming a “conference 
room” where Russian and European far right activists connect and strategise together. 

As most of the anti-immigration organising was happening online, I decided to reach 
out to the administrators of most active Facebook “movements” in this field. As a result, 
I connected with representatives of three far right movements from Europe that had 

62  Atlantic Council 2017.
63  European Council on Foreign Relations 2018.
64  Bakić 2009.
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strong ties with Serbian anti-immigration activists. Through formal interviews and 
informal conversations with the representatives of these movements, I was able to gather 
more information about European movements and parties to which they are connected, 
which allowed me to construct and analyse the social network that these collectives and 
individuals form.

Figure 1: The network prior to anti-immigration movements

(Shapes: square – political party; triangle – fascist organization; circle – think tank; colours: red 
– Serbia; black – USA; orange: multiple locations in Europe; green – Austria; yellow – Belgium; 
purple – Germany; blue – Italy)

The social network graph in Figure 1 presents the network consisting of 21 movements 
– Serbian and European. The starting points for network building have been the anti-
immigration movements. After talking to their leaders and asking them about the 
individuals and movements that inspire and support them, I started constructing 
the network. The movements included in the map are, therefore, those that research 
participants have named as inspiring or actively supportive, and with which they had 
some sort of connection – either public support on the internet, or direct collaboration 
between members and organisation of events, protests, public speaking engagements, 
humanitarian actions, etc. The ties represented here were created based on the movements’ 
and parties’ claims of collaboration and based on desk research which confirmed these 
connections by performing an in-depth analysis of their internet presence and social 
media activity. The ties presented here have been formed prior to 2011 and the Syrian 
conflict, and the network excludes anti-immigration movements. Such criteria serve to 
highlight the connections between organisations and movements that traditionally did not 
collaborate, but have been brought together as a result of anti-immigration activity and 
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mutual connection to anti-immigration movements through which they now frequently 
operate. 

Official parties such as Dveri in most cases refused to directly participate in this study, 
claiming that they are not active in the immigration field as it is not a relevant political 
issue for them. Organisations and movements that operate outside of political party 
structures took the lead in responding to the “threat” of the “migration crisis” instead, 
but even their activity was very minimal compared to the anti-immigration activity in 
Europe. This can partly be contributed to the government’s insistence on showing respect 
for the migrants, which has prompted movements and parties to “wait” and see what the 
official government strategy would be. A research participant from the Serbian Radical 
Party stated as follows: “The party is too scared to act and be accused of racism, and they 
do not want the media to step on them too much with regard to migration by taking their 
words out of context as they usually do”. Also, when asked if they [his party] participated 
in the protests that have been organised earlier, he assertively stated that he is not a part 
of the “racist and fascist scene” but rather a concerned citizen of his country, interested in 
the protection of his people and their interests65. Similarly, the representative of Zavetnici 
was critical of the government approach, highlighting the need for protecting Serbian 
citizens first: “We need to understand the state, because they do not want incidents, 
but we still need to know what is happening because the story that everything is great 
is not true –the state needs to protect its citizens, but the local communities around 
the centres know what is going on and the state has not done much for them”66. All 
interviews indicated that, similarly to the Russian case, the traditionally anti-Western and 
predominantly fascist organisations and movements are becoming marginalised by the 
increased “Europeanisation” of the far right. 

65  Interview conducted with a member of the Serbian Radical Party on 24 July 2017. 
66  Interview conducted with the representative of the Zavetnici movement on 21 July 2017.
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Figure 2: The network, segregated by geography/ideology

(Colour code: green – Italian fascist organisations; red – European nationalist parties; blue – 
Serbian nationalist parties and organisations; shapes: square – political party; triangle – fascist 
organisation; circle – think tank) 

The far right scene in Serbia and its European collaborators prior to 2011 have been 
clearly segregated based on the organisations’ types and structures as well as ideological 
affinity. While the connections between some well-established parties and movements in 
Serbia and Europe did exist, they were primarily centralised around the Serbian Radical 
Party, the leading representative of the far right in Serbia since the 1990s. This party 
served as the main connector, bridging the gap between Serbian extreme nationalist 
organisations, European nationalist parties, and Serbian and European fascist movements 
and organisations. 

However, all this started to shift with the introduction of anti-immigration movements 
into the network. Two specifically anti-immigration online “movements” that have started 
as Facebook pages and jointly organised debates and events and brought in European far 
right actors to Belgrade are: Initiative Anti-Imigracija and Generacija Identiteta. Anti-
Imigracija is a Facebook page run by a member of the youth of the Serbian Radical Party. 
He stresses that his activities related to anti-immigration are performed in personal 
capacity, and are separate from Party activities and politics (although the Party is aware 
of the activities and actively screens the content of his speeches and public events). He 
uses the Facebook page as a way to gather and publicise news about incidents that occur 
not just in local communities in Serbia, but also in cities and towns across Europe. As he 
states, the goal of the page is to raise awareness about the consequences of migration and 
effects that a large number of migrants can have on a country. The page has been reported 
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to and shut down by Facebook on several occasions, but he continues to revive it and 
post new content67. Similarly, Generacija identiteta focuses on migration: it delivers news 
about incidents, attacks, and what they define as overall negative outcomes of influxes 
of migrants into different communities, but they also place a very strong emphasis on 
the preservation of the Serbian identity and national interests as well as creation and 
preservation of a mono-ethnic state. The main chapter of this organisation is in France, 
but there are others in several European countries.  

One of these “movements” played the key role in introducing the first European far right 
organisation that emerged and established a strong foothold in Serbia − The European 
Solidarity Front for Syria (ESFS). ESFS brought to Serbia one of the most interesting 
individuals involved in the anti-immigration scene – a Syrian woman Rima Darius, who 
was invited to Belgrade by the man behind the Initiative Anti-imigracija. Until the fall 
of 2017, Rima Darius and her husband Ruben Rosiers were members of the European 
Solidarity Front for Syria (ESFS). In his own words, Rosiers explained that he and his 
movement “support the Syrians in their war to keep their independence, unity and 
sovereignty, and against Western-backed terrorism”. ESFS has established its presence in 
Great Britain, Germany, Malta, Belgium, Bolivia, Ecuador, Colombia and Cyprus, and has 
developed connections and collaborations with many other movements across Europe 
and the Western Balkans. In September 2013, an Italian delegation from ESFS travelled 
to Syria “in support of the legitimate Government of Bashar Al Assad and the Syrian 
people”, where it met with the Syrian Prime Minister, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs 
and members of the ultra-nationalist Syrian Social-Nationalist Party.

Rima Darius joined one of the protests in Belgrade that was organised in 2016 by 
Naši,  Obraz, and the Serbian Radical Party. The planned protest was banned by the 
authorities, but it still took place a week later under a different name, under the pretence 
of protesting the Government of Aleksandar Vučić as a regime that is anti-Serbian and 
oppressive. This served as an opportunity for Rima to visit Belgrade and give a speech 
before a couple of hundred gathered people. After going viral on YouTube, her speech 
received international attention. The video recording of it has been used by anti-
immigration groups across Europe, and welcomed by groups such as PEGIDA and FPO 
(Freedom Party of Austria). It has brought her so much attention that she joined some of 
the nationalist parties in Europe, such as the FPO, in their campaigns against migration. 
In her speech, Rima urged Serbia and the EU not to take in refugees, as most of them 
are economic migrants escaping Syria. She urged citizens of Serbia to remember their 
own past and understand that Syria can only have a future if its people remain there to 
build it, which will not be possible if they leave the country to establish new lives across 
Europe. Her main argument echoed what the far right argues for globally: only the return 
to national borders can preserve national identities and ensure safety and respect for 
human rights and democracy. 

67  Since the fall of 2017, the Facebook page also became a movement started by the same indi-
vidual under the name Movement for Freedom and Independence (Pokret za slobodu i nezavisnost). 
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ESFS was established by the members of the Italian Casa Pound – named after Ezra 
Pound – and Casa Pound’s student organisation Blocco Studentesco. Their Italian 
spokesperson and one of the founders, Matteo Caponetti, belongs to the Associazone 
Culturale Zenit, a “cultural” organization that openly admits its connection to fascism. 
Zenit is also directly involved in the establishment and running of the European Solidarity 
Front for Kosovo (ESFK), which began to operate in 201368. ESFK claims that it has no 
official Serbian members, but states that they do receive help from Serbs in Belgrade and 
Kosovo to organise and run their activities. Research participants who introduced me to 
the European Solidarity Front for Syria confirmed that it was at the humanitarian action 
organised by the European Solidarity Front for Kosovo that they met with the members of 
the Serbian Radical Party. It was at that time that Rima Darious was invited to Belgrade, 
where she gave her famous anti-immigration speech. Both ESFK and ESFS see Serbs from 
Serbia and Kosovo as perfect collaborators on their project, as they are European people 
who, in their opinion, still hold strong ties to their identity and fight to defend it. They 
recognise the Serbian struggle in Kosovo, see NATO aggression on Serbia as an example 
of struggle against Western imperialism, and draw strong parallels between the current 
events in Syria and those in Serbia in the 1990s. A representative of the ESFS stated in a 
conversation about immigration that Kosovo is a perfect example of what happens to a 
country when it agrees to take in refugees:”… Kosovo is lost to Serbia as a result of Serbian 
generosity, which led them to welcome Albanian refugees who in return organised, 
mobilised, expelled Serbian citizens out of Kosovo and took over Serbian land”.

The first ESFS conference in Serbia, titled Truth about Syria, was held on 18 December 
2013. The event was put together by Teša Tešanović of the Serbian Radical Party, the Centre 
for Syncretic Studies, the European Solidarity Front for Syria, and the New Resistance. 
The most important message of this conference was that “media in Serbia, acting mostly 
as an uncritical transfer agency citing Western sources, are ignoring the fact that Syria 
is the victim of an armed aggression, and are demonising it the same way Serbia was 
demonised in the recent past”69. Brought in by the Support for Syria and Bashar al-Assad 
from the People of Serbia (another online “movement” with some 8,000 supporters), ESFS 
met with its supporters in Serbia who later officially joined their activities. The Centre 
for Syncretic Studies, which hosted these first events and debates, was formed in 2013 
and it is led by Joaquin Flores, founder and Director of the NGO Centre for Syncretic 
Studies and supporter of New Resistance, the believer in the Fourth Political Theory, and 
sympathiser of the Serbian Radical Party. New Resistance is an organisation that describes 
itself as a “loose network of American and Canadian fourth political theorists, national 
revolutionaries, Eurasianists, national Bolsheviks, left-nationalists, right-wing anti-

68  Katanić Aleksandra. 2016. “An interview with Matteo Caponetti, the representative of Eu-
ropean Solidarity Front for Kosovo.” Stanje stvari, 28 March. Available at: https://stanjestvari.
com/2016/03/28/an-interview-with-matteo-caponetti-the-representative-of-european-solidarity-
front-for-kosovo/.
69  J.V Capone. 2013. “Belgrade Panel Discussion: “The Truth about Syria.” Centre for Syncretic 
Studies, 21 December. Available at: https://syncreticstudies.com/2013/12/21/belgrade-panel-discus-
sion-the-truth-about-syria/.
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capitalists and non-dogmatic left-wing radicals who advocate a wide-ranging and multi-
levelled resistance to neo-liberal economic policies, Anglo-US imperialism and Zionist 
influence in the media and government”.

The founder and leader of the New Resistance serves also as political adviser for the 
Centre for Syncretic Studies. His name is James Porrazzo, and he is a former leader of 
the American Front (AF). The AF is one of the oldest American racist skinhead groups, 
founded in California in the 80s, which has made a name for itself fairly quickly by 
building affiliations with better-known racist groups such as Tom Metzger’s White Aryan 
Resistance. Much of its ideology was standard for racist skin crews of the day, emphasising 
hatred for blacks, Jews and other minorities. Under Porrazzo, the AF moved to Arkansas 
and became one of the few American radical-right groups to espouse the Third Position, 
which is far more common among the groups on the European racist right. The Third 
Position is a brand of neofascism that advocates racial separatism and racially-based 
socialism that is opposed to both capitalism and communism. In October 2011, Porrazzo 
said that he was dissolving the AF, and announced that all former AF members would, 
from then on, belong to his newly christened group, New Resistance70. Porrazzo currently 
holds that the Fourth Position, which he also describes as a kind of “left-nationalism”, is 
the “future of the revolutionary struggle against globalism, capitalism and liberalism”. His 
New Resistance supports authoritarian Syrian President Bashar Hafez al-Assad, mourns 
the defeat of Libya’s late ruler Muammar Gaddafi, and praises Venezuela’s leftist president 
Hugo Chavez. Followers are encouraged to read leftist classics by Karl Marx, Fidel Castro, 
and Che Guevara, all of which sit uneasily on his website next to fascist thinkers like 
Claudio Mutti and Julius Evola.

Figure 3: The network, after the anti-immigration movements became active in Serbia

As a result of the increased presence of anti-immigration movements and the European 
far right, the network of such actors in Serbia is becoming much less centralised. Looking 

70  Tesanović 2014. 
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at the network structure, one might ask: how do far right actors that in some cases even 
ideologically oppose each other, end up connected in a network, and why? This question 
is precisely what the anti-immigration platform approach addresses – focusing on anti-
immigration is in the interest of all the far right actors, regardless of their differences in 
relation to certain internal or external political issues, and it provides a good strategy for 
building political unity of the far right on national as well as international level. However, 
more importantly, at the time of shifting global orders and increased questioning of the 
European liberal democratic order, anti-immigration platform offers connections to all 
actors interested in return to national borders, as well as increased focus on national 
identity as the most important citizenship requirement. It is therefore not surprising that 
Serbian far right actors are becoming increasingly more connected to those from Europe, 
as the European far right sees Serbia as “fertile ground” for a monoethnic state, out of 
which they could advocate for and support activities involving similar projects in Europe. 
Serbian far right actors, on the other hand, now have the opportunity to shake off the label 
of “backwardness” that was attached to them during the 90s and join the modernised, 
European network of movements. 

Figure 4: The networks before 2011 and after 2013

By comparing the networks shown in Figure 4, we can see that years 2011 to 2013 were 
marked by a transformation of ideological approaches as well as connections between 
the far right movements in Serbia and Europe. The changes on the global political scene 
and the commencement of the immigration crisis marked the year when Serbian and the 
European far right actors started developing various sorts of ties and relationships – those 
built and strengthened based on the anti-immigration platform. By the summer of 2017, 
when data to be used in this study was collected, it seemed that more established Serbian 
far right movements were still working on their narratives and strategic approaches to 
migration; however, European anti-immigration movements showed up in the country, as 
well as a small number of individuals with an established strong online presence, which 
allowed them to gain more traction and attract a wider audience for their cause. Their 
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presence is precisely what created the shift in the network, making it less centralised and 
much better connected. 

Conclusion

Anti-immigration activity proved to be a valuable mobilisation tactic for the far right, 
as it is easily adjustable to different contexts in different countries, and because it also 
allows for the association of movements across national borders, helping a wide variety of 
far right actors to associate with successful movements in other countries and step into 
the mainstream. While the platform served different purposes in different countries, the 
appeal was multinational and global. In some countries, the anti-immigration platform 
served as a successful mobilising tool because of religious intolerance, in some due to 
economic arguments, while in others cultural incompatibility and arguments about safety 
and security were used to “warn” against the “flood” of migrants who were overtaking 
Europe. In Russia and Serbia, the reason for transition from anti-Western to anti-
immigration focused agenda was to ensure the relevance of far right actors in the global 
arena71. Far right thinkers such as Dugin have understood that anti-Western agenda is no 
longer useful in the changing geopolitical order and climate. Transitioning to the anti-
immigration platform was a far more useful project, as it allowed the same arguments to 
be made from a different perspective and with a network of international movements to 
back it up. 

The mix of strategies, some of which have traditionally been used by leftist movements, 
is one of the most prominent characteristics of the “new right” globally. The uniting 
argument for a variety of far right actors globally is that multicultural liberal democracy is 
a “failed experiment”, and that time has come to consider return to national borders as a 
viable social and political solution. Terrorist attacks have been used as “proof” of cultural 
incompatibility. Such arguments have been repeatedly expressed by research participants 
in this project: for example, a representative of the European Solidarity Front for Syria 
strongly argued that “they simply do not fit in”, while a representative of the Serbian 
Radical Party emphasised that “they bring crime and violence with them” and that “their 
culture is inherently violent”.72 The fear of destruction of the European civilisation and 
individual national identities is used to build momentum for mass mobilisation in support 
of defensive nationalism. 

New far right actors often employ the language of the radical left, echoing some neo-
fascist movements of the late 1960s and 1970s whose language and style were partly 
inspired by the 1960s counterculture. It is important to note, however, that most of 
the new movements claim not to be left, centre, or right, which provides them with an 

71  Dugin 2014. 
72  Interview conducted with the member of the SRS and the leader of a new anti-immigration 
movement on 24 July 2017.
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opportunity to use a mix of far-left anarchist rhetoric as well as far right, and therefore 
often appeal to both sides of the spectrum. In this sense, Dugin’s influence is deeply felt in 
all parts of the network of movements represented in this study.

At the time when the data to be used for this project was collected, far right movements 
were in the process of arriving to Serbia, but their presence and activities were still 
“invisible” to those who were not seeking them out. By winter 2017, however, the situation 
had changed and big names such as Nick Griffin and James Dawson, who are well known 
British nationalists (often labelled as fascist) and have been chased out of Hungary in 2016, 
have found refuge in Serbia. While the rise of the far right in Serbia might have seemed 
less likely at the beginning of 2017, in only a couple of months new movements were 
formed, a strong anti-migrant platform was created, and new far right organisations have 
even started calling for murder of opposition parliamentarians who have questioned their 
activities and the presence of European far right actors in Serbia73. On 11 January 2018, 
local and international far right actors gathered to officially launch a new organisation 
called “Serbian Right”. They did it with the support of local political leaders74.

The case study of Serbia included in this paper shows that the idea of Serbian exceptionalism 
has been the cause of much frustration, with serious social and political consequences for 
the Serbian people. While the Serbian far right had played a very important role during the 
conflict in the 90s and has maintained a strong grip on power ever since, treating Serbia as 
an outlier and marginalising the region has only made it more prone to radical influences. 
Serbian nationalists have used victimisation narratives for their anti-Western platforms, 
with a strong focus on the NATO bombing of Serbia and support for independence of 
Kosovo as “proof” of Western aggression aimed at destroying the Serbian nation. European 
far right actors that emerged in Serbia in the past several years have used this narrative 
and tied it to the Syrian experience, arguing that two countries have suffered the same 
fate and that Serbia has been fighting alone long enough. Radical far right movements 
disguised as humanitarian and human rights organisations helping Serbs in Kosovo have 
started multiplying, and nationalists from across Europe have started arriving in Serbia 
to support one of the few strongholds of white European civilisation in resistance against 
Muslims and Western aggressors. If the EU fails to take a more active role in countering 
these types of activities and making sure that European integration becomes an attractive 
option for the Serbian society, the rise of radical movements in the region could present a 
serious security threat. While the anti-immigration platform in Serbia might not result in 
a vote swing any time soon, its far more powerful role is the “rebranding” opportunity it 
offers to the far right, transforming it into a European player and a member of the global 
network of actors, while allowing it to present itself as a force working to protect its own 
people and national borders. 

73  Tepić 2018. 
74  Ibid.
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