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THE PHANTOM MENACE:
A NEW PERSPECTIVE ON RIGHT-WING
PARTIES IN SERBIA

Abstract: This study offers a slightly different perspective on the right-wing parties in
Serbia. Media outlets, politicians, and even some researchers frequently highlight the
alleged threat to Serbia’s political stability posed by far-right parties. Such narratives
argue that the rise of these parties, driven by platforms of nationalist revisionism and
pro-Russian foreign policy, could have detrimental consequences for regional stability,
European integration, and minority rights. This paper examines the existence of that
perceived threat, starting from the hypothesis that the far-right in Serbia in current con-
text does not constitute a political project with significant medium-term potential. The
arguments presented are supported by an analysis of the attitudes and demographics
of potential right-wing voters, derived from a longitudinal examination of public opin-
ion data, as well as an analysis of behavior and electoral performance of these parties.
The argument is premised on the notion that traditional socio-economically dissatis-
fied groups, which would typically form the core constituency of the far-right, are in
fact mobilized by the ruling populist party in Serbia. Employing the big tent approach,
the ruling party occasionally resorts to radical rhetoric while implementing completely
contrasting policies, both domestic and foreign. Additionally, the Serbian far-right is
fragmented and often shows signs of co-optation by the hybrid regime, contributing
to its inefficiency. If confirmed, these findings would lead to the conclusion that the
threat from this side of political spectrum is overstated, and primarily comes from a
communication strategy of the ruling party, utilizing it in order to mobilize domestic
and international support (or relieve the pressure) during critical junctures.
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Fantomska pretnja:
novi pogled na desnicu u Srbiji

Apstrakt: Ova studija predstavlja drugaciji pogled na stranke desnice u Srbiji. Me-
diji, politi¢ari, pa i pojedini istrazivaci neretko isti¢u navodnu pretnju politi¢koj
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stabilnosti Srbije koja dolazi od strane ekstremno desnih partija. Takvi narativi
obi¢no tvrde da uspon ovih politi¢kih opcija na platformi nacionalistickog revi-
zionizma i proruske spoljne politike moZe imati $tetne posledice po regionalnu
stabilnost, evropske integracije i prava manjina. Ovaj rad ispituje postojanje takve
percipirane pretnje, polazeéi od hipoteze da krajnja desnica u Srbiji u aktuelnom
kontekstu ne predstavlja politicki projekat sa znac¢ajnim srednjoro¢nim potencija-
lom. Argumenti autora su zasnovani na analizi vrednosnih stavova i sociodemo-
grafskih podataka o potencijalnim desnim bira¢ima, izvedenih iz longitudinalnih
istrazivanja javnog mnjenja, kao i na analizi politickog ponasanja i izbornog uéin-
ka ovih stranaka. Klju¢ni argument se zasniva na pretpostavci da tradicionalne
socioekonomski nezadovoljne grupe, koje tipi¢no ¢ine jezgro birackog tela ekstre-
mne desnice, u Srbiji zapravo politicki ve¢ mobili$e vladajuca populisticka stran-
ka. Koriste¢i “big tent” pristup, ona ponekad pribegava radikalnoj retorici, dok
istovremeno sprovodi potpuno suprotne politike, kako na unutrasnjoj, tako i na
spoljnoj politickoj ravni. Dodatno, srpska krajnja desnica je fragmentirana i ¢esto
pokazuje simptome kooptacije od strane hibridnog rezima, $to doprinosi njenoj
neefikasnosti. Potvrda ovih nalaza bi vodila ka zaklju¢ku da je pretnja sa desne
strane politickog spektra preuveli¢ana i da primarno proisti¢e iz komunikacione
strategije vladajuce partije, koja je stavlja u svrhu mobilizacije domace ili medu-
narodne podrske, u zavisnosti od potrebe.

Kljucne re¢i: krajnja desnica, radikalna desnica, izbori, fragmentacija, hibridni
rezim

Introduction:
A Perpetual Threat of the Far-Right Threat

In Serbia, especially during election periods, public discourse is lad-
en by concerns over the rise of the radical right. This perceived threat
is often emphasized by key political figures, including the President (Da-
nas, 2022), numerous media outlets (for an overview, see: Stamenkovi¢ &
Radujko, 2023), and even by some researchers. In 2016, authors pointed
to the electoral performance of the Serbian Radical Party (8.10%), warn-
ing of the resurgence of ethnonationalism, along with the potential for
violent border changes in the region (Stojarova & Stojar, 2016). However,
that party has not returned to parliament since. Others highlighted the
rise of the Dveri movement (Jovanovi¢, 2018), particularly their gaining
of 7 MPs through a coalition arrangement. Some analysts framed the na-
tionalist and pro-Russian right as a threat to Serbia’s Western orientation,
citing its rejection of the EU, NATO, and Western values in general (see:
Grubjesi¢, 2022). Whether articulated in media or academic discourse,
such narratives also emphasize the destabilizing effects of right-wing as-
cendance on regional stability, European integration, or minority rights.
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Even authors who acknowledge the limited political relevance of far-right
parties (Dzihi¢, 2023) tend to retain the narrative of threat to democracy
in the region.

This perspective is, to some extent, understandable: arising from both
the broader pattern of far-right surge across post-socialist Central and
Eastern Europe and the lingering post-conflict sensitivities in the Western
Balkans. However, the central claim of this paper is that in the Serbian
context, this perceived threat of the radical right functions less as an em-
pirical reality and more as a performative narrative. While the social and
regional environment may appear conducive to radical right-wing mo-
bilization, such parties have failed to achieve sustained political traction.
Their occasional electoral breakthroughs remain isolated and ephemeral,
with little capacity for long-term institutional presence or strategic con-
solidation. Thus, we argue that these actors, at least in the medium term
and under current political conditions, do not represent an actual threat.
This paper attributes that pattern to a combination of factors: the value
orientations and sociodemographic characteristics of the electorate, ex-
cessive party fragmentation, and even processes of co-optation within the
ambiguous relationship between radical actors and the Serbian regime.

This paper does not classify the Serbian Progressive Party (Srpska
napredna stranka, SNS) — which, as of mid-2025, has governed Serbia for
thirteen years — as a radical right party. This is despite its undeniably na-
tionalist ideological roots, populist approach, and authoritarian style of
governance (Spasojevi¢, 2019). The SNS emerged in 2008 from a split with
the far-right Serbian Radical Party (Srpska radikalna stranka, SRS), adopt-
ing a more moderate and even pro-European stance (Stoji¢, 2018). This
repositioning enabled it not only to win elections but also to secure con-
tinuous Western support for a regime that has since become a textbook
case of stabilitocracy - an arrangement in which foreign policy alignment
with the West is traded for the blind eye regarding the erosion of demo-
cratic norms and rule of law (see: Bursaé¢ & Vuciéevié, 2024).

In such a context, the far-right often serves as a tokenized threat, in-
voked to generate leverage in Serbia’s relations with the West. The sugges-
tion that the radical right could ascend to power functions as a geopoliti-
cal deterrent, reinforcing regime’s nominal pro-European orientation and
regional position as strategically valuable. In the early years of his political
transformation, President Vuci¢ frequently warned Western partners that
nationalists could regain power if he were not supported (Karnitschnig,
2016), despite little evidence to suggest this was a credible scenario. The
SNS approach to both democracy and foreign policy illustrates its evo-
lution into a catch-all party that has repeatedly adapted its program-
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matic orientation to the political moment. Scholars argue that the SNS’s
dominant electoral position has contributed to the blurring of ideological
boundaries in Serbian politics (Tournois, 2021): nominally occupying a
center to center-right space allows the SNS to shift as needed toward in-
cumbent populism, or even deploy nationalist rhetoric for domestic voter
mobilization. By projecting a pro-European image abroad while selective-
ly deploying nationalist narratives at home, the regime has presented itself
as the bulwark against a hypothetical return of the nationalists, while at
the same time undercutting the far-right.

The next section will address the definition of far-right parties, with
particular attention to the Serbian context. It will also review relevant
theories concerning voter motivations, as well as the fragmentation and
co-optation within hybrid regimes. These theoretical frameworks will
provide the tools to explain the limited effectiveness of far-right in Ser-
bia. Following this, the study’s hypothetical and methodological frame-
work will be outlined, before moving on to the analysis of findings and a
discussion assessing whether far-right can indeed be considered a viable
electoral threat.

Theoretical Framework:
Understanding the Far-Right and Their Voters

We will examine far-right parties, extreme right parties, or, as some-
times termed in political science literature, populist radical right parties in
Serbia. While these terms are not universally agreed upon, some scholars
(Mudde, 2007) define them by a combination of political nativism, au-
thoritarianism, and populism. Depending on the context, nationalism is
also central to far-right parties: in the Western European framework, it
typically manifests as opposition to immigration, while in CEE it tends
to remain predominantly ethnic in character, intertwined with unresolved
national tensions, disputed borders, and fraught relations with neighbor-
ing states (Minkenberg, 2015; Rydgren, 2018; Baki¢, 2019). Some authors
identify additional traits of the contemporary radical right, including Is-
lamophobia, opposition to European integration, Euroscepticism framed
as sovereigntism, and friendly ties with Russia (Kreké & Juhasz, 2017;
Vasilopoulou, 2018). A significant body of research also highlights the far-
right’s negative stance toward sexual minorities and gender issues more
broadly (see: Blee, 2021).

Most of these far-right traits are observable in the Serbian context:
ethnonationalism, opposition to immigration (although this issue is not
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particularly salient in Serbia), resistance to European integration, a dis-
tinctly positive stance toward Russia, and opposition to the rights of sex-
ual minorities. But the boundary between the far-right and the right or
conservative center seems highly blurred in post-communist party sys-
tems (Minkenberg, 2015). Mainstream center-right parties often adopt
nationalist agendas, populist styles, and authoritarian models of govern-
ance, resulting in certain fluidity along the spectrum. This issue is par-
ticularly significant when considering the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS)
in Serbia and why it is not categorized as far-right in our study, despite
its undeniably nationalist roots and populist approach. This distinction
becomes clear when compared to similar regimes such as Fidesz in Hun-
gary or Law and Justice (PiS) in Poland, which are frequently labelled as
radical right or, at minimum, right-wing populist. While their common
emergence can be understood as an authoritarian response to the politi-
cal and economic crises experienced by transitional political elites in the
2000s (see: Losoncz, 2022), Vucic’s position is notably less stable. Whereas
Kaczynski and Orban initiated ideologically motivated ultra-conservative
institutional reforms, Vuci¢, both due to a shift away from his previous
hardline nationalist stance and as a strategic move to appeal to a broader
electorate, embraced a more big-tent approach, combining often ideologi-
cally contradictory elements across policy areas.

This is further influenced by the complex international position of
the Serbian regime, shaped by external constraints related to recent his-
tory, Western influence in the region, and a partial reliance on Russia due
to foreign policy interests and energy dependence. As a result, Vuci¢ can
publicly rely on immigrant labor, occasionally concede to sexual minori-
ties (including appointing a token LGBT prime minister), maintain coali-
tions with ethnic minorities within Serbia, nominally strive for regional
stability, and sporadically express pro-European enthusiasm. Any detri-
mental effects on democratic institutions associated with this regime stem
less from an ideological project, as might be the case in Poland or Hun-
gary, and more from the authoritarian logic of regime survival. This cat-
egorization also simplifies the selection of far-right parties’ sample.

There are several theoretical approaches that seek to explain patterns
of electoral support for the far-right. Early theories emphasized program-
matic alignment between voters and parties, beginning with the influential
study by Inglehart & Klingemann (1976), which found that respondents’
positions on the left-right scale were a reliable predictor of party identi-
fication. Subsequent debates questioned whether the individual’s orienta-
tion truly correlates with party affiliation, or whether it reflects broader
value orientations that may not be easily translated into party support. In
other words, scholars began to explore whether there are mediating fac-
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tors, including cultural or socioeconomic status (see: Freire, 2006), as well
as broader structural conditions (Evans, 2017).

A sociological or sociodemographic model of party identification
identifies group-based voting patterns and correlates them with a group’s
position in society rather than with the individual value orientations, fo-
cusing instead on collective social positioning (see: Lubbers, 2001). West-
ern party systems themselves largely developed through the formation of
parties as representatives of specific societal interests (class, religious af-
filiation, or rural communities), providing a basis for models of group-
based voting. These models assume that social groups tend to share simi-
lar values and interests, and therefore exhibit certain regularities in their
voting behavior, seeking to explain them through key sociodemographic
indicators such as gender, age, education, economic status, and place of
residence (Milosevi¢, 1997).

A prominent theory concerns the relationship between socio-eco-
nomic status and voters’ political preferences (for an overview, see: Miller,
1997). For example, authors such as Leigh (2005), focusing primarily on
Western demographics, identified ideological and electoral differences
along three key societal divisions: young vs. old, rich vs. poor, and natives
vs. foreign-born citizens. The transformative processes in post-socialist
countries have contributed new insights, particularly regarding the differ-
ences in voting preferences among social groups based on their relative
position during the transition. A key distinction has emerged between
what could be termed the winners (typically younger, more educated, ur-
ban, and entrepreneurial populations) and the losers of transition (manual
laborers, the less-educated, rural populations, the elderly, and pensioners)
(see: Brainerd, 1998; Fidrmuc, 2000). Even these approaches are far from
straightforward, as distinctions have emerged between several strands,
which can broadly be categorized based on whether they focus on objec-
tive indicators of national economic indicators (Rico & Anduiza, 2017),
individual-level economic status (Eatwell, 2003), subjective perceptions
of one’s socio-economic position (Mols & Jetten, 2017), or even anxieties
about the potential loss of status (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). These distinc-
tions reveal not only the complexity of the field but also the multifaceted
nature of voter motivations and the various factors that may shape politi-
cal preferences.

In this context, supply and demand models have also emerged to ex-
plain the relationship between voter attitudes and far-right preferences by
emphasizing the existence of demand for such politics within the elector-
ate. Drawing on the sociological group-based approach, they posit that
certain social groups (typically the losers of modernization, globalization,
or post-socialist transition) develop a specific demand for far-right poli-
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cies at particular historical moments. Hence, the rise of radical right par-
ties is driven primarily by shifts in public opinion (see: Mudde, 2007). In
other words, when a strong public impulse emerges in favor of a certain
type of politics, some political actor will eventually rise to occupy that
space — and the right is often successful at doing so, given its commu-
nicative style and ability to simplify complex societal issues. Indeed, the
very origin of the term populism, now associated with right-wing parties,
is rooted in this understanding of politics in which the electorate shapes
party supply, not the other way around.

Perceptions once again play a central role in this approach. External
forces such as globalization, technological revolutions, and socio-econom-
ic transformations continue to produce increasingly complex and disori-
enting political, social, and economic structures in contemporary socie-
ties — often generating widespread insecurities about individuals’ social
positions (see: Besi¢, 2020). Far-right parties then emerge as a response to
these anxieties and frustrations, offering political narratives centered on
the preservation of values, the protection of collective interests, and the
exclusion of particular social groups. Such perceptions of threat frequent-
ly manifest collectively, along sociodemographic lines, and contribute to
group-based voting for the far-right. For instance, in the context of the
United States, Mutz (2018) identified a combination of economic and cul-
tural threats to the collective social status of white, Christian males as key
drivers of support for Donald Trump. Other scholars have also explained
the rise of the radical right through the lens of subjective perceptions of
declining social status (see: Gidron & Hall, 2017) or perceived threats to
cultural identity (Kriesi et al., 2012).

Numerous studies have attempted to identify the drivers of voting
patterns for populist and radical right parties across Europe, generally
finding that such support comes from the so-called “losers of globaliza-
tion”, particularly within advanced Western democracies: social groups
occupying lower socio-economic positions (see: Lubbers, Gijsberts &
Scheepers, 2002). These groups tend to generate demand for anti-im-
migration, anti-EU, and anti-elitist platforms (see: Santana, Zagorski &
Rama, 2020). Sociodemographically, these are often defined as the unem-
ployed or manual laborers, individuals with lower educational attainment,
and younger or middle-aged men (Betz, 1993; Minkenberg & Perrineau,
2007). Norris (2005), by contrast, frames this constituency as the lower
middle class - not necessarily underprivileged, but deeply anxious about
their social status, particularly in times of crisis. For instance, Krek6 &
Juhasz (2017) found that the typical voter for Hungary’s ultra-far-right
Jobbik is a younger, well-educated male who may even be economically
better off than average, but exhibits a strong perception of threat to his
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perceived status and way of life. With the exception of this outlier, the key
dividing line in many studies is the level of education, with lower edu-
cational backgrounds consistently associated with a greater propensity to
support far-right options (see: Ivarsflaten & Stubager, 2012).

Why is this relevant to our study? The underlying assumption is that
even within a weakly institutionalized party system, there are detectable
patterns of political support based on social groupings. These patterns are
particularly observable when analyzing political preferences among so-
ciodemographic populations commonly associated with the anxieties of
potential losers of the transition processes, as well as when examining the
mobilization of support for certain political options — especially populist,
authoritarian, nationalist, or broadly right-wing parties. Given our re-
search aims, one part of the explanation may be found in demographic
patterns of support observed across recent electoral cycles.

Another explanatory factor lies in the high level of fragmentation
within the right-wing spectrum in Serbia. While some scholars under-
score the importance of broad right-wing social coalitions for the success
of these parties (Heitmeyer, 2024), this has not materialized in practice.
Fragmentation is often rooted in programmatic divisions (see: Cochrane,
2011), but it can also stem from structural conditions. In Serbia, this is
particularly evident given the proportional electoral system with a single
nationwide district, which tends to benefit small parties (including ex-
tremist ones) by enabling them to pool dispersed support from across the
country. Low electoral threshold (3%) also incentivizes parties to run in-
dependently, as the number of votes required to enter parliament might
seem easily achievable. This, of course, reflects a broader strategy of elec-
toral rule manipulation designed to fragment the opposition, common for
hybrid regimes. Furthermore, the regime’s tactics toward these parties,
which further reinforce fragmentation, might include co-optation strate-
gies: the formal or informal collaboration with individual opposition ac-
tors. This is a well-documented phenomenon in hybrid regimes (Kavaso-
glu, 2021; Arriola, Devaro & Meng, 2021), that significantly undermines
the prospects of opposition parties regardless of their ideological profile.

Accordingly, we establish the hypothetical framework of our study.
The central research question is whether far-right parties in Serbia repre-
sent a sustainable political platform — namely, whether they possess me-
dium-term electoral potential that could result in growing support. Our
main hypothesis is essentially negative: we posit that these parties do not
pose a threat to the current party system. This overarching assumption
will be tested through four specific hypotheses, each grounded in the the-
oretical perspectives previously outlined:
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H1: The electoral performance of far-right parties in recent electoral
cycles in Serbia does not indicate a significant upward trend in voter sup-
port;

H2: Far-right parties in Serbia do not successfully mobilize the sociode-
mographic groups typically associated with social discontent; instead, these
groups are primarily absorbed by the ruling party within the framework of
a hybrid regime;

H3: The far-right spectrum in Serbia is highly fragmented and lacks a
coherent, unified political platform;

H4: Far-right parties in Serbia are occasionally subject to co-optation by
the ruling regime, a dynamic that contributes to their inefficacy and erodes
public trust in them.

Data and Methods

Our research focuses on political parties in Serbia that can be catego-
rized as far-right, radical right, or populist right-wing parties. This cat-
egorization is inherently fluid (Perry, 2018) and requires making compro-
mises. For example, it is debatable whether the Democratic Party of Serbia
(Demokratska stranka Srbije, DSS), despite its clearly anti-European stance,
should be considered far-right given its relatively moderate political style.
Similarly, the Enough is Enough (Dosta je bilo), initially established as an
anti-elitist movement with a liberal political foundation, shifted towards
clearly alt-right positions and rebranded as the Sovereignists (Suverenisti)
in the 2020 and 2022 elections, before later entering a coalition with the
Social Democratic Party (Socijaldemokratska stranka, SDS). Furthermore,
the People’s Party (Narodna stranka, NS) only adopted more radical right
positions in the most recent electoral cycle.

To avoid difficulties stemming from the fluidity of party definitions,
we adopt a cut-off principle based partly on the structure of the party
system, labeling as far-right any party that positions itself to the right of
the ruling SNS. While this approach may oversimplify the nuanced pro-
grammatic identities of individual parties, it reflects the reality of elec-
toral competition, where the position of the main actor (SNS) is effectively
pushing others more to the right. This classification is further justified by
the shared stances of these parties on key issues typically associated with
the radical right in Serbia.

The study employs a mixed-method approach, combining quanti-
tative data analysis with qualitative content analysis to address the four
hypotheses outlined above. We analyze electoral results from recent elec-
tion cycles (2016, 2020, 2022, 2023) to assess trends in voter support
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(Republic¢ka izborna komisija, 2025). To examine voter support potential,
we utilize data from longitudinal studies of public opinion conducted in
multiple waves on a representative samples for Serbia.? The data were col-
lected through face-to-face surveys in June 2022, August 2022, Septem-
ber 2022, December 2022, and February 2023. These are combined into
a single dataset comprising 5 997 respondents. We justify this approach
not only by the temporal proximity of the surveys but also by the need to
leverage a shared sociodemographic sample, particularly given that some
radical parties have limited support and the individual samples are rela-
tively small. Separately, we analyze data from a face-to-face survey con-
ducted in February 2025 with a sample of 1 494 respondents. This second
dataset is treated independently because a critical juncture occurred be-
tween the two data collection periods — namely, mass student and civic
protests in Serbia lasting over seven months at the time of writing, which
likely influenced established patterns of political preferences and may in-
dicate changes in the potential support for right-wing parties.

Findings and Discussion

We begin by analyzing the electoral performance of right-wing par-
ties in the last four parliamentary election cycles (2016, 2020, 2022, and
2023), focusing on three dimensions: the absolute number of votes won by
all right-wing lists, the percentage of votes, and the total number of seats
secured (see: Table 1).

In the 2016 snap elections, a total of five lists can be classified as right-
wing within the context of our research: Serbian Radical Party (Srpska
radikalna stranka, SRS), coalition of Dveri and Democratic Party of Serbia
(Demokratska stranka Srbije, DSS), Oathkeepers (Zavetnici), list For the
Renewal of Serbia (Za preporod Srbije), and the coalition In Spite — United
for Serbia — People’s Alliance (U inat — Slozno za Srbiju — Narodni savez).
The movement Enough is Enough (Dosta je bilo) cannot yet be considered
a right-wing party in the context of this election.

In the following 2020 elections - significantly affected by the pandem-
ic and marked by a widespread opposition boycott — the number of right-
wing parties increased considerably. This surge was likely influenced by
the open political space created by the boycott, as well as the incentivizing
effect of lowering the electoral threshold from 5% to 3% just months be-

2 The author gratefully acknowledges Sprint Insight for granting permission to use the
survey data in this research. The author was involved in all surveys subsequently em-
ployed in this study, which upheld overall scientific standards regarding data quality
and representativeness.
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fore the election, which many marginal actors perceived as an opportunity
to gain representation. Nine right-wing lists participated in this election:
SRS, Serbian Patriotic Alliance (Srpski patriotski savez, SPAS), Movement
for the Restoration of the Kingdom of Serbia (Pokret obnove Kraljevine Sr-
bije, POKS), DSS, Healthy Serbia — Better Serbia — Together for Sumadija
coalition (Zdrava Srbija - Bolja Srbija - Zajedno za Sumadiju), Oathkeep-
ers (Zavetnici), People’s Bloc (Narodni blok) coalition, the Sovereigntists
(Suverenisti), and Leviathan - 1 live for Serbia (Levijatan - Zivim za Sr-
biju) coalition.

In the 2022 snap parliamentary elections, six electoral lists can be la-
belled right-wing: SRS, DSS - POKS coalition, Oathkeepers (Zavetnici),
Sovereigntists (Suverenisti), Dveri, and Russian Minority Alliance - Le-
viathan coalition (Ruski manjinski savez - Levijatan). Finally, in the 2023
elections, the following right-wing lists participated: SRS, Dveri - Oath-
keepers coalition, DSS — POKS coalition, People’s Party (Narodna stranka,
NS), and the new populist movement We — The Voice of the People (Mi
- Glas iz naroda).

Table 1. Electoral Performance of Right-Wing Parties
in Serbian Parliamentary Elections 2016-2023

2016 2020 2022 2023
Total votes 555 060 531222 668 430 564 596
Total vote % 14.68% 16.50% 18.10% 15.21%
Total seats 35 11 35 26

Across four electoral cycles, we see a generally stable number of votes
for the right-wing, hovering around 550 000, with the exception of the
2022 elections, which saw an increase. Until that year, we also observe a
gradual rise in the percentage of votes collectively won by the right-wing,
while the number of seats does not correlate with the vote count. This is
due to the fact that seats also depend on the ability of individual actors to
pass the threshold, a topic we will discuss shortly.

While in the first cycle analyzed (2016), the majority of the right-
wing’s success was attributable to the Serbian Radical Party (SRS), which
secured 8.10% of the votes riding the wave of its leader’s return from trial
at the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia and the
accompanying perception of a recovery from the earlier split with the rul-
ing SN, this party never again surpassed the threshold. Instead, new ac-
tors assumed primacy on the right spectrum. However, even these new-
comers failed to establish themselves, especially considering the relatively
favorable socio-political context: the 2020 elections with a lower threshold
than before (3%), boycotted by many opposition parties (which resulted in
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lower turnout and fewer votes required for parliamentary entry), and held
during a pandemic - which is generally considered favorable to right-wing
platforms (Kla¢ar & Dori¢, 2021). This was reflected in the party supply,
with as many as nine right-wing lists, but not in the electoral outcome, as
only one of them managed to pass the threshold.

In the 2022 elections, a real increase in right-wing support is noticea-
ble, along with a somewhat more structured offer, though still fragmented
across six lists. Spasojevi¢ (2023) argues that, given the traditionally Rus-
sophile stance of the Serbian right and the indecisiveness of the ruling
SN regarding the potential imposition of sanctions on Russia, right-wing
parties were able to surpass the 3% threshold on that issue. However, al-
ready a year and a half later, there was a new vote that brought another
decline for the radical right. This is despite the elections being held un-
der the influence of another issue potentially exploitable by the right: the
armed incident in northern Kosovo.

Figure 1. Votes (absolute and %) for Right-Wing Parties
in Serbian Parliamentary Elections 2016-2023

700,000 -

600,000

500,000

2016

2020

2022

2023

700,000 -

600,000

500,000

2016

2020

2022

2023

Overall, the total support for right-wing parties has remained rela-
tively consistent across the four analyzed cycles (see: Figure 1). However,
in a comparative context, none of these actors can be said to have firmly
established themselves, as they remain highly volatile and frequently fail
to enter parliament. This is especially apparent when comparing Serbia’s
far-right with similar party systems in the region, where competition also
exists with a dominant party occupying right of center. For example, the
Hungarian Jobbik independently secured over 20% of the vote in the 2014
and 2018 elections, similar to the coalition centered around the Homeland
Movement (Domovinski pokret) in Croatia, which maintained stable sup-
port of around 10% across two consecutive cycles (2020, 2024), or even
compared to Romania, where the Alliance for the Unity of Romanians
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(AUR) represents the country’s second-largest political force. In com-
parison, the performance of Serbian right-wing is far more modest and
unstable, particularly when considering the decrease in votes and seats
observed in 2023. This decline is partly due to diminished trust in some
of the previously parliamentary right-wing parties, partly due to the emer-
gence of a new actor (Mi - Glas iz naroda), and also due to renewed frag-
mentation, with more than one-third of right-wing votes failing to surpass
the threshold.

The second part of our analysis focuses on surveyed patterns of voter
support and serves to assess the potential of right-wing parties in terms
of the sociodemographic characteristics of their electorate. As mentioned
above, the data is derived from a cumulative total of five nationwide pub-
lic opinion surveys, with an overall sample size of 5 997 respondents.
Among them, based on expressed voting preferences, 773 voters for right-
wing parties in the 2020, 2022, and 2023 elections were identified, consti-
tuting 12.89% of the sample. According to the sample, right-wing voters
are predominantly male (60.93%) and mostly belong to younger cohorts
compared to the average voter (30.14% are aged between 18 and 30 years,
36.22% between 31 and 45 years, while only 9.31% are over 60 years old).
They are above average in terms of education: 38.29% possess some form
of higher education, while only 3.23% have completed primary education
or less. The majority (62.1%) lives in urban areas and generally identify
as middle or slightly above middle subjective social status. Most are em-
ployed in the private sector (45.27%), while pensioners constitute only
6.08%, and students 11.77% among voters of far-right.?

Compared primarily to voters of the Serbian Progressive Party (SNS),
which occupies a central position on the party spectrum, right-wing
voters tend to be younger, more urban, better educated, and belong to
a higher social class. We can establish that in terms of voter identifica-
tion, the situation resembles the Hungarian case. Specifically, it is not the
transitional losers or globalization losers who are mobilized by far-right
parties, since those groups (pensioners, older, less educated, rural popula-
tion) have largely been rallied by the populist ruling party (being Fidesz or
SNS). In this sense, the right-wing’s electorate is composed of a somewhat
better-off social stratum, which nonetheless shares social anxieties regard-
ing their status. Similar to their counterparts Jobbik (or, in recent years,
their splinter party Our Homeland) in Hungary, that voter base is limited
and cannot easily expand to include the traditional electorate of the ruling
populists.

3 All group comparisons throughout this study were conducted using independent samples
t-tests or z-tests, consistently demonstrating high statistical significance (p <.01).
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Regarding values and political attitudes, there are also notable differ-
ences: right-wing voters believe the country is headed in the wrong di-
rection (a total of 67.2%), reflecting their opposition to the current SNS
regime. Compared to SNS voters, they express a pronounced anti-Euro-
pean orientation (while SNS voters are evenly split, as many as 81.63%
of right-wing voters would vote negatively in a hypothetical EU referen-
dum). Despite differing sociodemographic contexts, radical right voters in
Serbia share some typical features of CEE right-wing electorates: besides
anti-European attitudes, they exhibit pronounced pro-Russian foreign
policy support (72.25%). Furthermore, they display weak commitment to
democracy as a system of governance (32.25%), high concern about mi-
grants (73.46%), and, in terms of salience, are particularly worried about
the status of Kosovo (83.4%).

A separate survey conducted in February 2025 on a sample of 1
494 respondents initially indicates a further collapse of the right-wing,
following the outbreak of mass student protests that affected support
patterns across the spectrum. Within this sample, only 70 respondents
identified a right-wing party as their political preference, accounting
for merely 4.69% at that moment. However, the sociodemographic pat-
terns observed remain similar to those in earlier panels: the group is
predominantly male (65.71%), from urban areas (60%), mostly under
30 years of age (44.29%), above average in education (41.42% hold some
form of higher education), and mainly employed in the private sector
(62.86%). Opposition to the EU and strong emotions regarding Kosovo
remain prominent political positions. Additionally, 94.29% of this group
opposes the current regime in Serbia, marking a significant divergence
between the base of these parties and their potential to draw voters from
the SNS electorate.

The third part of analysis concerns the fragmentation on the right-
wing spectrum, which causes a large number of lists with very similar
programmatic offers to compete for a limited and highly volatile elector-
ate. This results in many of these failing to surpass even the modest 3%
threshold, which further impacts the political, mobilizational, and organi-
zational capacities of the right-wing (see: Table 2). Examined data includes
the number of lists participating in the elections and represented in parlia-
ment (excluding lists representing ethnic minorities, as these are subject
to different electoral rules and moreover limited to a specific electorate),
the percentage of votes for right-wing lists that fell below the threshold,
as well as a modified effective number of electoral parties index, applied
exclusively to right-wing and their performance (based on: Laakso & Taa-
gepera, 1979).
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Table 2. Fragmentation of the Right-Wing (2016-2023)

2016 2020 2022 | 2023
;Fri)itr:lacl) Szz?er of lists (excluding ethnic 12 17 1 1
Number of right-wing lists 5 9 6 5
Number of right-wing lists winning seats 2 1 3 2
Right-wing vote below the 3% threshold 1.54% | 12.67% | 4.82% |5.23%
Modified effective number of electoral parties 2.35 6.81 4.61 3.80

It is evident that roughly half of the electoral offer in each cycle con-
sists of right-wing parties, even though they compete for a voter base lim-
ited to around 15% of the electorate. This fact alone indicates a high level
of fragmentation and a very low electoral success rate, which is also re-
flected in the number of lists surpassing the electoral threshold, as well as
the percentage of votes that are effectively wasted. Comparing the number
of lists that actually enter parliament with the modified effective num-
ber of electoral parties reveals the extent to which excessive fragmentation
contributes to the failure of the right-wing. This reversed correlation is
reinforced by the number of votes remaining below the threshold in each
election. The greater the difference between the effective number of par-
ties and the number of lists entering parliament, the larger the number of
wasted votes, logically. Despite that and despite sharing a largely similar
voter base, these parties have consistently failed to run jointly in elections:
prior to the 2023 vote, they even negotiated common appearance, but
failed to unite (Danas, 2023).

This brings us to the fourth factor under very brief consideration:
co-optation policies by the regime regarding right-wing parties. Although
previous studies lack developed models for examining co-optation be-
yond individual case analyses, certain behavioral patterns can be identi-
fied among Serbian right-wing. For instance, some of the parties analyzed,
after running independently in elections, later allied with the SNS (e.g.
SPAS in 2020, which merged with SNS), or their leaders joined the gov-
ernment despite failing to cross the electoral threshold (e.g. Oathkeepers
in 2023). Others formed local coalitions with the SNS (Oathkeepers af-
ter 2023, People’s Party after 2023, Serbian Radical Party at various time
points, and Democratic Party of Serbia at some points before 2020). Ad-
ditionally, there have been media accusations that the ruling party collects
candidacy signatures on behalf of certain right-wing parties before the
elections (see: Nova, 2020). This very brief overview leads to the conclu-
sion that a significant number of right-wing parties are, to some extent,
susceptible to cooperation with the regime, which further affects their ef-
fectiveness, unity, and voter trust. Notably, this occurs despite their voter
base being, as we have seen, strongly oppositional in their attitudes.



48 | Dejan Bursa¢

Conclusion

This study set out to examine does the far-right in Serbia represent a
significant political threat, or is its influence overstated. For that purpose,
we analyzed electoral performance, voter demographics, fragmentation,
and regime interactions of right-wing parties over four recent electoral cy-
cles. We confirmed that these parties demonstrate a relatively stable level
of support around 15% across four cycles, with high intra-group volatil-
ity and without sustained growth or breakthrough for any of them (H1).
Furthermore, we also found that, unlike in many other countries, far-right
parties in Serbia mostly attract younger, urban, and relatively well-edu-
cated voters, while large groups of economically marginalized and older
voters predominantly support the ruling populists (H2). This divergence
significantly limits the far-right's potential base. Our hypothesis (H3)
that far-right in Serbia demonstrates high levels of fragmentation is also
strongly supported. Across all elections analyzed, a high number of ideo-
logically similar actors competed for the limited electorate, leading to a
high percentage of wasted votes and chronic electoral underperformance.
Finally, we found that far-right parties in Serbia repeatedly engage in vari-
ous examples of cooperation with the regime (H4).

Taken together, these findings suggest that the perceived threat from
the far-right spectrum is overstated. Rather than representing an inde-
pendent and growing political force, these parties function more as in-
struments in the ruling party’s communication strategy — used to galva-
nize domestic support for the regime or deflect international scrutiny at
critical junctures.

This study faces certain limitations. The analysis relies heavily on ag-
gregated survey data and electoral results, which constrain our ability to
examine cross-attitudinal variation or deeper ideological alignment. The
absence of qualitative methods, such as in-depth interviews, limits insight
into voters’ motivations. Additionally, predictive modeling was beyond
the scope of this study - yet could prove essential in forecasting future
shifts, particularly given recent signs of party system change. Assessing
co-optation also lacked systematic frameworks and empirical data, as
most insights regarding this matter currently rely on anecdotal evidence
or case-specific observations.

Despite these constraints, the findings open several important ave-
nues for future research. As the Serbian political landscape enters a period
of flux, renewed attention should be given to voter behavior, both in terms
of demand and the potential for new party supply. While current far-right
parties appear weak and fragmented, the electorate is not without anxie-
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ties. Should the ruling party’s grip weaken, or should a more strategically
capable actor emerge, voters could reorient themselves rapidly.

*This article was realised with the support of the Ministry of Science,
Technological Development and Innovation of the Republic of Serbia, ac-
cording to the Agreement on the realisation and financing of scientific
research 451-03-136/2025-03/ 200025.

Reference List

Arriola, L., Devaro, J., & Meng, A. (2021). Democratic Subversion: Elite Coop-
tation and Opposition Fragmentation. American Political Science Review,
115(4), 1358-1372. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421000629

Baki¢, J. (2019). The European Far Right 1945-2018 [Evropska krajnja desnica
1945-2018]. Clio.

Betz, H. G. (1993). The new politics of resentment: Radical right-wing populist
parties in Western Europe. Comparative Politics, 25(4), 413-427. https://
doi.org/10.2307/422034

Besi¢, M. (2020). Value Orientations and Party Preferences in Serbia [Vrednosne
orijentacije i partijske preferencije u Srbiji]. In Orlovi¢, S. & Kovacevi,
D. (Eds.), Trideset godina obnovljenog visepartizma u Srbiji — (ne)naucene
lekcije (pp. 175-197). Fakultet politickih nauka.

Blee, K. (2020). Where Do We Go from Here? Positioning Gender in Studies of
the Far Right. Politics, Religion & Ideology, 21(4), 416-431. https://doi.org/
10.1080/21567689.2020.1851870

Brainerd, E. (1998). Winners and Losers in Russia’s Economic Transition. The
American Economic Review, 88(5), 1094-1116.

Bursa¢, D., & Vucicevi¢, D. (2024). Electioneering strategies in the hybrid regime:
Another regular snap election in Serbia. New Perspectives, 33 (1), 64-76.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2336825X241308429

Cochrane, C. (2011). The asymmetrical structure of left/right disagreement: Left-
wing coherence and right-wing fragmentation in comparative party policy.
Party Politics, 19(1), 104-121. https://doi.org/10.1177/1354068811398057

Dzihi¢, V. (2023). The Far-Right in the Western Balkans. How the Extreme Right is
Threatening Democracy in the Region. Policy Analysis, 1/January 2023. OIIP.

Eatwell, R. (2003). Ten Theories of the Extreme Right. In Weinberg, L. & Merkl,
P. (Eds.), Right-Wing Extremism in the Twenty-First Century (pp. 45-70).
Frank Cass.

Evans, G. (2017). Social Class and Voting. In Arzheimer, K., Evans, ]. & Lewis-
Beck, M. S. (eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Electoral Behaviour (pp. 177-
198). SAGE Publications.

Fidrmuc, J. (2000). Economics of voting in post-communist countries. Electoral
Studies, 19(2-3), 199-217. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0261-3794(99)00048-7



50 | Dejan Bursa¢

Freire, A. (2006). Bringing Social Identities Back In: The Social Anchors of Left-
Right Orientation in Western Europe. International Political Science Re-
view, 27(4), 359-378. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192512106067358

Gidron, N., & Hall. P. A. (2017). The politics of social status: economic and cul-
tural roots of the populist right. British Journal of Sociology, 68(S1), 57-84.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.12319

Grubjesi¢, S. (2022). Right-Wing Extremism in Serbia. In Bozhilov, Y. (ed.),
Right-Wing Extremism: South-East Europe in Focus (pp. 71-92). Sofia Se-
curity Forum.

Heitmeyer, W. (2024). Authoritarian Temptations and Right-Wing Threat Alliance.
The Crisis of Capitalistic Societies in an Uncertain Future. Springer.
Inglehart, R., & Klingemann, H. (1976). Party Identification, Ideological Preference
and the Left-Right Dimension among Western Mass Publics. In Budge, L,
Crewe, L. & Farlie, D. (Eds.), Party Identification and Beyond: Representations

of Voting and Party Competition (pp. 243-273). ECPR Press.

Ivarsflaten, E., & Stubager, R. (2012). Voting for the populist radical right in
Western Europe. The role of education. In Rydgren, J. (ed.), Class Politics
and the Radical Right (pp. 122-137). Routledge.

Jovanovi¢, S. M. (2018). The Dveri Movement Through a Discursive Lens. Serbia’s
Contemporary Right-Wing Nationalism. Comparative Southeast European
Studies, 66(4), 481-502. https://doi.org/10.1515/soeu-2018-0038

Kavasoglu, B. (2021). Opposition party organizational features, ideological ori-
entations, and elite co-optation in electoral autocracies. Democratization,
29(4), 634-654. https://doi.org/10.1080/13510347.2021.1994552

Klacar, B., & Dori¢, M. (2021). Potential Generators of Right-Wing Extremism in
The Era of COVID-19 Pandemic (white paper-preview). Balkan Insight: htt-
ps://balkaninsight.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Potential-Generators-
of-Right-Wing-Extremism-In-The-Era-of-The-COVID-19-Pandemic.pdf

Kreko, P.,, & Juhdsz, A. (2017). The Hungarian Far Right: Social Demand, Political
Supply, and International Context. Ibidem-Verlag.

Kriesi, H., Grande, E., Lachat, R., Dolezal, M., Bornschier, S., & Frey, T. (2006).
Globalization and the transformation of the national political space: Six
European countries compared. European Journal of Political Research, 45,
921-956. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-6765.2006.00644.x

Laakso, M., & Taagepera, R. (1979). “Effective” Number of Parties: A Measure
with Application to West Europe. Comparative Political Studies, 12(1),
3-27. https://doi.org/10.1177/001041407901200101

Leigh, A. (2005). Economic voting and electoral behavior: How do individual,
local, and national factors affect the partisan choice? Economics ¢ Politics,
17(2), 265-296.

Losoncz, M. (2022). Authoritarian Regimes in Hungary and Serbia — a Compara-
tive Approach. In Regelmann, A. & Spaeth, A. (Eds.), The Crisis and Fu-
ture of Liberal Democracy (pp. 108-181). Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung.



The Phantom Menace | 51

Lubbers, M. (2001). Exclusionistic electorates: extreme right-wing voting in
Western Europe [Dissertation]. Radboud University. https://hdl.handle.
net/2066/146820

Lubbers, M., Gijsberts M., & Scheepers, P. (2002). Extreme Right-Wing Voting in
Western Europe. European Journal of Political Research, 41 (3), 345-378.
doi:10.1111/1475-6765.00015.

Miller, G. J. (1997). The impact of economics on contemporary political science.
Journal of Economic Literature, 35(3), 1173-1204.

Milosevi¢, J. (1997). Basic approaches in the study of electoral behavior [Osnovni
pristupi u proucavanju izbornog ponasanja]. Psihologija, 3, 279-294.
Minkenberg, M. (2015). Profiles, patterns, process: Studying the East European
radical right in its political enviroment. In Minkenberg, M. (Ed.), Trans-
forming the Transformation? The East European radical right in the political

process (pp. 27-56). Routledge.

Minkenberg, M., & Perrineau, P. (2007). The radical right in the European elec-
tions 2004. International Political Science Review, 28(1), 29-55. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0192512107070401

Mols, E, & Jetten, J. (2017). The Wealth Paradox: Economic Prosperity and the
Hardening of Attitudes. Cambridge University Press.

Mudde, C. (2007). Populist Radical Right Parties in Europe. Cambridge University
Press.

Mutz, D. C. (2018). Status threat, not economic hardship, explains the 2016
presidential vote. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of
the United States of America. http://www.pnas.org/content/pnas/ear-
1y/2018/04/18/1718155115.full.pdf

Norris, P. (2005). Radical Right: Voters and Parties in the Electoral Market. Cam-
bridge University Press.

Norris, P, & Inglehart, R. (2019). Cultural Backlash: Trump, Brexit, and Authori-
tarian Populism. Cambridge University Press.

Perry, V. (2018). Defining, Framing and Contextualizing Extremism and Violent
Extremism in Serbia: An Introduction to the Volume. In Perry, V. (Ed.),
Extremism and Violent Extremism in Serbia (pp. 12-69). Ibidem-Verlag.

Rico, G., & Anduiza, E. (2017). Economic Correlates of Populist Attitudes: An
Analysis of Nine European Countries in the Aftermath of the Great Reces-
sion. Acta Politica, 54, 371-397. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41269-017-0068-7

Rydgren, J. (2018). The Radical Right: An Introduction. In Rydgren, J. (Ed.), The
Oxford Handbook of The Radical Right (pp. 23-39). Oxford University Press.

Santana, A., Zagorski, P, & Rama, J. (2020). At odds with Europe: explaining
populist radical right voting in Central and Eastern Europe. East European
Politics, 36(2), 288-309 https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2020.1737523

Spasojevi¢, D. (2019). Transforming populism - from protest vote to ruling ideol-
ogy: The case of Serbia. In Besirevi¢, V. (Ed.), The new politics of decision-
ism (pp. 125-140). Eleven International Publishing.



52 | Dejan Bursa¢

Spasojevi¢, D. (2023). Balancing on a pin: Serbian populists, the European Union
and Russia. In Ivaldi, G. & Zankina, E. (Eds.), The Impacts of the Russian
Invasion of Ukraine on Right-wing Populism in Europe. European Center
for Populism Studies.

Stamenkovi¢, V., & Radujko, D. (2023). The electoral result of the right in Serbia
and the post-election discourse in 2022 [Izborni rezultat desnice u Srbiji i
postizborni diskurs 2022. godine]. In Spasojevi¢, N. & Matijevi¢, A. (Eds.),
Perspektive politickih nauka u savremenom drustvu (pp. 165-183). Institut
za politicke studije.

Stojarova, V., & Stojar, R. (2016). The Roots of Success of Far Right Parties in
Serbia, Romania and Bulgaria. In Ejdus, E & Jurekovi¢, P. (Eds.), Violent
Extremism in the Western Balkans (pp. 113-132). Federal Ministry of De-
fence and Sports of Republic of Austria.

Stoji¢, M. (2018). Party responses to the EU in the Western Balkans: Transforma-
tion, opposition or defiance? Palgrave McMillan.

Tournois, L. (2021). The Ideological Recomposition of Political Elites in Ser-
bia since 2012. Politics in Central Europe, 17 (3), 589-618. https://doi.
org/10.2478/pce-2021-0025

Vasilopoulou, S. (2018). The Radical Right and Euroskepticism. In Rydgren, J.
(Ed.), The Oxford Handbook of The Radical Right (pp. 189-212). Oxford
University Press.

Online Sources

Danas. (2022, April 3). Vuci¢: Serbia has shifted dramatically to the right, we will
also talk to those farthest from us [Vu¢i¢: Srbija se dramati¢no pomerila
u desno, razgovara¢emo i sa onima koji su najudaljeniji od nas]. Danas.rs.
https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/vucic-srbija-se-dramticno-pomerila-
u-desno-razgovaracemo-i-sa-onima-koji-su-najudaljeniji-od-nas/

Danas. (2023, November 1). Why did the right-wing negotiations to run on a
joint electoral list fail? [Za$to su propali pregovori desnice o izlasku na
izbore na jedinstvenoj listi?] Danas.rs. https://www.danas.rs/vesti/politika/
desnica-izbori-2023/

Karnitschnig, M. (2016). Serbia’s latest would-be savior is a modernizer, a strong-
man — or both. Politico. https://www.politico.eu/article/aleksandar-vucic-
serbias-latest-savior-is-a-modernizer-or-strongman-or-both/

Nova. (2020, August 12). Stojanovi¢: How SNS and Sapi¢ verified signatures for
others [Stojanovi¢: Kako su SNS i Sapi¢ overavali potpise za druge]. Nova.
rs. https://nova.rs/vesti/politika/stojanovic-kako-su-sns-i-sapic-overavali-
potpise-za-druge/

Republi¢ka izborna komisija (2025). The Website of the Republic Electoral Commis-
sion [Vebsajt Republicke izborne komisije]. https://www.rik parlament.gov.rs/



