
n		 The internal weaknesses of the process of democratisation in the Western Balkans 
ensue from reinforcing a system where (ethno)politics and (ethno)political entre-
preneurs use all available strategies to deprive citizens of any political agency, thus 
working towards obedient democracies while keeping real political power within 
closed circles. The conscious deepening of differences, maintaining negative tensi-
ons and instrumentalising – predominantly ethnic – identities for political or other 
particular purposes are some of the crucial features of (ethno)politics in the Wes-
tern Balkans.

n		 The promise of Europeanisation is losing its ability to mobilise citizens as it faces a 
two-fold challenge: 1) No Push – while it is clear that progress in the accession pro-
cess is extremely slow, even those steps which have been completed with success 
are left without meaningful recognition that could revive the ambition to join the EU; 2) 
No Pull – The support of political leaders displaying all the characteristics of illiberal 
and even authoritarian rule is maintained for the sake of stability in the region.

n		 The trend of strengthening right-wing and even extreme organisations of civil society 
adds another worrying dimension to the Western Balkans’ complex, socio-political 
situation. Illiberal NGOs nowadays use a different vocabulary and new strategies to 
disguise their illiberal claims and policies as human rights discourse. An increasing 
mainstreaming of their image and key messages builds on the lessons learnt exactly 
from liberal civil society. They flourish in the context of the apparent weakness of the 
leftist political forces which are seeking inspiration and possible mass mobilisation in 
the new community-based social movements. 

August 2018

VEDRAN DŽIHIĆ, GAZELA PUDAR DRAŠKO, SEAD TURČALO, 
KLODIANA BESHKU AND IVAN CEROVAC

Overcoming the Democratisation 
Deficit in the Western Balkans: 
A Road to (No)Where? 

Belgrade

ANALYSIS



15

of the coin of this phenomenon is that the politi-
cal elites of the WB states are expected to follow 
the EU directives but in the end, real recognition 
of their achievements is missing. This is evident 
in the failure to support Albania and Macedonia 
by opening the next phase of their accession pro-
cess, despite certain success with a very difficult 
reform of the justice system in Albania and finally 
reaching a compromise with Greece on the name 
dispute for the FYR of Macedonia. Praising and 
rewarding positive changes and reforms should 
be more prominent and drawing red lines and san-
ctioning negative actions and policies of the Wes-
tern Balkans’ politicians placed more prominently 
in the EU’s toll-box. A similar situation occurs with 
the blocked processes in the region demanding 
new energies or approaches such as the Koso-
vo-Serbia dialogue or moving towards an effecti-
ve democratic regime in Montenegro or in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina– no real sanctions are used to 
boost these processes. The last summit of the 
Berlin process in London, July 2018, again rein-
forced the importance of civil society and youth, 
also emphasising the issue of missing persons 
and war tribunals. Yet, no clear message was de-
livered to the politicians in the WB6¹². All this tells 
us that the EU does not really learn a great deal 
from the lessons of the past and is still learning by 
doing or accepting whatever may come out in or-
der to preserve peace and security, c’est à dire the 
status quo in the Western Balkans. What remains 
is to hope for a stronger EU restrained approach 
towards the Western Balkans, especially towards 
their political representatives. Such an approach 
could limit room to manoeuvre for corrupt eli-
tes and reinforce those political and civil society 
forces blocked by the immense power of the cap-
tured state¹³  in the Balkans. 

4.	 The	Dark	Side	of	Civil	Society	in	the		
	 Western	Balkans:	Conservative		
	 NGOs	and	Liberal	Democracy	the		
	 Case	of	Croatia	
 Ivan Cerovac

Civil society, consisting of many forms of organi-
sation which citizens use to express and advan-
ce their will and interests, is usually seen as an 
excellent tool for participatory democracy. Since 
the majority of citizens are usually not members 
of political parties and other organisations that 
shape the formal political sphere, civil society can 
rightfully be seen as a good tool for fostering wi-
der political participation in decision-making pro-
cesses. Furthermore, it can play a key role for the 
political participation of many marginalised and 
disadvantaged (minority) groups, who are already 
disenfranchised and politically underrepresented 
in the formal political sphere. The American civil 
rights movement can be seen as an excellent ex-
ample: a politically marginalised and oppressed 
population was empowered to change social and 
political norms. Through a well-organised and 
persistent group action, the movement promoted 
the ideas of social and political equality, especially 
with regard to equal opportunities for political par-
ticipation in the formal political sphere. Civil socie-
ty thus enables the broad participation of various 
stakeholders in the process of handling public and 
political issues - participation that is compatible 
with modern representative democracy.

Wide political participation can be valuable for two 
reasons¹4. It can be considered valuable because 
of its intrinsic properties, i.e. it can be seen as the 
proper way of doing politics. Nobel laureate Amar-
tya Sen (1999) holds that citizen participation is 
(at least in part) intrinsically valuable since it re-
presents a key component of human capability. 
Participating in one’s development through open 
and non-discriminatory processes is integral to 
one’s well-being and quality of life. However, parti-
cipation can also be considered valuable because 
of its instrumental properties, i.e. it can be seen as 
a favourable means for achieving a desired out-
come. Participation in decision-making procedu-
res can thus contribute to the realisation of some 
other valuable ends - better public policies, more 

12. Joint Declarations of western Balkans Summit, London (2018) can 
be found at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/724294/180710_
WBS_Joint_Declarations.pdf (last checked in July 2018).

13. Heinrich Böll Foundation (2017). “Captured States in the Balkans”, 
Perspectives - Political Analysis and Commentary, Issue 3, September.

14. A detailed discussion on the value of political participation can be 
found in Flanders (2013). 
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accountable government and so on. Civil society, 
through which participation happens, is thus often 
seen as a corrective mechanism for democracy, 
one that can reduce democratic deficits but also 
help protect human, civic and minority rights.

However, the rise of various illiberal and extreme 
NGOs in the US, and their consequent spread to 
Europe, represents a threat not only to the partici-
pative element of these democracies but also to 
liberal democracies as such. These organisations 
have begun using the mechanisms of participato-
ry democracy, combining them with populist and 
anti-establishment narratives and polarised social 
media to limit or reduce the rights and liberties of 
marginalised minorities. They thus show that ci-
vil society can have a dark side and threaten the 
participatory potential of democratic regimes. 
Such organisations can easily be identified in the 
Western Balkans and here we will focus on Croa-
tian cases. The NGOs observed have adopted an 
appropriate vocabulary to meet the dominant hu-
man rights discourse. They no longer use terms 
that are usually linked to racism or nationalism, 
but instead shape their political messages using 
positive non-ideologised terms or liberal terms 
whose meaning has been changed or deformed. 
This new vocabulary, among other things, diffe-
rentiates them from some older movements and 
organisations which promoted the same aims, but 
were less efficient in attracting popular support. 

4.1	A	New	Strategic	Approach

There are many reasons that explain the surge in 
popularity of extreme and radical right-wing par-
ties, movements and organisations, and no simp-
le analysis can give us a final and comprehensive 
answer¹5 . One of the reasons is, doubtless, the 
success of such organisations in „mainstreaming“ 
their image and message (Talisse, 2009). The do-
minant liberal narrative, which used to marginalise 
extreme political and civil organisations by impo-
sing human rights discourse¹6 and censorship 
of hate speech, seems to be unable to continue 
doing so in the new millennium. These new orga-
nisations are characterised by „new tactics, new 
symbols, and new language designed to allay the 
fears of citizens repelled by more extreme appro-
aches“ (Swain, 2002: 25). This new methodology 
places strong emphasis on semantics – the aim is 
to translate the old values and objectives in terms 
that will be more appealing to the majority of the 
citizenry. The content and the agenda of radical 
right-wing organisations are thus rewritten and 
undesirable terms are replaced by more accepta-
ble ones. In the United States, racism and nationa-
lism are cast as „pride“, hate as „awareness“ and 
white supremacy as „civil rights“ (Swain and Nieli, 
2003; also Talisse 2009). In Europe, radical right-
wing civil society associations use human rights 
discourse, liberal rights and the value of diversity 
to support and legitimise their objectives (Butler, 
2006; Burack 2008). The same goes for Croatia, 
where, for example, parental rights are used to 
influence and change school curricula (Petričušić, 
Čehulić and Čepo, 2017). 

This approach is successful in, at least, two as-
pects. Firstly, it encourages many citizens to em-
brace the ideas and policies in question, while 
simultaneously making the position immune to 
the most obvious criticism by opposing activists. 
After all, not many would oppose the idea that 
parents should have some say in the education 
of their children, or the idea that the state should, 
to some extent, protect and promote family th-
rough its laws and policies¹7. Secondly, it allows 
traditional liberal institutions (e.g. the supreme or 
constitutional court) to become entrusted with 
safeguarding civil and human rights powerless 

15. For a detailed discussion on the causes and consequences of the 
rise of radical parties and movements in Europe, see Muis and Immer-
zeel (2017). Swain (2002) gives a detailed, though somewhat outdated, 
account on the rise of radical (nationalist) organisations in the United 
States. 

16. Human rights setting scope to the list of topics that can be legitima-
tely discussed, something like ‚rights as trumps‘ (Dworkin, 1984).

17. Many liberal thinkers agree that the family is a basic institution and 
should be protected by the state. Famous liberal thinker John Rawls 
(2001) introduces the idea of „The Family as a Basic Institution“ as 
the title for Section 50 of Justice as Fairness: A Restatement. In the 
Croatian context, Nebojša Zelič (2013), one of the leading intellectu-
als arguing against the referendum on the constitutional definition of 
marriage, explicity stated that „the constitution shoud emphasize the 
protection of the family, for it is indeed a very important component of 
every society“.
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to continue doing so. Again, illiberal NGOs use li-
beral procedures and human rights declarations 
to advance restrictive policies, thus keeping their 
proposals outside of the juridical boundaries of 
supreme (or constitutional) courts. 

4.2	The	Croatian	landscape	of	Illiberal	NGOs 

The extreme and illiberal NGOs¹8 of this ‚new wave‘ 
began to emerge in Croatia from 2006, resulting in 
almost twenty such organizations active in 2018. 
Sharing similar traditional (Catholic) values, they 
promote pro-life ideas and restrictive laws regar-
ding abortion and combine them with many other 
conservative ideas, including anti-gay views (only 
monogamous heterosexual couples should have 
the right to marry, to adopt children and to enjoy 
special protection by the state), and a strong ap-
peal for parental (parents should be able to raise 
their children as they see fit, to determine what 
their children will be taught in schools, without 
much interference from the state and state-ap-
pointed experts) and religious rights (religious 
pharmacists should not be required to make 
contraception available to citizens). Finally, some 
NGOs have begun promoting active citizen partici-
pation in the decision-making processes, both by 
organising referendums and pressure groups and 
by making appeals to change the electoral law. 

Probably the most (in)famous association of this 
type in Croatia is In the Name of the Family (U ime 
obitelji). Generally speaking, the organisation is 
dedicated to promoting traditional values and li-
festyles, fighting against same-sex marriage and 
non-religious sexual education, but also against 
special political rights for ethnic minorities (Pe-
tričušić, Čehulić and Čepo, 2017). This is also the 
association that led most of the citizen-initiated 

referendum initiatives, including the successful 
initiative for a referendum on the constitutional 
definition of marriage and initiatives for referend-
ums on the reduction of political rights of ethnic 
minorities and the change of the electoral law. The 
latter initiatives will very likely be successful con-
sidering that the organisers managed to collect si-
gnificantly more supporters‘ signatures than was 
needed. 

The Vigilare association is mostly oriented towards 
promoting pro-life values, including strong opposi-
tion to abortion and contraception, but also eut-
hanasia, and the advancement of restrictive poli-
cies that severely limit or prohibit such practices. 
Interestingly, Vigilare also has a strong neoliberal 
economic component, advocating against welfa-
re state policies and state interventionism, thus 
further stressing their affiliation to American 
neo-conservative (and not European Christian de-
mocrat) world views.  

The Voice of Parents for Children Organization 
(Glas roditelja za djecu) is one of the first illiberal 
NGOs, famous for its (successful) activism against 
the introduction of a sexual education curriculum 
in schools (Bijelić, 2008). It strongly promotes the 
Catholic division of gender roles and advocates 
in favor of an abstinence-based sexual education 
program, based on Catholic views on family and 
sexuality (Petričušić, Čehulić and Čepo, 2017).

There are many other conservative NGOs that go 
beyond the scope of this paper¹9, including the 
Croatian Alliance for Life - CRO VITA, the ‚Bles-
sed Alojzije Stepcinac‘ Association for Promoting 
Family Values, the Center for Natural Family Plan-
ning and the Center for the Renewal of Culture, 
but also extreme civic initiatives such as I Was an 
Embryo Too and 40 Days for Life (Bartulica, 2013; 
Petričušić, Čehulić and Čepo, 2017). However, this 
brief review would be incomplete without menti-
on of the political parties Croatian Growth - HRAST 
and HRAST - Movement for a Successful Croatia, 
both strongly affiliated with the most conservative 
and extreme NGOs in Croatia (Petričušić, Čehulić 
and Čepo, 2017). Despite huge successes in mo-
bilising citizens through civil society organisations, 
these two parties have had very limited political 

18. Though many of the associations in question promote conservative 
and traditional views, they are framed as ‚extreme‘ to differentiate them 
from older conservative associations affiliated with traditional Christi-
an democratic parties and worldviews in well-organised societies. The 
differences can be seen both in the scope of values and corresponding 
policies the associations wish to promote and in the methods these 
associations use to advance their (political) aims. 

19. There is not much scientific literature on these relatively new asso-
ciations and initiatives in Croatia. Interested readers should look for Pe-
tričušić‘s, Čehulić‘s and Čepo‘s (2017) analysis of the conservative religi-
ous-political movement in Croatia for a more comprehensive overview. 
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success, with most citizens holding conservative 
worldviews (who otherwise supported initiatives 
from these NGOs) voting for the mainstream con-
servative (Christian democrat) party the Croatian 
Democratic Union. 

4.3	The	Values	and	Positions	of	Illiberal	NGOs 

The Croatian case is characterised not by a single 
association dominating the informal political are-
na, but by a number of different NGOs using diffe-
rent strategies and specialising in different areas, 
but holding a common central view. This part of 
the paper discusses four important claims advan-
ced by the associations in question. These claims 
are not always explicitly stated, but there are good 
reasons to believe that they represent an import-
ant part of these associations’ ideological backg-
round. Finally, these claims offer valuable material 
for further theoretical discussion and imply some 
far-reaching implementation methods and policy 
proposals.

 (I) Most of the associations in question impli-
citly (and sometimes explicitly) endorse the idea 
that a traditional way of life and traditional values 
are what keeps the nation united, strong and inde-
pendent (Petričušić, Čehulić and Čepo, 2017). Li-
beral worldviews that undermine traditional ways 
of life, traditional (gender and social) roles and 
Catholic moral values endanger not only the well-
being of conservative and religious citizens, but 
the well-being of the entire political community. All 
citizens will suffer great harm if society disinteg-
rates and the traditional ties that keep it together 
are broken. This seems to be a public argument, 
advocating for a certain public good, not just for 
the good of the majority. It might even meet some 
formal liberal criteria - the argument does not ap-
peal to any particular comprehensive (religious or 
moral) doctrine of the good, but is instead formu-

lated in a way that can be acceptable to various 
reasonable citizens²0.  

The argument resembles that which Patrick Devlin 
used to respond to the Wolfenden report. Devlin 
held that society will disintegrate when no com-
mon morality is observed, and also claimed that 
the first stage of disintegration is often the loo-
sening of moral bonds and traditional values. So-
ciety is therefore justified in taking the same steps 
to preserve its traditional moral code as it does to 
preserve its government (Devlin, 1968). Just like 
homosexuality in Devlin‘s case, liberal values and 
worldviews are, according to conservative and ex-
treme NGOs, threats that loosen the bonds that 
hold a society together. Defending traditional and 
conservative values through state action is thus 
seen not only as following the will of the majority, 
but as protecting society from disintegration. 

 (II) Another important idea that characterises 
some (though not all) illiberal NGOs is the claim 
that mainstream politics is dominated by minority 
and anti-Croatian interests, sponsored by the EU. 
There is a serious democratic deficit, with politi-
cal elites making laws and policies that promo-
te the interests of ethnic, cultural and religious 
minorities (and financial elites, of course), while 
disregarding the interests of the majority of the 
population²¹. The EU is limiting the sovereignty of 
the people by defining political issues (e.g. human 
rights and court independence) that cannot be 
changed by the democratic majority. These liberal 
rights and procedures protected by the EU are si-
multaneously seen as serving foreign or minority 
interests, against the interest of the democratic 
majority. 

This brings about a fascinating shift in interest/
value terminology, which is completely turned 
around. Extreme NGOs are active to represent 
values, while minority organisations are active to 
promote their narrow interests. 

 (III) Civil society, according to such extreme 
NGOs, is as corrupted as the government is. Li-
beral NGOs are (relating to the first and second 
points) paid to undermine traditional values and 
disintegrate society²². This can be resolved by 

20. For more information on the liberal criterion of legitimacy, success-
fully used in the second part of the 20th centruy to block religious argu-
ments in the public sphere, see Rawls (2001).

21. There are many cases that support this rhetoric. For example, con-
sider Batarelo (2017). 

22. Consider, for example, U ime obitelji (2018) and the claim that „Mi-
letić sees as the central problem political elites and parapolitical civil 
society organisations financed by the state“.  
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cutting government funding for civil society²³. Ci-
vil society organisations should be financed by 
private donations²4. This will result in civil society 
promoting the interests of the majority, and not 
of the minority. It is very important to emphasise 
how this type of argumentation differentiates bet-
ween the extreme NGOs of the 1990s and those 
extreme NGOs of the ‚new wave‘. While the for-
mer argued in favour of government generously 
supporting civil society organisations promoting 
traditional values and the worldviews of the ma-
jority, the latter are more sympathetic towards mi-
nimal government that appears to be neutral with 
regard to different systems of value. However, the 
end goal is the same - civil society organisations 
will not be oriented towards improving the living 
standard of marginalised minorities, but will ins-
tead address the problems affecting the majority 
of the population. 

 (IV) Some of the extreme NGOs see the laws 
and policies protecting liberal rights from the ma-
jority rule as leading enemies of democracy. Citi-
zens should be free to decide how they want to 
shape their political community, and experts and 
politicians sharing some liberal worldview should 
not be able to block democratic legislation against 
the will of the people. At the national level, this is 
directed against the supreme/constitutional court, 
minority representation in the parliament, but also 
against election thresholds that have kept ext-
reme parties out of the parliament for decades. 
(Political) Power should belong to the people, not 
to the elites. Instruments of participatory or even 
direct democracy (e.g. the referendum) are thus 
employed to close any future discussion and to 
settle the issue in question in accordance with the 
will of the majority (White and Ypi, 2016).  

4.4	What	Is	Wrong	with	Illiberal	NGOs?	

The scope of this paper does not allow for a de-
tailed analysis of the problems related to the acti-
vities of conservative and extreme NGOs in Croa-
tia. Therefore, just a few problems (not necessarily 
the most important ones) are briefly discussed in 
this part of the paper. 

Extreme NGOs insist upon national unity based on 
a single identity not everyone shares - instead of 
seeking to construct political unity in common po-
litical institutions and welfare state mechanisms, 
these NGOs argue in favour of national unity by 
appealing to ethnicity and religion, elements not 
all citizens share (Zelić, 2017). 

Though the civil society organisations in question 
rarely (or never) speak of the reduction and deni-
al of liberal rights, and though they are reluctant 
to endorse the idea that the majority should be 
authorised to enter the private sphere of indivi-
duals, they still hold that the majority should be 
able to make decisions about matters that have 
for long been considered out of its legitimate influ-
ence. This is primarily related to purely scientific 
matters, where scientific theories are considered 
ideologised and are therefore seen as promoting 
the private interests of small elite groups (Cerovac, 
2016). 

Finally (though this need not be their intention), 
extreme NGOs promote polarisation and animosi-
ty within society. They provoke conflicts between 
majority and minority, reduce social trust and 
bring into question the authority of both the state 
and science. 

4.5	Conclusion	

The rise of conservative and extreme NGOs in 
Croatia and in Europe seems to be a phenome-
non that cannot easily be stopped. In the Croatian 
case these ideas are still underrepresented in the 
formal political sphere (except for referendums), 
but in the rest of Europe they correspond with the 
rise of right-wing populist parties (most notably in 
Poland and Hungary, but also in France, Germany 

23. This can be seen from a proposal supported by the association (and 
later political party) „In the Name of the Family“, suggesting that the sta-
te should stop financing the activities of NGOs and redirect the funds 
to support the role of the family as a social institution (Politika+, 2015). 

24. Consider Luka Popov‘s (from the Vigilare Association) claim that „[...] 
our association is financed exclusively by the citizen donations...  [...] 
Our values are recognized and supported in society and we do not need 
any funds from the state, EU or the local administration“ (N1, 2016).
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and Italy). 

It is difficult to recommend a way forward, consi-
dering the seriousness of the situation and the li-
mited political power of left-wing parties in most of 
Europe.  Liberal and left-wing NGOs seem to lack 
both the political influence and the mechanisms 
to organise and mobilise citizens - this does not 
imply that liberal NGOs are useless, but it warns 
that they cannot hold the conservative revolution 
at bay on their own. On the other hand, liberal and 
left-wing parties also seem to lack political influ-
ence in the formal political arena, but (even if they 
are in a position of power) further risk making the 
extremists‘ thesis on the oppression of the de-
mocratic majority apparently true. 

Mass political mobilisation, something like Jeremy 
Corbyn‘s reform of the Labour party, might be a 
way forward. Contemporary social movements in 
the region (e.g. Let‘s Not Drown Belgrade and Ju-
stice for David) might be good examples of such 
mass mobilisation, but they lack organisational 
structure, internal hierarchy and influence in the 
formal political sphere. Instead, left-wing political 
parties should themselves be transformed, thus 
initiating the process of their political regenerati-
on. Alternatively, it seems that the left will have to 
count on help from moderate conservative (Chris-
tian democrat) parties that also oppose initiatives 
by extreme civil society organisations.  

 
5.	 Instead	of	an	Ending

A vast number of studies, policy analyses and re-
commendations have been written, promoted and 
debated in the last almost two decades since the 
beginning of the EU integration processes, dra-
wing attention to the open socio-political issues 
in the Western Balkans and offering a variety of 
ways, tools and advice as to how to tackle them. 
The entire digital library of analyses and studies 
is available in all Friedrich Ebert Stiftung offices 
across WB countries whose focus is to support 
democratisation in different policy fields. Of cour-
se, we need adequate, independent, sound and 
solid policy work, but what we desperately need 
nowadays is to look for ways and means as to 

how, where and with whom to implement them 
and to start engaging and acting against illiberal 
and authoritarian tendencies and for democracy, 
prosperity, justice and equality.

The brief analysis offered in this study exactly 
pinpoints a lack of action, the missing step in the 
politics that leads us all further along the de-de-
mocratization path. There are no innocents in this 
process, as we have tried to spotlight here. Clo-
sing eyes in the European Union accompanied 
by corrupt and nationalist political elites at home 
and the rise of conservative and illiberal social 
movements take away any agency from citizens, 
leaving them in the apolitical limbo that is harming 
their wellbeing and abolishing any positive vision 
of the future. 

“The new,” Hannah Arendt teaches us “always 
appears in the guise of a miracle.” Six Western 
Balkan countries as members of the EU anytime 
soon would, from today’s perspective, amount to 
a miracle. This is exactly why we need to turn to 
internal emerging political forces, hoping that they 
can reinstall democracy and bring (back) a decent 
life to citizens before they all emigrate in the mar-
ked flow of the brain drain. 

Therefore, instead of offering our recommenda-
tions that can only echo those already written, 
we call for democratic political engagement and 
the coordinated action of those political and civil 
forces that still believe that the Western Balkans 
have a European perspective and that the Europe-
an Union will remain the most successful peace 
project of our times. 
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