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Abstract 


This thesis investigates the ways in which Serbian national identity has been constructed in 
 the time following the dissolution of Yugoslavia until today. The thesis is a qualitative study 
 where the primary source of data is in-depth interviews. The focus is on narratives of identity 
 constructed through attachment to place and the use of religion as a mode of identification. 


The use of selective interpretations of history are highlighted in the creation of a form of 
 identity characterised by victimhood nationalism and the denial syndrome. Building on from 
 these narratives a discussion is made on the implications of European Union integration. 


Integration is found to be inhibited by lack of trust in the political system, by the perception 
of the EU and by conditionalities running contrary to national ideals.   
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1 Introduction 


In 1996 I moved with my family to Belgrade, Serbia. I lived there for four years and have 
 travelled back regularly since then. In 1999, during the Kosovo wars, NATO launched an 
 airstrike against Serbia. My family and I were evacuated during the time of bombing but we 
 returned in the summer and lived there for another year. The four years I spent there, the 
 travels we took and the people I met, is something I cherish deeply and that I look back upon 
 with happiness and gratitude. 


Returning to Serbia these last years, both in conversations with friends as well as with 
 strangers, I noticed an increase in nationalistic rhetoric, xenophobia and homophobia that I 
 had not previously encountered. This may certainly be due to the fact that I was much 
 younger when I lived there and seldom engaged in conversations on national or international 
 politics, but it seemed to me at least, to constitute a rather radical change to both the people 
 and the country in which I had spent so many years and believed I knew rather well. Graffiti 
 with violent and deadly comments aimed at the LGBTI population was to be seen all over 
 town, “Kosovo is Serbia” was spray painted, hung on banners, tagged on street corners, 
 alongside emblems and symbols from far-right nationalist groups.  


A few years ago, I went to Belgrade for the summer. As we were driving from the airport the 
 taxi driver drove down one of the main streets, where the remains of buildings that had been 
 bombed in 1999, still stood in ruin. He slowed down the car, pointed at the buildings and told 
 me that this is how the world treats Serbia.  


“You,” he emphasised, “treat us like animals, you bomb us, you kill us, you steal our land.” 


The land he referred to was Kosovo, as he quickly noted; “Kosovo is the cradle of our 
 civilization, Kosovo is and always will be ours.” He shook his head, laughed and said; “And 
 yet, we welcome you with open arms, invite you to eat at our table, even though you are our 


enemy. That is just the kind of people we are”. 


Conversations such as these, which I have often encountered, came to be the guiding 
motivation for my master thesis.  
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1.1  The research questions 


The main aim of this thesis to investigate; How contemporary Serbian nationalism is 


constituted and by what means, and what the implications of the current political situation is 
 for nationalist thought? 


The first part seeks to distinguish the ways in which a distinct Serbian identity has been 
 constructed, following the dissolution of Yugoslavia until today. This will be done by 


examining narratives and mechanisms that have been employed and seeing this in light of the 
 theoretical framework. The overarching research question is; 


How and by what means is contemporary Serbian nationalism constituted? 


The question is broad and I have divided it by two sub-questions; 


a)  How have myths been employed in identity construction, and how do these 
 complement historical and religious narratives of belonging and identity? 


b)  What mechanisms have been employed to construct coherent narratives and  
 interpretations of identity in contemporary Serbian society?  


The second chapter is a discussion on the implications and potential consequences of current 
 political trends on nationalist thought. Building on from the ways in which national identity 
 has been constructed I discuss the impact this may have, particularly as regards the prospect 
 of European Union integration. The second research questions aims at answering; 


How is the process of EU integration interpreted in contemporary Serbian society, and what 
 are the implications of the policies pursued on nationalist thought today? 
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1.2  Structure of the thesis  


Chapter one introduced the topic, research questions and aim of the thesis.  


Chapter two presents the case in context. The chapter provides a brief historical overview of 
 the major events and themes that have come to emerge through the research. The chapter is 
 intended to facilitate a background of those events that have been most crucial for the 
 discussions in this thesis.  


Chapter three presents the methods and methodology that have been employed in this 
 thesis. I discuss methods for data collection and account for various aspects of the execution 
 of the fieldwork. I also discuss the implications of my position as researcher and share 
 reflections on ethical considerations and interpretations of data collected.  


Chapter four is the theoretical framework. Nationalism, identity and religion is theorised to 
 provide the framework through which the empirical data is analysed. The chapter also 
 discusses elements of militarism and masculinity as relates to notions of nationalism. 


Chapter five is the first analysis chapter. The first part aims at exploring narratives of place 
 as a means to constitute identity and religion as a mode of self-categorisation. The second 
 part of the chapter look at the distinct mechanisms which have been employed to construct 
 coherent narratives of identity and belonging. 


Chapter six is a discussion on the implications of the current political situation, with a 
 particular focus on the implications of European Union integration, and the ways in which 
 this may run contrary to national identity. 


Chapter seven is the concluding discussion where I share final reflections and summaries of 
the thesis. 
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2 Case in context 


During my fieldwork in Belgrade, both in conversations with informants, but also with 
 friends and strangers on the street, what was most striking to me was the amount of emphasis 
 put on historical events that have occurred both in the near and the far past. The constructions 
 and narratives that Serbs have about themselves and subsequently the current state of affairs 
 are imbued with stories of the past and there is no explanation given or conversation engaged 
 in that does not reflect back upon several distinct historical events.  


I will introduce some of the main themes and events that have been emphasised throughout 
 my research, as background necessary to facilitate understanding of contemporary Serbian 
 society, however superficial they may be. There is, as I perceived it, a state of apathy and 
 disappointment amongst many Serbs, disillusionment with the state and the political ruling 
 elite, and in many, a sense of despair as regards the future. In many ways the country seems 
 torn between democracy and authoritarianism, between the past and the future, and between 
 the East and the West.  



2.1  The dissolution of Yugoslavia 


The discussion will begin primarily from the entry of Milošević during the 1980s to look at 
 the roots of the distinctively Serbian nationalism that he championed. This because, although 
 the majority of Serbian society has shied away from this particularly aggressive form of 
 nationalism, the legacies of Milošević’s rule are very much evident in both the social and 
 political landscape of the country today. The discourse of Serbian nationalism and the 
 historical and mythical narratives that Milošević capitalised on are deeply embedded in the 
 Serbs’ narratives of identity and belonging. Aside from some Yugo-nostalgics, the return to 
 or the idea of Yugoslavia is not one championed for by many, but the role of Serbia within 
 the federation is a useful place to start to attempt to discern the roots of nationalism today. 


In 1943, Marshal Josip Broz Tito liberated Sarajevo from the Nazi-aligned Croatian Ustaše, 
out of which struggle the Yugoslav Federation was born. Yugoslavia was a federation of six 
republics; Croatia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Slovenia, Macedonia and Serbia, with 



(17)two autonomous provinces; Vojvodina and Kosovo (Morus 2007b, p. 1). Serbia was the 
 largest of the republics and consisted of three parts; Serbia proper, the autonomous province 
 of Vojvodina and the autonomous region of Kosovo. Tito’s Soviet-style federation structure 
 was an attempt to replace the pre-war state mythical idea of ‘national unity’ in which Serbs, 
 Croats, Slovenes and other Southern Slavs were simply different names for parts of the same 
 Yugoslav nation, with the idea of ‘brotherhood and unity.’ The idea of national unity was one 
 where all Yugoslav peoples are one, whereas brotherhood and unity was predicated on that 
 the peoples were many, but united. However, even given that each republic had equal status 
 and veto power, Serbia was in practice clearly superior to the other federal state republics 
 both politically and economically (Pappas 2005, p. 198). In an attempt to control ethno-
 national rivalry, Tito emphasised that people, above all, identify as Yugoslav, and as other 
 ethnic peoples only incidentally. Until Tito’s death in 1980, Yugoslavia enjoyed a time of 
 relative peace, but his death left a power vacuum with no obvious successor, which was 
 accompanied by political and economic instability, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the loss 
 of Yugoslavia’s strategic importance to the West and thus the subsequent implosion of the 
 federation (Morus 2007b). 


While Tito remained on the scene, centrifugal forces were kept in check, but following his 
 death critical voices and loss of faith in the Yugoslav system began to be heard. Several 
 factors drove the country to dissolution and to war such as the Memorandum of the Serbian 
 Academy of Arts and Science and the rise of Slobodan Milošević. However, the dissolution 
 of Yugoslavia was a complex process with central systemic factors such as problems 


associated with system illegitimacy, economic deterioration and the ethnically based federal 
 system. Milošević played a central role in the violent path that came to be taken by the 
 country (Ramet 2017 p. 4). In Yugoslavia, ethnicity was institutionalised both on a group and 
 individual level; in the former by various forms of territorial administration and in the latter 
 by the clear distinction between state affiliation, thus citizenship and nationality. This is a 
 crucial distinction, as the need to inform of one’s ethnicity in every document, a continual 
 and permanent reminder of one’s ethnic background, made ethnicity a legitimate form of 
 identity. Paradoxically then, as ethnic identity was officially denied in the “name of the 
 socialist ‘proletariat of the world unite’ rhetoric” (Harris 2009, p. 111).  


Harris draws two important lessons from the collapse of communism; that in conditions of 



(18)by a societal disintegration along ethnic lines because (2), when civic affiliations cease to 
 function as rallying calls for unity, ethnic affiliations will replace them at the centre of the 
 political stage” (2009, p. 105-106). Ethnic mobilisation can be intensified by elites in the 
 early stages of democratisation when societal conditions are fraught with the breakdown of 
 ideological, institutional and identificational frameworks. However, elites’ influence should 
 not be overstated as it is the political and historical context of a given society that determines 
 whether nationalist rhetoric supersedes that of democratisation. Democratisation requires a 
 huge effort both on the part of elites and that of the population; legitimacy is needed to 
 implement reforms, which are often at high financial costs, as well as solidarity and faith in 
 the future, energy and popular support (Harris 2009, p. 105). Both in Croatia and in Serbia 
 nationalist movements have been more appealing to the people than the pan-Yugoslav myth. 


Perica (2005, p. 133-134) attributes this to the masses trust in the nationalist promise of a 
 renewal of the mythical golden age communities which would be both swift and easy. This 
 was preferable to the more strenuous task of modernizing, civilizing and consolidating a 
 multi-ethnic nation.  


Additionally, one should be careful in attributing the ideological vacuum as an explanation 
 for all post-communist nationalism. Yet the lack of identification with political parties is an 
 important aspect. Unlike in the West, the left-right spectrum made little sense for societies 
 emerging from a perceived classlessness; as such, economic and all other interests were 
 formulated through nationalist rhetoric as opposed to in individual terms.  


“More than any other communist state, Yugoslavia tried to implement the ‘dictatorship of proletariat’ by a 
 complex system of self-management which, nevertheless, could never reconcile the problem of one-party rule 


and a democracy it purported to represent” (Harris 2009, p. 119).



2.2  The rise of Milošević 


The emphasis on Milošević is clearly by no means enough for analysing the rise of 
nationalism in Serbia. However, the amount of emphasis put on him is necessary to 
understand, as Pappas (2005) puts it, how cultural symbols are manipulated by political 
leaders, either to gain or to sustain power. He sees Milošević’s rise to power as the combined 
outcome of a consciously pursued strategy and the mass response of the Serbian people to a 



(19)Serbs, which he swiftly exploited in his rise as leader; he managed to link deeply ingrained 
 cultural attitudes with individual preferences by politicising cultural themes (Pappas 2005, p. 


205).  


Tito’s Yugoslavia was premised on the suppression of nationalism, but also on the active 
 participation of the masses in politics. By violating both of these premises Milošević 
 launched himself as the Serbs charismatic leader (Pappas 2005, p. 203). Milošević became 
 leader of the Serbian Communist Party in 1987 and only two years later, in December 1989 
 became President of Serbia after a referendum type election where 86 percent of Serbs 
 expressed confidence in his leadership. Milošević emerged as a typically charismatic leader 
 by exploiting long-dormant nationalism, enabled by a backdrop of endemic economic 


hardship, institutional instability and an allegedly discriminated-against nation. By promoting 
 the sensitive issue of Kosovo, he managed to create a general national crisis; “[i]n this light, 
 Milošević must be seen as a political entrepreneur who recognized the importance of ‘cultural 
 identity’ to the Serbian nation and used it as a political resource in his bid for power” (Pappas 
 2005, p. 193). Kosovo, says Pappas, is the centrepiece of Serbia’s national myths and it was 
 this particular aspect of Serbian cultural identity that Milošević politicised and was to be his 
 chief political resource as he emerged as leader of the Serbian nation.  


The memorandum 


The Memorandum of 1986 was a two-part document from the Serbian Academy of Arts and 
 Science. A Belgrade newspaper published excerpts of this unfinished draft in 1986, which 
 was met with condemnation and denunciation both in Serbia and Yugoslavia. The first part of 
 the Memorandum, “The Crisis of the Yugoslav Economy and Society,” was mainly 


concerned with analyses of the Yugoslav economic and political crisis, whereas the second 
part, “The Position of Serbia and the Serbian People,” was concerned with the moral and 
ideological crisis. Some of these, such as the Slovenian and Croatian dominion over Serbia, 
economically and politically, illustrated Serbia’s inferior position within Yugoslavia, as well 
as issues related to the provinces. However, the most well-known assertion is that of the 
Serbian genocide in Kosovo carried out by Albanian nationalists and the threat to Serbs 
survival in Croatia (Budding, 1998, p. 54-56).  



(20)The Memorandum was the first coherent response to abounding frustrations regarding 
 national economic and political insecurity for the Serbs. The pan-Slavism that Tito had 
 championed was the antagonist standing in the way of Serbs historical destiny and the 


Memorandum offered a series of trans-historical narratives that explained the Serbs suffering 
 while at the same time hailing an exclusive Serbian subjectivity; by stringing together 


historical events of victimization (Morus 2007a, 145-146).  


“Within the Memorandum, each slight against Serbia is portrayed as part of a historical trajectory, each flowing 
 from the last, as if history were a seamless narrative featuring the Serbs as tragic, martyred heroes” (Morus 


2007a, p. 146). 


Budding names the 1986 Memorandum the “best-known document of the contemporary 
 Serbian national movement,” a document which has been described, albeit also exaggerated, 
 as, “the ultimate statement of exclusionary Serbian nationalism and as a “blueprint” for the 
 Milošević movement and the post-Yugoslav wars” (Budding 1998, p. 52). Similarly, Morus 
 sees the narratives evoked in the Memorandum as the catalyst for the exclusive rhetoric 
 employed by Serbian nationalist politicians in the public discourse of the 1980s and 1990s 
 and the publication of the Memorandum as “the precipitating event that reawakened Serbian 
 national consciousness, initiating the re-articulation of Serbian collective subjectivity through 
 narratives of historical subjugation.” Serbian intellectuals and cultural elites used the 


language, central themes and narratives of the Memorandum in response to struggling 
 material conditions in Serbia and in so doing reconstituted an exclusive nationalist Serbian 


“people” (Morus 2007a, p. 143).  


“Discourses of historic victimization, fear of the other, and the re-articulation of modern identities rooted in a 
 mythic past form a common denominator for many if not most modern civil disputes, affording support to 
 leaders who use myths of ancient claims and ancient hatred to unify a disparate people. The position of a victim 


is a powerful one” (Morus 2007a, 144).  
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2.3  Kosovo 


The importance of Kosovo is not to be underestimated in Serbian national consciousness. In 
 the Memorandum, Kosovo is named “‘the cradle of the Serbs’ historical existence,’” the 
 sacred land; a Serbian Jerusalem (Pappas, 2005, p. 201). What Milošević managed to do was 
 to present himself as a messiah by capitalising on widespread, but poorly founded fears about 
 the integrity of the Serbian nation, and by presenting the threat against the most foundational 
 myths. Every nation’s physical existence and future viability is predicated on the right to life 
 and property, and it is specifically myths that revolve around themes of national integrity, 
 external threat and ultimate redemption that are more easily subject to manipulation, and as 
 such resonate deeply when people find that the lives of their fellow countrymen and national 
 territories are in jeopardy (Pappas 2005, p. 196-197). As Budding (1998, p. 52-53) states;  


“With its potent tangle of myth-laden national history and present-day grievances, Kosovo became a prism 
 through which all of Yugoslavia’s Serbs could look, and see themselves as an endangered minority.” 


Milošević contributed to the unification of an exclusive Serbian nation by the use of 


rhetorical allusions to the Battle of Kosovo Polje in 1389. He cast contemporary economic, 
 social and political issues in the light of this ancient myth of heroic struggle, betrayal, defeat, 
 rebirth and triumph, in which the Orthodox Serbian Prince Lazar must choose between 
 winning a battle and having an earthly kingdom or losing the battle but gaining an eternal 
 kingdom in heaven. Prince Lazar chooses the latter and so begins 500 years of Serb 


oppression under the Ottoman Turks. The Kosovo myth has become a foundational myth for 
 Serbian culture. Through these mythical allusions, Milosevic animated Serbian identity in the 
 present through a collective past, placing the Serb people into this historical narrative as 


“politically charged characters fated to fulfill the predestined story of Serb history” while at 
 the same time positioning himself in the narrative as the hero of Kosovo who had come to 
 redeem the Serbian people (Morus 2007b, p. 3).  


The legacies of war 


The dissolution of Yugoslavia and the ensuing wars of succession had devastating effects in 
all manners. Slovenia had a brief time of fighting in 1991, but in Croatia and Bosnia-



(22)displacement of refugees, ethnic homogenization of areas which had previously been multi-
 ethnic, destruction of entire villages as well as enormous damage to infrastructure and the 
 economies of each Yugoslav successor state (Ramet 2017, p. 3). In 1996, after years of 
 nonviolent resistance led by Ibrahim Rugova, Kosovar Albanians began to organise an armed 
 rebellion. Milošević “unleashed a full counterinsurgency crackdown” followed by a 


campaign of ethnic cleansing of the entire Albanian population in Kosovo in 1998-1999. This 
 led to NATO’s aerial bombardment of Serbian military and infrastructure from March to June 
 1999. The result was a UN-brokered deal relinquishing all of Serbia’s control over the 


province of Kosovo. The bombardment left Serbia’s economy and infrastructure decimated, 
 and exposed Milošević’s use of state funds for fuelling war and corruption, leading to mass 
 public protests of his regime (Subotić 2017, p. 168).  



2.4  Serbia in the post-Milošević era 


Milošević’s regime ended in 2000. His defeat was based less on a rejection of his 
 nationalistic practices, and more in opposition to authoritarian practices and blatant 


corruption. In the subsequent years Serbia aimed at a political system not dominated by one 
 party, as well as attempts at strengthening human and minority rights, stronger respect for the 
 rule of law and a reduction of media control. However, the assassination of reformist Prime 
 Minister Zoran Đinđić in March 2003 saw the conservative-nationalist Vojislav Koštunica 
 form a government with strong alliances to groups from the Milošević era, suspicious of any 
 rapid transformation whilst at the same time keeping his distance from EU and Western 
 governments. Serbia was unwilling to pursue any radical reforms towards EU accession. 


Questions of borders and statehood were still very much on the agenda. Western orientation 
 was widely contested, with many advocating closer ties with Russia. This opposition was in 
 large part due to the NATO bombing in 1999 which left both the public and the elites 
 sceptical of Euro-Atlantic Integration (Bieber 2017a, p. 42).  


Subotić (2017) contends that in many ways, Serbia has not gone through a democratic 
 transition since the fall of Milošević but is still struggling with consolidating a liberal 


democracy and that the “pernicious legacies of his rule – virulent nationalism, clericalization 
of society, abuse of human rights, rampant corruption, and poor quality of life – remain” (p. 



(23)165). Although delivering on certain demands from the EU, in the hope of candidacy, such as 
 cooperating with the International Crime Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia by 


apprehending wartime leaders such as Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić and signing an 
 interim agreement with Kosovo committing Serbia to respect the Kosovo government’s 
 control over its territory, significant problems remain; weak rule of law, lack of judicial 
 independence, state capture and corruption, serious human rights violations, minority 
 discrimination and continuing state control over the media. Where improvements have been 
 made, they have been so under tremendous pressure from the EU and by the strict usage of 
 both political and economic conditionality (p. 165-166). The issue of EU integration is one of 
 great contestation in Serbia today. Where there previously existed a great deal of optimism 
 concerning EU integration it is now by many portrayed as a threat to national identity and 
 culture and as exemplifying the double standard that has characterised the relationship 
 between the West and Serbia. As such, many advocate looking towards Russia, for a 
 relationship they contend is based on mutual respect and understanding; politically, 
 religiously and ideologically.  


One of the most significant legacies of the Milošević era are the alliances that were forged 
 during the 1990s between paramilitary leaders, organised crime leaders and the political elite. 


During the wars in Croatia and Bosnia Milošević made a series of strategic political alliances, 
 with amongst others; ethnic Serb leadership whose armed forces served as de facto proxies 
 for Serbian military, with organised crime leader Željko Ražnatović Arkan, who commanded 
 troops that committed some of the worst atrocities against civilian populations, and with 
 Vojislav Šešelj, leader of the extreme-right wing Serbian Radical Party, who also 


commanded their own paramilitary wing; the White Eagles. A second important legacy of 
 these years is lack of media independence and professionalization; the 90s saw the Serbian 
 government control almost all of the media. These legacies go a long way in explaining the 
 trouble Serbia has had in moving forward after the fall of Milošević (Subotić 2017, p. 167).  


In 2017, The Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy Index, labels Serbia a “flawed 


democracy” and ranks it 66th out of 167 countries and territories. Furthermore, they state that 
 progress towards democracy and commitment to law is either at a stand-still or going 


backwards. Democracy has been backsliding across the region for the past decade, but in 
Serbia there has been an informal consolidation of power at the hands of the current president 



(24)legislative and executive branches as well as control the judiciary. Furthermore, there is a 
 weak political opposition, poorly functioning parliament and media freedom is deteriorating. 


Vučić and the SNS have taken an “uncompromisingly hostile approach” to news 


organisations that speak out against the government, with accusations of those speaking out 
 against the government, as being paid by foreigners or of being involved in organised crime. 


Media freedom has been strained under previous Serbian governments but the recent 


developments in Serbia have further deteriorated the quality of media coverage and the state 
 of freedom of expression (The Economist 2017).  


Between the West and the East 


Pavlović has coined the term “stabilitocracy” to label the manner in which the West has 
 approached the Balkans, initially in relation to the political situation in Montenegro, but the 
 term has since gained recognition and is being increasingly used to describe the semi-


authoritarian regimes of the Western Balkans. The core of stabilitocracy is the conviction that 
 protecting and promoting western interests is paramount, and regimes that protect and sustain 
 western geo-political, security, military, economic or energy related interests are “generally 
 spared the wrath of the great powers such as the United States, the UK, or the European 
 Union,” and as such local autocrats are free to do as they please in their own domain (2017). 


A stabilitocracy is; “a regime that includes considerable shortcomings in terms of democratic 
 governance, yet enjoys external legitimacy by offering some supposed stability.” In exchange 
 for stability, or even the false promise of stability, semi-authoritarian regimes who receive 
 external support, particularly from EU member states, are met with lenience on issues of 
 democracy. Although this has characterised Western assistance around the world for decades, 
 in the case of the Western Balkans, the offer of EU accession is particular in that it 


emphasises geopolitical considerations over liberal democracy, thus breaking with earlier 
 understandings of foreign policy not driven by shared norms and values, but purely by 
 geopolitical interests (Bieber 2017b). 


As Eror (2018) notes, that the West accepts a reformed ultranationalist, previous minister of 
information under Milošević and former high ranking member of the Serbian Radical Party in 
exchange for supposed stability in the region not only undermines the EU in general but 



(25)“Europe has little right to lecture the Putins, Orbans, Erdogans, and Kaczynskis of the world on their democratic 
 failings if it’s prepared to embrace the likes of Vucic. The growing gulf between the EU’s words and deeds can 


then be easily weaponized by its populist detractors who, if nothing else, at least practice what they preach” 


Summary 


In this chapter I have provided a brief historical overview of some of the major events that 
 have been emphasised in my interviews and that provide a framework of understanding for 
 the discussions to follow. Serbia’s recent history has been a violent and disruptive one, and 
 the legacies of war are present today in the social, political and economic landscape in 


various ways. The emergence of an aggressive nationalism, delineated by ethnic and religious 
affiliation, should not only be understood as something capitalised on by Milošević and other 
nationalist ideologues, but must also be seen in the light of the dissolution of a federation that 
had institutionalised ethnicity and religion as accepted modes of belonging.  



(26)
3 Methods and methodology 


For any social science project to emerge there must exist an interest in exploring and 
 acquiring knowledge of a social phenomenon. The aim of adding to existing knowledge 
 should be accompanied by documentation and presentation of the process and methods 
 employed while maintaining a rigorous and reflective stance as researcher. 



3.1  Qualitative research 


The choice of a qualitative approach for my thesis was the most natural choice. My aim was 
 to develop an understanding of contemporary nationalism and national identity, and why after 
 having had such historically detrimental consequences, it still seems so deeply engrained in 
 Serbian society. The choice of a qualitative approach was the most natural choice.  


“In a broad sense, qualitative research is concerned with elucidating human environments and human 
 experiences within a variety of conceptual frameworks” (Winchester & Rofe 2016, p. 5). 


The use of qualitative research methods usually involves in-depth examination of a relatively 
 small number of cases that are examined intensely with appropriate techniques so as to 
 facilitate the clarification of theoretical concepts and empirical categories (Ragin & Amoroso 
 2011, p. 230). The appropriate technique that emerged for me was semi-structured in-depth 
 interviews. Although I did not initially intend to have observations as part of my data 
 collection, the time I spent in Belgrade, the different settings I was in while conducting 
 interviews and the fact that I was there alone has impacted both the data collection and my 
 analysis of it.  


Although one may strive for objectivity, acknowledging that all research is value-laden is an 
 integral part of ensuring rigour and reflexivity in a research process. This may be done by 
 acknowledging personal subjectivity, possible sources of bias and reflecting on positionality, 
 such as one’s own background and the relationship to the research and intended audience;  


“Indeed, researchers who define their own position in relation to their research may be more objective than their 
colleagues who point to the supposed objectivity of quantitative methods and fail to reveal the many subjective 



(27)influences that shape both the research question and the explanations they put forward” (Winchester & Rofe 
 2017, p. 19).  


I subscribe to the idea of knowledge as situated and partial in that all knowledge is produced 
 in specific circumstances and are shaped by those circumstances (Rose 1997, Haraway 1988). 


This has been evident to me throughout the process as my close connection to Serbia has 
 impacted the way I have interpreted the data and how I have related to my informants, 
 especially with those who expressed, in my opinion, extreme views. 



3.2  Exploratory case study  


I have employed an exploratory design in my research. Exploratory case studies investigate 
 distinct phenomenon which are often characterized by a lack of detailed preliminary research. 


This form of case study provides the researcher with a high degree of flexibility and 
 independence as relates to both the research design and data collection and is well adjusted 
 for research lacking clearly identified or formulated research questions and in research 
 environments that are limited in terms of data access (Streb 2010). This was the most 


appropriate approach during my fieldwork. It was not due to lack of preliminary research, but 
 rather that I did not have a clearly formulated hypothesis, and that I struggled to find 


informants and many of my scheduled interviews were cancelled.  


The flexible nature of exploratory case studies are what lends it strength but also what makes 
 them subject to criticism as the high degree of options available to the researcher and the 
 intuitive nature of the research process may lead to questions as to the relevance of research 
 that goes beyond elementary formulation of hypotheses (Streb 2010). This has been a process 
 of contemplation throughout my research, as I, in the end, had informants from a wide range 
 of backgrounds, and many deliberations have been made regarding the data that has been 
 collected, what to include and the analysis of it.  


 Though cases studies need not be qualitative in nature, they lend strength to qualitative 
social research and as Gerring (2007) notes, researchers will invariably have to decide about 
knowing more about less or less about more. However, sometimes in-depth knowledge of one 
individual example may be more helpful than knowledge about a greater number of examples 



(28)as better understanding of the whole may be done by focusing on one key part. Case studies 
 enjoy a natural advantage in its exploratory nature. Although more suited to analyses that 
 maintain a narrow scope, that does not exclude case studies from seeking causal propositions 
 of broad reach. This may be mitigated by choosing cases that are especially representative of 
 the phenomenon one is studying. One of the primary virtues of choosing case studies is the 
 depth of analysis one can attain, that is; “the detail, richness, completeness, wholeness, or the 
 degree of variance in an outcome that is accounted for by an explanation” (Gerring 2007, p. 


49).    


Where statistical studies run the risk of conceptual stretching, by lumping together dissimilar 
 cases to achieve a larger sample, case studies allow for a high level of conceptual validity and 
 conceptual refinement in the identification and measurement of indicators over a smaller 
 number of cases. They also enjoy an advantage in the heuristic identification of new variables 
 and hypotheses, specifically through the study of deviant or outlier cases (George & Bennett, 
 2005, p. 19-20).  



3.3  Methodology 


I have not adhered to one strict philosophy of science or research strategy, but rather a hybrid 
 strategy inspired by the abductive logic of grounded theory. An abductive research strategy 
 aims at “constructing theories that are derived from social actor’s language, meanings and 
 accounts in the context of everyday life” (Blaikie 2007, p. 89). An abductive logic begins by 
 describing these activities and meanings and from these attempts to derive categories and 
 concepts that constitutes the basis of an understanding or explanation of what is being 
 researched. It views the social world as it is perceived and experienced by its members; from 
 the ‘inside,’ and it is this insider view one aims to uncover. It is by unveiling the largely tacit, 
 mutual knowledge, motives and intentions, meanings and symbolism of people in their 
 everyday life, that one may uncover the orientations which direct actor’s behaviours’ and as 
 such elevate it to the central place in social theory and research (Blaikie 2007).  


I drew inspiration from grounded theory in my fieldwork. Grounded theory is a highly 
rigorous strategy of producing data and I have not followed the systematic guidelines in my 



(29)data collection. However, it is this approach which my data collection, theoretical framework 
 and analysis most closely resemble.  


“[G]rounded theory methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing 
 qualitative data to construct theories ‘grounded’ in the data themselves” (Charmaz 2006, p. 2) 


The guidelines are not formulaic rules, rather they offer general principles and heuristic 
 devices where data forms the foundation of theory and the analysis of these data subsequently 
 generates the concepts that are constructed. Grounded theorists begin with data; data that is 
 constructed through observations, interactions and materials that are gathered. The aim is to 
 learn what occurs in the research setting, through empirical events and experiences, to study 
 how informants explain events and statements in their own lives and to follow up on potential 
 analytic ideas and thoughts about these (Charmaz 2006, p. 3). Grounded theory is thus first 
 and foremost a mode of analysis and a deeply empirical approach to the study of social life 
 (Clarke 2007, p. 424).  


At the early stages of data collection one begins to separate, sort and synthesize data through 
 qualitative coding; which sorts and distils the data and allows for comparison between other 
 segments of the data that has been collected. Alongside writing preliminary analytic notes, 
 memos, the researcher begins to define ideas that best fit and interpret the data as tentative 
 analytic categories. These categories and the relationships drawn between them provide a 
 conceptual handle on what is being studied. By the use of this method the researcher builds 
 levels of abstraction that are directly drawn out from the data. Further data collection allows 
 for checking and refining the preliminary categories culminating in grounded theory; “an 
 abstract understanding of the studied experience” (Charmaz 2006, p. 3-4). A grounded theory 
 of a particular phenomenon is as such composed of the analytic codes and categories 


generated abductively, which is thus assessed in terms of their theoretical and analytic 
 capabilities, leading over time to be explicitly integrated to form a theory of the substantive 
 area that is being researched (Clarke 2007, p. 424).  


I coded the transcribed material by hand, both because I did not have such an extensive 
 amount but also because I did not, at the time, feel that I had interpreted the data well enough. 


I made preliminary categories and codes, searched for theory that I assessed as being most 
pertinent to my data, and have continuously moved between the data and theory. In this 



(30)process I have modified and refined my categories, gained a deeper understanding of my 
 empirical findings, which has brought to light new categories and aspects of the cases that I 
 had not initially anticipated. 



3.4  Power and subjectivity 


Self-critical awareness of ethical research conduct must pervade our research and the ethical 
 implications of our work needs constantly to be considered (Dowling 2016, p. 34). Research 
 is a social process where personal interaction is an important part of collecting and 


interpreting social information. No matter what methods we choose to employ, we can never 
 fully separate those methods from societal structures. Conducting social research necessarily 
 has an influence on society and people in it, such that interviewing or participating in an 
 activity alters peoples’ day-to-day lives and may potentially change social situations 
 (Dowling 2016, p. 29). Ensuring rigour in the research process, both in data collection and 
 analysis entails openness and documentation throughout the process, such that the reader may 
 follow the process and attain an understanding of the conclusions that have been reached 
 (Stratford & Bradshaw 2010).   


Critical reflexivity aids in addressing issues of power and positionality and the impact this 
 has on the research process. This entails the “self-critical sympathetic introspection and the 
 self-conscious analytical scrutiny of the self as researcher” (England 1994, p. 244, emphasis 
 in original). Reflexivity is critical when conducting fieldwork as it induces self-discovery 
 which may lead to new insights and hypotheses about the research questions. Additionally, 
 maintaining a more flexible and reflexive approach when conducting fieldwork allows the 
 researcher to be open to any challenges to theoretical positions that the fieldwork may raise. 


Accordingly, critical reflexivity will entail careful consideration of the interactions with those 
being investigated. Research is not just a product, but a process, and part of such a process 
means reflecting on and learning from past experiences as well as being able to re-evaluate 
one’s own research critically (1994, p. 244). 



(31)Ethical considerations 


Thagaard (2013, p. 26-31) outlines three basic and guiding principles for ethically justifiable 
 and sound research; the principles of informed consent, confidentiality and the evaluation of 
 possible consequences of participation. The starting point for any research project is the 
 principle of informed consent; a principle based on the respect of each individuals’ 


sovereignty over their own lives and the participant’s control over the information regarding 
 them that may be shared with others. That consent is free means that the participant has given 
 their consent without any external pressure, and that consent is informed means that those 
 participating in a research project are fully oriented as to what participation entails. It is 
 however, challenging in qualitative research, as to the extent of information to be given about 
 a project, should this interfere with participants behaviour or response.  


The principle of confidentiality entails anonymization of participants when the final results 
 are represented so as to ensure the informants privacy. Dilemmas may arise between the 
 consideration of an informant’s anonymity and consideration of presenting results in a way 
 that adhere to standards of validity and verifiability. Methodically, it is important to present 
 the participant in a way the way they appear to the researcher, but ethically it is important to 
 disguise his or her identity. This is particularly a problem when conducting research among 
 small and transparent groups.  


The final guiding principle regards the consequences research may have upon the participant. 


A researcher always need to deliberate and reflect upon the potential consequences that may 
 arise from a participants’ involvement in a research project and seek to avoid and protect 
 participants from any negative consequences given involvement. It is the researchers’ ethical 
 responsibility to protect their informants’ integrity. These three ethical guidelines define both 
 the rights of the informants and the researchers’ responsibility unto them. Informed consent 
 allows the participant a certain degree of control over their own participation, confidentiality 
 sets standards for how the researcher handles the information given to them by participants 
 and the principle of inflicting no harm on the participants means that the researcher is bound 
 to protecting their integrity throughout the entire research process.  


All of my informants, with the exception of the football supporters and the LGBTI members, 



(32)made it clear to all that participation was voluntary, that they at any time could withdraw and 
 that they would be anonymised. In the case of the football supporters, I do not believe that 
 they understood the full extent of my research. I have however chosen to use their statements 
 as their anonymity is secured. The rest of my informants are activists, researchers, academics 
 and students, who all had an understanding of what participation entailed. None of my 
 informants said anonymisation was necessary, but I have still chosen to anonymise most of 
 my informants, apart from three who are active and known in the fields of their respective 
 engagements. I have used pseudonyms, based on typical Serbian names for the rest. 



3.5  Executing a fieldwork 


England uses the term fieldwork to connote those “research methods where the researcher 
 directly confronts those who are researched” (1994, p. 242).  Fieldwork should be seen as a 
 dialogical process; the research situation is structured both by the researcher and by those 
 being researched. This brings up two issues; the first, that the dialogical nature of research 
 increases the probability that the research may be altered depending on the input of the 
 researched and the second, that the researcher is a visible and integral part of the research 
 setting. Furthermore, fieldwork will always be personal in that the positionality of the 
 researcher; position based on class, race, gender will play a central role in the research 
 process, both in the field and in the final text (England 1994, p. 248- 252). This has been an 
 issue throughout my research and one that I have constantly attempted to reflect on. I 
 attempted an openness with all my informants as to where I am from and what my interest 
 and motivations for my research was. This has in some instances awarded me access and in 
 others created a substantial amount of tension. Being a female interviewer in many male-
 dominated settings has also impacted the interview setting.  


Selecting and recruiting informants 


I had submitted my research proposal to the Norwegian Centre for Research Data, NSD, and 
 so complied with university guidelines for conducting fieldwork. The duration of my 


fieldwork was three weeks all of which time I spent in Belgrade. 


I began my recruitment of informants by researching different organisations and persons of 



(33)123), conducting in-depth interviews with a small number of the “right” people may provide 
 significant insights. I sent inquiries, with a written description of my thesis, and a consent 
 form to various NGO’s, other organisations and persons of interest. The initial response from 
 the majority of those I contacted was positive. I began sending interview requests 


approximately two months in advance to leaving. From the response I had gotten I had 16 
 interviews prepared. However, there were only a few who set an exact date and the rest asked 
 me to contact them when I arrived. All those who had agreed to participate I contacted again 
 within two weeks of leaving as well as when I had arrived. Unfortunately, many did not 
 answer or were at that time unavailable.  


Initially, the main focus of my research was on right-wing extremism. As such I based my 
 strategy for recruiting informants partly on strategic sampling and partly on deviant case 
 sampling. Qualitative studies are based on strategic sampling in that participants are chosen 
 that have qualities or qualifications that are strategic as pertains to the research question and 
 the examination of theoretical perspectives whereas deviant case sampling is chosen when 
 attempting to learn something from highly unusual cases of the issue at interest (Thagaard 
 2013, Stratford & Bradshaw 2016). I contacted several politicians from political parties that 
 have been characterised as radical or extreme right but did not receive a response from any. I 
 was in contact with two extreme right-wing organisations that are active in Serbia today. One 
 group initially agreed to meet me but as we were trying to decide on a time to meet, they 
 stopped responding. The leader of the group sent me a friend request on Facebook, to which I 
 did not respond, and subsequently closed my profile. I do not know whether this has had any 
 impact, but I sent several e-mails to attempt to set up an interview, none of which have been 
 answered. 


The other group I was in contact with did not wish to meet in person, but they agreed to 
answer my questions via e-mail. I sent them the interview guide I had intended to use as well 
as adding that they may fill in any information, themes, questions they believe I should have 
asked. We sent several e-mails back and forth, specifically regarding publication. They asked 
that I send them the final version of my thesis prior to publication. I replied that I would send 
them those parts where I had used their statements, and that I would send them the final 
thesis after it was submitted, but not prior to that. To this they did not reply, I sent several e-
mails in the hope that they would still participate but have not heard from them again.  



(34)In the end I conducted six individual interviews and two group interviews. My informants 
 come from varied backgrounds, something that has resulted in the data being broad and made 
 comparison between cases somewhat difficult. However, I believe that this variation has 
 brought to light many new issues and themes that I had not thought of previously and 


interconnections that deserve further investigation. When recruiting for interviews, the aim is 
 not to choose a representative sample, but rather to look for an illustrative one and one should 
 purposefully seek out diversity of opinion, and as such be able to bring out controversy or 
 tensions (Valentine 1997, Dunn 2016).  


Giving voice 


One of the main goals of social research is that of giving voice. This involves telling the story 
 of a specific group so as to enhance its visibility in society. This kind of research is often 
 associated with marginalised groups, outside the mainstream, groups who are excluded and 
 do not have the means to tell their story (Ragin & Amoroso, 2011, p. 46). I attempted to 
 contact groups who may be categorised as outside the mainstream, but I would not in any 
 way classify them as incapable of telling their stories or of having their voices heard. On the 
 contrary, those I was in contact with are highly visible and active in public spaces and are by 
 no means marginal in that sense. But, as Ragin and Amoroso note, “[g]iving voice does not 
 necessarily entail advocacy;” it does however require vigilant efforts in the appropriate 
 representation of that group (2011, p. 48).  


This has been a challenge I encountered in my interviews, as well as in the presentation and 
analysis of my data. I found many of the views, opinions and discussions I engaged in 
difficult, both personally and ideologically. This was particularly the case with the football 
supporters and the founder of Zavetnici. In both cases I struggled to maintain an agreeable 
and professional tone especially as deeply homophobic, racist and anti-Semitic sentiments 
were often expressed.  



(35)
3.6  The qualitative interview 


In-depth interviewing emphasises the building of relationships and the exploration of ideas to 
 understand how people make sense of their work, lives and relationships ((Ragin & Amoroso, 
 2011, p. 122). Interviews are a dialogue which take on a conversational, fluid form; each 
 interview unique in that each will vary according to the informants’ interests, experiences and 
 opinions. Interviews with an unstructured or semi-structured form allow for a conversation to 
 evolve into a wide-ranging discussion which is both sensitive and people-oriented, allowing 
 informants to describe and explain their lives in their own words and the researcher to 
 thoroughly explore issues of interest (Valentine 1994, p. 111). 


“The informant’s non-academic text reminds both the researcher and reader of the lived experience that has 
 been divulged” (Dunn 2016, p. 186).  


Interviews are an excellent way of gaining access to information about opinions and 
 experiences. Some of the major strengths of interviewing is the ability to; fill a gap in 
 knowledge that other methods are unable to; to investigate complex behaviours and 


motivations; to collect a diversity of meaning, opinion and experiences; and when a method 
 is required that shows respect and empowers the people who provide the data (Dunn 2016, p. 


150). However, one must take care not to present opinions as demonstrative of a whole group 
 or to make any kind of universal claim to public opinion.  


My interviews consisted mainly of semi-structured interviews; two evolved into unstructured 
 interviews as I felt it became the most natural progression in both settings. Semi-structured 
 interviews have some degree of predetermined order but are still highly flexible dependent on 
 the way issues are addressed by the informant. Unstructured interviews are informant-


focused, centred around personal perceptions and personal stories. Questions posed by the 
researcher are almost entirely determined by the informant’s responses and an unstructured 
interview approximates a normal conversation allowing the informant some degree of 
directing the interview (Dunn 2016).  



(36)Interview guide 


For my interviews I drew on a mix of interview guides and interview schedules. As my 
 informants came from different backgrounds and fields I adapted my questions for each 
 interview. I did however attempt at having some of the major themes and topic areas for all 
 of my interviews and modified my questions so as to facilitate some kind of comparison 
 between the cases.  


An interview guide is a list of general issues to be covered during an interview and may be 
 just simple list of key words or concepts to have as topics for discussion whereas an 


interview schedule is a list of carefully worded questions. The advantage of using a guide is 
 the flexibility it lends the interviewer; it allows for the conversation to proceed as naturally as 
 possible, one may redirect the conversation to topics not covered as well as construct new 
 questions based on the tone or the direction of the interview. The major disadvantage is that 
 questions need to be formulated at that exact moment, requiring both good communication 
 skills as well as confidence; loss of confidence or concentration may lead to poorly 


formulated or ambiguously worded questions. Interview schedules on the other hand may 
 provide the interviewer with greater confidence in articulating questions and at the same time 
 allow for comparison between informants. A potential downfall when using questions that are 
 precisely worded beforehand is that when read out loud they may sound insincere, stilted and 
 out of place. A mix then, of carefully worded questions and general topic areas, capitalises on 
 the strengths of both these approaches, allowing both for fluidity in the conversation as well 
 as the security of having prepared question should the conversation falter or come to a 
 standstill (Dunn 2016, p. 152-153).  


For my interviews I had arranged the questions in a funnel structure; beginning with broad 
 and descriptive questions and moving on to more narrow or sensitive issues as the interview 
 progressed. My lack of experience with interviewing, and the often times enthusiastic 


informants I have had, has led some of the interviews to go off topic as I have not managed to 
be clear enough or steer the conversation. Additionally, in several of my interviews, I had 
quite short notice as many were planned a day or two in advance. I was not always aware of 
the exact fields of engagement my informants were in and I tried to adapt each interview with 
this in mind. However, many of the times we entered into new topic areas that were more 



(37)and the football supporters I did not feel comfortable addressing many of the questions I had 
 prepared and so decided to avoid those topic areas that triggered most unease, though I would 
 have liked to engage further in many of these conversations and believe they need further 
 investigation.  


Establishing rapport 


Establishing and maintaining rapport between an interviewer and an interviewee is a critical 
 part of the interview. Rapport is in its simplest form basically a matter of understanding 
 another person’s model of the world and communicating this symmetrically. Interviews 
 where good rapport is established and where both parts feel more at ease have a tendency to 
 generate more insightful and valid data (Dunn 2016, p. 160). Valentine notes that sharing 
 similar background or identity with an informant may have a positive effect in that it may 
 facilitate rapport which in turn may produce a rich and detailed conversation, based on 
 empathy, mutual respect and understanding (1997, p. 113).  


This is also dependent on how one is received in a given setting, specifically that of insider or 
 outsider. The relative merits of these positions are debated; some contend that as an insider, 
 the information you collect and your interpretations are more valid than an outsider, as people 
 are more likely to speak freely and sincerely to you and an insider understands their language 
 and perceptions of the world. An outsider may have difficulty establishing rapport, and as 
 such interpretations may be less reliable. On the other hand, being an outsider may mean that 
 informants make more of an effort to clearly articulate feelings, events and circumstances 
 (Dowling 2016, p. 40). Additionally, interviewing in different cultural contexts requires 
 heightened sensitivity to complex power relations that exist between researchers and 
 interviewees (Valentine 1997) 


I believe that in many ways I was perceived both as an insider and an outsider. Given that I 
speak the language and have lived several years in Serbia, particularly also that I lived there 
during the NATO bombing, has awarded me an “in” in many settings. Many of those I 
interviewed seem to feel more at ease; they often say that since I have lived there, I 
understand them, I understand what it means to be Serbian and I have an understanding of 
their culture and history and am as such not blinded by Western propaganda and portrayals of 
Serbs. However, as noted by almost all my informants, I am still a rich westerner, I can never 



(38)truly understand the suffering, the history, and the lives of Serbs. I am allowed one foot in, 
 respected in that I know the language and that my field of interest is Serbia; yet 


simultaneously kept at arms lengths as I am not Serbian and as such I will never truly be able 
 to understand or appreciate what being Serbian means.   


Gatekeeper 


To gain access to the football supporters I had an acquaintance arrange the meeting, so 
 functioning as my gatekeeper. Gatekeepers are “those who provide – directly or indirectly – 
 access to key resources needed to do research, be those resources logistical, human, 


institutional or informational” (Campbell et al. 2006, p. 98). One should be attentive of 
 several things when using gatekeepers to gain access; it is important to be clear about what 
 sort of information you are looking for and who you want to talk to, to be aware of whether a 
 gatekeeper is directing you towards some people and discouraging you from talking to others 
 as this will affect what information and perspectives you get (Valentine 1997, p. 116).  


I did not consider this to be an issue with my gatekeeper. Rather, there were issues of safety 
 that I did not properly consider until after the interview. Football supporters in Serbia are 
 well known for being involved in organised crime and violence. They were amongst the most 
 active groups during the violent demonstrations against the Pride Parades, violence is 


common at football games and they are often used as security or as enforcers for politicians 
 and government officials. I would have never gained access to them as a group, had it not 
 been for my gatekeeper, something that was reiterated to me several times. My gatekeeper 
 had beforehand told me not to broach any kinds of issues that had to do with politics, drugs or 
 weapons. I also noticed that some of the men carried guns. I knew that my safety was 


guaranteed by my gatekeeper, and as such it was not my safety in that I feared they would do 
 anything to me, but the possibility of harm from other groups. This was made evident as my 
 main informant was shot and killed two months after our interview, and another of the men 
 who had been present was shot and killed some months following this.  


Power relations are often assumed to be asymmetrical in favour of the researcher. However, 
this is not always the case, and oftentimes informants are the ones who control access to 
knowledge, information and other informants. At times, they may even attempt to influence 
the research process (Valentine 1997, p. 114). In my interview with the football supporters 



(39)this was very much the case. I was the only female there, at a table of around ten men at their 
 local cafe; people kept coming to and from the table. During the time I was there I would say 
 I had more or less no control, of who was speaking or what was spoken about. My gatekeeper 
 had introduced me as “the Norwegian writing about navijaćis (football supporters)”. I tried to 
 explain that that was not the sole focus of my thesis, but no one was really listening. There 
 were three men and one in particular who dominated the conversation, although everyone at 
 the table would shout comments, acknowledgements and lift their glasses to cheers regularly. 


When I asked the waiter for a bottle of water, they looked at me strangely and my gatekeeper 
 told me to order a real drink. I ordered rakija, the national Serbian liquor, to which they all 
 applauded and shouted; “she’s one of us.”  


I had prepared several questions and I attempted to ask them and even though they at times 
 stopped to ask; “exactly, what are you interested in, tell us how we can help you,” and I 
 responded, they generally continued to talk about what they wanted. It was difficult also as 
 they were very enthusiastic, interrupting each other, speaking at the same time; all trying to 
 make their points known. The conversation was in Serbian and although I speak the language 
 adequately, the speed at which they spoke, the music in the bar and the slang they use meant 
 a lot passed me by. In the end I decided to just throw in questions whenever I could and hope 
 that they might be answered. At some points I approached topics and themes that I noticed 
 both angered and agitated some of them. I would have wanted to continue on some of these 
 conversations but I did not feel comfortable doing so.  


After I left the bar with my gatekeeper, he took me to a new place to meet two other men who 
 were also supporters. Where I had felt quite comfortable with the first group of men, I did not 
 do so with the second. My gatekeeper left at this point, something I had not anticipated. As I 
 understood it, these two men had been soldiers during the wars in the 90s. Although they 
 were polite, one had a rather aggressive tone, constantly showing me photos of war crimes 
 committed against the Serbs and showing me his own gunshot and knife wounds. I left after a 
 short time.  


In my meeting with Katarina, the founder of Zavetnici, there was also an occurrence that I do 
not know whether was meant to be some show of force, for security or a coincidence, but I 
believe it’s worth noting. After we had met and introduced ourselves, she tells me that there 



(40)were to be part of the interview, to which she replied no, but that they were just going to be 
 there. We shook hands and as we sat down, they sat at the table right behind us, saying 
 nothing, but stayed there for the remainder of the interview. I am unsure as to what their role 
 in being there was, but I perceived it as some kind of show of force, not necessarily 


intimidation, but it did impact how far I pushed some of the topics we discussed.  


Quality of the data 


All my interviews were audio recorded. I asked my informants whether they agreed to have 
 the conversations taped and there were none that expressed concern over this. I used my 
 personal telephone and explained that as soon as the interview was over I would transfer the 
 file onto my computer and delete it from my phone. An audio recorder may inhibit 


informant’s responses (Dunn 2016), but I did not assess this to be a problem, perhaps because 
 it is so common place today to have one’s telephone on the table that there is nothing 


particularly distinguishable about that. Audio-recording may be preferable to note-taking as 
 note-taking may detract attention and undermine rapport; the use of an audio-recorder better 
 facilitates a natural conversational style interview. However, non-verbal data; such as non-
 audible occurrences, gestures and body language may be lost when relying solely on audio-
 recording (Dunn 2016, p. 169).  


This became evident as I was transcribing the interviews. Although I took notes alongside the 
 interviews, in several instances it is clear that my informant has made some kind of gesture or 
 facial expression that I have not noted, such that what they say becomes ambiguous. 


Additionally, all my informants chose the locations of our interviews, most of which were in 
 cafes or bars. This has led to, in a greater or lesser extent, parts of the interviews too 


incomprehensible to transcribe. I chose to transcribe my interviews word for word, because 
as Dunn (2016, p. 174) contends, this will include nuances of accent and vernacular, and 
exact textual replications contain the ethnographic moment of the interview itself. Some 
researchers express concern over potential embarrassment informants may feel when 
reviewing transcripts with grammatical errors, repetitions, or when the spoken language is 
not their first language. Apart from one interview in Serbian and one in Norwegian, all the 
rest are in English and the level of English spoken is high. I proposed to send transcripts of 
the interviews for quote checking to my informants; none of my informants said this was 
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