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ABSTRACT
After more than a decade of political investment in integration, Serbia is still awaiting full
membership into the European Union and thus is kept on the periphery of an imagined
European community. In this difficult and uncertain process, Serbs have faced fractured
national discourses that are inscribed with new forms of liminality encapsulated in an
externally ascribed position of “flawed Europeans.” This dissertation explores the co-
construction of national identities in the context of public debate about the country’s
integration into the EU on Serbian online news websites. Informed by the theoretical and
methodological framework of discursive psychology, this research identified interpretative
repertoires activated and constructed in dialogic interaction through news reports and
readers’ online commentaries on the visa liberalization process between 2009 and 2011. The
analysis shows that although discontinuous and asynchronous in character, the employment
of particular interpretative repertoires normalizes a limited number of positions of
identification through which individuals avow their national belonging. Relying on taken-for-

granted claims about current economic hardships, lack of alternatives, and memory of lived
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collective suffering and unjust expulsion from imagined European community, participants
in online dialogues construct a normative category of Serbs as damaged Europeans that
challenges state-centered identities ascribed by the news discourse. By appropriating EU’s
cultural politics and symbolic geography, readers’ comments mark territorial migrations of
an internal and undesirable Other as moral transgression to advance a preference for fixed,
clearly defined, and policed boundaries. Simultaneously, they reinterpret asylum seeking as a
normal reaction to abnormal circumstances such as living in a failing Serbian state.
Articulated through this form of online communication, these constructs enter the public
sphere to equip political elites and Serbian citizens with rational means for everyday
nationalism, practical othering, and continued discrimination of already-marginalized groups

couched in discourses on state citizenship.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

The transformation and democratization of Serbia’s socialist polity since 2000 have
led Serbian nationals and citizens to manage emergent political, social, and economic
uncertainties and, in the process, make sense of the ongoing reconfigurations of Serbia as an
imagined community within the wider European context. In particular, the ambivalence and
uncertainty of Serbia’s position in the processes of European Union (EU) integration
complicate both the formation and maintenance of positions of national identification. These
issues become evident especially before and after events that create national crises, signify
turning points in national politics, or promise an end to the experienced ambiguities.

The EU’s liberalization of travel visas for Serbian citizens is one of the events that
have had profound implications for discourses on both national identity and Europeanness.
In 2009, Serbia was included on the list of all European countries whose citizens do not need
visas to travel to other EU countries. This list is known as the Schengen white list or White
Schengen. Serbian news media, the public, and the political elites have interpreted this event
as EU’s acknowledgment and validation of the nation’s progress toward accession, and as the
sign that Serbia is on the way to become a full and proper member state of the EU. On the
other hand, the conditionality of the visa liberalization—a EU policy that makes Serbia’s
White Schengen conditional on fulfillment of pre-set criteria and ability to uphold EU laws
and regulations—also reinforces Serbia’s ambivalent position within the periphery of
Europe. These inconsistent messages expose some of the contradictions that inscribe
instability onto the Serbian national imagination, particularly in relation to external referents

such as the EU and Europe, whose meanings are stakes of discursive struggles. Furthermore,



the ambivalence forces Serbian nationals and citizens to make sense of their collective
identity and express it to others by managing their positions of inclusion in and exclusion
from the EU. As individuals take part in discursive struggles to invest these positions with
particular meanings, they become the agents and subjects of politics of identity that produce
and justify preferred moral orders and social hierarchy (Hall, 1993b).

In the last five years, online public debates on Serbian integration in the EU have
become a popular forum for national subjects to engage in the production of discourses on
local, regional, and national identities (Surculija, Pavlovi¢, & Padejski, 2011). In effect,
online news media have become a site where journalists and audiences engage in the
symbolic co-construction of Serbian identities through the articulation of discursive
repertoires that suggest in- and out-group positions of identification. The dialogic character
of these interactions, manifested in the form of readers’ exchange of commentaries on news
reports, foster interplay between institutional and vernacular representations that produce
hybrid, fragmented, and perpetually changing discourses (Howard, 2008a, 2008b). These
types of online interactions invoke and appropriate forms of institutionally produced and
sanctioned meanings of Serbian national belonging, although they retain a potentially
subversive character due to their intertextuality, multi-narrative tendencies, and
asynchronous turn-taking patterns (Kristeva, 1986; Howard, 2008a).

This dissertation research explored the process of co-construction of national
identities by Serbian news media and their audiences in the context of online discussions
about Serbia’s EU integration. On the basis of a critical discourse analysis of interpretive
repertoires constructed in dialogic interaction through news reports of the visa liberalization

process and readers’ online commentaries, this research illuminates the intersection between



the institutional discourses produced by media organizations and the vernacular discourses of
their audiences as a site of construction of national identities. In this study, institutional
discourses are news media discourses produced through journalistic conventions, norms, and
routines that limit the content and forms of knowledge available to the public and establish
relationships between subjects in socially organized settings (Richardson, 2007). In contrast,
vernacular discourses are those produced in people’s everyday interactions that do not
directly depend on particular institutional frameworks for their functionality and validity, but
rather on the lived experiences of daily life and the routines through which such life is
produced. In the context of constructing of a national imaginary, vernacular discourses are
sites where people develop a sense of belonging through unstructured interaction and cultural
intimacy. Herzfeld’s (2004) concept of cultural intimacy refers to a “bitter-sweet self-

.. 1
recognition”

of the characteristics of collective identities that both justify externally ascribed
negative representations of Self, and also enable deep comradeship among those who share
such characteristics (p. 21). Unlike institutionally sanctioned representations of national
identities that suppress collective flaws through avoidance, denouncement, or identification
and management, vernacular discourses embrace assigned stigma to negotiate and resist
ascribed subordination in existing power hierarchies.

The findings of my analysis show that news media and their audiences use taken-for-
granted, fragmented, and contradicting arguments as the resources for securing a particular
narration of collective belonging, delegitimizing other alternatives, and rationalizing a range
of flexible exclusionary practices that are productive of dominant social hierarchies. News

media accomplish these goals by relying on three interpretative repertoires or resources of

familiar systems of meanings—EU integration as progress toward becoming a European

! In the original: “gorko saljiva spoznaja jastva.”



state, EUropeanness as final destination, and Serbia as a source of manageable otherness. By
combining the arguments and premises of these repertoires, news stories systematically
produce an argument for Serbia’s peripheral position and state-centered concept of
citizenship as the only available means by which Serbian people can join the EU, contain
internal elements of otherness, and claim their European belongingness.

As they respond to these institutional representations of Serbianness, readers
emphasize the centrality of everyday life as Serbian nationals and citizens. In their
discourses, they appropriate and re-combine elements of available interpretative repertoires
to connect flexible symbols of Europeanism with strategic memories of a lived past of
collective suffering and physical confinement. In the process, they advance a set of
interrelated re-interpretations of the core assumptions of the news discourse and subordinate
their membership in the community of Serbian citizens to membership in the moral
community of Serbian nationals. To accomplish this goal and make sense of themselves as
flawed Europeans, which is a position ascribed by the news media, vernacular discourse
constructs a narrative about damaged Europeanness as an uncontested marker of Serbian
identity. Relying on the pairing of mutually constitutive understandings of social privilege
and praise-worthy tactics of survival, readers advance subjective assessments of the damages
a person has acquired through participation in past and present collective suffering, thus
creating internal scales of inclusiveness. As a result, the vernacular narration of collective
belonging regulates in- and out-group memberships based upon different moral and social
orders than those constructed in news discourse. Simultaneously, it also rationalizes the same
type of social exclusion and inequalities suggested in the news category of proper Serbian

citizen.



This analysis of institutional and vernacular discourses on visa liberalization
illustrates how the interaction between the two systems of knowledge claims, subject
positions, and organizational rules in the context of online communication produced tensions
resulting from the subjects’ different motivations for social action. However, the link
between vernacular and institutional discourse is also marked by interdependency and
hybridity since vernacular communication appropriated some of the repertoires of
institutional discourse. The analysis reinforces Howard’s (2008a, 2008b) argument that
vernacular discourses produced by the public through online communication most often
depend on the institutional discursive practices of media, which provide and organize the
space where such participation is possible.

My approach follows critical interrogations of national communities and identities
that have built on Anderson’s (1983) conceptualization of nation as an ideological construct
produced through historically situated imagination rather than through the discovery of
common origin or collective consciousness (see Billig, 1995; Hall, 1993a, 1993b; Wodak, de
Cillia, Reisigl, & Liebhart, 1999). Within this framework, national imagination is viewed as a
result of discursive processes that construct and naturalize the idea of sovereign community
grounded in deep horizontal comradeship. The public perception of the community’s
continuity and stability is conveyed and validated through narration, interpretation, and
enactment of a repository of fairly stable categories of national belonging. The incorporation
and reproduction of these categories in everyday practices enable the constitution of national
subjects in all spheres of social life (Billig, 1995; Hall, 1993b; Herzfeld, 2004). In this
inquiry, I draw upon Benedict Anderson’s (1983) concept of imagined communities to define

nation as a linguistic construct whose meanings are temporarily fixed through discursive



struggles. More precisely, | explore nation as a system of discursive markers of collective
sameness and difference upon which individuals can position themselves and others as
members or outsiders of the Serbian national community.

Furthermore, 1 ground the concept of collective identification in the critical concepts
of discourse and subjectivity developed by Michel Foucault, Stuart Hall, Margaret Wetherell,
Michael Billig, and other scholars who have explored the discursive constitution of Self in
everyday interactions. Central to these frameworks is the premise that the subject is
decentered, overdetermined, and constructed in relation to the Other. This premise rejects the
assumption that national identity reflects naturalized characteristics that a group of people
claims to have in common. Instead, discursive approaches to national imagination assert that
collective identification is constituted through historically specific discursive practices
oriented to social action. To build on these arguments, this research examines the constitution
of national subjects in the mediated spaces of Serbian online news media by analyzing
discursive practices that news audiences employ to interpret events of national importance,
respond to an externally ascribed position as Europe’s Other, and make sense of themselves
as Serbian citizens and nationals.

The emergence and intensification of global movements in the last 20 years have
opened a new chapter in the critical study of national and political discourses (Appadurali,
1999; Shome & Hedge, 2002). As Appadurai (1999) noted, global flows of people, capital,
technology, labor, and media destabilize the coupling of nation and state, and problematize
the legitimacy of the reference points—such as territory, language, history, ethnicity, and
race—upon which national identification is often claimed and secured. Despite these

disjointing and rupturing tendencies, the concept of nation remains a significant term to



explore collective identification, especially for groups whose members develop a sense of
belonging from the fissures of modern nation-states and in ambivalent relations with desired
centers such as the EU (Herzfeld, 2004). These groups often invoke beliefs of primordial
collective origins and essence as a way to rationalize and validate discriminatory identity
politics and the need to form racially, ethically, or religiously pure communities (Hall,
1993b). To understand how people create these markers of collective homogeneity and
difference and re-inscribe them in global movements, scholarly inquiry engages two
questions: (a) whether national culture is still a site for reproduction of national imagination;
and (b) whether social and national institutions such as news media can claim authority in the
production, validation, and circulation of this imagination.

These questions are of particular relevance for the ongoing social, political, and
economic integration in Europe and the resulting tensions between supranationality and
national, regional, and local identities (Magistro, 2007; Mostov, 1994; Raik, 2004;
Schlesinger, 1994; Smith, 1992). For countries that are not members of the EU, but are
invested in the EU integration, these tensions complicate the establishment of stable regimes
of collective identification such as citizenship status, rebuilding of the civil society, and
legitimization of state sovereignty (Kostovicova, 2006; Vasiljevi¢, 2011a). Furthermore, the
unresolved status of these nations within the EU leads to an “ambivalence of identification”
(Hall, 1993b, p. 354). It positions citizens of these nations at the intersection of multiple and
contradicting collective subjectivities that often need to respond to the otherness ascribed to
them through symbolic and material reconfigurations of Europe’s internal borders (Balibar,

2004; Graan, 2010).



The reconfiguration of the national discourse is even more pronounced in online
environments where individuals can publish and articulate their own interpretations of
national belonging and engage in co-construction of meanings with other authors and
readers, independently from dominant institutional frameworks such as those advanced by
the mainstream media. The existence of virtual national communities that form as
alternatives to the dominant national imagination reinforces the idea that online technologies
allow for radical transformation of temporal and spatial distances, and symbolic boundaries
between people (Brinkerhoff, 2012; Saunders, 2011; Sundaram, 2000). However, even
though an influential body of scholarly literature emphasizes the emancipatory potential of
online communication, the online environment still remains “a site and means of political
struggle and conflict: a contested terrain where exclusion and domination as well as
solidarity and resistance are reproduced” (Dahlberg, 2007, p. 56). Rather than reinforcing a
division between institutional and vernacular discourses, the online environment promotes
the interplay of the two and constitutes hybrid vernaculars that establish themselves as
alternative sites for narration of national imagination. They do so by necessarily validating
and reproducing some elements of institutionally sanctioned and legitimized national
discourses (Howard, 2008a, 2008b; Sundaram, 2000).

In this research project, | developed a theoretical and methodological framework for
unpacking this intersection and its relevance for the construction of Serbian national
identities in relation to the ongoing EU integration. | approached these tasks by supporting
the premise that online communication, namely news commenting, is a form of everyday
interaction in which individuals articulate their collective identities. Furthermore, |

positioned the act of news commenting and the resulting conversational threads as discursive



practices that are both situated in larger context of news media production and responsive to
the power matrix inscribed in this production. To explore these processes, | focused on the
dialogic dimension of this positioning and how it relates to individuals negotiation of
ambivalent subjectivities and relationships with the nation-state.

Significance

This dissertation research relies on a critical theory of discourse to explore the
mediated construction of collective identities in contexts that call for reconfiguration of
dominant national imagination and expose its fragmentation, dislocation, and fissures. With
this aim, the research project also contributes to the body of work that investigates political
and national discourses oriented to the ongoing European unification.

Europe and the ideal of Europeanness are two main reference points for the
constitution of collective identities, especially for those national groups that historically have
been positioned as European outcasts (Baki¢-Hayden, 1995; Todorova, 2006). Despite being
viewed as an objective category, “Europe has no essence per se, but is a discursive construct
and a product of many overlapping discourses” (Starth &Wodak, 2009, p. 15). The meanings
of Europe and, therefore, their relevance for national identifications are produced, negotiated,
and transformed in discursive struggles that respond to historically specific exigencies and
events that have potential to challenge dominant national imaginations (Grabbe, 2003;
Magistro, 2007; Raik, 2004; Starth &Wodak, 2009). Current geo-political reorganizations of
the European map as well as geographical, political, cultural, and economic boundaries
between different national groups cause profound disruption of the existing categories of
national identification, and also create opportunities for the formation of new ones (Ejdus,

2008; Mostov, 1994; Smith, 1992). These changes, in turn, lead to various national crises
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whose resolution necessitates a temporary fixing of the meaning of the EU, and its
legitimization and mediation by national institutions and elites (Magistro, 2007; Polonska-
Kimunguyi & Kimunguyi, 2011; Raik, 2004; Schlesinger, 1994; Strath & Wodak, 2009). At
the same time, European integration is imbricated with other global tendencies that
problematize universal and institutional authorities in knowledge production. This suggests
that everyday public interactions are important sites where the meanings about Europe and
about national identity are articulated, negotiated, and validated.

These issues are particularly relevant for scholarly understanding of discursive
negotiations of national identity in post-communist and post-socialist countries that are
caught in the tension between positions of inclusion in and exclusion from the EU (Graan,
2010; Grabbe, 2003; Raik, 2004). Since 2000, Serbia has invested time and money in the
pursuit of EU membership and represented this orientation not only as a strategic goal, but
also as a necessary road the country has to take in the complex transition from socialism to
democracy. After more than a decade of domestic and international politics oriented toward
integration into the EU, Serbia finally gained the status of an EU candidate in March 2012,
but it is still facing a long process for obtaining full membership. In the meantime, local
perceptions that the country has undergone minimal changes since 2000 due to financial
insecurity, coupled with unfavorable views of the EU’s politics of conditionality, have
resulted in public Euro-skepticism and political and social apathy (Biserko, 2011).

Current Serbian-EU politics are also complicated by a set of factors that did not exist
during the initial periods of European unification in the early 1990s (Grabbe, 2003; Raik,
2004). Most often, post-communist and post-socialist countries such as Serbia cannot

negotiate the conditions for their EU accession and instead are pressured by the EU to
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quickly implement a complex corpus of policies and meet numerous criteria for the
membership (Grabbe, 2003; Raik, 2004). As a result, the relationship between potential
candidates and the Union is asymmetrical and marked by dependence, paternalism, and
surveillance. Arguably, the shift from communist or socialist to neoliberal democracy as well
as the search for new modes of national identification make these potential EU members
more susceptible to the EU’s ideologies and preferred systems of values (Grabbe, 2003).

Despite these tensions, a vision of the EU and of Europe has become a constitutive
element of Serbian national discourse, thus shaping, limiting, and transforming various media
and vernacular understandings of what it means to be Serb in 21st century. More precisely, in
the last decade, the views on European integration and Serbian advancement toward full
membership have dominated citizens’ and government’s assessments of significant social
issues (e.g., Kosovo independence, the celebration of a Gay Parade, increasing number of
asylum-seekers from and to Serbia, and the 2010 worldwide economic crisis). Influenced by
media reports about events of national importance that are often filtered through the EU lens,
the public’s experience of ambivalence and uncertainty about the integration entered the
national discourse and complicated institutional and vernacular reproduction of a Serbian
imaginary. Most important, this ambivalence in Serbian national identification activates
particular identity politics that regulate group memberships and perpetuate existing social
discrimination, both of which warrant nuanced critical analysis.

Personal ideological investments in the EU discourse are both premised upon and
productive of a range of inclusionary and exclusionary practices through which people
express and normalize preferred forms of social relations in everyday practices. Despite the

importance of these practices for the understanding of how daily interactions produce new
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and existing forms of social discrimination, scholarly examination of Serbian everyday
nationalism is sparse (see compilation of these studies by Golubovi¢, Spasi¢, & Pavicevic,
2003). This theoretical gap exists despite the fact that the analysis of Serbian national identity
and post-Milosevi¢ nationalism often serves as a major argument in scholarly explanations of
events of national and regional interests, such as civil wars and Serbia’s slow integration into
the European community (Di Lellio, 2009; Mostov, 1994; Risti¢, 2007).

A critical analysis of mediated, everyday articulations of national imagination is even
more significant for understanding how online environments function as the sites of
everyday, mundane talks through which interlocutors accomplish particular social action.
The development of various forms of online communication, such as news commenting,
underscores the potential of these spaces to provide a new lens for the study of discursive
construction of national identity. The dialogic character of readers’ news comments, for
example, enables multi-path, asynchronous, and discontinuous conversations among multiple
subjects who simultaneously respond both to particular media texts and to the utterances of
other participants in the online dialogue (Bakhtin, 1986). In addition, the highly intertextual
context of the online environment fosters a persistent negotiation of meanings and
mobilization of a variety of discursive repertoires.

Despite their popularity and significance, online discourses, especially readers’
responses to online news stories, are rarely analyzed as sites of discursive construction of
national identities (Lamerichs & te Molder, 2003; Singer, 2009). The reason for this is that
research on online communication often conceptualizes individuals as psychologically
determined subjects who can produce and consume texts independently from institutional

frameworks and other participants in online interaction (Lamerichs & te Molder, 2003).
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However, the theoretical approaches that assume that participation of newsreaders in media
discourses is evidence of their unrestricted agency and resistance to dominant discourses
often overlook power relations that underlie online practices. As Howard (2008a, 2008b)
argued, public engagement in online communication as a form of vernacular discourse
depends on media institutional practices that establish the boundaries of online participation.
This after-the-fact quality of user-generated content indicates that institutional frameworks
shape the structure and content of users’ posts, and that these structures need to be included
in the critical analysis of online vernaculars and the role they play in national imagination.
Some of the most commonly noted structures include, but are not limited to, media
ownership and control of online spaces as well as inequalities embedded in the institutional
dialogue between journalists and their audiences (Bowers, Meyers, & Babbili, 2004;
Papacharissi, 2009; Singer & Ashman, 2009). In regard to this problem, this dissertation
project fills existing theoretical and methodological gaps by focusing on the power relations
that are constituted in and constitutive of dialogic co-constructions of meanings between
news media and audiences.
Historical (and Personal) Background

The 2009 visa liberalization was an important turning point in the country’s EU
politics. In many ways, the event symbolizes the fulfillment of promises that the national and
international political elites made on the morning of October 6, 2000, as a massive public
protest against MiloSevi¢’ regime came to an end. To celebrate the new beginnings, that
morning a majority of Serbian news media reported that being a Serb in the 21st century

would symbolize progress, democratization, and reconnection with the nation’s European
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roots. However, as the following years have shown, October 6 also marked the beginning of
Serbia’s long and challenging process of accession to the EU.

Despite slow progress in the integration that is yet to result in full EU membership, a
decade of EU rhetoric has had a profound impact on Serbian society: by linking the national
goals to the Union, the country assumed the position that each political and economic
decision could lead to either exclusion or inclusion into the European community. In an
effort to identify these possibilities and predict their potential outcomes, one line of scholarly
work has centered on the question of whether the traditional and historically constructed
Serbian national identity is compatible with preferred European values and norms (De Lellio,
2009; Risti¢, 2007). In addition to positioning EU as a benchmark for the branding of a
preferred national identity, others also have noted that the EU discourse serves as a
justification for the consolidation of domestic policies as well as for the constitution of
national and regional consciousness (Kostovicova, 2004