
eudaimonia
Journal for Legal, Political and
Social Theory and Philosophy

Vol. 6 No. 2    • 2022.

Published by

DECONSTRUCTING THE EUROPEAN 
COMMISSION’S DISCOURSE
ON SERBIA’S ACCESSION PROCESS ͵
A Critical Discourse Analysis on
the Annual Progress Reports
from 2010 to 2021
Anders Aune
Strane: 5–36





5

UDK 341.217.02(4-672EU:497.11)
DOI 10.51204/IVRS_22201A

Anders Aune*

DECONSTRUCTING THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION’S 
DISCOURSE ON SERBIA’S ACCESSION PROCESS

A Critical Discourse Analysis on the Annual Progress 
Reports from 2010 to 2021

This article enquires into the evolution of the European Commission’s discourse 
with respect to rule of law, corruption and media development in Serbia dur-
ing period 2010–2021. The study performs a critical discourse analysis with 
use of discourse historical approach on the annual progress reports published 
by the European Commission. The study uncovers that the progress reports 
shows patterns of both continuity and change. The topics and subtopics relat     ed 
to rule of law, corruption and media represents large patterns of continuity. 
Some new topics, mostly negative ones, have arisen during the period, but the 
criteria and form of evaluation seems stable. The intensification strategy in 
the discourse the last four years seems not to be enough to transform the EU 
accession process, and it seems that Serbia lacks motivation on their road to 
accession.

Keywords: European Union (EU), EU Enlargement, Critical Discourse Analysis, 
Discourse Historical Approach, Serbia´s accession process to the EU, 
Serbia.

1 INTRODUCTION

1.1  Topic and research question

With the eastern enlargement in 2004, the European Union (EU) 
acquired not just ten new member states but also several new neigh-
bours. With new neighbours, comes new neighbourhood policies.
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“The EU reiterates its unequivocal support to the European 
perspective of the Western Balkan countries. The future of the 
Balkans is within the European Union”. (European Commission, 
2003, 1)

For the first time a formal EU document included these words in 
2003 with The Thessaloniki agenda for the Western Balkans: “Moving 
towards European Integration”. Since the European Union (EU) offered 
the Western Balkan states the chance to join the EU, the EU has played 
a critical role in region. Since then, the EU has contributed to resolving 
ethnic conflicts and bilateral issues (Huszka, 2020, 3). Many years has 
passed since 2003 and the integration process has continued and con-
nected the region closer to the European Union. However, since then 
we have only seen two former Yugoslav states join the Union, Slovenia 
in 2004 and Croatia in 2013.

In the most recent Enlargement Package from 2021, which is 
providing a detailed assessment of the state of play and the progress 
made by the Western Balkans (WB), it is stated that the overall inte-
gration process has been too ineffective and lack credibility and trust 
on both sides (European Commission, 2021; Domachowska, 2021; 
Economides, 2020). As a response to this, the commission has decided 
to reinvigorate the accession process to bring this project back to life. 
Nevertheless, EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy/Vice-President of the European Commission, Josep Borrell, said 
as a comment on the 2021 Enlargement Package:

“The EU is not complete without the Western Balkans. It’s 
time we come together and unite in building a stronger Europe.” 
(European Commission, 2021)

Despite this re-engagement with enlargement and this kind of 
visions and claims from EU officials, internally the EU is struggling 
with enlargement fatigue. There are a great deal of questions regard-
ing enlargement which is being raised in the backroom. One of them 
being: can the EU afford taking on new member states without jeop-
ardising the political and policy objectives established by the Treaties? 
One could say that enlargement could be disrupting the process of in-
tegration itself, where “widening” the Union could halt and diminish 
the possibility of “deepening” it (Economides, 2020, 3). In addition, 
in November 2019, President Macron of France blocked the opening 
of accession talks with Albania and North Macedonia. The French 
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veto sent out signals to the candidate countries that there is an inter-
nal resistance for enlargement, and this also manifested a decrease in 
credibility of the enlargement policies to the potential member states 
(Economides, 2020, 1, 7). So, why does the EU keep pushing for the 
accession of the Western Balkan states when it is clearly that this pro-
cess is stagnating and is characterized by enlargement fatigue?

We believe the answer to this question lies in the statement of the 
commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement, Oliver Varhelyi. As 
a comment on the 2021 Enlargement package, Varhelyi noted this:

“Enlargement policy is a geostrategic investment in peace, 
stability, security and economic growth on our European conti-
nent” – Oliver Varhelyi (European Commission, 2021)

The keyword here is the notion that enlargement policy is geo-
strategic. The EU and the US have predominantly been the main actors 
in the Balkans, but since the early 1990´s we have seen others become 
increasingly engaged. The Western Balkans today could be seen as an 
island when we look at the map, in a sea of surrounding EU neigh-
bours. The Western Balkans has become increasingly important for ex-
ternal actors because this island represents an area where the EU still 
has not been able to exercise its influence. Some of these actors, for ex-
ample Russia and Turkey, has a long history of relations with the Bal-
kans countries, bringing them the advantage of having strong ties with 
certain communities (Bieber, 2020, 105). Moscow uses its close ties to 
the Orthodox Balkan Slavs with the strategic aim to stop rapproche-
ment between the Western Balkans and the EU and NATO. We also 
see this in their support of Serbian separatists in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina and in Kosovo, to create instability (Schwarz, 2021). For the EU, 
pushing back Russian influence could be considered as a way holding 
democratic backsliding in check. In this manner, Russian engagement 
in Serbian and Western Balkans relations is a real and a dramatized 
challenge to democracy (Bechev, 2021).

In this article, we will conduct a critical discourse analysis on 
the European Commission’s discourse on Serbia´s enlargement pro-
cess. The analytical focus in this article is directed towards how Serbia 
is depicted in the annual progress reports issued by the European com-
mission. Additionally, by focusing explicitly on the annual progress re-
ports it will give us a greater understanding of the effectiveness of the 
progress reports as a monitoring tool.
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Serbia, along with 5 other Western Balkans countries, was iden-
tified as a potential candidate for EU membership during the Thes-
saloniki European Council summit in 2003. In 2009, Serbia formally 
applied for membership and on 21 January 2014, and on the 1st Inter-
governmental Conference the official negotiation process started (Eu-
ropean Commission). The reason why we have chosen Serbia for the 
analysis, lies behind the fact that they are seen as the hegemon in the 
region. Also, it is interesting to see how the integration process have 
evolved, especially when we look at the situation through a geopolitical 
lens. In the latter years we have seen several other international actors 
also trying to gain influence over Serbia and the rest of the Balkans.

The European Union is the largest donor in the Republic of Ser-
bia. Economically, the EU is by far the most important actor regarding 
investments and as a trading partner and accounting for more than 
60% of Serbia´s total trade in 2021 (EU Delegation to Serbia, 2022). 
Since 2001, the EU has provided, through several various instruments 
and funds, more than EUR 3 billion in grants to the Republic of Serbia 
in order to support the reforms. Accession negotiations are currently 
ongoing, and according to the European Commission in 2018 with the 
prospect of joining in 2025. However, it was noted that this was “not a 
target date, not a deadline” (Rankin, 2018).

The increased involvement of third-party external actors in the 
region challenges the influence and authority of the EU in different 
ways (Economides, 2020, 7). For example, we have seen with the Covid 
19 crisis that China and Russia have increased their stance in the re-
gion over the last years, though the distribution of vaccines (Miteva, 
2021). At the same time China has connected itself even closer to 
the Western Balkans and Serbia through the 16+1 initiative, as part 
of the “Belt and Road” initiative. This has been looked extremely fa-
vourably throughout the region because of its promises to build new 
and improved infrastructure and with investments in specific projects 
(Tonchev, 2017, 2).

At the domestic level, President of the Republic of Serbia, Alex-
andar Vucic, has been a vocal supporter of EU integration but with the 
newly created close ties with China and the strengthened everlasting 
ties with Russia and Putin, he has been able to balance these relations 
in order to get the most out of them. Vucic has been accused of “play-
ing” with three different “faces” or “cards” (Economides, 2020, 8). As 
an example, the Serbian government refuses to condemn and join the 
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EU sanctions on Russia after the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. 
This does not certainly strengthen the EU – Serbia relations. In fact, 
a group of nine members in the European Parliament has written an 
open letter to the EU Commission’s President Ursula Von der Leyen 
and the High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Af-
fairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell requesting to freeze the ongoing 
negotiation process until Serbia distances itself from Russia (Qalliu, 
2022). Vucic has noted that this is based on its historical and cultural 
ties with Russia and that Russia has been supporting Serbia’s territo-
rial integrity since 2001, referring to the Russian refusal to recognize 
Kosovo as an independent country (Ozturk, 2022). Serbia´s path to the 
European Union will remain blocked unless it can resolve its bilateral 
and territorial disputes with Kosovo. Kosovo declared independence 
from Serbia 2008, but Serbia refuses to recognize its former providence 
as an independent state. (Grzegorczyk, 2021)

In order to be accepted into the European Union, candidate 
countries have to fulfil numerous criteria. The accession criteria, or 
Copenhagen criteria (after the European Council in Copenhagen in 
1993 which defined them), defines the essential conditions, which are 
divided into three categories. Firstly, the political criteria, which are 
defined by stability of institutions guaranteeing democracy, the rule of 
law, human rights and respect for and protection of minorities. Sec-
ondly, the EU specifies the economic criteria which means having a 
functioning market economy and the capacity to cope with compe-
tition and market forces. The last criteria revolve around having the 
administrative and institutional capacity to effectively implement the 
acquis (European Commission).

The acquis is divided into 35 different policy areas, common-
ly known as chapters. The chapters range from fundamental criteria, 
which include political criteria and chapters on the rule of law, to chap-
ters including everything from free movement of goods, information 
society and media, to enterprise and industrial policy.

The candidate countries are being annually evaluated by the 
Commission. These progress reports are a set of documents summa-
rising and evaluating the current status and progress achieved by the 
respective countries in the accession process (Universität Duisburg-
Essen: Institut für Politikwissenschaft, 2021). Serbia has currently 18 
of 35 acquis open, and provisionally closed 2 (European Commision). 
Given both the historical position and the contemporary political de-
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velopment, and the fact that Serbia is seen as a hegemon in the region, 
it is interesting to look at how the integration process has evolved, es-
pecially when we look at the situation through a geopolitical lens. With 
this backdrop, I will investigate how the EU portrays the accession pro-
cess in Serbia in their own progress reports and analyze more closely 
the chapters regarding the rule of law, information society and media 
and the chapters where corruption is prominent.

This article enquires into the evolution of the European Com-
mission’s discourse with respect to media development, corruption and 
rule of law in Serbia during the period 2010–2021. More concretely, 
it composes the following research question: how has this discourse 
evolved during the said period, and to what extent does it feature pat-
terns of continuity and/or change?

The article consists of five chapters. Chapter 2 presents the re-
search design. In subchapter 2.1 I introduce the methodological frame-
work, consisting of discourse analysis and critical discourse analysis. 
Subchapter 2.2 clarifies the DHA, the data used in the study and the 
longitudinal approach. Chapter 3 includes my analysis and deconstruc-
tion of the discourse around rule of law, corruption and media devel-
opment. Chapter 4 answers the research question and presents some 
thoughts about future research studies.

1.1 Literature review

Many scholars have conducted research on EU enlargement 
towards the WB. Recent literature mainly focuses on the Balkan 
countries´troubles on their road to EU membership. This gives us 
an array of conclusions. The main theme encountered when study-
ing the literature is the democratic backsliding in the region (Kmezic, 
2019; Bieber, 2020; Economides, 2020). This has of course affected the 
European Integration process, however the literature also tries to de-
scribe this from the viewpoint of the EU. The enlargement process is 
described by scholars of being victim to enlargement fatigue (Econo-
mides, 2020). Domachowska (2021) performed a study where she tried 
to unveil the status of the European integration process of the WB 
countries. The study is based on discourse analysis (including critical 
discourse analysis (CDA) and content analysis). However, she does not 
use the progress report as data, but data from Freedom House, Trans-
parency International´s Corruption Perceptions Index and various 
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Commission documents. Her conclusions regarding Serbia´s accession 
process is characterised by its slow pace due to the country´s struggle 
with several factors related to building systems of the rule of law and 
resolving the bilateral problem with Kosovo. She also pinpoints that 
the EU must also intensify their work with the accession states based 
on two factors; maintaining a credible status for the accession states 
and because of the geopolitical situation (Domachowska, 2021). This 
conclusion also comes forward in an in-depth analysis requested by 
the European Parliament’s Committee on Foreign Affairs; the current 
approach to enlargement has reached its limits and that the current 
“autopilot” mode cannot continue (Kmezic, 2015).

Another study using the CDA method is Tatjana Sekulic (2021) 
The European Union and the Paradox of Enlargement: The Complex Ac-
cession of the Western Balkans. Here Sekulic analyse the progress reports 
(2008–2019), and also expands the empirical evidence with interviews 
and additional papers (Sekulić , 2021). She suggests that EU enlargement 
needs mutual transformation from both new arrivals and the EU.

Based on the literature review it becomes evident that there is a 
lack of linguistic analysis of Commission Documents. So, with this ar-
ticle we want to study the discourse and the linguistics in the progress 
reports and put it in an historical context, where we can examine the 
enlargement process. With this article we will contribute to the existing 
research/academic literature by pairing this topic with Critical Discourse 
Analysis (CDA) and Discourse Historical Approach (DHA). By analys-
ing the progress reports using this method it will give us not just a lon-
gitudinal content analysis of the progress reports, but also an analysis of 
linguistic means and discursive strategies carried out by the Commis-
sion. It is acknowledged that it is generally not sufficient to focus only 
on the content of public policy. We must also look at ways of arguing and 
discursive interactions and indicators of politics (Lynggaard, 2019, 58).

2 RESEARCH DESIGN

2.1 Methodological framework

Discourse analysis has become a central approach in European 
studies (Crespy, 2015; Lynggard, 2019), but it’s not yet a part of main-
stream research in EU politics (Lynggard, 2019, 160). Lynggard (2019) 
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defines three common features of discourse analysis (Lynggaard, 2019, 
2–3). First, the discourse is the research object of any discourse analy-
sis. Discourse could be defined as “a specific ensemble of ideas, con-
cepts, and categorizations that are produced, reproduced and trans-
formed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning is 
given to physical and social realities” (Hajer, 1995, 44). Van Dijk (1993) 
emphasizes that discourse should be perceived as a mental construct, 
while other definitions also add focus to the role of actors in produc-
ing discourse and the context of discourse (Schmidt, 2008). Even if 
different aspects of discourse could be highlighted, the common de-
nominator for any discourse analysis is focus on the production of col-
lective meaning systems. Second, the focus of discourse analysis is on 
the products of discourse. These products could be tied to the agents 
positions, knowledge practices and legitimation of political behavior 
and policies. So it’s not only mapping, but also explanations of causes 
and consequences of political discourse (Lynggard, 2019, 12). Third, 
discourse analysis is about the structure and boundaries of discourse. 
So all in all, as described by Lynggard, a discourse analytical study “are 
devoted to the study of the development of the discursive structures 
and boundaries and their effect on actor positions, knowledge, author-
ity and legitimacy in an area of social reality...” (Lynggard, 2009, 3).

So what does it mean that discourse analysis is critical? Accord-
ing to Fairclough (2012, cited in Lynggard, 2019,7) CDA is challeng-
ing current state and develop strategies for progression, and evaluates 
constructs against what is just and legitimate. This problem– driven 
approach often addresses specific critical empirical questions that chal-
lenges the state of affairs. To be critical could also mean gaining dis-
tance from the data, clarifying positioning of discourse participants 
and focus on continuous self-reflection (Reisigl & Wodak, 2017). But 
there is a lot of variation in the critical part of studies based on choice 
of research topic and critical aspiration.

CDA emphasizes the mutual constitutive relation between soci-
etal practices (context) and discursive practices (text) (Lynggard, 2019, 
7). CDA does not have a unitary theoretical framework or methodol-
ogy, but it could be viewed as a shared perspective including a range of 
approaches (Amoussou & Allagbe, 2018). The following principles are 
common for all the approaches of CDA: it addresses social problems, 
discourse constitutes society and culture, discourse is historical and 
through CDA the link between text and society is mediated (Huckin, 
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Andrus, & Clary-Lemon, 2012). Van Dijk’s socio-cognitive approach 
the focus is on the social cognitions that are shared by social collec-
tives (Van Dijk, 1993, 254), and Fairclough’s socio-cultural approach 
focus on ideological effects and power relations between social class-
es or groups (Fairclough, 2001 cited in Amoussou & Allagbe, 2018). 
Wodak presents the Discourse-Historical Approach (DHA) as a form 
of CDA that focuses on the “...historical sources and the background of 
social and political fields in which discursive “events” are embedded” 
(Wodak, 2014, 3). DHA has a specific emphasis on identity construc-
tion, and the basic fundament of discourses of identity and difference 
are the discursive construction of ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Wodak, 2001, 73 in 
Aydin-Duzgit, 2014, 358). Ideologies shared by members of specific 
social groups functions as means of establishing and maintaining un-
equal power relations through discourse, either by hegemonic identity 
narratives or by “gate-keeping” (Wodak, 2014).

2.2 Method

This subchapter consists of an explanation of DHA method in 
practice and discursive strategies. We will further delve into the data 
and key concepts in a longitudinal study.

2.2.1  DHA in practice

The analytical apparatus of DHA consists of three main steps 
and is three-dimensional (Aydin-Duzgit, 2014, 358–359; Wodak, 
2014). The first step outlines the main content of themes and dis-
courses, and can be described as the “entry-level” analysis (Krzyz-
anowski, 2015). So, in this step I will do a content analysis examining 
occurrences of sentences with the words “media”, “corruption” and 
“rule of law”. This would give a first impression of how these dis-
course topics and subtopics evolve over time in the reports. In or-
der to conduct a systematic content analysis, establishing a “code-
book” is key. A codebook is a term for the words or phrases which 
will be looked more closely at/or analysed in the empirical material 
(Lynggaard, 2019, 57–58). These words have been because they the 
most prominent indicators in the EU´s discourse of Serbia and stabi-
lization and association policy. In addition, they are also most salient 
in democratic theory, but more importantly they hold a particularly 
prominent place in the Copenhagen criteria (European Commission, 
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1993). As a part of this content analysis I will look at key character-
istics and qualities in these sentences. How are the discourse topics 
and subtopics based on these words described, and how do the char-
acteristics and qualities evolve over time?

In the second and third step, the so-called “in-depth” analysis 
(Kryzanowski, 2015), the focus is on analysing the discursive strate-
gies and the linguistic means used by the discourse-setter to justify 
and legitimate the given portrayal in the reports (Wodak, 2014). A dis-
cursive strategy is a more or less intentional plan of practices adopted 
to achieve a particular social, political, psychological or linguistic goal 
(Reisigl & Wodak, 2017, 94). The third step explores the linguistic 
means that are used to realize the discursive strategies (Aydin-Duzgit, 
2014). Linguistic means are examined as types, and the more specific, 
context-dependent linguistic realizations are examined as tokens (Rei-
sigl & Wodak, 2017; Wodak, 2014).

Table 1 Discursive strategies, empirical questions and linguistic means 
(adapted from Reisigl & Wodak, 2017, 95;
Wodak, 2014, 8; Aydin-Duzgit, 2014, 359)

Strategy and objectives Empirical questions Examples of 
linguistic means

Referential/
Nomination:
discourse constructions 
of social actors, objects/
phenomena/events and 
processes/actions

How are persons, 
objects, phenomena/
events, processes 
and actions named 
and referred to 
linguistically?

• membership 
categorization

• tropes
• substitutions
• metaphors
• metonymies

Predication:
discourse qualification 
of social actors, objects/
phenomena/events and 
processes/actions

What characteristics, 
qualities and features 
are attributed to 
social actors, objects, 
phenomena/events and 
processes?

• attributes
• collocations
• predicative 

nouns/adjectives
• various other 

rhetorical figures

Argumentation:
Justification and 
questioning of claims 
of truth and normative 
rightness

What arguments 
are employed in the 
discourse in question?

• topoi (formal 
or more 
contentrelated)

• fallacies
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Strategy and objectives Empirical questions Examples of 
linguistic means

Perspectivization, 
framing or discourse 
representation:
positioning speaker’s 
or writer’s point of 
view and expressing 
involvement or distance

From what perspective 
are these nominations, 
attributions and 
arguments expressed?

• deictics
• direct, indirect 

or free indirect 
speech

• quotation 
marks, discourse 
markers/particles 
metaphors

Intensification/
mitigation:
Modifying (intensifying 
or mitigating) the 
illocutionary force 
and thus the epistemic  
or deontic status of 
utterances

Are the respective 
utterances articulated 
overtly; are they 
intensified or mitigated?

• diminutives or 
augmentatives

• (modal) particles, 
tag questions, 
subjunctive,

• hesitations, vague 
expressions, etc.

• indirect speech 
acts (e.g., 
question instead 
of assertion)

• verbs of saying, 
feeling, thinking

By using the empirical questions shown in Table 1, it is possible 
to analyse in more detail the discursive strategies and the angle used 
in expressions, and if there are certain linguistic means that are used 
to realize the strategies. Also, to look at if and how elements in the 
discourse are reinforced or mitigated over time. As shown in Table 1, 
there are arrays of linguistic-analytical means that could be used ex-
amining different aspects of discursive representations. The systems of 
signification (i.e, metaphors, predicates) that are applied in texts are 
useful in tracing how subject identities are constructed though dis-
course (Aydin-Duzgit, 2014).

In addition to topics, discursive strategies and linguistic means 
in a text, DHA also involves the study of intertextual and interdiscur-
sive relationships, extralinguistic social or sociological variables, the 
history of an organization or institution, and situational frames (Re-
isigl & Wodak, 2017, 90). These four levels of study show that con-
text is an inherent concept in DHA and contributes to it’s principle of 
triangulation. The historical orientation allows reconstruction of how 
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recontextualization functions as an important process linking texts 
and discourses intertextually and interdiscursively over time (Reisigl 
& Wodak, 2017, 95).

The strengths of DHA includes its interdisciplinary orientation, 
the principle of triangulation, the historical analysis and the focus on 
practical application of results (Reisigl & Wodak, 2017). The historical 
analysis allows the focus on diachronic reconstruction and explana-
tions of discursive change (Reisigl & Wodak, 2017, 120).

2.2.2 Data: Progress Reports

The empirical evidence in this article builds on the annual pro-
gress reports on the Republic of Serbia from 2010 up until 2021. During 
this period the Commission published 11 reports. They did not publish 
any report in 2017, but both the 2016 and the 2018 report covers the 
missed period. These reports are a set of documents summarising and 
evaluating the current status and progress achieved by the respective 
countries in the accession process (Universität Duisburg-Essen: Insti-
tut für Politikwissenschaft, 2021).

For the most part the annual reports are structured in same 
way. A typical progress report on Serbia consists of five main chapters, 
with chapter five being the most extensive chapter. This is where they 
evaluate the process in all of the different political criteria. In terms 
of length, they have grown substantially from 2010 (59 pages) to 2021 
(135 pages).

To conduct this critical discourse analysis, we have used the AT-
LAS.ti research tool. ATLAS.ti is a tool which lets the user locate, code 
and annotate findings in data material (ATLAS.ti). Computer-assist-
ed text analysis is usually used when the researcher has a substantial 
amount of data to handle. These tools are being used for the purpose of 
mapping out what the discourse is about (see step one in chap. 2.1). It 
involves identifying themes, word categories and possibly relationships 
between categories observed in the empirical material (Lynggaard, 
2019, 57). What is common for computer-assisted text analysis is that 
it can be used to supply the content analysis with numerical data and 
descriptive statistics about the research and present findings in a visual 
way. So, in essence what computer assisted analysis does is that it assists 
the researcher in conducting the analysis (Lynggaard, 2019, 58).

When it comes to using documents as data material, Lynggaard 
(2019) classifies documents as being the most suitable for studying dis-
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course over time. The progress reports can be characterised as a type 
of formal document, with a language very typical in the genre of EU-
documents. The strength using EU-documents as data is the fact that 
they are typically “low-cost” data, in terms of their availability (inter-
net) (Lynggaard, 2019, 51).

2.2.3 Longitudinal Study

This article can be characterised as qualitative longitudinal re-
search based on the nature of CDA and DHA. For this research I use 
an inductive and explorative approach driven by the empirical data 
(Tjora, 2017, 259).

Time is a key factor in understanding and explaining political 
outcomes from the perspective of discourse analysis for at least two 
reasons: first, it gives us a discursive explanation of political outcomes, 
and secondly, the study of longer periods of times allows for temporal 
comparisons (Lynggaard, 2019, 31). Because we are studying a phe-
nomenon over a longer period of time, we can characterise this study 
as a longitudinal study. Longitudinal studies offer multiple benefits in 
the field of political science and other scientific fields because they can 
highlight the development of policies or in this case identify how dis-
course has changed over time. These studies can uncover process and 
examine if there is continuity or change in the discourse (Neale, 2016; 
Lynggaard, 2019).

3 DECONSTRUCTING THE EUROPEAN 
COMMISSION´S DISCOURSE ON SERBIA

3.1 Rule of Law

Rule of law is an integral part of democracy and with that, also 
one of the core principles of the European Union. Rule of law can in 
its most basic form be defined as the mechanism or the process that 
supports equality of all citizens before the law. This mechanism secures 
a nonarbitrary form of government and more generally prevents the 
arbitrary use of power (Choi, 2019). When it comes to the European 
Union, Rule of law is enshrined in Art. 2 of the Treaty on European 
Union (European Commission, 1993). The rule of law is a legally bind-
ing constitutional principle, which is unanimously recognised as one 
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of the founding principles inherent in all the constitutional systems 
of the Member States of the EU and the Council of Europe (European 
Commission, 2014, 1). The ability to control the power of the political 
and economic elites is one of the key features of the rule of law. In this 
regard, strengthening the rule of law is also fundamentally linked to 
the fight against corruption (Kmezic, 2019, 3).

Figure 1. Rule of law: Sentences using the word pr. year

Figure 1 shows how often the word “rule of law” has been used 
in sentences in the yearly reports. It seems to be a topic of stable atten-
tion in the reports, but in the last year we can see a substantial increase 
in sentences which mentions the word “rule of law”. This seems to be 
due to increased activity on EU related reforms in 2021.

In 2006, Serbia took its first steps into bringing its level of rule 
of law up to a European standard with its new constitution. In the 
progress reports the constitution is depicted as a Constitution that is 
largely in line with European standards and that it lays down the nec-
essary principles for a parliamentary democracy based on the rule of 
law and the separation of powers (European Commission, 2011, 8, 9). 
However, implementing the laws in the new Constitution1 has taken 
some time. For example, the parliament adopted in 2010 the Law on 
the national assembly2. This law was required by the 2006 Constitu-
tion, that established parliamentary budgetary autonomy through a 
separate budget as opposed to the previous practice of government-

1 “Official Gazette of Republic of Serbia”, no. 98/2006, 115/2021.
2 “Official Gazette of Republic of Serbia”, no. 9/2010.
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-decided allocations (European Commission, 2010, 6). In the 2012 
report the Commission stated this:

“Key laws are in place, but the rule of law remains weak” – 
(European Commssion, 2012, 27).

The discourse regarding the rule of law is largely characterized 
by two subtopics: firstly, how the weakness in the rule of law hampers 
the development in the private sector. This concern by the Commis-
sion has been a prominent part of the discourse revolving around the 
rule of law. In fact, many of the same statements are literally repeated 
across several years. This means that the progress reports reuse a lot of 
their statements, and this can be seen in the quotes below:

“The private sector is underdeveloped and hampered by 
weaknesses in the rule of law” – (European Commission, 2015, 24; 
European Commission, 2016, 25)

“The private sector is underdeveloped and hampered by 
weaknesses in the rule of law and the enforcement of fair competi-
tion” – (European Commission, 2018, 4; European Commission, 
2020, 54; European Commission, 2021, 58)

Another subtopic that emerges and has been prominent from 
2013 and up until 2021 is how the state has a strong footprint in the 
economy and how this affects the private sector. The commission des-
cribes in the 2013 report that the private sector is weak and unprotec-
ted as the rule of law is not systematically observed (European Com-
mission, 2013, 19). Additionally, we see that this discourse again that 
the Commission repeats itself and comes across with the same message 
again and again.

“The state retains a strong footprint in the economy and 
the private sector is underdeveloped and hampered by weaknesses 
in the rule of law and in the enforcement of fair competition” – 
(European Commission, 2019, 4; European Commission, 2020, 54; 
European Commission, 2021, 58)

In the second subtopic the Commissions argument is put on 
Serbia´s progress. We see in the discourse that the Commission is 
constantly pushing for Serbia to speed up the process and that the 
pace of the negotiations is dependent on their progress on the re-
forms on rule of law.
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“The overall pace of negotiations will continue to depend 
on Serbia’s progress in reforms and in particular on a more intense 
pace of reforms on rule of law and in the normalisation of its rela-
tions with Kosovo” – (European Commission, 2018, 3; European 
Commission, 2020, 4)

And it seems like Serbia finally put rule of law as its key priority in 
2021, and future reports will show if adoption leads to implementation.

“The government prioritised EU-related reforms in the first 
half of 2021 and made the rule of law agenda one of its key priori-
ties and fields of action” – (European Commission, 2021, 11)

As the progress reports both evaluate progress and focus on chal-
lenges, there is a clear use of predicative strategies in the reports. The 
progress on rule of law is described through the use of the predicative 
adjective “weak” and the predicative noun “weakness”. These charac-
teristics are repeated each year, and as shown above whole sentences 
are repeated in several reports. Also the description of private sector 
as “underdeveloped” assesses predicative qualities, and has been stated 
the last four years. This shows a high degree of intertextuality between 
the yearly reports, both in the arguments, qualities and use of sentenc-
es. The perspectivization used by the Commission is characterized by 
formal and indirect language, even when the goal is to evaluate and 
give feedback to Serbia. In this field of action (genre) it is necessary to 
follow diplomatic manners, but there is some use of metaphors in the 
latest years that could be interpreted as rather direct. The description 
of a state with a strong “footprint” in the economy and enterprises that 
experiences “shadow economy” emphasizes and assess qualities with-
out using explicit comparisons. The referential strategy uses formal 
names like Serbia and The Commission, and the report also refer to 
other Member states. In this way, the discourse-setter wants to be for-
mal and minimize the creation of in-group or out-group descriptions.

An important part of the reports is to set out proposals for the 
way forward, and we can see that there has been more focus on the 
pace of the rule of law reforms in last four years (quote on page 10). 
The adjectives “more intense” are used to describe the needed pace 
in reforms, and they illustrate the use of an intensification strategy in 
the period 2018–2021. The arguments used regarding the role of the 
state and underdevelopment of private sector are present during the 
whole period, but on the second topic the focus on pace of reforms has 
emerged in the last four years.
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3.2 Corruption

Transparency International defines corruption as the abuse of 
entrusted power for private gain (Transparency International, 2022). 
Corruption undermines the rule of law and is a result of misuse of 
power performed by economic and political elites. The fight against 
corruption has a central place in the EUs internal and external poli-
cies (Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2020, 1). 
The relationship between democracy and corruption is a complex one. 
However, they are closely interweaved. Eliska Drapalova in Transpar-
ency International 2019, describes the relationship like this:

“When democracy deteriorates, we can almost certainly ex-
pect an increase in corruption due to the erosion of institutional 
checks and balances, independence of courts and frequent restric-
tion of the space for civil society actions and political rights of 
citizens” (Eliska Drapalova, 2019, 1).

Inside the EU the fight against corruption is prominent. In fact, 
37% of EU businesses consider corruption to be a problem for them 
when doing business (Eurobarometer, 2017). As a part of a study car-
ried out by the United Nations Office on Drugs (UNDOC) and Crime 
in 2011: Serbian citizens rank corruption as the third most important 
problem facing their country today, after unemployment and poverty/
low standard of living (UNODC, 2011). This shows how prominent 
corruption has been in Serbia, but what EU and EU-affiliated anti-
corruption laws and policies has been implemented and adopted since?

In order to fight corruption EU has adopted several law and pol-
icies. The Commission has been given a political mandate to measure 
efforts in the fight against corruption and to develop a comprehensive 
EU anti-corruption policy, in close cooperation with the Council of 
Europe Group of States against Corruption (GRECO) (Directorate-
General for Migration and Home Affairs).

One of the most important anti-corruption legislations that has 
been implemented is aligning Serbia with the GRECO recommenda-
tions. Additionally, Serbia established its own Anti-Corruption Agency 
in 2010 (European Commission, 2010, 11). The Serbian government 
said that that they were going to implement a national strategy for the 
fight against corruption, however as we will see in the discourse below, 
it has been going very slow. This national strategy had the timeframe 
for 2013–2018 (European Commission, 2014).
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Figure 2. Corruption: Sentences using the word pr. year

Figure 2 shows how often the word “corruption” has been used in 
sentences in the yearly reports. Sentences containing “corruption” got a 
substantial increase in 2011, followed by a decrease in the following two 
years, but has been on a stable level since. The peak in 2011 seems to be 
partly due to the establishment of the Anti-Corruption Agency.

The discourse is subject to different subtopics. Firstly, a clear 
part of the discourse is the fact that the progress reports points out 
how big of a problem the corruption is in the Serbian society. This is 
a recurring statement annually from 2010 up until 2019. Below is an 
example of a quote from 2011 and 2018 with the exact phrasing.

“Corruption remains prevalent in many areas and continues 
to be a serious problem” – (European Commission, 2011, 38; Eu-
ropean Commission, 2018, 4)

Secondly, the discourse revolves around the implementation of 
the laws and strategies to tackle the prominent impact corruption has 
on the Serbian society. The common trait revolving around this sub-
topic is characterized by how little change the Commission has seen. 
This includes; little follow up and indictments on high-profile corrup-
tion cases, experiencing delay in the adaptation on laws on the Anti-
Corruption Agency (European Commission, 2012; European Commis-
sion, 2016; European Commission, 2018). In terms of linguistic means 
we see that the progress reports contain a very clear language. Words 
like “expired” and “no measurable impact” give us a clear indication 
how the Commission sees the situation.

“The previous national strategy for the fight against cor-
ruption for period 2013–2018 and its accompanying action plan 
expired” – (European Commission, 2021, 31)
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“There is as yet no measurable impact of anti-corruption 
reforms” – (European Commission, 2018, p. 19)

The third subtopic can be seen as an extension of the previous 
one, in terms of that its revolving around the institutions set to tackle 
corruption. We can see that a that the Anti-Corruption Agency plays a 
prominent role in this. The Commission can see the progress and in-
creased activity in the agency, and that period of time can be described 
with a sense of positivity (European Commission, 2012, 12). However, 
in between 2015 and 2018 a fundamental shift occurs. What comes 
forward is that new laws intended to strengthen the Agency is pending 
and that it faces obstacles in playing its role effectively in the form of 
lack of legal access to databases and records of other state bodies. On 
top of this, the Commission uncovers that the government does not 
follow up on and act on the recommendations carried out by the Anti-
Corruption Council (European Commission, 2016, 16). Another trait 
in the description of the institutions is that they are understaffed. This 
is something that is repeated during 2019 to 2021.

“The Higher Court in Belgrade dealing with corruption is 
also understaffed” – (European Commission, 2021, 30)

“The Prosecutor’s Office for Organised Crime, which has ju-
risdiction over high-level corruption cases, is understaffed” – (Euro-
pean Commission, 2020, 28; European Commission, 2021, 30)

The first two subtopics mentioned does not change much over 
time, and can be portrayed as stable, but the third subtopic emerged in 
the later years.

When we dive into more details about discursive strategies and 
linguistic means used on corruption subtopics, the most visible char-
acteristic is the combination of rather vague expressions and the more 
direct ones shown in the quotations above. In the six latest reports this 
phrase has been regularly used; “Serbia has some level of preparation 
in the fight against corruption”. This is a rather vague and passive state-
ment and is kind of strange combined with utterances about “serious 
problems” and “no measurable impact”. The use of both mitigating and 
intensification strategies at the same time creates an unclear message, 
and also affect the discourse-setter’s perspective with both expressing 
distance and involvement. It seems to be a challenge both to motivate 
for further work, and also at the same time be direct about current sta-
tus. There are a great deal of interdiscursivity on this topic, and we can 



Eudaimonia – Vol. 6 No. 2 • 2022

24

see that numerous recommendations, plans and evaluations involves 
other actors like GRECO, Anti-Corruption Agency, Anti– Corruption 
Council, Agency for Prevention of Corruption and the Ministry of Jus-
tice and Public Administration. The involvement of all these actors in 
the prevention of corruption shows that implementation is complex, 
and that it is challenging to get the actors to work together.

In the last two years the reports have explicitly emphasized that 
Serbia had a negative development on the corruption perception in-
dex compiled by Transparency International as their rank has changed 
from 87th in 2018 to 94th in 2020. This negative development is used 
as a qualitative attribution in the predicative discursive strategy, and 
could also be said to intensificate the message written in the 2021 re-
port that “Serbia should increase its efforts in addressing these short-
comings and step up the prevention and repression of corruption” (Eu-
ropean Commission, 2021, 26).

3.3 Media

The media sector, consisting of film, television broadcasting, 
music, publishing and related advertisement plays a vital role in our 
society with providing the public with information and communica-
tion. Freedom of speech and the ability to express your thoughts and 
present your views without any repercussions can be described as the 
cornerstone of a functional democracy. Freedom of speech is one of 
EU´s core values and is stated in Art. 11 of the European Convention 
on Human Rights (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights). 
The Union has an interest in addressing media freedom issues in Ser-
bia for both normative and self-interested reasons. In other words, this 
is an essential topic for the EU because it is so closely related to its core 
values (Bajic & Zweers, 2020, 1).

The EU acquis on the information society and media aims to 
create a transparent, predictable and effective regulatory framework for 
audiovisual media services in line with European standards (European 
Commission, 2011, 72). In order to achieve this, Serbia has adopted and 
tried to implement several laws and strategies. In September 2011 the 
Strategy for the Development of the Media Sector (media strategy) was 
adopted. A package of three laws implementing the 2011 Serbian media 
strategy with the goal of further aligning Serbia’s legal framework with 
the EU acquis was adopted in 2014 (European Commission, 2014, 29). 
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The Serbian government also adopted the Strategy for the Development 
of Public Information System for the period 2020–2025. This new strate-
gy was drafted by the EU and OSCE, in cooperation with the Norwegian 
Embassy in Belgrade (The Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2020).

Figure 3. Media: Sentences using the word pr. Year

Figure 3 shows how often the word “media” has been used in 
sentences in the yearly reports. It seems to be a topic of increased at-
tention in the reports, especially the last two years, where we can see 
a substantial increase in sentences which mention the word “media”. 
This increase seems to be partly due to focus on the new media strat-
egy and its implementation, and the focus on hate speech as a new 
topic in the discourse.

The discourse revolving media in Serbia is characterized by dif-
ferent sub-topics. Firstly, the report addresses the lack of transparency 
in the ownership structures in the media sector as a theme that repeats 
itself across all the progress reports. Prior to 2012 the media outlets 
were highly government funded and could be labelled as loyal to the 
government. This issue has been addressed in both the media strategy 
from 2011 and in the Strategy for the Development of Public Informa-
tion System for the period 2020–2025 (European Commission, 2019; 
The Government of the Republic of Serbia, 2020). The problematic as-
pects with this are that it gives less media pluralism. This is reflected 
in reports in the years of election in Serbia. As comments on and the 
parliamentary elections in 2016 and 2020, the progress report stated:

“In relation to the election campaign, biased media cover-
age, undue advantage taken by the incumbent parties and a blur-
ring of the distinction between state and party activities caused 
distortions in the reporting of the campaign” – (European Com-
mission, 2016, 61)

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

N
u

m
b

e
r

o
f

s
e
n

te
n

c
e
s

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Year

2016 2018 2019 2020 20 12



Eudaimonia – Vol. 6 No. 2 • 2022

26

“Voter choice was limited by the governing party’s over-
whelming advantage and the promotion of government policies 
by most major media outlets” – (European Commission, 2020, 9)

The reports also describe a working climate in the media sec-
tor where journalists are being encouraged to self-censorship, which 
again leads to a media consisting of likeminded opinions. The result of 
this situation leads to less pluralism in the media sector. The concern 
regarding self-censorship comes across almost all of the annual pro-
gress reports and is being tied together with the political and economic 
influence over the media by the government (European Commission, 
2016, 61). In fact, this exact sentence is repeated in both the 2020 and 
the 2021 report:

“Political and economic influence over the media continues 
to be a source of concern” – (European Commission, 2020, 35; 
European Commission, 2021, 36)

The 2020 progress report indicates that this is the biggest prob-
lem revolving the issue around media pluralism in Serbia.

“ODIHR (Office for Democratic Institutions and Human 
Rights) also found that most TV channels with national coverage 
and newspapers promoted the government policy and that the few 
media outlets which offered alternative views had limited outreach 
and provided no effective counterbalance, which compromised 
the diversity of political views available through traditional me-
dia, through which most voters receive information” – (European 
Commission, 2020, 5)

Secondly, the discourse revolves around the implementation 
of the laws and strategies mentioned above. For example, a common 
phrase that appears in the progress reports from 2012 up until 2016 
is that the implementation of the 2011 media strategy needs to be 
stepped up. This indicates that the problems that the new media strat-
egy in 2011 were set out to handle did not fulfil its role. We can see this 
clearly in the discourse:

“There was little progress as regards audiovisual policy, 
particularly in the implementation of the Media Strategy which 
aims at aligning with the EU acquis in this area” – (European 
Commssion, 2012, 37)
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“The three new media laws are being implemented, but 
their impact and effectiveness in terms of achieving the goals of 
the 2011 Serbian media strategy remain to be seen” – (European 
Commission, 2015, 55)

The third sub-topic that emerges is something we see being 
more and more prominent in the later years from 2018 to 2021. The 
tolerance for hate speech and discriminatory terminology in the me-
dia has been an issue the reports have mentioned. The issue with hate 
speech can be linked to a further polarisation of the public discourse. 
The 2019 report highlights that it is human rights defenders, together 
with LGBTI persons and national minorities that face hate speech and 
discriminatory terminology.

“Hate speech and discriminatory terminology are often used 
and tolerated in the media and are rarely tackled by regulatory au-
thorities or prosecutors” – (European Commission, 2019, 27; Eu-
ropean Commission, 2020, 36; European Commission, 2021, 36)

The first two subtopics do not change much over time, and can 
be portrayed as stable, but the third subtopic emerged in the later years. 
However, it can be interesting to look at some of the linguistic charac-
teristics the subtopics contain. As we can see above, the examples show 
the arguments presented by the discourse-setter, but also that they are 
repeated. If we look more closely at a word like “progress”, it doesn’t 
mean anything alone, so we need to look at the connotations before it. 
Surprisingly enough, there is one positive connotation (good) in front of 
progress in sentences containing “media” across all the progress reports 
(European Commission, 2015). The rest were characterized by “little, 
some, limited and no”. These came across annually from 2010 up until 
2021. And in the 2021 report “limited progress” was repeated twice in 
the section of media, referring to limited progress in adopting the new 
media plan to improve freedom of expression in the country (European 
Commission, 2021). This is a common trait of the newer reports. We see 
that the discourse repeats itself in terms of sub-topics and themes but 
also some sentences come across repeatedly over time. There is overall 
more repetition in the discourse in the last years, 2018–2021.

When we look further into the discursive strategies and linguis-
tic means used on media subtopics, we can see use of rhetorical devices 
with positive flag words like “freedom”, ”transparent” and “pluralism” 
and negative stigma words like “hate speech”, “threats” and “attacks”. 
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This is more widely applied the last four years. There is more variation 
in the language use in the evaluation of media than for rule of law and 
corruption, and not so repetitive use of same sentences and arguments.

When we look at proposals for the way forward we can see that 
in 2021 there was an overtly increased focus on the lack of implemen-
tation of media strategy and action plans.

“In addressing the persisting shortcomings, Serbia should 
implement, without delays, its media strategy and action plan in a 
transparent and inclusive manner, respecting the letter and spirit 
of the objectives of that strategy, ...” – (European Commission, 
2021, 34)

This clear use of direct speech as in “without delays” shows 
an intensification strategy and highlights the expectation that Serbia 
needs to implement both the media strategy and action plan as soon 
as possible. The media situation in Serbia as portrayed in the progress 
reports is overall characterized by the Serbian authorities´ unwilling-
ness and/or inability to implement the necessary reforms in order to 
meet the requirements set out in the accession criteria.

3.4 Summary of analysis

This analysis has focused on the discourse on three central top-
ics in the EU progress reports: rule of law, corruption and media de-
velopment. These topics are not independent of each other, and the 
rule of law is also a foundation for discourse topics on both corruption 
and media.

The overall impression is that the discourse in the progress re-
ports are repetitive and slowly changing for all three topics. The most 
interesting part of analysing all the 1151 sentences in the 11 reports 
is to see the high degree of intertextuality between the yearly reports. 
Both subtopics and main arguments are repeated, and it is even a lot 
of “copy and paste” of whole sentences from year to year. The high de-
gree of intertextuality makes it difficult to spot changes over time, but 
the in-depth analysis with focus on discursive strategies and linguistic 
means uncovers more detailed nuances.

For rule of law, the use of discursive strategies shows mostly 
predicative elements with use of adjectives and metaphors in a rather 
formal manner. In the last four years we can notice use of an intensi-
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fication strategy in describing the need for a “more intense” pace of 
reforms on rule of law. For corruption, we can see a clear lack of fol-
low-up of the established institutions and recommendations, but the 
combination of both mitigating and intensification strategies gives un-
clear messages in the discourse. Use of objective criteria, like the cor-
ruption perception index, is introduced the last two years, and is a new 
way of intensificating the message about the negative development and 
the need for increased efforts. For Media much of the same develop-
ment can be spotted, lack of implementation, more repetitive discourse 
and focus on the “limited progress”.

4 CONCLUSIONS

The topic for this article is the European Commission’s discourse 
on Serbia’s EU accession process in the period from 2010 – 2021, with 
regards to rule of law, corruption and media development. The re-
search question was: how has this discourse evolved during the said 
period, and to what extent does it feature patterns of continuity and/
or change? To answer these two questions we have performed a CDA 
using DHA to analyse the Commission’s annual progress reports. This 
gave me the possibility to both do a content analysis on topics and 
subtopics, and a more in-depth analysis into the discursive strategies 
and linguistic means carried out in the progress reports. As a part of 
DHA it’s important to also look at the broader institutional and social 
context in which the discourse is constructed. Due to limitations in 
scope of this thesis, I don’t have the possibility to do a comprehensive 
analysis of the important contextual factors and will briefly include 
some reflections on this in my final conclusions.

The EC’s discourse on rule of law, corruption and media de-
velopment evolved in the period from 2010 – 2011 the discourse is 
characterized by a lot of the same topics and subtopics throughout 
the period. The same challenges seem unresolved, and still only 18 of 
35 chapters of the acquis has been opened – and only 2 provisionally 
closed (European Commission). The continuous challenge of adoption 
and implementation in Serbia seems to be persistent on all three top-
ics, and that leads to a repetitive evaluation focusing on predicative 
characteristics about the same problems and intensified feedbacks sug-
gesting Serbia should speed up. For rule of law we see a clear repetition 
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with the lack of progress and the fact that even tough key laws are in 
place, the rule of law is still weak. As for Corruption the discourse is 
repetitive but the discourse addresses a new problem with an Anti-
Corruption Agency unable to perform its job effectively. The media 
situation in Serbia as portrayed in the progress reports is overall char-
acterized by the Serbian authorities´ unwillingness and/or inability to 
implement the necessary reforms in order to meet the requirements 
set out in the accession criteria. However, new subtopics emerge with 
the prominent place hate-speech and discriminatory terminology has 
in the media.

When it comes to the question of to what extent the discourse 
feature patterns of continuity and/or change we see that the discourse 
is in fact characterized by both continuity and change.

As noted by Lynggard (2019, 32) a discourse can at any point in 
time be described by both continuity and change. When the exact same 
sentence is used in yearly reports, the context for discourse has addition-
ally changed over time. In addition to analyse the text in the reports, the 
text needs to be interpreted in relation to the context where it is made 
and used. Discursive ruptures can occur through dynamics internal to a 
specific discourse, or could come about when different discourses affect 
each other or merge into a new discourse (Lynggard, 2019, 33).

The results of our analysis of the progress reports shows patterns 
of both continuity and change. The topics and subtopics related to rule 
of law, corruption and media represent large patterns of continuity. 
Some new topics, mostly negative ones, have arisen during the period, 
but the criteria and form of evaluation seems stable. Reports are more 
voluminous in later years with high degree of intertextuality to former 
reports, and it seems like the strategy is to continue with more of the 
same evaluative approach. At the same time we can also see a clear 
pattern of change in the discursive strategies and linguistic means. The 
lack of progress seems to have provoked an intensification strategy that 
includes more direct language, use of external benchmarks and predic-
ative adjectives focusing on the need for action. This change can be ob-
served most clearly in the last four years. Still we can see a referential 
tone that’s formal and promotes respect for Serbia as an EU applicant.

Earlier research has used the description «autopilot mode» on the 
enlargement process towards the Western Balkans (Kmezic, 2015). The 
annual reports towards Serbia seem to have elements of being in “auto-
pilot mode”, the same arguments and sentences is repeated even if the 
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context has changed substantially over the years. At the domestic level, 
the current President Alexandar Vucic won the elections in 2012 on the 
basis of promising an intensification in the integration process towards 
the EU. However, as this article has uncovered, Serbia has adopted key 
laws that look good on paper but the actual effect of them remains to be 
seen. At the same time with new external actors coming into the WB, 
the newly created close ties with China and the strengthened everlasting 
ties with Russia and Putin, he has been able to balance these relations 
in order to get the most out of them. As noted earlier Vucic has been 
accused of “playing” with three different “faces” or “cards” (Economides, 
2020, 8). At the same time, the Democracy Index issued by Freedom 
House recorded the lowest grade in 2022 since 2006. Additionally, we 
can see that Freedom House brings up the same problems regarding 
transparency, media pluralism, ineffective safeguards against corruption 
and independence of the judiciary is partly compromised by political 
influence in their country report (Freedom House, 2022).

So what does this development tell us about the power relations 
and the Commission’s position as a gatekeeper? The continuing “autopi-
lot mode”, even if we can see a clear intensification strategy the last four 
years, could reflect that the Commission continue the top-down institu-
tional approach evaluating accession criteria, while Serbia seems to have 
other alternatives to EU membership and “pretend” to be reformed in 
order to advance in the accession process (Kmezic, 2015). It seems like 
the current situation in Serbia needs a new and more transformative ap-
proach that could motivate and give new a momentum to their accession 
process. And if the Commission’s old gatekeeper role doesn’t work any-
more and the discourse doesn’t contribute to any progress – the progress 
reports as an evaluative mechanism needs to be changed.

As for future research it would be very insightful to perform 
CDA on the rise of authoritarianism in Serbia. This could give us an 
insightful understanding on how the rise of authoritarianism has influ-
enced the accession process, and also gives us the perspective from the 
accession state and not only the EU. Other future studies which could 
have been interesting to see is a comparative study between candidate 
countries. For example, a CDA/DHA study on Serbia, North Macedo-
nia and Bosnia & Herzegovina would be very interesting. This study 
could uncover not only how the discourse have evolved in the respec-
tive countries but also shown us if or how the EUs discursive strategies 
differ in-between the WB-states.
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