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Abstract 

The cessation of the wars in the former Yugoslavia in 1999 was followed by a period of nation-

building and post-socialist/post-conflict transition in which the Republic of Serbia implemented 

formal democratic rule and entered the liberal market economy. The development of democracy in 

Serbia was essentially shaped by external stakeholders – NATO, the United States, the European 

Union and its member states, and various international NGOs. Besides humanitarian and military 

interventions, several projects to strengthen social cohesion and promote a vibrant civil society have 

been implemented since the second half of the 1990s. Civil society and good governance have 

become prominent keywords during the process of (external) democratization, whereby Western 

morals and ideals of democracy have been transferred without regard to the historical and socio-

cultural background of the Republic of Serbia. The socio-political and economic transformation has 

given rise to the reconstruction of the social order, preserving hegemonic structures and power 

relations in politics and society. Not surprisingly, gender and ethnic inequality remains very much 

intact in this ‘new’ democracy.  

Arguing that the external democratization process has locked out alternative conceptions of civil 

society and good governance available in other socio-cultural contexts, the paper will focus on 

informal social networks in Vojvodina – an autonomous province within Serbia – and discuss their 

contribution to the democratization process in terms of the consolidation of gender and ethnic 

equality. Since the development and maintenance of informal social networks in the Autonomous 

Province of Vojvodina is structured by macro-social processes, the paper will also address the 

interdependencies between the social actors at the local level, the Serbian state and the external 

stakeholders involved in the democratization efforts. In addition, social relations and 

democratization will be analysed from an anthropological perspective. To this end, I will utilize early 

stage research conducted for my dissertation, which addresses the following questions: Which 

conceptions of civil society and good governance form the basis of social relations in informal social 

networks in the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina? How are these conceptions mobilized to 

subvert existing hegemonic structures and to articulate claims for equality along gender and ethnic 

lines? Having completed the draft of the research design, I present the main assumptions and the 

theoretical framework, which incorporates democratic theory, the anthropology of civil society, and 

gender and transnational studies. The paper also outlines the methodological approach, which 

entails qualitative data collection and field research in the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina. 

1. Background 

During the 1990s, Southeastern Europe1 was the site of armed conflicts in the republics of the former 

Yugoslavia, which have since evolved along nationalist/ethnic lines. The armed conflicts in Slovenia, 

Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo and Macedonia led to the flight and expulsion of an estimated 

                                                           
1
  The term Southeastern Europe refers to those European countries that are located topographically 

within the Balkan Peninsula, the Pannonian Basin and the Transcarpathian area (Albania, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Hungary, Macedonia, Moldavia, Montenegro, Romania, Serbia, 
Slovenia, and part of Turkey). Although ‘Balkans’ is often used synonymously, it is a historically 
contested term representing a Western construction and a stereotypical image. See Todorova, Maria 
N.: Imagining the Balkans, New York: Oxford University Press, 1997.  
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3.7–4.0 million people and prompted a variety of interventions by North American and Western 

European countries, including diplomatic, humanitarian, military, peacekeeping and reconstruction 

initiatives. In the latter half of the 1990s, the focus of international assistance shifted toward the 

democratization and restructuring of the new states’ political and economic systems. Since then, 

international/European governmental and non-governmental organizations have been using the 

former Yugoslavia as a ‘testing ground’ for community-based projects intended to strengthen social 

cohesion and promote democracy and civil society.2 

The declaration of the states of Serbia and Montenegro (2003) and the Republic of Serbia (2006) 

marked the final collapse of the (Socialist) Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The promise of lasting 

peace and stability constitutes an essential precondition for the effective promotion of democracy in 

Serbia. But the development of democratic structures is impeded by the social and economic 

difficulties attendant to the transformation process and requires the reconstruction of the country’s 

political, economic and socio-cultural system. The outbreak of the civil wars in 1991 delayed the 

post-socialist transformation in the successor states of Yugoslavia; Serbia has since been struggling to 

overcome the far-reaching impact of the socialist regime of Josip Broz Tito and the succeeding 

nationalist regime of Slobodan Miloševid on society, politics and economy. 

Serbia’s economy suffered an era of mismanagement under Miloševid and a decade of international 

economic sanctions during the 1990s, which contributed to the impoverishment and social isolation 

of the population.3 Since 2000, various stabilization measures and economic reforms have been 

implemented, but economic recovery has stalled since the onset of the global financial crisis in 2009, 

aggravating the social situation once again.  

Women and ethnic minorities have proved to be the most vulnerable groups in the socio-political 

transformation since the ‘[d]awn of new democracies in Eastern Europe was followed by 

discriminatory acts against minority populations and minority groups as well as against the civil and 

social rights of women.’4 Women and ethnic minorities are increasingly joining the ranks of the 

unemployed; this trend, along with their exclusion from political participation and the wider public 

sphere, constitutes a central mechanism in the transition of post-socialist/post-conflict countries.5 

The Autonomous Province of Vojvodina was selected as a case study for the investigation of informal 

social networks and underlying conceptions of civil society and good governance because it has 

played a special role in the course of Serbia’s transformation. Although it has been an autonomous 

province of the Yugoslav constituent republic of Serbia since 1945, its legal status has changed 

                                                           
2
  Brown, Keith (ed.): Transacting Transition. The Micropolitics of Democracy Assistance in the Former 

Yugoslavia, Bloomfield: Kumarian Press, 2006. 
3
  Simid, Predrag: Serbia and the European Union, in: Heuberger, Valeria / Vyslonzil, Elisabeth (eds): 

Serbia in Europe. Neighbourhood Relations and European Integration, Wiener Osteuropa Studien, 
No. 22, Vienna: LIT, 2006, pp. 89–107.  

4
  Milid, Andjelka: Women and Nationalism in the Former Yugoslavia, in: Funk, Nanette / Müller, Magda 

(eds): Gender Politics and Post-Communism. Reflections from Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet 
Union, New York: Routledge, 1993, pp. 109–122, here p. 109. 

5
  Drakulid, Slavenka: Women and New Democracy in the Former Yugoslavia, in: Funk, Nanette / Müller, 

Magda (eds): Gender Politics and Post-Communism. Reflections from Eastern Europe and the Former 
Soviet Union, New York: Routledge, 1993, pp. 123–130. 
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several times in Yugoslav history.6 Since the overthrow of Slobodan Miloševid in 2000, the status of 

the Province has increasingly been extended. The new provincial statute enacted in 2009 restored 

some autonomous rights to the Province, although the scope of its legal status is still subject to 

heavy political debate in Serbia.  

Another unique historical feature of Vojvodina is the multiethnic composition of its population. 

Besides the Serbian population, the Province is home to several other autochthonous minority 

groups, such as Hungarians, Slovaks, Czechs, Croats, Romanians, Bulgarians, Russians, Rusyns, Roma, 

Slovenes and Germans.7 The peaceful coexistence of the majority and minority groups as well as the 

political and economic stability in Vojvodina are considered significant positive indicators for Serbia’s 

democratization by the international community of states. Simid states that Serbia’s efforts to accede 

to the European Union have long been impeded by the slow pace of its political and economic 

transformation,8 while Vojvodina has meanwhile become known as Serbia’s ‘gateway to Europe’ due 

to its intensive cooperation with the European Union and other European regions. The Province is 

therefore viewed as a test case for the Republic’s accession to the European Union. 

Given that democratization in Serbia is dominated by external stakeholders transferring Western 

ideals of democracy, the paper shifts the analytical focus to social networks in the Autonomous 

Province of Vojvodina and local conceptions of civil society and good governance. The impact of 

these networks on the democratization process and the implementation of gender and ethnic 

equality will also be discussed. The negotiation of democracy on the local level is affected by a 

variety of macro-social processes and external actors, and thus constitutes a further field of 

investigation. In the first part of the paper, the current state of research on external democratization, 

transformation processes and the interplay between gender and ethnicity will be described and the 

theoretical framework will be mapped out. The research questions and theoretical considerations 

are presented in the second part of the paper, including the possible implications of the research and 

an outline of the research methods.  

2. Current State of Research 

2.1. Democratization in Post-socialist and Post-conflict Transition 

In the context of post-socialist/post-conflict transition in Eastern and Southeastern Europe, 

‘democracy building’ and ‘democracy assistance’ have become prominent keywords in democratic 

theory and development projects conducted by the European Union, Western governments and 

international NGOs. With the aim of promoting and consolidating democracies, Western 

governments have provided large amounts of democratic assistance to post-socialist/post-conflict 

                                                           
6
  Schausberger, Franz: Regionalisierung in Serbien am Beispiel der Autonomen Provinz Vojvodina, in: 

Europäisches Zentrum für Föderalismus-Forschung (ed.): Jahrbuch des Föderalismus 2009. 
Föderalismus, Subsidiarität und Regionen in Europa, Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2009, pp. 395–408. 

7
  Portmann, Michael: Die kommunistische Revolution in der Vojvodina 1944–1952. Politik, Gesellschaft, 

Wirtschaft, Kultur, Zentraleuropa Studien, No. 13, Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, 2008, p. 286f.  

8
  Simid, Predrag: Serbia and the European Union, in: Heuberger, Valeria / Vyslonzil, Elisabeth (eds): 

Serbia in Europe. Neighbourhood Relations and European Integration, Wiener Osteuropa Studien, 
No. 22, Vienna: LIT, 2006, pp. 89–107. 
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countries since the 1990s. However, there is a conceptual disagreement in democratic theory with 

respect to the terms ‘democracy’ and ‘democratization’. 9  Schumpeter, for example, defines 

democracy as ‘[…] that institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which 

individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the people’s vote.’10 

This notion of democracy broadly includes the rule of law, free and fair elections, equality and liberty 

for all citizens, basic human rights, and freedom of speech and media, but there is no consensus on 

how these democratic components should be applied. Schmitter and Karl, on the other hand, argue 

that there are multiple types of democracy and that ‘the specific form democracy takes is contingent 

upon a country’s socioeconomic conditions as well as its entrenched state structures and policy 

practices.’11 

Pridham broadly describes democratization as the process of regime change from the end of an 

authoritarian or totalitarian rule to the consolidation of a new liberal democracy.12 Reflecting the 

existing conceptual disagreement, this definition encompasses a multitude of areas for activity: the 

development of democratic political institutions, the promotion of basic human rights, rule of law, 

free elections, civil society, good governance and transparency of administration. According to 

Sandschneider, external democratization can be regarded as ‘the totality of all efforts by external 

stakeholders to change basic patterns in the political decision-making process in order to conform to 

the minimum criteria of democratic order.’13 

The involvement of various external stakeholders, such as international organizations and NGOs, 

donor agencies, think tanks, and Western governments, in the development and promotion of 

democracy in Eastern and Southeastern Europe has also come under fire, especially from social 

scientists, practitioners, and people from the transformation countries themselves.14 Critics argue 

that ‘large-scale’ assistance has had rather negative effects or a very limited impact on the 

democratization of countries in transition.15 The mistrust in and failure of external democracy 

                                                           
9
  Pridham, Geoffrey: The Dynamics of Democratization. A comparative Approach, London, New York: 

Continuum, 2000. 
10

  Schumpeter, Joseph: Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, London: George Allen and Unwin, 1943, 
p. 269. 

11
  Schmitter, Phillippe C. / Karl, Terry Lynn: What Democracy Is… And Is Not, Journal of Democracy, 1991 

(Vol. 2), No. 3, pp. 75–88, in: Pridham, Geoffrey (ed.): Transitions to Democracy. Comparative 
Perspectives from Southern Europe, Latin America and Eastern Europe, Aldershot: Dartmouth, 1995, 
pp. 3–16, here p. 4. 

12
  Pridham, Geoffrey: The Dynamics of Democratization. A comparative Approach, London/New York: 

Continuum, 2000, p. 16. 
13

  ‘[D]ie Summe aller Versuche externer Akteure […], die darauf abzielen, in einem angebbaren Zielland 
Grundmuster politischer Entscheidungsfindung und Ordnung dahingehend zu verändern, daß [sic] sie 
mindestens den Minimalkriterien demokratischer Ordnungen entsprechen’, Sandschneider, Eberhard: 
Externe Demokratieförderung. Theoretische und praktische Aspekte der Außenunterstützung von 
Transformationsprozessen, 2003, p. 3, 
http://www.cap.lmu.de/download/2003/2003_sandschneider.pdf, accessed 3 May 2010. 

14
  Brown, Keith (ed.): Transacting Transition. The Micropolitics of Democracy Assistance in the Former 

Yugoslavia, Bloomfield: Kumarian Press, 2006. 
15

  Freise, Matthias: Externe Demokratieförderung in postsozialistischen Transformationsstaaten, 
Schriftenreihe von Stipendiatinnen und Stipendiaten der Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, No. 27, Münster: LIT, 
2004, p. 29. Grimm, Sonja: Demokratisierung von außen. Der Beitrag externer Akteure zur politischen 
Transformation nach Kriegen und Intervention, in: Erdmann, Gero / Kneuer, Marianne (eds): Externe 
Faktoren der Demokratisierung, Baden-Baden: Nomos, 2009, pp. 103–126, here p. 122. 

http://www.cap.lmu.de/download/2003/2003_sandschneider.pdf
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assistance can be traced back to the one-sided export of Western ideals of democracy as a global, 

‘one size fits all’ model. The export of Western ideals of democracy is built on the belief that 

although democracy is a truly Western achievement and based on the concepts of liberty, equality, 

and human dignity, its meaning has to be universal and general.16 Consequently, the democracy 

assistance by external stakeholders rather serves the aim to spread Western morals and political 

values across the globe and to reproduce the classically skewed power relations between the West 

and the East.17  

External democratization has spawned a minor growth industry that revolves around donor agencies, 

think tanks, international organizations and NGOs, and local implementing partners, which ultimately 

dominate and negotiate the process today. As Merritt puts it, democratization is a compromise 

between all involved stakeholders, i.e. a balancing act of ‘what should be done, what must be done, 

and what can be done’18. In flagrant disregard of culturally diverse ideals of democracy, democracy 

practitioners generally fail to enter transitional countries with an understanding of the indigenous 

history and local aspects of democracy.19 Sneed argues that for democracy assistance to be effective, 

it is essential for practitioners to first cultivate ‘a deep contextual knowledge and an intimate 

knowledge of the history and the culture of the people and societies they engage with’20 in order to 

obtain insight into the local incentive structures at play. 

2.2. Civil Society and Good Governance 

The expansion of democracy is articulated explicitly in terms of civil society21, as a vibrant civil society 

is, amongst other elements, seen as an important precondition for the successful implementation of 

democratic institutions and good governance. Bandovid points out that good governance22, which is 

based on the principles of participation, rule of law, transparency, responsiveness, openness, 

accountability, effectiveness and coherence, has become an essential standard of development aid 

                                                           
16

  Handrahan, Lori: Gendering Ethnicity. Implications for Democracy Assistance, New York: Routledge, 
2002, p. 55. 

17
  Sampson, Steven: Beyond Transition. Rethinking Elite Configurations in the Balkans, in: Hann, Chris 

(ed.): Postsocialism. Ideals, Ideologies and Practices in Eurasia, London: Routledge, 2002, pp. 297–316. 
18

  Merritt, Jeff S.: Quick Impact, Slow Recovery? Funders’ Priorities and the Local Realities of Transition 
Programming, in: Brown, Keith (ed.): Transacting Transition. The Micropolitics of Democracy 
Assistance in the Former Yugoslavia, Bloomfield: Kumarian Press, 2006, pp. 23–44, here p. 41. 

19
  Handrahan, Lori: Gendering Ethnicity. Implications for Democracy Assistance, New York: Routledge, 

2002, p. 52. 
20

  Sneed, Claire: Neutrality, Empowerment, Gender. Fostering Democratic Culture in Southwestern 
Serbia, in: Brown, Keith (ed.): Transacting Transition. The Micropolitics of Democracy Assistance in the 
Former Yugoslavia, Bloomfield Kumarian Press, 2006, pp. 95–120, here p. 119. 

21
  Hann, Chris: Introduction: Political Society and Civil Anthropology, in: Hann, Chris / Elizabeth Dunn 

(eds): Civil Society. Challenging Western Models, European Association of Social Anthropologists, 
London: Routledge, 1996, pp. 1–26, here p. 10. 

22
  Governance refers to the process and the underlying structures of decision-making as well as to the 

implementation of decisions at different levels of administration, in which all stakeholders in society 
are involved, e.g. local authorities and civil society.  
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and external democracy assistance, although the normative expectations vary.23 Good governance is 

also closely connected with civil society in that it addresses  

the issues of the space for participation of civil society in governmental matters, including its empowerment 

by legislation and practice, the transparency and accountability inherent in governmental structures and, 

more specifically, the role of civil society in rule of law matters, like anti-corruption activities or 

administrative and judicial reform.
24

  

Furthermore, the inclusion and participation of all groups and the mediation of different interests 

within society represent essential conditions for the implementation of good governance, going 

beyond the much-cited fight against corruption and organized crime.25  

The development of civil society as a realm of academic research is closely tied to various political 

and socio-cultural transformations, such as the Enlightenment, Marxism or the dissident movements 

that were formed in opposition to the socialist regimes in Eastern Europe. The idea of civil society 

has been used in numerous ways by different schools of political philosophy; its origins can be traced 

back to modern European political thought and more specifically to the works of Hobbes, Locke, 

Ferguson, Hegel and de Tocqueville.26 

According to the meaning that has become prevalent in academic research, civil society is tied to 

liberal individualism and the market economy, and is regarded as opposed to the state. 27 

Furthermore, civil society has become central to the analyses of democratization and stability in the 

transformation states of Eastern and Southeastern Europe, where it is equated with the export of the 

non-governmental sector and Western aid programmes. According to Sampson, civil society has been 

reduced to ‘[…] a routinized system for moving resources, people, money, knowledge and practices 

[…]’28 from West to East. In other words, civil society has become a reified slogan and a Western 

symbolic tool.29  

                                                           
23

  Bandovid, Igor: The Role of Non-Governmental Organizations and their Impact on Good Governance in 
Serbia, in: Benedek, Wolfgang (ed.): Civil Society and Good Governance in Societies in Transition, 
Belgrade: Belgrade Center for Human Rights, 2006, pp. 185–208, here p. 203. 

24
  Benedek, Wolfgang (ed.): Civil Society and Good Governance in Societies in Transition, Belgrade: 

Belgrade Center for Human Rights, 2006, p. 20. 
25

  Bandovid, Igor: The Role of Non-Governmental Organizations and their Impact on Good Governance in 
Serbia, in: Benedek, Wolfgang (ed.): Civil Society and Good Governance in Societies in Transition, 
Belgrade: Belgrade Center for Human Rights, 2006, pp. 185–208, here p. 204. 

26
  Layton, Robert: Civil Society and Social Cohesion. A Reassessment, Max Planck Institute for Social 

Anthropology Working Papers, No. 63, 2004.  
27

  Hann, Chris: Introduction: Political Society and Civil Anthropology, in: Hann, Chris / Elizabeth Dunn 
(eds): Civil Society. Challenging Western Models, European Association of Social Anthropologists, 
London: Routledge, 1996, pp. 1–26, here p. 5. 

28
  Sampson, Steven: Beyond Transition. Rethinking Elite Configurations in the Balkans, in: Hann, Chris 

(ed.): Postsocialism. Ideals, Ideologies and Practices in Eurasia, London: Routledge, 2002, pp. 297–316, 
here p. 305. 

29
  Kalb, Don: Afterword: Globalism and Postsocialist Prospects, in: Hann, Chris (ed.): Postsocialism. 

Ideals, Ideologies and Practices in Eurasia, London: Routledge, 2002, pp. 317–334. Roth, Klaus: 
Zivilgesellschaft in Südosteuropa? Beobachtungen aus ethnologischer Sicht, in: Sterbling, Anton (ed.): 
Zivilgesellschaftliche Entwicklungen in Südosteuropa, 46. Internationale Hochschulwoche der 
Südosteuropa-Gesellschaft in Tutzing 8.–12.10.2007. Südosteuropa-Jahrbuch, No. 36, Munich: Otto 
Sagner, 2009, pp. 45–64. 
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2.3. Gender and Ethnicity in ‘Transition’ 

The concepts of gender (Butler 1991)30 and ethnicity (Barth 1970)31 as well as the intersection of 

these categories of identity during nation-building, the transition of states and the consolidation of 

democracies have been widely neglected in the programmes for democracy assistance. Over the 

course of the 1990s, the study of gender and its role in national transformation processes became a 

focal point for research on Eastern Europe. By highlighting the redefinition of ‘politics’ as a 

distinctively masculine endeavour and showing how women and men were located differently in the 

emerging capitalist market, the researchers – mainly women – revealed that the transition was by no 

means gender-neutral but reproduced the patriarchal structure and male-dominated order.32 The 

transformation of post-socialist/post-conflict countries is also fraught with national and ethnic 

divides: ethnicity has been instrumentalized as a marker of alterity in order to re-establish power 

structures and hierarchies between majority and minority groups. Although inequalities in gender, 

ethnicity and other categories of difference, such as religion, sex and social class, tend to be 

reconstructed in the consolidation of new democracies, there has been little investigation of the 

multiple ways in which these categories interact and how they affect the experience of all societal 

groups. In particular, the theory of intersectionality, which was developed in the context of Black 

Feminism during the 1990s, has made a valuable contribution to the examination of the various 

interrelations between categories of alterity and helps to illuminate how systems of oppression and 

discrimination are thereby created.33 

Gender and ethnicity are not only dimensions of social relation and experienced identity, but also 

some of the organizing principles of social life and systems of power that are socially constructed, 

shaped and reproduced.34 Magyri-Vincze argues that gender and ethnicity structure the order within 

which individuals are located according to their sex, ethnicity, age and class.35 Furthermore, these 

categories function as important systems of classification and as processes that socially organize 

cultural differences and produce hierarchies and inequalities out of several power relations and 

negotiations.36 Since the (new) social order in societies is produced at the crossroads of gender and 

                                                           
30

  Butler, Judith: Das Unbehagen der Geschlechter. Frankfurt/Main: Suhrkamp, 1991.  
31

  Barth, Fredrik (ed.): Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. The Social Organization of Culture Difference, Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, 1970. 

32
  See Funk, Nanette / Müller, Magda (eds): Gender Politics and Post-Communism. Reflections from 

Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union, New York: Routledge, 1993. Gal, Susan / Gail Kligman 
(eds): Reproducing Gender. Politics, Publics, and Everyday Life after Socialism, Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 2000. Kuehnast, Kathleen / Nechemias, Carol: Post-Soviet Women 
Encountering Transition. Nation Building, Economic Survival, and Civic Activism, Washington, D.C.: 
Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2004. 

33
  Andersen, Margaret / Patricia Hill Collins (eds): Race, Class, and Gender. An Anthology, 2nd edn, 

Belmont: Wadsworth, 1995. 
34

  Barth, Fredrik (ed.): Ethnic Groups and Boundaries. The Social Organization of Culture Difference, Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, 1970. 

35
  Magyari-Vincze, Enikő: Gender, Ethnicity and the Construction of the Social Order. A View from Below 

in the Context of Romania, in: Kaser, Karl / Katschnig-Fasch, Elisabeth (eds): Gender and Nation in 
South Eastern Europe, Anthropological Yearbook of European Cultures, Vienna: LIT, 2005, pp. 197–
225, here p. 202. 

36
  Barot, Rohit / Bradley, Harriet / Fenton, Steve (eds): Ethnicity, Gender and Social Change, Houndmills: 

Macmillan, 1999, p. 10. Magyari-Vincze, Enikő: Gender, Ethnicity and the Construction of the Social 
Order. A View from Below in the Context of Romania, in: Kaser, Karl / Katschnig-Fasch, Elisabeth (eds): 
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ethnicity, performed by people in their everyday lives and lived through their personal experiences,37 

a look at the complex interpersonal relationships in these societies will furnish insights into the 

implications of the transformation process and the structural inequalities that underlie the process of 

democratization.  

2.4. The Transnationality of Democratization and Anthropological Fieldwork 

The socio-political transition and democratization of Serbia have been shaped by a variety of macro-

social processes – such as the development of supranational organizations, a global economy and 

transnational communities – and the intervention of external stakeholders, which has consequences 

on the national and local levels. Globalization and transnationalism have triggered a re-evaluation 

and a new contextualization of anthropological theory, methodology and research design, since the 

boundaries between the local and the global as well as between the core and periphery are 

becoming increasingly blurred. For anthropologists who are interested in local changes in culture and 

society, it is essential to integrate the influence of macro-social processes into their analyses of social 

relations and everyday practices by examining the interdependencies between the different levels of 

organization – local, national and transnational. The dichotomy between the local and global levels 

particularly exemplifies the difficulty of conceptualizing ‘space’ in anthropological research and 

locating social and cultural processes.38 

3. The Negotiation of Democratization  

[…] all human communities are concerned with establishing their own version of a civil society, or civilisation 

[sic]. When we begin to examine how this is accomplished, we find tremendous variation in ideas about good 

government, virtue and responsibility.
39

  

The research project at hand explores which conceptions of civil society and good governance form 

the basis of social relations in informal social networks in the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina. In 

analysing social relations and everyday practices on the micro-social level, the project will investigate 

whether and to what extent these conceptions make a contribution to the present democratization 

process in Serbia, which is marked by the intervention of external stakeholders. 

The political transition in Serbia has reproduced power relations and inequalities along gender and 

ethnic lines. Thus, the research project will explore how local conceptions of civil society and good 

governance are used as strategies for the articulation of claims and the promotion of gender and 

ethnic equality. Since the actors in informal social networks at the local level are embedded in a field 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Gender and Nation in South Eastern Europe, Anthropological Yearbook of European Cultures, Vienna: 
LIT, 2005, pp. 197–225, here p. 222. 

37
  Magyari-Vincze, Enikő: Gender, Ethnicity and the Construction of the Social Order. A View from Below 

in the Context of Romania, in: Kaser, Karl / Katschnig-Fasch, Elisabeth (eds): Gender and Nation in 
South Eastern Europe, Anthropological Yearbook of European Cultures, Vienna: LIT, 2005, pp. 197–
225, here p. 223. 

38
  Marcus, George E.: Ethnography in/of the World System. The Emergence of Multi-Sited Ethnography, 

in: Annual Review of Anthropology, 1995 (Vol. 24), pp. 95–117, here p. 98. 
39

  Hann, Chris: Introduction: Political Society and Civil Anthropology, in: Hann, Chris / Elizabeth Dunn 
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of complex interactions with the Serbian state and transnational processes, such as the external 

democratization or migration flows, the analysis of the interdependencies and power relations 

demarcates a further field of investigation. Highlighting the consequences of the transformation 

process and dominant Western aid programmes as well as the impact of transnational networks of 

migration on local perceptions of civil society and good governance, the project will explore the 

possibilities and pitfalls these processes provide for the development of democratic structures and 

the promotion of equality at the local level. 

3.1. Civil Society and Good Governance Revisited 

Civil society and good governance have become indispensable standards for the democratization of 

post-socialist/post-conflict countries; they are duly promoted by the European Union and its member 

countries, the United States, donor agencies and NGOs. Although both concepts are rather broad and 

not clearly defined in democratic theory, in the context of external democratization, they are 

understood in the specifically Western sense. Deeming their version of democracy to be universally 

desirable and appropriate, Western stakeholders espouse a strongly ethnocentric understanding of 

transformation processes,40 shunning alternative or opposing views and neglecting the social and 

cultural realities in the successor states of the former Yugoslavia. However, an examination of 

everyday social practices and relations in these states will serve to reveal alternatives that are rooted 

in other socio-cultural traditions and help to challenge the dominant normative principles. By virtue 

of investigating everyday practices, multiple forms of social organization, beliefs and values, the field 

of Social and Cultural Anthropology has an important role to play in this endeavour. 

In order to allow for an empirical investigation of the framework that permits different social actors 

to act jointly, ethnocentric assumptions and stereotypical presuppositions regarding civil society and 

good governance have to be scrutinized. Consequently, civil society is understood as ‘[...] the social 

structures occupying the space between the household and the state that enable people to co-

ordinate their management of resources and activities.’41 It is further defined as ‘[…] the space of 

uncoerced human association and also the set of relational networks – formed for the sake of family, 

faith, interest, and ideology – that fill this space.’42 Instead of reducing civil society to Western 

assumptions on democracy, the research project defines it as the sphere of everyday social practices 

and an area of negotiation, dynamics and innovation as well as the individual and collective 

engagement for the common good.43  

                                                           
40

  Hann, Chris / Dunn, Elizabeth (eds): Civil Society. Challenging Western Models, European Association 
of Social Anthropologists, London: Routledge, 1996. 

41
  Layton, Robert: Civil Society and Social Cohesion. A Reassessment, Max Planck Institute for Social 

Anthropology Working Papers, 2004, No. 63, p. 22. 
42

  Walzer, Michael (ed.): Toward a Global Civil Society, 2nd edn, Providence: Berghahn Books, 1998, p. 7. 
43

  Kocka, Jürgen: Zivilgesellschaft als historisches Problem und Versprechen, in: Hildermeier, Manfred / 
Kocka, Jürgen / Conrad, Christoph (eds): Europäische Zivilgesellschaft in Ost und West. Begriff, 
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3.2. Informal Social Networks. Do They Jeopardize or Enhance Democracy? 

Societies in Southeastern Europe are generally described as ‘low trust societies’,44 in which the 

degree of mistrust towards the state and political institutions is high, with trust being reserved for kin 

and close friends. A clear separation between the public (the state) and the private (the family) 

spheres is another distinctive feature of these societies.45 Informal social networks46 and clientelistic 

relations are highly relevant in the region and are said to foster nepotism, corruption, economic and 

political inefficiency, and a significant lack of civic engagement,47 hence jeopardizing modernization, 

democracy, rule of law, and a liberal market economy. Rather than merely dismissing these forms of 

social organization as harmful for the promotion of democracy, however, the research project takes 

a more nuanced view of informal social networks in the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina. These 

networks are primarily based on kinship, friendship, mutual aid, etc. and form the foundation for 

social relationships and civic engagement on the community level. In the same vein, Roth observes 

that the maintenance of dense and functioning informal social networks is a social and economic 

necessity and indispensable for managing everyday life.48 Indeed, in contrast to Western societies, 

the lines between public and private, good government, clientelism, patronage and corruption are 

drawn differently in various socio-cultural contexts. An analysis of informal social networks and their 

composition, maintenance, and role in everyday life will therefore reveal valuable information about 

the public’s attitudes toward the state, local and national politics, bottom-up processes of 

democratization and differing forms of civic engagement. Last but not least, this line of inquiry 

should also shed light on local conceptions of civil society and good governance. 

At the same time, the deterioration of the economic and socio-political situation for women and 

ethnic minority groups demands a critical reflection upon the process of democratization. The 

construction of the new socio-political order is an ongoing process that involves negotiations, 

conflicts and the (re)production of hegemonic structures and power relations.49 Special attention is 

therefore given to the question of how gender, ethnicity and other markers of identity, such as 

religion, kinship and social class, intersect in the creation of informal social networks and which 
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225. 
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groups of people are excluded from participation in these networks. Since gender and ethnicity are 

defined as underlying principles of social relations and networks, the research project will examine 

how informal social networks reproduce existing inequalities along gender and ethnic lines as well as 

the ways in which the concepts of civil society and good governance are mobilized to subvert the 

existing hegemonic structures and structural inequalities and to promote equality on the local level. 

3.3. Informal Social Networks. A ‘Glocal’ Field of Research 

The social practices and relations realized in informal social networks on the local level are 

embedded in a wider field of interaction with several major actors and macro-social processes, such 

as the social and economic consequences of the armed conflicts in the former Yugoslavia, the 

succeeding political transition in Serbia, and the democratization ‘industry’, which is dominated by a 

multitude of external stakeholders and Western ideology. Since these interactions are shaped by 

interdependencies and uneven power relations, they have far-reaching effects on social relations and 

informal social networks on the local level. It is therefore necessary to situate local events and 

processes in a wider regional, national, transnational and historical context; doing so will permit an 

examination of the links between different levels of organization and the dynamic changes to which 

informal social networks and the concepts of civil society and good governance are subjected. 

Informal social networks do not represent isolated and static entities but rather have to be seen as 

the products of various historical circumstances and ongoing events – changing authoritarian regimes, 

the Yugoslav Wars, flight and emigration, and the political transition – which have formed the 

specific regional and national context. Investigating the multiple forms of interaction, the 

consequences of the transformation process, external democracy assistance and transnational 

communities on local perceptions of civil society and good governance will be explored. Furthermore, 

the research project will highlight the possibilities and pitfalls these macro-social processes provide 

for the articulation of claims and the promotion of equality on the local level.  

3.4. Analyzing Democratization from Below. Implications of the Research Project 

By investigating conceptions of civil society and good governance in informal social networks in the 

Autonomous Province of Vojvodina, the research project contributes to a critical analysis of Serbia’s 

ongoing democratization process and the external democracy assistance being furnished by various 

stakeholders. Thus far, the promotion of democracy and civic engagement has been tantamount to 

the mere export of Western ideology and organizations, with blatant disregard for local history and 

socio-cultural realities. For this reason, the project centres on informal social networks in Vojvodina, 

which is regarded by international observers as a test case for Serbia’s successful democratization, 

and highlights the socio-cultural diversity of attitudes toward civic engagement and good governance. 

In this way, the research project contributes to a deeper understanding of the recent processes of 

transformation and democratization in Serbia and adds alternative conceptions to existing normative 

principles. The ‘close-up’ view, which is acquired by the anthropological method of field research, is 

especially valuable for obtaining insight into local realities. Furthermore, the integration of a 

gendered/ethnic perspective that takes the positive and negative attributes of the democratization 

process into account will address the multiple intersections between different markers of identity 

and enhance knowledge of how these interact in the transition of a post-socialist/post-conflict 

society. By considering the manifold interdependencies and power relations between the micro-
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social level and the large-scale processes on the national and transnational levels in the analysis, the 

research project helps to bridge the theoretical dichotomy between local and global spaces.  

4. Research Methods 

Exploring local conceptions of civil society and good governance and their mobilization for the 

promotion of equality along gender and ethnic lines in the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina, the 

present analysis focuses on the everyday practices and social relations that are realized in informal 

social networks. Social and Cultural Anthropology provides valuable insight into the variety of social 

forms and the different ways of organizing society. Its methodological strength is derived from 

qualitative data and a ‘close-up’ view50, which is achieved through fieldwork (ethnography). The 

qualitative data serve as an essential supplement to the statistical generalizations and abstract 

approaches of other disciplines.  

4.1. Constructing the Field 

Due to globalization and transnationalism, the dissolution of territorially bound fields of research has 

opened up the question of how to locate social and cultural processes.51 The present object of 

research is marked by its relative boundlessness arising from the complex interaction between the 

local level and macro-social processes, such as external democratization, the recent transition in 

Serbia and the existence of transnational networks of migration. Boissevain and Friedl point out that 

these macro-social processes have far-reaching effects on social relations and practices on the local 

level,52 whereas Kokot and Dracklé advocate looking beyond the community in order to integrate 

different dimensions of organization into anthropological analysis. 53  The multiple forms of 

interrelation will be taken into consideration in the construction of the field of research since the 

establishment and maintenance of informal social networks is not limited to a particular time or 

space.  

4.2. Social Network Theory 

The investigation of everyday practices and social relations in informal social networks is based on 

the network theory that has been influenced by British Social Anthropology. According to Schweizer, 

the social network analysis emphasizes the role of the individual as an agent of social relations and 

displays various areas of interaction and dynamic relationship patterns.54 Furthermore, the social 

networks analysis allows for a description of transformations in societies and helps to clarify the 
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interrelation between the micro- and macro-social levels.55 The present analysis of informal social 

networks in the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina will be based on the investigation of individuals, 

with emphasis on the net of social relationships these individuals maintain and reproduce. 

4.3. Grounded Theory  

The methodological approach is closely connected to the construction of the field of research and 

refers to the ‘grounded theory’ elaborated by Glaser and Strauss.56 This theory forms an elementary 

part of the spectrum of qualitative methods encompassing the entity of research and cognitive 

process in social science. It is based on theory ‘[…] that was derived from data, systematically 

gathered and analyzed through the research process. In this method, data collection, analysis, and 

eventual theory stand in close relationship to one another.’57 The inductive generation of concepts 

and constructs is already carried out during the field research stage, whereby the collection and 

evaluation of data happen simultaneously. According to Strauss, ‘theory derived from data is more 

likely to resemble the “reality” than is theory derived by putting together a series of concepts based 

on experience or solely through speculation.’58 

4.5. Ethnography 

Field research in the region of Novi Sad in the Autonomous Province of Vojvodina constitutes the 

core of the methodological approach for examining informal social networks and relationships. 

Consequently, the field research will be divided into two phases: an explorative phase and a 

problem-oriented phase. In the former, contact to key informants and institutions will be established 

and used in order to obtain a preliminary overview of the field of research; in this phase, potential 

interview partners will also be selected. The University of Novi Sad and the Panonija charitable 

association – a civil initiative in Novi Sad whose aim is to develop civil society on the local level – will 

be the starting point for contacting informants and for constructing the field of research. In the 

subsequent problem-oriented phase, informal conversations, interviews and participant observations 

will be conducted. On-site observation of everyday life and face-to-face-relationships with the 

informants in the field of research will provide invaluable insight into how socio-cultural phenomena 

are realized.59 Amit argues that ‘the strength of participant observation is the access it provides to 

lived experiences which incorporate but transcend language.’ 60  In addition, semi-structured 

interviews, including narrative elements, will be conducted with inhabitants in the region of Novi Sad. 

This type of interview allows for great flexibility in the formulation and sequence of questions and 

leaves room for individual narratives. These exchanges will serve to capture individual perspectives, 

interpretations, and strategies for action, while expert interviews with local politicians, democracy 
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practitioners and representatives from international/supranational organizations will furnish insights 

into the daily ‘routine’ of external democracy assistance, applied strategies, barriers and inherent 

values. 

In accordance with the principles of grounded theory, the evaluation of the data (‘theoretical coding’) 

is not realized independently from the sampling and collection of material. During the coding process, 

concepts and codes are assigned to the material. While these will be closely oriented toward the text 

at the beginning, they will be formulated in increasingly abstract terms during the coding process. 

Theoretical coding will thus entail a continuous comparison between single interviews, phenomena 

and concepts. 

 


