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Summary

This article explores the application of Realist theory in International Rela-
tions to Serbia’s foreign policy, with a focus on President Aleksandar Vuci¢’s
2023 speech at the United Nations General Assembly. The speech, which em-
phasizes state sovereignty, territorial integrity, and national interest, is ana-
lyzed through a Realist lens, highlighting Serbia’s diplomatic balancing act
between the European Union, Russia, and China. The study examines how
Serbia navigates competing global interests while defending its territorial
claims, particularly in Kosovo. By employing diplomacy as a tool for sur-
vival, Vuci¢’s approach demonstrates core Realist principles such as power
politics, the limits of international law, and the pursuit of national interests in
a multipolar world. The article also discusses the challenges Serbia faces in
maintaining this strategic balance amidst evolving global power dynamics.
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I. Introduction

Diplomacy, sovereignty, and Realism in International Relations (IR) are central to
understanding the foreign policies of nations, particularly those that find themselves
at geopolitical crossroads — like Serbia. As the country navigates its position with-
in a complex and shifting global order, these concepts shape its interactions with
both regional and global powers. Realism, which underscores the anarchic nature of
the international system and the importance of state sovereignty and national inte-
rest, provides a useful lens through which to assess Serbia’s foreign policy. This is
particularly relevant in the context of Serbia’s ongoing struggle over Kosovo, a re-
gion whose independence remains a point of contention for the Serbian government
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and its people (Caratan, 1999; Vulovié¢, 2023; Jovanovi¢ and Cook, 2019; Vuceti¢,
2021).

Aleksandar Vuci¢’s 2023 address at the 78th session of the United Nations
General Assembly reflects the key themes of diplomacy and sovereignty within a
Realist framework. Delivered at a time of heightened global instability (marked by
conflicts such as the war in Ukraine), Vuci¢’s speech underscores Serbia’s determi-
nation to maintain its territorial integrity, particularly in relation to Kosovo, and to
protect its national interests in an increasingly multipolar world (Vuci¢, 2023). In
his speech, Vuci¢ accused powerful Western nations of selectively applying interna-
tional law, particularly in relation to Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 2008,
while ignoring the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity that they claim
to uphold in other contexts, such as Ukraine.

This article aims to explore Vuci¢’s speech through the theoretical lens of Re-
alism, assessing how it reflects the core tenets of the theory, including state sove-
reignty, power politics, and diplomacy. By focusing on Serbia’s pragmatic foreign
policy — one that seeks to balance relationships with the European Union, Rus-
sia, China, and the United States — the article will analyze how Serbia’s leaders
have navigated international pressures while striving to uphold national sovereign-
ty. Moreover, Vuci¢’s speech provides a significant case study in how smaller states
can engage in Realist strategies to protect their interests in a global system domi-
nated by great powers (Mearsheimer, 2001; Gilpin, 1981).

The central argument of this article is that Aleksandar Vuci¢’s 2023 speech at
the UN General Assembly exemplifies the key principles of Realism in IR theory.
Through his defense of Serbia’s sovereignty and critique of Western double stand-
ards regarding Kosovo’s independence, Vuci¢ highlights the country’s pragmatic
approach to foreign policy. His emphasis on maintaining diplomatic relations with
both Western and Eastern powers while asserting Serbia’s national interest reflects
Realism’s focus on power politics, survival, and the limitations of international law
in an anarchic world (Kennan, 1951; Krasner, 1999). Serbia’s foreign policy, as ar-
ticulated in the speech, is a strategic balancing act that aims to maximize its national
interest while minimizing the risks posed by larger, more powerful states.

The significance of studying Vuci¢’s speech and Serbia’s foreign policy lies in
the speech’s relevance to current European and Balkan geopolitics. Positioned be-
tween East and West, Serbia plays a key role in regional stability and global power
dynamics. Understanding Serbia’s foreign policy, especially its relations with the
EU, Russia, and China, is essential for grasping broader international trends shaped
by power politics and Realist theory (Hudson, 2019; Gaji¢ and Jankovi¢, 2012).
Serbia’s refusal to recognize Kosovo’s independence remains central to its foreign
policy. Vuci¢’s speech highlights the Kosovo conflict and its implications for in-
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ternational law and territorial integrity. Vuci¢’s critique of Western intervention in
Kosovo reflects the Realist belief that powerful states act in self-interest, often ig-
noring international norms (Morgenthau, 1948; Krasner, 1999). Studying Serbia’s
foreign policy through Realism offers insights into how smaller states navigate an
international system dominated by great powers. Serbia’s striving both to attain EU
membership and to preserve ties with Russia and China demonstrates the flexibility
needed for smaller states to protect their interests in a multipolar world (Kostovi-
cova, 2005). Vuci¢’s speech showcases Serbia’s balancing act, aligning with Realist
principles of national interest and survival over ideological commitments (Waltz,
1979; Mearsheimer, 2001).

II. Theoretical Framework — Realism in International Relations

Realism is a foundational theory in IR, focusing on state behavior in an anarchic
international system. Realists believe that the absence of an overarching authority
forces states to prioritize survival through self-help (Waltz, 1979). States, as the pri-
mary actors, act in self-interest, prioritizing security and sovereignty (Morgenthau,
1948; Glaser, 1997). Key concepts in Realism include the anarchic structure of
global politics, where states must rely on their own resources for security. This leads
to “self-help” strategies, as states cannot fully trust others and must focus on their
own survival (Waltz, 1979).

State sovereignty is critical in Realist thought, emphasizing the need for states
to control their territory without external interference, making conflicts like Serbia’s
with Kosovo central to Realist analysis (Krasner, 1999). National interest, another
key concept, drives state behavior, as states seek to maximize power, often result-
ing in conflict (Mearsheimer, 2001). The balance of power emerges from this com-
petition, where states aim to prevent any single state from gaining too much power
(Carr, 1939). Survival, the ultimate goal of states, leads them to prioritize military
power and alliances as necessary tools for maintaining security (Waltz, 1979).

Sovereignty is fundamental to Realist theory. It asserts a state’s right to go-
vern itself without interference, essential for survival in an anarchic system (Kras-
ner, 1999). Serbia’s struggle over Kosovo highlights this focus, as Vuci¢ stressed in
his 2023 UN speech that maintaining territorial borders is vital to Serbia’s national
identity and survival (Vuci¢, 2023). In Realist theory, national interest, often cen-
tered on security and power, is pursued irrespective of moral considerations (Mor-
genthau, 1948). Serbia’s foreign policy, balancing relations with the EU, Russia,
and China, reflects a pragmatic approach to securing strategic advantages and mini-
mizing external influence.

In Realist theory, diplomacy is interpreted through different lenses depending
on the strand of realist theory applied. Classical realists, such as Hans Morgenthau
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and Henry Kissinger, emphasize the political and psychological nature of power
and view diplomacy as a vital tool for navigating the inherent conflictual tendencies
of human nature and international politics. For them, diplomacy is a means of ma-
naging temporary peace or securing advantageous outcomes in an anarchic world,
but it is approached with caution due to its perceived fragility in the absence of a
stable balance of power (Kissinger, 1994; Morgenthau, 1948). By contrast, Neore-
alists, most notably Kenneth Waltz, treat diplomacy as largely peripheral to their
structural analysis, which focuses on the international system’s anarchic nature and
the distribution of material capabilities among states. In Neorealist terms, diplo-
macy and foreign-policy decisions are behaviors at the unit level and therefore not
central to explaining systemic outcomes (Waltz, 1979).

Despite these theoretical distinctions, Serbia’s foreign policy under Vuci¢ can
be interpreted through a Realist lens as a form of strategic pragmatism. Vuci¢’s
diplomatic balancing act (engaging simultaneously with the European Union, Rus-
sia, and China) demonstrates a classical Realist orientation, in which diplomacy is
deployed to maximize Serbia’s national interest and safeguard its sovereignty amid
regional and global pressures. Rather than seeking cooperation for its own sake,
Serbia engages in diplomacy that reflects calculated assessments of shifting power
dynamics (Naumkina et al., 2023; Chen et al., 2021; Powell, 1991). This approach
underscores the classical Realist belief in the fragility and instrumental nature of
alliances.

Moreover, Vuci¢’s public criticism of international institutions and law — par-
ticularly in relation to Kosovo — reinforces the Realist skepticism toward liberal in-
ternationalism. His argument that powerful Western states manipulate legal norms
to suit their strategic goals aligns with the classical and neoclassical Realist view
that international institutions, including the United Nations, are often powerless
to constrain the behavior of hegemonic actors (Mearsheimer, 1994; Vuci¢, 2023).
While diplomacy itself is not exclusive to Realist theory (and is more centrally
theorized in English School scholarship), it is nonetheless consistent with Realist
practice when used as a tool to assert sovereignty and secure material or political
advantage in a competitive international order.

Realism thus offers a framework for understanding Serbia’s foreign policy,
particularly in its struggle over Kosovo and its diplomatic relations between global
powers. The emphasis on sovereignty, national interest, and the limitations of diplo-
macy underscores Serbia’s power-oriented approach to its international relations.

In this analysis, we employ qualitative content analysis against the theoretical
backdrop of IR theory, specifically focusing on Realism as the guiding framework.
Our methodological approach involves systematically identifying and interpreting
key themes in Aleksandar Vuci¢’s 2023 UN General Assembly speech, assessing



Croatian Political Science Review, Vol. 62, No. 2, 2025, pp. 107-127 111

how they align with the fundamental principles of Realism, such as state sove-
reignty, national interest, power politics, and the anarchic nature of the international
system. This allows us to critically evaluate how Serbia’s foreign-policy rhetoric re-
flects established Realist assumptions and strategic imperatives. The study follows
a theory-driven qualitative approach, using contextual discourse analysis to exa-
mine Vuci¢’s rhetorical choices, political messaging, and framing of international
relations. By comparing these elements to Realist thought, we establish analytical
criteria for assessing the role of power, diplomacy, and territorial integrity in Ser-
bia’s foreign-policy discourse. Additionally, we consider how Vuci¢’s speech fits
within broader Serbian diplomatic strategies and geopolitical alignments, ensuring
a structured interpretation of their significance. This method allows us to combine
textual analysis with theoretical insights, offering a comprehensive examination of
Serbia’s positioning in global affairs.

II1. Serbia’s Historical Geopolitical Context

The dissolution of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s drastically altered Serbia’s geopo-
litical landscape. As the dominant republic in Yugoslavia, Serbia faced the breakup
of the federation and the Yugoslav Wars, leading to the independence of Slovenia,
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Macedonia (Ginieczki, 2020; Moon, 2018).
This fragmentation, especially the Kosovo issue, deeply impacted Serbia’s nation-
al identity and foreign policy. The Kosovo conflict, rooted in the ethnic Albanian
majority’s quest for independence, remains a core challenge for Serbia. Its refusal
to recognize Kosovo’s 2008 declaration of independence is tied to its emphasis on
sovereignty and territorial integrity (Bieber, 2015; Rrahmani and Bushi, 2003). Ser-
bia’s focus on preventing Kosovo’s global international recognition reflects Realist
principles that prioritize national borders and sovereignty.

Serbia’s post-communist transition was marked by instability, isolation, and
sanctions due to its involvement in the Yugoslav Wars and the misuse of power by
Slobodan Milosevi¢’s regime; Vuci¢ himself was the Minister of Information dur-
ing that time, which was marked by severe attacks on press freedoms (Jovanovic,
2019). After Milosevi¢’s fall in 2000, Serbia sought reintegration into the interna-
tional community, although Kosovo remained a key issue in its relations with West-
ern powers. Since the 2000s, Serbia has aimed to join the European Union, with
EU membership offering a framework for political and economic reforms (Kos-
tovicova, 2008). The 2008 Stabilization and Association Agreement was a key step
toward EU integration. However, normalization of relations with Kosovo remains
a prerequisite for accession, as highlighted by the 2013 Brussels Agreement. Serbia
also faces challenges resulting from its attempts to balance its EU ambitions with
close ties to Russia and China, key allies providing political and economic support,
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especially regarding Kosovo (Bieber and Tzifakis, 2019). While EU membership
offers economic and political stability, Serbia’s partnerships with Russia and China
complicate full alignment with EU norms (Keil, 2016).

NATO’s 1999 intervention in Kosovo continues to shape Serbia’s foreign po-
licy. The bombing, aimed at stopping human-rights abuses, led to significant anti-
Western sentiment and reinforced Serbia’s view of NATO as an aggressor (Daalder
and O’Hanlon, 2004). Vuci¢ has criticized the intervention as a violation of interna-
tional law, a view that shapes Serbia’s reluctance to fully engage with NATO (Vucic,
2023). Serbia’s limited cooperation with NATO, through the Partnership for Peace
program, reflects its pragmatic approach to international security (Keil, 2016). Ser-
bia’s closer ties with Russia are also rooted in shared opposition to NATO’s actions
in 1999, with Russia providing diplomatic support on the Kosovo issue. This reli-
ance on Russia limits Serbia’s full integration with Western institutions like the EU
and NATO (Bieber, 2020). Serbia’s foreign policy is shaped by the dissolution of
Yugoslavia, the Kosovo conflict, and the 1999 NATO intervention. While EU mem-
bership remains a key goal, Serbia’s relationships with Russia and China, along with
the legacy of NATO’s intervention, influence its diplomatic strategy and complicate
its efforts to fully align with Western powers.

IV. Vuci¢’s UN Address from a Realist Interpretation

The decision to analyze Aleksandar Vuci¢’s speech at the 2023 United Nations Ge-
neral Assembly stems from its rarity and significance within the broader context of
Serbian foreign policy. Unlike his frequent addresses to the Serbian public (he en-
gages with domestic political issues almost daily — in 2024, he reached a record of
over 300 public outings, prompting Bosnjakovi¢ to say that he is “never leaving the
screen”; Bosnjakovi¢, 2024), Vuci¢ rarely speaks directly to the international com-
munity in such a high-profile, multilateral setting. His speech at the UN represents
one of the few occasions where he articulated Serbia’s foreign-policy stance before
a global audience, making it an important moment for assessing the country’s in-
ternational positioning and strategic messaging. This speech is particularly repre-
sentative of Serbia’s foreign policy because it encapsulates key themes that have
defined its diplomatic approach in recent years: the defense of territorial integrity,
skepticism toward Western interventionism, and the pursuit of a balanced foreign
policy between East and West. Vuci¢’s remarks reflect the core tenets of Realism
in IR, emphasizing state sovereignty, national interest, and power politics. His cri-
tique of selective applications of international law, particularly regarding Kosovo
and NATO’s 1999 intervention, aligns with the Realist assertion that international
norms are often shaped by the strategic interests of great powers rather than by uni-
versal principles.
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Furthermore, Vuci¢’s speech should not be viewed in isolation, but rather as
part of Serbia’s broader diplomatic strategy. Over the past decade, Serbia has sought
to maintain a delicate balancing act: aspiring toward EU membership while foster-
ing strong ties with Russia and China (Vucéi¢, 2020; Petrovic and Wilson, 2021;
Stepaniuk, 2024). This dual approach is evident in Vuci¢’s speech, in which he re-
affirms Serbia’s commitment to sovereignty and territorial integrity while signal-
ing readiness for dialogue and cooperation. By delivering such a message on the
global stage, Vuci¢ reinforces Serbia’s long-term strategy of maximizing its diplo-
matic leverage while resisting pressures to fully align with any single geopolitical
bloc. His UN address thus serves as a crucial case study for understanding Serbia’s
evolving role in international politics and the application of Realist principles in its
foreign policy.

Overview of Vuci¢'s Key Arguments

Vuci¢’s 2023 speech at the UN General Assembly highlighted several key themes,
including territorial integrity, the importance of sovereignty, and the hypocrisy of
international actors, especially Western powers. Central to his address was Serbia’s
long-standing refusal to recognize Kosovo’s independence, which Vuci¢ framed
as an infringement on Serbia’s sovereignty and a violation of the United Nations
Charter. “The attempt of cutting my country into pieces, that had formally started
in 2008 by the unilateral declaration of independence of so-called Kosovo, has not
ended yet”, he declared, emphasizing that this violation of international law was a
precursor to broader global issues (Vucic, 2023). Moreover, Vucic criticized the in-
ternational community for what he perceived as double standards in applying the
principles of international law. He pointed to NATO’s intervention in Kosovo in
1999, which occurred without UN Security Council approval, as a direct violation
of Serbia’s sovereignty. “For the first time, unprecedented in world history, the most
powerful 19 countries made the decision, without involvement of the UN Securi-
ty Council... to brutally attack and punish a sovereign country on European soil”,
Vuci¢ said, highlighting the inconsistency between the Western powers’ actions in
Serbia and their stance on sovereignty in other conflicts, such as Ukraine (ibid.).

Through these arguments, Vuci¢ positioned Serbia as a defender of internation-
al law, calling for respect for the UN Charter and advocating for a consistent appli-
cation of legal principles. He further emphasized the need for dialogue and peaceful
resolutions to disputes, aligning with the Realist notion that diplomacy should be
in the service of national interest. Vuci¢’s address at the UN is a compelling case
study of how Realist theory informs Serbia’s foreign policy. Realism, as a school
of thought in IR, asserts that the international system is anarchic, with no central
authority to enforce rules or norms. As a result, states act primarily in self-interest,
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seeking to secure their sovereignty and enhance their power in a competitive inter-
national environment (Waltz, 1979). Vuci¢’s speech, with its focus on sovereignty,
territorial integrity, and power dynamics, resonates with these core Realist ideas.

All of this comes with the backdrop of media control, erosion of democracy,
and excessive control of the media, for which Vuci¢ has been accused numerous
times, and which has been explored in scholarship (Russell, 2019; Jovanovi¢, 2018;
Lutovac, 2020). This work, however, concentrates on his speech.

State Sovereignty and the Kosovo Issue

One of the central themes of Vuci¢’s speech was the defense of Serbian sovereignty,
particularly concerning Kosovo. Realism places a strong emphasis on state sove-
reignty, viewing it as the foundation of international order. Sovereignty, in the Re-
alist framework, is the ultimate expression of a state’s power and autonomy, and
any threat to it is seen as an existential danger. Vuci¢ repeatedly framed the Kosovo
issue as a violation of Serbia’s sovereignty, stating that “precisely the violation of
the UN Charter in the case of Serbia was one of the visible precursors of numerous
problems we are all facing today” (Vuci¢, 2023).

For Realists, protection of state sovereignty is paramount because it ensures a
state’s ability to act independently and secure its national interests (Agnew, 2005;
Albekov et al., 2014; Moses, 2012). Vuci¢’s unwavering stance on Kosovo reflects
this Realist priority. In his view, Kosovo’s independence was not only an infringe-
ment on Serbia’s territorial integrity but also a broader challenge to the principle
of sovereignty that underpins the international system. This Realist interpretation
of sovereignty aligns with Hans Morgenthau’s assertion that states must prioritize
their territorial integrity and protect themselves from external encroachments re-
gardless of moral or ideological considerations (Morgenthau, 1948).

Critique of Western Powers

Vucic¢’s speech also contained a sharp critique of Western powers, particularly their
selective application of international law. He accused these nations of employing
double standards, upholding the principles of sovereignty and territorial integrity in
some cases — such as Ukraine — while disregarding them in others, such as Kosovo.
“They didn’t laugh out loud when the Russian President used the very same words,
justifying his attack against Ukraine. They forgot that they themselves had used
the same narrative, the same words, and the same explanations”, Vuci¢ remarked,
drawing a parallel between NATO’s intervention in Serbia and Russia’s actions in
Ukraine (Vuci¢, 2023).

This critique reflects a Realist skepticism toward moralism and the pursuit of
justice in international relations. Realists argue that international law and norms are
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often tools used by powerful states to advance their own interests, rather than ob-
jective principles applied consistently (Morgenthau, 1948). Vuci¢’s argument un-
derscores this Realist perspective, as he accuses the West of manipulating legal
principles to justify military interventions that serve their strategic goals. For exam-
ple, NATO’s 1999 intervention in Kosovo was justified by some on humanitarian
grounds, but Vuci¢ argues that it was a blatant violation of Serbia’s sovereignty and
an act of aggression by powerful Western states.

Security Dilemmas and International Conflict

Another important Realist concept that is evident in Vuci¢’s speech is the security
dilemma, which arises when one state’s efforts to enhance its security inadvertently
threaten the security of others, leading to a cycle of mistrust and potential conflict
(Mitzen, 2006; Glaser, 1997; Jervis, 1978). Vuci¢ alluded to this dynamic when he
criticized NATO’s intervention in Kosovo and drew parallels with Russia’s actions
in Ukraine. “Even though Serbia had not stepped its foot in the territory of some
other country, nor jeopardized its existence, 24 years ago, the most powerful and the
strongest 19 had no mercy for small Serbia”, Vucic¢ said, highlighting how Serbia’s
actions were perceived as a threat by NATO, prompting a military intervention that
destabilized the region (Vuci¢, 2023).

From a Realist perspective, NATO’s 1999 intervention in Kosovo reflects the
asymmetries of power that shape international behavior rather than the dynamics of
a classical security dilemma. Vuci¢’s comparison of NATO’s actions with Russia’s
intervention in Ukraine should not be read as a demonstration of mutual insecurity
between states, but rather as a critique of the selective application of international
norms by powerful actors. His framing underscores the Realist insight that interna-
tional law is often subordinated to the interests of hegemonic states, who justify in-
terventions when it serves their strategic purposes while condemning similar beha-
vior by their rivals. Vuci¢’s remarks — highlighting that “they themselves had used
the same narrative” (ibid.) — point to the inconsistency with which principles such
as sovereignty and territorial integrity are applied, reinforcing Serbia’s marginal po-
sition in a system dominated by great power prerogatives.

Additionally, while Vuci¢’s appeal to diplomacy and negotiation might at first
appear to diverge from Realist orthodoxy, it can still be interpreted within a Real-
ist framework. Realists do not reject diplomacy; rather, they understand it as a tool
wielded instrumentally in pursuit of state interests within an anarchic and com-
petitive environment (Waltz, 1979; Morgenthau, 1948). Vuci¢’s call for consistent
principles (““We did not change the principles for the purpose of daily politics and
our own needs”) functions as a diplomatic strategy aimed at shoring up Serbia’s
international legitimacy without ceding sovereignty. His emphasis is not a moral
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commitment to peaceful resolution per se, but a tactical assertion of Serbia’s rights
within a system where military options are constrained and soft power must be leve-
raged to protect core interests. This calculated use of diplomatic rhetoric to push
back against perceived double standards reflects Realist pragmatism, not idealism.

Diplomacy and National Interest

Vuci¢’s call for dialogue and negotiation as a means to resolve disputes aligns with
the Realist understanding of diplomacy as a tool for protecting national interests. In
his speech, Vuci¢ emphasized Serbia’s commitment to dialogue, particularly in its
relations with Kosovo, but also in the broader context of international diplomacy.
He highlighted Serbia’s willingness to engage with international actors, including
the European Union, to find peaceful solutions to disputes: “Serbia remains com-
mitted to this process in the aim of providing peaceful coexistence of Serbs and Al-
banians. There is no alternative to peace and stability in the region” (Vuci¢, 2023).

For Realists, diplomacy is a critical means of securing a state’s national inter-
est in an anarchic world where power dynamics are constantly shifting. States en-
gage in diplomacy not out of a desire for cooperation per se, but because it allows
them to advance their own interests while avoiding unnecessary conflicts (Khadafi
et al., 2023). Vuci¢’s speech reflects a Realist approach, as he called for peaceful
dialogue while emphasizing the need to protect Serbia’s sovereignty and national
interests. His focus on diplomacy as a means of managing conflict also aligns with
Realist views on the balance between cooperation and competition in international
relations (Kissinger, 1994). Additionally, Vuci¢’s efforts to position Serbia as a neu-
tral actor, maintaining relationships with both Western and Eastern powers, dem-
onstrate a Realist understanding of the importance of balancing alliances to secure
national interests. While Serbia seeks EU membership, it also maintains close ties
with Russia and China, reflecting a pragmatic approach to foreign policy that pri-
oritizes Serbia’s security and economic interests over ideological alignment. “Ser-
bia will cherish its big and traditional friendships in all continents”, Vuci¢ stated,
underscoring the country’s diplomatic strategy of maintaining strong relationships
with diverse international actors (Vuci¢, 2023).

V. Serbia’s Diplomatic Balancing Act

Serbia’s foreign policy strategy reflects a careful diplomatic balancing act, as it
navigates relationships with both Western and Eastern powers in an increasingly
polarized global environment (Nexon, 2009; Ryser, 2014; Bock and Hennenberg,
2013). While Serbia pursues EU membership, it simultaneously seeks to maintain
strong ties with Russia and China, leveraging these alliances to bolster its security
and economic interests. This approach is firmly grounded in Realist principles, as
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Serbia prioritizes its national interest and sovereignty while carefully managing
power dynamics in the international system.

Serbia’s Relations with the European Union

Serbia’s relationship with the European Union has been one of cautious engage-
ment. On the one hand, EU membership offers significant economic and political
benefits, including access to the single market, development funds, and greater po-
litical stability (Mitrovi¢, 2021). On the other hand, Serbia’s historical, cultural, and
economic ties to Russia and China have prevented it from fully aligning with the
West (Brki¢, 2023). This pragmatic approach to foreign policy reflects a Realist un-
derstanding of the international system, where states prioritize their national interest
and pursue alliances that maximize their security and economic benefits.

Serbia has been a candidate for EU membership since 2012, and negotiations
officially began in 2014. However, the process has been slow and fraught with
challenges, particularly regarding the Kosovo issue (Hajrullahu, 2019; Obradovi¢-
Wochnik and Wochnik, 2012). The EU has made it clear that Serbia must normalize
relations with Kosovo, a condition that has proven difficult for Serbia to meet. De-
spite this obstacle, Serbia remains committed to the accession process. In his 2023
UN speech, Vuci¢ reaffirmed Serbia’s commitment to EU integration, stating that
“Serbia is on its European path, ready to change, reform itself and make progress”
(Vuci¢, 2023).

Serbia’s engagement with the EU can be interpreted through a Realist lens as a
pragmatic strategy to ensure economic development and political stability. By pursu-
ing EU membership, Serbia seeks to enhance its economic growth and improve its in-
ternational standing, all while retaining its sovereignty and autonomy. This pragmatic
approach is consistent with the Realist focus on national interest and the strategic
use of diplomacy to advance state goals (Rice, 2008; Ogunseye, 2023). At the same
time, Serbia’s reluctance to fully break ties with Russia and China reflects its desire
to maintain flexibility in its foreign policy and avoid over-reliance on any single bloc.

Realist Interpretation of Serbia s Pragmatic Approach

Serbia’s foreign policy is characterized by what scholars refer to as “multi-vector
diplomacy”, where it pursues diverse alliances and avoids rigid alignment with any
one power (Stanojevi¢, 2025). This is particularly evident in its relations with the
EU, Russia, and China. While Serbia is keen to join the EU, it has also maintained
strong political, economic, and military ties with Russia, a country that provides
significant support for Serbia on the Kosovo issue. China, too, is an increasingly
important partner, with large-scale investments in Serbia’s infrastructure through
the Belt and Road Initiative.
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This balancing act is a hallmark of Realist diplomacy, where states seek to
maximize their security and autonomy by aligning with multiple powers rather than
becoming dependent on a single hegemon (Mearsheimer, 2001). By engaging with
both the EU and its traditional allies, Serbia increases its bargaining power, which
allows it to extract concessions from both sides while minimizing the risks of iso-
lation. Vuci¢’s speech reflects this approach, as he emphasized Serbia’s ability to
maintain relations with diverse actors, stating that “Serbia will cherish its big and
traditional friendships in all continents” (Vuci¢, 2023).

Serbia s Traditional Alliances

One of the defining features of Serbia’s foreign policy is its long-standing relation-
ship with Russia (Aghayev, 2017; Aleksa, 2018). Historically, Serbia and Russia
share deep cultural, religious, and political ties, with both nations identifying as
Slavic and Orthodox Christian. Russia has been a key supporter of Serbia’s stance
on Kosovo, using its veto power in the United Nations Security Council to block
Kosovo’s full international recognition. This support has been invaluable to Serbia,
as it seeks to prevent further erosion of its territorial integrity. In return, Serbia has
maintained a pro-Russian stance on several international issues, including its refusal
to join Western sanctions against Russia following the annexation of Crimea in 2014.

From a Realist perspective, Serbia’s close relationship with Russia is a strate-
gic alliance that enhances Serbia’s security and diplomatic leverage. In an interna-
tional system where power is distributed unevenly, small and medium-sized states
like Serbia often align with more powerful states to secure protection and support.
For Serbia, Russia serves as a counterbalance to Western pressure, particularly re-
garding Kosovo. As Vuci¢ noted in his UN address, “Serbia has not stepped its foot
in the territory of some other country, nor jeopardized its existence”, highlighting
Serbia’s need to defend its territorial integrity against external threats (Vuéi¢, 2023).

In addition to its relationship with Russia, Serbia has also cultivated strong ties
with China. Over the past decade, China has emerged as one of Serbia’s most impor-
tant economic partners, investing heavily in infrastructure, energy, and telecommu-
nications. The Belt and Road Initiative has been a key driver of Chinese investment
in Serbia, with major projects including the construction of highways, railways, and
power plants (Stojanovic¢-Visi¢ et al., 2023). These investments have provided Ser-
bia with much-needed economic development and positioned the country as a key
hub in China’s efforts to expand its influence in Europe.

For Serbia, the relationship with China offers both economic and strategic be-
nefits. Economically, Chinese investment has helped modernize Serbia’s infrastruc-
ture and boost its GDP. Strategically, China provides Serbia with an alternative to
the West, allowing it to diversify its alliances and avoid over-dependence on the
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EU. From a Realist perspective, this relationship enhances Serbia’s autonomy by
providing it with multiple sources of economic and political support (Keil, 2016).
As aresult, Serbia can resist Western pressure on issues like Kosovo while continu-
ing to pursue its national interest.

VI. Kosovo, Diplomacy, and Realism: Serbia’s Strategic Imperatives
in a Fractured International Order

Kosovo’s 2008 unilateral declaration of independence remains one of the most sig-
nificant and contested developments in post-Cold War international relations. For
Serbia, the issue is not merely territorial, but indeed existential: touching on sover-
eignty, national identity, and legal legitimacy. From a Realist perspective, this conflict
demonstrates how international law is often subordinate to geopolitical interests and
how diplomacy, though essential for smaller states like Serbia, is constrained by the
power politics of the global system (Sterio, 2008; Vidmar, 2009; Muharremi, 2008).

The Kosovo Issue — Law, Power, and Identity

Kosovo’s declaration of independence on February 17, 2008, was the culmination
of a protracted conflict rooted in the disintegration of Yugoslavia and exacerbated
by the ethnic tensions between Albanians and Serbs. NATO’s intervention in 1999,
without United Nations Security Council authorization, marked a watershed in in-
ternational law and order (Krieger, 2001; IICK, 2000). After nearly a decade of UN
administration, Kosovo’s ethnic Albanian leaders declared independence, a move
rapidly recognized by many Western states.

Legally, the International Court of Justice’s 2010 opinion stating that the decla-
ration did not violate international law (ICJ, 2010) brought little resolution. Serbia
continues to contest the legality and legitimacy of Kosovo’s independence. Vuci¢’s
2023 UN General Assembly speech reiterated this defiance: “The attempt of cut-
ting my country into pieces... has not ended yet” (Vuci¢, 2023). In Serbian Realist
thought, Kosovo is a red line; its secession represents not just territorial loss but a
challenge to the norms of sovereignty and non-intervention that Serbia holds essen-
tial for its survival (Krasner, 2002; Koskenniemi, 2006).

Diplomacy as Realist Strategy

Diplomacy, while often idealized in Liberal and Constructivist paradigms, is for
Realists a tool of strategic necessity rather than normative virtue. Vuc¢i¢’s foreign
policy, guided by the legacy of the “Four Pillars” doctrine (Gaji¢ and Jankovic,
2012), illustrates this. In his speech, Vuci¢ lamented the global marginalization of
peace and the selective morality of powerful states: “Peace has become a forbidden
word... all of them have their favorites and their culprits” (Vuci¢, 2023).
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Serbia’s diplomatic outreach aims to preserve its strategic autonomy. While as-
piring to join the EU for economic and institutional benefits, Serbia simultaneously
cultivates ties with Russia and China to offset Western conditionalities. As Bieber
(2020) observes, this multi-vector diplomacy allows Serbia to avoid becoming a
satellite of any single bloc.

Particularly on the Kosovo issue, Serbia has used diplomacy to build coalitions
that resist Kosovo’s international recognition. Russia and China’s support in the UN
Security Council has been critical, though Realists recognize that this support is
rooted not in principle, but in mutual strategic interest. Serbia’s persistence in fram-
ing Kosovo as a global legal issue rather than a Balkan dispute aims to internationa-
lize its position while minimizing unilateral Western pressures.

The Limits of Diplomacy in a Hierarchical World

Despite its utility, Serbia’s diplomacy faces intrinsic limits in an anarchic system.
The recognition of Kosovo by over 100 states (most of them Western-aligned) de-
monstrates how global power asymmetries restrict what smaller states can accom-
plish through negotiation (Fidler, 2011). The EU has made the normalization of
relations with Kosovo a condition for Serbia’s accession, putting the country in a
dilemma between sovereign principles and integration goals.

In this geopolitical context, Vuci¢’s emphasis on diplomacy serves a dual pur-
pose: it projects Serbia as a reasonable actor while reinforcing its moral and legal
position. Yet, as Mearsheimer (1994) reminds us, diplomacy succeeds only when
backed by power. Vuci¢ himself acknowledged this imbalance in his UN address,
noting that Serbia’s calls for legal consistency were ignored while great powers
rewrote the rules: “When one follows such politics, when there is no morality in
the world politics, then it is clear that we are about to enter... big conflicts” (Vucié,
2023). In Kosovo, Serbia sees not only a legal dispute but a battlefield of legitimacy
and geopolitical standing. Through its diplomacy, Serbia strives to keep its options
open in a world where small states must maneuver carefully. The limits of interna-
tional law and diplomacy, shaped by the asymmetry of power, confirm the enduring
relevance of Realism for understanding Serbia’s foreign policy and, more broadly,
the constraints faced by states outside the circle of global hegemons.

VII. Conclusion — Serbia’s Realist Approach in a Multipolar World

Aleksandar Vuci¢’s 2023 address at the United Nations General Assembly serves as
a compelling example of Realist principles in action within Serbia’s foreign policy.
His speech emphasized the protection of state sovereignty, the pursuit of national
interest, and a pragmatic approach to diplomacy amidst the power dynamics of a
multipolar world. These core tenets of Realism — particularly the focus on power
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politics and the inherent competition among states — are evident in Serbia’s ongo-
ing efforts to navigate between competing global interests, particularly as it balan-
ces its relationships with the European Union and traditional allies such as Russia
and China. Serbia’s diplomatic strategy reflects a nuanced understanding of Real-
ist thought, especially in how smaller states can assert their sovereignty in a world
dominated by more powerful actors.

Vuci¢’s UN address emphasizes Serbia’s commitment to defending its sove-
reignty and territorial integrity, particularly concerning Kosovo. This reflects the
Realist view that states must protect their territorial integrity for survival in an an-
archic system (Waltz, 1979). Kosovo’s 2008 declaration of independence remains
central to Serbia’s foreign policy, which Vuci¢ frames as a violation of international
law (Vuci¢, 2023). This aligns with Realist assertions that international law is often
subordinate to power politics (Mearsheimer, 1994).

He critiques the inconsistent application of international law by Western po-
wers, particularly regarding Kosovo and Ukraine, emphasizing how great po-
wers manipulate international law to suit their interests (Koskenniemi, 2006; Vuci¢,
2023). Serbia’s foreign policy balances EU aspirations with strong ties to Russia
and China, reflecting its use of alliances to maximize security (Waltz, 1979).

Serbia’s foreign policy will likely continue balancing relationships with the
EU, Russia, and China. EU membership remains a key goal, but the unresolved Ko-
sovo issue complicates Serbia’s accession prospects. Vuci¢ stresses Serbia’s refusal
to recognize Kosovo’s independence, framing it as an issue of sovereignty. Serbia’s
ties with Russia and China provide economic and diplomatic support, particularly
regarding Kosovo, but complicate its relations with the EU. As global power dy-
namics shift, Serbia may face pressure to align more closely with the West, particu-
larly amid rising tensions with Russia. Vuci¢’s pragmatic diplomacy will be crucial
in navigating these challenges (Bieber, 2020, p. 78).

Serbia’s foreign policy exemplifies how smaller states navigate a system do-
minated by great powers. Realist theory argues that smaller states enhance secu-
rity and autonomy by forming alliances and engaging in multilateral diplomacy
(Waltz, 1979). Vuci¢’s focus on multilateral diplomacy, seen in Serbia’s participa-
tion in the UN and the Open Balkan Initiative, reflects this strategy. However, alli-
ances with great powers often pose challenges, as their interests may not align with
those of smaller states. Serbia’s alignment with Russia and China has complicated
its relationship with the EU, but it has also provided key diplomatic and economic
benefits. Vucic’s criticism of selective international law application reflects Real-
ist skepticism of international norms, especially regarding Kosovo (Mearsheimer,
1994). Despite the challenges, Serbia’s diplomacy demonstrates the resilience of
small states in asserting sovereignty.
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