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Part I

Introduction

 

Why the Balkans, Why Now, Who Cares?

Zlatan Krajina

This book explores what it means for the Balkans to belong in Europe, and for Europe to find a home in the Balkans, 25 years after the fall of the Iron Curtain. At a moment of a particular political and economic crisis in Europe, the Balkans return to global screens to haunt Western Europe, and to remind it of its own incompleteness as the self-perceived source and centre of the modern world. Some time ago, in the 19th century, the Balkans were known only to a few Western European travellers who side-tracked from their trips to the Orient, discovering a scenic, “open-air Volksmueum of Europe” that conserves Europe’s pre-Enlightenment ways of life1. In the early 20th century, following regional wars, the Balkans were made into an image of violent nationalist self-determination, where nationalism, imported from Western Europe, was found in a displaced, and extreme, form. This image was rehabilitated in the early 1990s, when postmodern Europe found itself pulled back, travelling back in time, to once again witness medieval barbarism as socialist Yugoslavia disintegrated. At the same time, the concept of the Balkans retained its plural definition (even linguistically), encompassing the Greek classicist heritage (resourced, inter alia, by Germany during the Nazi regime for an image of pure Europe), the former Yugoslav non-aligned orientation (“socialism with a human face”) and the former communist countries where the mountain carrying the region’s name is located. Even though the European Union (EU) has sought to rename the Balkans as the “Western Balkans” and “South-eastern Europe”, certain common ways of perceiving the Balkans negatively have continued to inform dominant definitions of critical European developments, currently staged in the continent’s South-eastern peninsula.

Firstly, the “Western Balkan Route” (straddling parts of Turkey, Greece, Macedonia, Serbia, Hungary or Croatia, Slovenia and Austria) has appeared as the most frequent path taken by nearly a million refugees on their journey from countries like Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and Eritrea, to Germany and Nordic countries during 2015. In what has been unfolding as the largest exodus since the Second World War, media reports on refugees’ troglodyte existence and disputes over who should accept refugees have reactivated the notion of the “Balkan powder keg”. Secondly, the Greek Balkans have generated suspicion about the future of the EU’s monetary union, the Eurozone, after Greece’s de facto bankruptcy in July 2015. The failure of its economic system, linked to Balkan laziness and trickery, also showed leading European institutions to be torn between profitable lending and political solidarity. Thirdly, the Balkans have been constructed as a space of conditional EU enlargement for those in former Yugoslavia who forever seek to become recognised as part of what Ivaylo Ditchev calls “the heavens of modernity, currently called ‘Europe’”2. And while we acknowledge the first two developments (the refugee and economic crises), which have dominated headlines in the global media during the completion of the book, in this collection we focus on the third one, which we argue provides a crucial background against which the former two processes are to be usefully observed in further studies. It is precisely the occasionally visible Balkans which provide a lens onto the transformations of Europe as a multiple, self-reflexive and contradictory space, defined relationally and stratified geographically.

Having adopted the continent’s name, the EU has also brought those central characteristics of Europe into sharp relief. As the 2014 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, the EU consolidated post-war cooperation in Western Europe, but simultaneously built, dissolved and re-built a series of boundaries, both formal and informal, to its nearest East. The EU is a transnational, voluntary, political and economic association, a polity of 500 million people, the world’s seventh largest territory, a leader in the world economy, a legislative system, a confederation and, not least, a laboratory: in a word, a project “unprecedented” in human history3. The EU’s trajectory has been one of expansion, both in territory and in form: starting in 1952 as a peace-building economic alliance between former Second World War enemies (namely West Germany and France), as well as Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Italy, it evolved into the European Community (from 1957) and then into a Union (from 1993), encompassing also the UK, Denmark, Ireland, Spain, Portugal, Greece, Austria, Finland and Sweden. In the aftermath of the Cold War, the EU admitted twelve former Soviet and “Central and Eastern European” (CEE) countries between 2004 and 2007: Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Cyprus, Malta, Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania. Croatia became an EU member in 2013 after the longest accession process, while negotiations with other former Yugoslav countries (Montenegro and Serbia) began in 2012 and 2014, respectively. Macedonia, Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina have also applied for membership, while Kosovo awaits the start of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement4. Yet key motifs behind EU enlargement (sustaining peace and expanding the market) have come to be clouded by an unprecedented sense of uncertainty, which seems to be here to stay.

The professed EU identity – a commitment to democracy and a market economy – has been refracted through a specific crisis which has affected both of Europe’s key forms of social organisation: multiculturalism and the welfare state. The former, specifically modelled as a coexistence of difference rather than assimilation, including free transnational movement, has been openly proclaimed “dead” by German, British and Hungarian political leaders. The latter, which began to decline sharply in the 1970s with the “neoliberal revolution”5, is currently being demolished during an epidemic of austerity following the global “credit crunch”. In that context, Europe considers Greece as inept for global business, former Yugoslavia as insufficiently competitive and “economic” Islamic refugees as covert social welfare scroungers – even though the killing of Europe’s key offspring, the welfare state, contradicts the predominant argument for keeping the migrants out6. In this contradictory but paired promotion of capital mobility and ethnic conservatism7, old issues, concerning the imaginary locations of “east” and “west”, re-emerge in new guises. This ongoing debate has brought back a topography of ancient and modernist pedigrees, such as locating “barbarians” and assessing the East’s “development” through the West’s criteria of “complexity” and “civility”. Barriers were unenthusiastically and only gradually removed for workers from countries like Poland, Romania, Bulgaria and Croatia, while the gates for nearly a million people floating or hiking into EU’s inner borderless cosmos (the “Schengen” zone) from Europe’s war-torn periphery are closing down entirely. Lights glimmering from remote Greek islands, as spotted from North African shores during clear nights, signal only leftovers of a Europe that once was. Reaching their first stop, refugees themselves encounter a humanitarian trauma caused by Greece’s financial collapse, while, progressing further into the continent, in some places more than others, they confront state-authorised tear gas and water cannons, as well as civic first aid and improvised friendly greetings.

To make sense of this disturbing moment, one may reach for historical reasoning. The 1683 Battle of Vienna, the 1848 revolutions, the 1914 Great War, the antifascist movement, the 1989 Velvet Revolution and the wars of the 1990s form a narrative in which the Balkans “again” provide the location and the occasion for Europe to question its cohesive basis. But rather than historicity, defined by Chakrabarty as a Eurocentric narration of a straightforward accumulation of events leading to “development”8, we need an understanding of Europe and the Balkans as co-constitutive of each other. Lest we rehearse methodological essentialism – creating that which is the focus of a non-essentialist investigation – we need to be wary of re-creating the Balkans as an isolated (coherent) reality resulting from the adoption of a single focus. We might better dislocate (de-centre) the Balkans from the geography of our enquiry, and instead explore its becoming through its interaction with universes other than itself.

One obvious danger of this approach is that the reader may already feel shoved through a labyrinth-like souk of frontiers (from former Yugoslavia to the Maghreb). Nevertheless, we find this to be a necessary price to be paid for the advantage of portraying a haunting absence of totality in the current European-Balkan conjuncture of “crisis”. As so many times before, Europe turns out having very different meanings from different vantage points: in the West, “European” is an identity marker inherited by birth; in the Balkans, it is a badge that can be earned through adaptation; and for unfortunate stowaways, Europe’s outer borders are the nearest shelter. As we learn from the leading figure of multi-dimensional cultural analysis, Stuart Hall, to understand how dominant interpretations of the world (such as the “inevitability” of events) smuggle in a politics of inequality, our task is to penetrate “the mechanisms which connect dissimilar features”9. His own parallel attention to the British/French occupation of the Suez Canal and the Soviet quashing of the Hungarian uprising in 1956 demonstrated the relevance of looking at seemingly very different events for a better understanding of how dominant conceptions (such as imperialist and communist promises of welfare) function as ideologies, enforcing limits on their subjects10. Too messy for a disciplinary research agenda, conjunctures are always “historically specific articulations of concrete social forces” which play out at the intersection between overarching policy and daily practice11.

The present European-Balkan moment of “crisis” shows that there is always more to cultural spaces than cartographic positions; history is not only made of geopolitical manoeuvres but also glances and gestures. Before 1989, the border officers at the Iron Curtain “looked down on us” Easterners12. In the meanwhile, the border moved east, but so has the practice of keeping Others out, as it is now former Soviet bloc countries like Poland, Slovakia and Hungary that are determined to form a military defence against refugees arriving in flip-flops from an even further East. For Hall, joint analysis of politics and culture allows us to recognise novel developments emerging from existing elements, which in our case involves showing that established phenomena like “Euroscepticism” and “Western Balkans” are being given important refinements such as “Euroapathy” and “Restern Balkans”. If “difference” from the start defines European identity, and Europe thus cannot do without it13, and if identity is both to do with discourse and material practice14, then neither Europe nor the Balkans are; they emerge, from what Hall called “a conversation between spaces”15: a conversation between unequal partners, but one that is unceasing.

Crucially, this conversation is about the negotiations of belonging in Europe. Having never been “discovered”, “dominated” or “conquered by another continent”, Europe is a space where the search for “essence” generates territory16. And since all European regions want to be “essentially” European, they are set on an endless search for a source of their European belonging, thus seeking an opportune beginning and end of Europe. In other words, Europe’s unfinished character is constitutive of its definition. Observing Europe through the Balkans uncovers Europe to be far from “united”, implicated though it may seem through the centrality of its “union”. The failure of post-war reconciliation and the delayed EU accession of the countries of the former Yugoslavia, the reactivation of national border controls as a response to the arrival of Islamic refugees via the “Western Balkans” and the popular support won by extremist nationalist and Eurosceptic parties in the 2014 European elections have cast considerable doubt on the EU’s founding motto of “unity in difference”. European “unity” has rather come to denote a predominantly white, Christian and technocratic fortification. In contemporary Europe, “difference” is a specific breed of variety, which is generated by a politics of borders and the inequality of geographical access. Crucially, European difference is about a spatial hierarchy, which involves the positioning of Others in the East and the imagined centrality of the West.

In this book, we investigate how Europe’s specific visions of the Balkans, as the essence of unrest and a potential object of “Europeanisation”, interact with the Balkans’ dreams of Europe, as a hopeful refuge from prejudice and from the burdens of its own post-socialist transition. We seek to hijack those transactions from “common sense” and uncover their deeper orientations. More specifically, we explore whether the gradual EU accession of the former Yugoslav countries, and the parallel renaming of the Balkans, involves a completion of its “transition” into Europe and a diminution of “Balkanism”. Is European identity consequently being re-defined, through a de-centring or a “provincialising” of the West? While many in the EU increasingly doubt its future, what does still make the EU a preferred home for the future to those residing in, to use Dejan Jović’s term, “Restern” (non-yet-but-hopeful-EU) Balkans17: Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Kosovo, Albania, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (henceforth, Macedonia), but also Turkey? If the appearance of various Others on the European centre stage, whether following decolonisation, EU enlargement or the refugee crisis, shows that “European identity can no longer be, simply . . . a matter of Western intellectual and cultural traditions”18, where is Europe headed next, with the Balkans in its skein? To unpack those difficult questions (never mind answering them!), the following discussion will first trace the evolving conjuncture of Balkanism, Europe and EU enlargement, uncoupling them one by one, and will then move on to provide a brief overview of contributions to this collection.

Space as Method

Though physically within Europe and never colonised formally, the Balkans continue to be a space whose preconceived “character” is a concern in postcolonial critique of Eurocentric stereotypes. The central interpretive framework for social and cultural phenomena residing in South-eastern Europe, Balkanism, stems mainly from Western (European and American) reports, historiography, documents and actions mainly from the 19th century onwards. As has been notably demonstrated by Maria Todorova, a nearly two-millennia-long rivalry between empires and a tradition of representation concerning the space positioned along their fault lines have made the Balkans “the ‘other’ of Europe”19. Once positioned along the borders of the Byzantine empire (4th–14th centuries), whose Orthodox culture was considered by Rome a “heretic deviation” of Christianity, it was the subsequent, Ottoman rule (14th–early 20th centuries), once encompassing much of today’s Balkans (ending roughly where Croatia meets Bosnia and Herzegovina), that confronted Europe with Islamic culture, the “boundary” to which was deemed “unbridgeable”20. After the Ottoman demise, for Europe, the Balkans remained suspiciously ambiguous.

Ideas of “evolutionism” met forms of reasoning such as Saussurean linguistics, which defines signs as negative to others, and made the Balkans what Todorova calls an “incomplete self”: neither entirely Islamic (“European Turkey”), nor “coloured”, but “mixed”21. Unlike the Orient, which was imagined as an opposition to the West22, the Balkans were coded as a hybrid state of humanity. Geopolitically too, they were nowhere precisely: “between West and East, Europe and Asia, Christianity and Islam”23. In the early decades of the 20th century a “testing” and “training” field for Western European elite personages24, the Balkans continued being a “laboratory” for such professed actions as the protection of human rights with the 1999 NATO bombing of Serbia25. The 20th century made “violence” its defining characteristic26. Though neither Spanish nor Greek civil wars were described in regional terms, the violent dissolution of Yugoslavia was defined as Balkan violence, to stand for the kind of violence which was drawn from reports on the Balkan Wars (1912–1913), when Balkan violence was found to be specifically “archaic”: “born of clan societies”27. Even though nation states were consolidated in Europe through “social engineering”, European “fundamental hostility to heterogeneity” made the undefined status of the region “frustrating”28.

Imaginary descriptions have, by far, outweighed the historiography of the Balkans. Travel writing, referring to “filth, passivity, unreliability, misogyny, propensity for intrigue, insincerity, opportunism, laziness, superstitiousness, lethargy, sluggishness, inefficiency, incompetent bureaucracy”29, inspired authors like Christie, Welles and Stocker in creating an imaginary space (like Ruritania) with “spies, murderers, various suspicious characters or supernatural creatures” as central figures30. An invented environment in turn informed the accounts by politicians and journalists, many of whom confessed to have “never visited” the Balkans in person31.

Even though Balkanism is a Eurocentric discourse, which makes the Balkans appear as a “backyard” of Europe32, one defining feature of the discourse of Balkanism is its adoption within the Balkans. In fact, “the surest sign of Balkan identity”, writes Ditchev, is “the resistance to Balkan identity”33. Many Balkan cities brand themselves as “Central” European (creating places like Vienna Café or Amelie Sweetshop). But, as Bjelić explains, “While Gandhi and the Hindi internalized Orientalized stereotypes to resist their colonial identifications . . . something else happened in the Balkans, where people subverted their own identities by orientalising one another”34. Balkan is always that which lies on the east, even if within sight: Slovenes orientalise Croats, Croats pride themselves in being better than Serbs and so on35. In the current context, the EU decided to negotiate with each country individually, thus fostering a spirit of competition which couldn’t but acquire nationalist-Orientalist overtones. Slovenia blocked Croatia’s EU journey for two years over disputes regarding a stretch of sea border; after Croatia entered, any unresolved issues with Serbia soon activated the “blocking” game (the right of veto on the admittance of new members). Just as Sofia proclaimed being “ahead of Bucharest” in the Bulgarian advancement towards the West36, Croatia was happy to announce the uncoupling of its negotiations with the EU from the Turkish one, which had begun at the same time. Greeks, voting on the referendum in the summer of 2015 on “bailout” measures, were divided between being against new cuts in public spending and “for” the Troika’s offer as a wish “to stay in Europe”. For the latter, austerity was an acceptable price for securing an amiable geographical location. They won the referendum. If anything, “nesting orientalisms”37 within the East says something about how regressive the East’s adoption of Eurocentric geography can be, when the West is believed to be the centre and the East the periphery (for an array of illustrations, see chapters 4 and 9 in this volume). In fact, refuting the Balkan heritage in the Balkans evolved into a wide-ranging politics of renaming – as if resolving the region’s problems was only obstructed by a lack of precise names.

Balkanism After the Balkans

While semi-visibility, transition and violence are established Balkanist assumptions about the Balkans, more recent discursive practice includes an unparalleled amount of renaming. Initially mapped in the 15th century as the Balkan Mountain located mainly in Bulgaria, the Balkans gradually came to refer to the entire South-eastern European peninsula, stretching from the Black Sea to the Alps, only to shrink to a “Western” or “Restern”38 version more recently, to specify where the rest of the trouble is: the non-EU parts of former Yugoslavia.

A country (Yugoslavia) had “withered away”39, a war had ended and a new hope was evoked by adding the “West” to the “Balkan” pairing, even though there is no geographic “North or South in the Balkans”, as there is in Europe40. A parallel refinement came with the EU’s “Stability Pact”, which began referring to “South-eastern Europe”, this time in the aftermath of the war in Kosovo41. The latter term seeks a “politically correct” abandonment of the Balkans altogether, given that “it has become impossible to define a country as ‘Balkan’ without having to explain oneself”42. Policy analysis has adopted “SE Europe” as a territorial reality, while the term “Balkans” has become reserved for studies of history and culture. A tsunami of renaming marched through former Yugoslavia as well (see particularly chapter 3 in this volume). Following public outrages, especially in Croatia and Slovenia, against any “regional” identification, their Yugoslav and Balkan roots have been nearly wiped out from names of countless public spaces like institutions and streets. The Balkans only remained useful as a name for “authenticity” in the international tourism industry. Recent media developments like the launch of “Al Jazeera Balkans” and CNN’s competitor “N1” both sought to appeal to their ex-Yugoslav audiences by referring to a more neutral, however empty a concept, “region” (invented by local politicians), all the while reproducing versions of Yugoslavia’s old map in weather forecasts43.

The absence of a shared definition is not exclusive to the Balkans: the EU also fails to create supranational identification and a sense of strong, joint leadership44. As Pearson argues, the EU lacks a formal and historical capital city and other signage that could evoke connections as strong as national ones45. According to Förnas, key EU symbols – the flag, with a dislocated space of yellow stars circle on a blue background, and the “euro” money showing generic doors and bridges – abound in ambivalence, articulating the Union’s forever unresolved tension between fragmentation and homogenisation46.

Living in a Mobile Continent

“Europe is not something you discover”, Bauman writes, paraphrasing the classic Greek myth of Cadmon’s search for his sister Princess Europa, captured forever by Zeus. Rather, Europe is “something to be made, created, built”, involving “a labour that never ends”47. Historically part of “the great landmass of Eurasia”48, Europe became a distinct worldwide legacy through colonialism, while postcolonial processes have worked on de-centring Europe from available visions of the world. Europe’s sophistication in the creation of borders, be it CCTV surveillance of “suspicious” behaviour in urban neighbourhoods, construction of anti-refugee fences in Hungary and their leaders’ fear of becoming a racial “minority”, proposals for “Grexit”, prospects for “Brexit” or “enlargement fatigue”, signals a newer stage in the search for Europe’s end. Even though during the Second World War, Europe was an origin rather than merely destination for refugees, the EU has invested in the maintenance of its border controls far more than in the creation of asylum centres49, resulting in scenes of chaos as the member states proved to be unprepared for the massive wave of refugees arriving in the summer of 2015.

Nevertheless, refugees who made it into Fortress Europe advise those left behind via social media, “every time you fall down the map, get climbing up again”50, evoking the centuries old heritage of border-crossing in the Mediterranean basin, of which the Balkans are a part. An organic space of meeting that belonged to everyone, the Mediterranean Sea fostered exchanges and co-authorship of arts and crafts, thus delaying nationalistic appropriations of history51. As “a repressed alterity within modernity” with its “sunlit sloth, civic chaos and corruption” now to be exorcised, the Mediterranean contains another set of unwanted European lineages, the “Jewish, Christian and Muslim origins of the Occident”, legacies which imported into Europe, skills like agriculture and mathematics52. The migrant is now a “criminal” but for centuries “central” to the formation of modernity, through modern colonialism, which commenced (in 18th) and ended (in
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