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“The Balkans and the Central Europe: Perceptions and 
misunderstandings” 

(„Balkan i Srednja Evropa: Percepcije i nerazumevanja”) 
 

Slobodan S. Pajović1 
 

“There, they call the rest of the world ‘Europe’ 
and if someone goes upriver Danube towards 
Vienna they say he is going to Europe. Europe 
begins there, where in another times the Turkish 
Empire ended.” 

 
Elias Canetti, Die Gerettete Zunge (The Tongue Set Free), 1977 

 
Introductory remarks: Defining the Balkans 
 

Ever since the Ancient Greek era, the Mediterranean Sea has been considered the 
bridge between Caucasus and Gibraltar that connects four Mediterranean peninsulas: 
Iberian, Apennine, Balkan and the Anatolian peninsula in Minor Asia. Simultaneously, 
its seems important to underline that Anatolian and Apennine peninsulas are controlled 
by one state – Italy in the case of the Apennine Peninsula and Turkey in the Anatolian 
Peninsula. Iberian Peninsula is divided between Spain and Portugal and has one 
important characteristic: one old nation (the Basques) lives there without being able – or 
not having the historical opportunity – to build a national state. 

This paper focuses primarily on the Balkan region; therefore we have to know some 
basic facts – for example, that the name ‘Balkan’ is of Turkish origin meaning 
‘mountain’ (ancient Haemus) that became a synonym for the entire region. 
Geographically, this region is characterized by the absence of great plains – with the 
exception of the far North – it is composed mostly of hills, valleys, forests and mountain 
chains; in fact, the Balkans are the region that is not favourable for nation and state 
building. A lot of authors take this particularity into account when they analyze the state-
building history and the individual national formation process. Nevertheless, due to their 
geographical position, the Balkans gained a strategic importance since the ancient times 
as a border area that represented a bridge over which Asian tribes with superior skills and 
culture penetrated Europe. The Balkan region is adjoined by water on three sides: Black 
Sea at the east and three branches of the Mediterranean Sea to the south and west, 
including the Adriatic, Ionian, Aegean and Marmora seas. Additionally, this favourable 
strategic position influenced the Balkan political, economical and cultural history that is 
very often defined as the most complex, contradictory and conflictive European regional 
history.2 
 

                                                 
1 PhD, Faculty of Geoeconomics Megatrend University Belgrade - Serbia 
2  Furthermore, when speaking about geo-strategic importance of the Balkans we have to underline that 
generally speaking natural resources are scarce. Land cultivation is mostly unsuccessful because of the 
geographical limitations such as climate or land configuration (mountains). Resources of energy are also scarce. 
There are some deposits of coal in Romania, Bulgaria, Serbia and Bosnia. Lignit deposits are widespread in 
Greece and petroleum is mostly present in Romania, although scarce reserves exist in Greece, Serbia, Albania 
and Croatia. Natural gas deposits are scarce while hydropower stations are largely used in energetics. Metal ores 
are more commonly found than other raw materials. Iron ore is rare but in some countries there is a considerable 
amount of copper, zink, tin, chromite, manganese, magnesite and bauxite. 
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Anyway, we are speaking about the part of European continent that represents 5% of its 
territory and 8% of its population. At the same time, we are underlining that there are two 
definitions concerning this portion of Europe that recognize these definitional 
differences: 

- The so-called “Smaller Balkans” with the borders delimited by Sava and 
Danube rivers in the north, including eight states with its total national territory: 
Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, FYR Macedonia, Bulgaria, 
Greece, Albania and Turkey. Two states belong only partially to this region 
according to the mentioned definitional concept: Croatia and Romania. 

- The definition of so-called “Greater Balkans” includes also Croatia and 
Romania in their totality and parts of Hungary and Moldova.3 

 
If we take both definitions into account, we can see that today there are twelve states 

in the Balkans and a new self-declared one – former Serbian province of Kosovo and 
Metohija with the official name of Republic of Kosovo. In reality, a second Albanian 
national state appeared in the region. Besides, there is another particular fact, when 
generally speaking about the Balkans: the existence of two stateless nations whose 
members are displaced over the entire region: the ancient Vlachs called also Tzinzars, 
Armons, Morovlachs, Cici or Kutzo-Vlachs and the Romas, who arrived from India 
together with fourteen different ethnic groups, mostly speaking different languages. The 
variety of ethnic groups and all differences deriving from this legacy is one of the most 
important characteristics of the so-called “Balkan’s model” and its historical process. 
Indeed, this aspect of regional complexity became even more important by the end of 
bipolarity resulting as the prevalent object of studies what could be explained as the 
consequence of the appearance of the fierce nationalism that emerged again in the Balkan 
history. Having this phenomenon in mind, it is necessary to deepen the knowledge about 
the so-called “ethnic geography”, when analyzing Balkan issues. 

On the other hand, concerning the question of the geographic extent or definition of 
the “Balkans” we are entering into controversial debates, as well. There are notable 
differences among scholars’ analyses of these questions and one must have them in mind. 
Historically, the terms “Balkans” and “Southeastern Europe” were used discordantly and 
discussed during the 19th century and especially in the last decade of the 20th century. The 
concept of the Southeastern Europe appeared in Germany – this fact is frequently 
understood as the key-element of German geopolitical strategy towards this part of 
Europe. Although a famous German geographer August Zeune was the first to create and 
use the term “Balkan Peninsula” (“Goea”, 1808) another very important German 
geographer Theobald Fischer insisted on the eve of the Berlin Congress (1878) on using 
the term Südost Europa that in practice meant that the Balkan peninsula should be 
renamed into Südosteuropa. Officially, “the renowned Balkan specialist, scholar and 
diplomat Johann Georg von Hahn” introduced this new name.4 On the other hand, Vienna 
had different geo-strategy towards this part of Europe focusing the Balkan region as a 
recognizable geographic and cultural space. Felix Kanitz (1829-1904), eminent Austro-
Hungarian geographer, ethnographer and archeologist traveled trough this region 
(Dalmatia, Herzegovina, Bosnia, Montenegro, Serbia, Bulgaria and Macedonia) and his 
work is of great importance for cultural heritage of those nations. In addition, it is very 

                                                 
3 This definition was made by Branko Horvat, famous Croatian economist and intellectual, twice candidate for 
Nobel Prize in Economics. For further information consult: Branko Horvat, “Historia de los Balcanes y 
perspectivas de futuro”, in: José Girón y Slobodan Pajovic (Editores), Los Nuevos Estados de la Antigua 
Yugoslavia, Ed. Universidad de Oviedo, Spain, pp.113-136. 
4 Maria N. Todorova, Imagining the Balkans, Oxford University Press US, 1997, pp. 21-37. 
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important to underline that Kanitz and official Vienna used the term “Balkans” when 
considering this part of our continent where the Danube is an element of geographic, 
political, economic and cultural interaction and integration. Consequently, he entitled his 
well-known three-volume book about the Balkans Donau-Bulgarien und der Balkan 
(Danubian Bulgaria and the Balkans), published in Leipzig (1882). In any case, these 
brief considerations were necessary in order to reveal that even the usage of the 
terminology related to the Balkans was – and still is – problematic and dependant on 
political, geo-strategic or emotional standpoints. As a result, the geographical perception 
of the region is unclear but with one common characteristic: both Turks and Western 
Europeans regard this region as a peripheral one and, more precisely, as something in 
between the Western and the Eastern World. We could observe similar situation during 
the Cold War period, when the problem was highly ideologized including mostly 
communist states and excluding Greece or Turkey. There is also an attitude that Hungary, 
Croatia, Slovenia and other Habsburg lands are not parts of the Balkans having in mind 
their “central” European character, which is opposite to Balkan agenda and cultural 
space. 

Moreover, when talking about the Balkans, we are speaking not only in geographical 
terms but also in cultural, religious, socio-political and economical terms. This kind of 
approach is mostly based on observing the region from the outside, which opens some 
space for various mistakes, misunderstandings, ignorance, etc. From the “inside” we 
could also identify different perceptions or definitions that mostly indicate to the absence 
of identity – its negation, better to say. In brief, one can not understand the reality of the 
Balkans without considering its ethnic and religious groups and divisions, which requires 
knowledge about their history and the importance of the influence of the region's 
geography during those formation processes. Maria Todorova, for example, reflects on 
the concept of “balkanization” in order to link the Balkan region’s main characteristics 
with the significance of this concept. Actually, she intended to oppose her thoughts to the 
existing and prevailing archetypical perception of the Balkans within the framework of 
violence and barbarism – exposed by George Frost Kennan.5  The most important 
message of Todorova is the fact that geographical expression-term was transformed into a 
geopolitical and cultural concept with highly negative significance. In reality, the 
geographical term became a synonym for disorder, fragmentation, violence and conflicts 
between various and different regional components (ethnic groups) including the 
strategies of interfering from surrounding geographical space. This complex and 
contradictory dynamics is frequently simplified by the vision embracing West and East 
(Orient) contradictions.6 

The existence of such a deep controversy about the Balkans and the evident absence 
of the positive and stimulating historical heritage have recently inspired some 
governments to declare that those countries do not belong to Balkan regional agenda 
preferring to be a part of the Central European agenda. This geopolitical strategy could be 
analyzed as a new phenomenon of “debalcanization” or “europeization” of the regional 
reality with the aim to be a part of the so-called “Western European” civilizational, 
political, economical and social concept.7 Finally, there are also scholars that clearly 
refuse the existence of the Balkans as a concept or a political project or simply the feeling 

                                                 
5 George Frost Kennan (1904-2005) was an American diplomat, political advisor, and historian. His political 
figure is directly related with emergence of the Cold War. Later on, he wrote about relations between Russia 
and the Western powers. He was ambassador to Yugoslavia, too.  
6 Todorova, ibidem.  
7 For example, Rumania decided to brake its Balkan political dimension – meaning in practice that by negating 
its belonging to the region of the Balkans the easier access to the European Union would be gained. 
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to be a part of regional Balkan identity.8 Hence, we can ask ourselves what is the real 
reason of such negative connotations of the Balkan’s role in European history. 

Going back to the study of Maria Todorova, we can notice that she argues about the 
Balkan mystery for Western countries, especially at the very beginning of the twentieth 
century. She points out to different descriptions of the region as ‘barbarian’, ‘tribal’, 
‘backward’, better to say – something similar to the Orient, different from the Western 
Europe and becoming ‘Other Europe’.9 She stresses that the geographical perception of 
the area remained ambiguous for centuries because of the lack of geographical 
knowledge, but also, and perhaps mainly, because both the Turks and the Europeans 
maintained the same position towards the Balkans, regarding it as a kind of peripheral 
zone, or as something "in between" the Western and the Eastern world. This observation 
inspires us to go further back in the intellectual history of these countries, where we can 
find very significant reflections on perceptions of this region; for example, we can quote 
an explanation of Saint Sava (1174-1235) – as it is known – the founder of Nemanjic 
Dynasty and Serbian literary language, the first Serbian bishop that obtained the 
autocephalous status for Serbian Orthodox Church. There is no doubt that Saint Sava 
understood the multiple and various challenges of the strategic position of the region 
when he wrote this: 

 
“East thought that we were the West, and West thought we 

were the East… but we were predestined to be the east in the 
West and the west in the East”… 

 
Divisions based on different factors, represent one of basic dynamics of the so-called 

“Balkan historical model”. This model has had several phases during its historical 
development, always maintaining this fundamental characteristic. This leads us to a 
conclusion that this phenomenon has always influenced the creation of internal 
conflictivity and vulnerability and external dependent peripheral position of the region. 
Even today, these implications result in a new division of the region, as well as in its new 
international position, which is now defragmented and evidently weakened. Undoubtedly, 
this attitude permits us to conclude that the contemporary Balkan identity has highly 
negative characteristics, better to say – survives as the synonym of the term 
‘balkanization’ that is now present in many languages with a new meaning of breaking up 
into small, mutually hostile political and economically weak units. The asymmetric 
relation between Western Europe and the Balkans continues after the fall of bipolarity 
reflected in new forms of distancing from the new Balkan reality. Politicans, scholars and 
experts in security issues mostly tried to find the answers to the following questions: 
What would happen in this zone after the fall of bipolar system? Will there be new 
conflicts and which will be their forms and scopes? In fact, the real causes have not been 
analysed and, above all, the interests that guide them. As an illustration of this political 
attitude towards the Balkans, we quote an attitude by Mr. Willy Klas, President of 
Ministerial Council of ECC (1993): “Southeast European countries belong, in the cultural 
sense, to the Byzantine Empire that once existed. They have no democratic tradition of 

                                                 
8 Biljana Prlja. “La seguridad y los Balcanes occidentales: ¿Conceptos autoexcluyentes?”.RIPS.2005. Revista 
de Investigaciones Políticas y Sociológicas. Año/vol.4, nº 002.pp.261-275. 
9 For example, John Gunther wrote in his book Inside Europe about the Balkan nations and their “culpability” 
concerning the beginning of the I World War. He said: ”It is an intolerable affront to human and political nature 
that these wretched and unhappy little countries in the Balkan Peninsula can, and do, have quarrels that cause 
World wars. Some hundered and fifty thousand young Americans died because of an event in 1914 in mid-
caked primitive village, Sarajevo.” For further information consult: John Gunther, Inside Europe, Ed. Harper & 
brothers, 1940. 
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respecting national minorities. For this reason, it would be correct to limit the 
communities expansion to the cultural circles of Western countries.”10 This methodology 
continues and even recently, the European Union contributed to the further geographical, 
strategic and – of course – cultural defragmentation of the Balkan region by introducing 
the term “Western Balkans” – a clearly politically based construction that refers to the 
territory of former Yugoslavia but excluding Slovenia and including Albania. Anyhow, 
the fact is that the phenomenon of “designing” of the state borders of those countries and 
the region outside of it is being repeated in the Balkan history at the end of the 20th 
century, too. This phenomenon represents only a part of the power-policy of Western 
Europe, United States and Russia. 
 
1. A view to Central Europe 
 

On the other hand, there is the concept of Central Europe, often called in historical 
literature ‘Mitteleuropa’. Geographically, it is quite complicated to find a precise 
definition of this regional concept. Anyhow, the term is widespread in use and it reflects 
an interesting intellectual debate between the scholars, too. In any case, Central Europe is 
the region without natural geographical frontier located between different, but abstractly 
defined areas of Eastern and Western Europe. The intention to find an acceptable 
definition is additionally complicated by the existence and usage of the following 
geographical and geo-strategical concepts: Southern Europe or South Eastern Europe that 
often include parts of Central European space. Nevertheless, this concept is particularly 
present in German political literature, but we need to clarify that the concept was 
extended and transformed into a more complex one named East Central Europe. These 
geo-strategic and hegemonic transformations could cause even more confusions when 
speaking about Central Europe. It is well known that former deputy to the German 
Reichstag, Friedrich Neumann, created the term “Mitteleuropa” with the mostly political 
meaning: Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy as the central powers of that 
time.11 As a result, we can conclude that if the area of Central Europe was defined by the 
territory of the former so-called central powers we would be speaking about Western 
cultural space that has borders with the Eastern World. Also, we may say that the notion 
of Central Europe certainly manages to survive during the inter-war period in spite of 
serious political differences that appeared. For example, Neumann’s concept established 
direct links of Central Europe with Germany while Tomas Masaryk perceived this region 
as a space composed by small states but without Germany.12 Both conceptualisations 
demonstrate different approaches to Central Europe as one so-called historical region that 
could be understood only in the mentioned historical context and directly with the fall of 
the Habsburg Empire. In any case, the strategic importance of Central Europe relies on 
the fact that it became the eastern and southern border of the West and Western Cultural 
Circle with Russia and the Balkans as neighbouring civilization spaces. For some, this 
position meant the religious division between the western Christianity (Catholic or 
Protestant) and Eastern Europe that remained faithful to Orthodoxy and even to the 
strong Islamic presence and Ottoman cultural influences. According to this approach, 
Central Europe seems to be a region which is more compatible with western European 
values. But at the same time it is necessary to underline that this conceptualisation of 
Central European notion underestimates one historical fact that shows that precisely 
small Central European states competing between each other produced anti-neighbouring 

                                                 
10 Interview made with Willy Klas, published in Kathimerini, Athens, 1993. 
11 Friedrich Neumann: Mitteleuropa. Berlin, 1915. 
12 See Thomas Masaryk, The New Europe (The Slav Standpoint), Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1972. 
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strategies while seeking “national interests” that enabled the economic and political 
German hegemony.13 This characterization resembles in many aspects the stereotypes 
that exist about the Balkans. 

Nevertheless, from the Balkan perspective the most important integrative element of 
the Central European notion is the Danube River, which – in reality – refers to the 
Habsburg Empire in its last stage. According to this, we can define Central Europe as a 
“Danubian region” and the central vein of the European continent. In fact, this is a vision 
that gives a very important strategic position to Central Europe with the Danube River as 
the main European river and nucleus of development and rivalries linked historically to 
Habsburg Empire and its policy towards other neighbouring regions.14 In additon, this 
approach is opposed to the German strategic policy towards Danubian Region, which in 
fact implies the notion of South-Eastern Europe, a wider geopolitical concept that 
connects Central Europe, better to say – Habsburg Empire and the Balkans. The term 
Südosteuropa was coined on the eve of the Berlin Congress (1878) when some Balkan 
states definitely entered into European power division system. 

This vision of Danubian geographical space unites different national, linguistic, 
religious and cultural entities that in the last stage of Habsburg Empire experienced a 
relatively tolerant coexistence, which is the opinion sited only after the fall of this Empire 
– as Claudio Magris argued in his famous book The Danube.15 Here it is important to 
emphasize that from Vienna, as the capital of the Habsburg Empire, ‘Mitteleuropa’ in a 
certain way presented a ‘hinterland’ construction, idealized in its harmony of various 
peoples that were living in that Empire, ‘beyond the national’. Only in this historical 
framework we can understand Magris when he speaks about the Danube as the German-
Magyar-Slavic-Romance-Hebrew cultural space, named ‘Mitteleuropa’ that he 
polemically opposes it to the German Reich. He also agrees that scholars emphasize that 
this notion has been intensively revived after the end of the Cold War when those states 
were obliged to discover a new international identity. The Cold War period had divided 
Europe politically into East and West, with the so-called “Iron Curtain” that symbolically 
disconnected those two European spaces transforming almost all Central European 
countries into communist block. There is not a single doubt that the bases of this notion 
are the common cultural heritage and many similarities emanating from historical, social 
and cultural characteristics. 

From the Balkan perspective Central Europe has another very important integrative 
element: the “Pannonian Plain”. Geographically, Pannonian Plane also belongs to the 
heart of the continent with the Carpathian Mountains as a kind of defence-wall in the 
East. Unlike its Danubian projection with Vienna as the capital, when speaking about the 
Pannonian concept of Central Europe – its capital is Budapest. In reality, Budapest is 
almost centrally located between the Rhine and the Carpathian Mountains in the East and 
Drava and Drina rivers on the South. Furthermore, the history of this area during the last 
centuries is characterized by intensive interactions of different types. 

Resuming, we could notice that Central Europe seems to be a paradoxal phenomenon, 
just like the Balkans. In this case, those who debate about the existence or non-existence 
of Central Europe agree about one thing: they locate this notion in the heart of Europe. In 
other words, Central Europe has avoided regional negation that has occurred in the case 
of the Balkans, only due to the fact that there is a consensus that confirms that it is more 
                                                 
13 Ellen Comisso and Brad Gutierrez: Eastern Europe or Central Europe? Exploring a distinct regional identity, 
Paper prepared for a project on “Revitalizing Area Studies”, University of California, San Diego, September, 
1999.   (http://repositories.cdlib.org/uciaspubs/editedvolumes/3/7) 
14 Edita Stojic & Slobodan Pajovic, Danube Region in the Process of Pan-European Integration, in: Peace and 
Science, Vienna, Ed. International Institute for Peace, 1991. 
15 See: Klaudio Magris: Dunav, Otkrovenje, Beograd, 2007. 
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or less the central part of our continent that shares cultural and religious values of 
Western Europe. The historical tradition is rich in literature, classical music and high 
culture of Vienna and Budapest during 19th and the beginning 20th century. Also, we have 
to say that leading historians, specialists in art and literature, economists and political 
scientists from East and West begun to debate about Central Europe – frequently on 
contradictory ways – after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of era of bipolarity. 
Finally, we could detect the renaissance of the interest towards Central Europe in the mid 
eighties of the last century when the Central European notion became a preferred topic of 
intellectual debates in countries like Austria, former Czechoslovakia, Hungary or Poland 
but also in the western former republics of dissolved Yugoslavia. The re-appearance of 
the Central Europe as “recognizable” concept of regional identity also resulted in 
numerous studies focusing different aspects of this phenomenon.16 At the first glance, 
debates were centred on the cultural heritage as an integrative factor of that zone and at 
the same time distinctive in comparison with the Balkans. 
 
2. The Balkans and Central Europe – perceptions and misunderstandings 
 

Resuming, the Balkan-Central European relations had quite a delicate and 
emotionally burdened historical heritage. From the certain point of view this problem was 
created due to differential focus and geo-strategic attitudes towards these regions, which 
Western Europe maintained in contemporary history. Anyhow, the fact is that both 
regions represent the economic and political periphery with one very important 
distinction: the peripheral position of the Balkans is valid also in cultural and religious 
fields while Central European notion is one of the stable elements of Western European 
cultural space. Therefore, when speaking about Central Europe from the Balkan 
perspective the phenomenon of Western European protagonism in our region is mostly 
viewed together with the Central European. Accordingly, this historical interaction has 
been understood and explained mostly in the form of imperialism and hegemonies whose 
consequences like the imposition or questioning of borders, kings, political and economic 
control as well as cultural or religious influences and rivalries are predominant in 
scientific literature but also in everyday life. 

On the other side, there is no doubt that the historical heritage in the filed of political, 
economic, educational or cultural development questions illustrate a number of obvious 
and significant differences that exist between Central Europe and the Balkans. In spite of 
the apparent desire and numerous efforts of the Balkan nations to modernize its political, 
economic and cultural infrastructure and life – always convinced that the linkage with the 
European contemporary trends would be the best way of development – this region 
remained clearly marginalized and subjugated to a negative connotation that the term 
“balcanization” contains. The concept of Europe that prevailed in the Balkans in fact was 
seen as the strategy to copy the model of national state together with its corresponding 
political and educational institutions. In practise, this modernizing model adopted by the 
Balkan political elite permitted the formation and strengthening of different hegemonies. 
The existence of different and often confronted European influences coming from 
Austrian-Hungarian Empire, Russian Empire, France, England, Germany or Italy did not 

                                                 
16 It is important to underline that in former Yugoslavia this kind of studies were mostly negatively perceived. 
In fact, when the International scientific project “Danube – The River of Cooperation” was initiated in 1989 the 
reaction of academic and scientific circles pointed to the danger of renaissance of Central European notion as a 
instrument of reviving Austro-Hungarian zone of influence and hegemony.  A relatively short historical 
distance gave us the possibility to conclude that this official position was a clear sign of the weakness and 
vulnerability of the federation and deterioration of its internal relations. 
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help the region to make a real qualitative approach in detecting what Western Europe 
means and what it is today. 

These conclusions can be well applied when we analyze Balkan’s civilizational and 
communicational model. Objectively, it gave the impression to Balkan peoples, that 
Europe transformed this interaction into the process of evaluation and identification of 
pro-western or pro-oriental elements in the Balkans, the fact that only contributed to the 
creation of profound regional and inter-regional differences and tensions. In this period 
the first nationalistic movements appeared based on original national feelings that were 
clearly pro-European, due to the attitude of the political elites of every regional country 
that considered themselves the real defenders of European values against the challenges 
and dangers coming from Asia. Nevertheless, exactly at that time – after the Berlin 
Congress – we could see that significant discrepancies in the field of policy, economy, 
religion and culture began to be the main characteristic of Balkan-Central European 
relations. The asymmetric structure of this historical interaction was strongly deepened 
after the I World War and the disintegration of the Habsburg Empire with the dramatic 
consequences for Hungary and Austria but also for some other nations that once belonged 
to that empire: Checks, Slovaks, South Slaves and Romanians that reconstructed or 
constructed for the first time in modern history their national states. 

Furthermore, the Balkan region entered the XX century as a clearly peripheral 
European region with high level of dependency towards the main European powers of 
that time. The Balkan dependency could also be described by stressing the fact that it has 
a high level of conflictivity on regional and European level. For example, unlike Iberian 
or Scandinavian Peninsulas, the Balkans participated in the XX century in all world and 
European wars. By the end of XX century the Balkan region was the only European 
region that entered the new millennium damaged by the new form of military strategy of 
NATO against ex Federal Republic of Yugoslavia with the aim to find the solution of 
Kosovo issue. Briefly, we could conclude that the Balkan region – in spite of its apparent 
isolation from the main European tendencies – was and remains at the same time the 
focus of convergence and repercussion of different interests and main European events. 
 
The key causes of this position could be resumed as following: 

- Negative historical heritage, 
- Negative international image and status of the region, 
- Economic instability as a result of economic sub-development in comparison 

with Central European countries, 
- Absence of democratic tradition and the presence of authoritarian and dictatorial 

phenomenon, and 
- Progressive influence of military and geo-strategic factors on the regional 

destiny. 
 

Having in mind all these historical and developmental characteristics and trends, there 
are no doubts that during the XX century the Balkan region became an 
“internationalised” entity without clear regional identity in a broader sense. Therefore, it 
remained highly vulnerable in its relation with Western Europe, Central Europe and also 
with Russia and the United States of America.17 

Finally, it is understandable that Central European historical and – even more 
importantly – political identity has been the key element of successful transition and 
reform that put an end to the main problems of post-communist societies. Additionally, 

                                                 
17 For detailed information about crises on the Balkans 1804-2001, see: Francisco Veiga, Balkanska zamka 
(1804-2001): Jedna evropska kriza, Naučna, Beograd, 2003. 
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there is another very positive element of Central European model: the initiation of 
integration process primarily in the frame of Visegrad Group that permitted those 
countries to enter the contemporary European order – namely the European Union. The 
Visegrad Group and later on CEFTA were merely Central European bodies, with the 
intention of uniting the former communist countries during the economic transition. This 
endeavour did not go without problems; however, it resulted in success. Consequently, 
the positive historical balance of Central European countries - after the fall of bipolar era 
– demonstrate that the concept-notion of Central Europe was effectively extended into 
present period of international relations, particularly when concerning the integration of 
the former communist states into the European Union. The similar conclusion is valid 
concerning the security agenda and especially the regional political stability. 

On the other side, due to the Yugoslav crisis and wars on the territory of former 
federation18 we have negative Balkan experiences during the same period in spite of 
numerous initiatives that were launched starting from 1995. After the Dayton Agreement 
(November 21st, 1995) the International Community was expecting the revival of regional 
reconciliation and cooperation in this field. In 1996 the Sofia Regional Conference (6. 
and 7 of July, 1996) was the opportunity to make efforts in order to recover destroyed 
regional links and confidence. It was also the opportunity for the major global factors to 
confirm their strategy towards the Balkan region. Highly ranked representatives from 
United States of America, Russia, Great Britain, France, Germany, Italy and Austria as 
well as Central European Initiative, OUN, the Council of Europe and World Bank also 
attended the Sofia Conference. Paralelly to this initiative, two more were promoted 
mostly simultaneously: Royamound Initiative by EU and the South Eastern 
Cooperational Initiative (SECI) by official Washington. In fact, the American initiative 
had a very clear intention to demonstrate that the only global power of that period is 
ready to stabilize all regional and sub regional problems via mentioned co operational 
program that was evaluated as highly efficient and pragmatic.19  However, the 
deteriorations of the Kosovo issue had very negative effects on the further development 
of regional cooperation and consequently we could conclude that the last historical 
opportunity for emancipation of Balkan regional identity in 20th century was missed. 
Later on, we were witnesses of numerous initiatives20 and visits of high international 
representatives in special missions to the Balkans but forthcoming Kosovo war and 
“kosovarization” of Macedonia progressively deteriorated regional security agenda. 

During the last war in the Balkans one question was often asked – why it was decided 
to intervene in such an unusual manner against Yugoslavia when – unfortunately – the 
actual world is facing a whole series of ethnic-religious problems of the same intensity or 
even more violent ones. The prominent Spanish historian Francisco Veiga analysed in his 
various articles the so-called “non bombable problems” of Kosovo emphasizing that the 
end of this crisis led to a series of profound confusions. For instance, why is small 
Kosovo becoming “box of coincidences and connected divergences” of predominant geo-
strategic interests of the globalisation that culminates with the presence of the great 
powers in each and every one of the Republics of Former Yugoslavia? This clarification 
made by professor Veiga stresses that for the first time the lessons from the past can not 

                                                 
18 For more detailed information about this question, see: José Girón and Slobodan Pajovic, Los nuevos estados 
de la Antigua Yugoslavia, Universidad de Oviedo, 1999.  
19 Radovan Vukadinovic: The Possibilities for Creation of the New Security System in the South East Europe, 
EUROBALKANS, summer, 1995.  
20 See: Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe, Document published by International Scientific Forum “Danube 
– The River of Cooperation”, Belgrade, 1999. 
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be applied to the contemporary Balkan agenda.21  Incidentally, the shadows coming from 
the Kosovo war are many, and in this occasion it is worth to mention and recall the 
following words of the Hungarian Gyorgy Konrad: 
 

“Not even in my worst nightmares would have I dreamt that a 
Hungarian would be able to blow up the bridges of Novi Sad to 
protect Albanian Kosovars. We are less belligerent than the 
Western Europeans; nevertheless we have not yet reached this 
level of media abstraction capability typical for the Occidental 
societies, whose citizens can make a quick and general idea 
about a country they do not know thanks to written information 
and information from the television.22 

 
Using the hypothesis of professor Veiga, we can conclude that the region of the 

Balkans after the ending of NATO bombing of Federal Republic of Yugoslavia entered 
the seemingly peaceful phase of development characterized by intensive activity of the 
European Union – the process of negotiations and rapprochement to the EU. At the first 
glance, this process is positive, but basically it is completely uncertain, because the 
essential questions remain unsolved: the international position of Kosovo, relations 
between Serbia and Kosovo, the future of FYR Macedonia – having in mind the ethnic 
problems in this country, the future of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as a series of 
unsolved questions regarding the relations between the former Yugoslav republics. 
Finally, there is one particularly dangerous geo-political and a geo-strategic challenge: 
this statement refers to the question of the phenomenon of the national project “Great 
Albania”, which is a consequence of the fact that the half of Albanian population lives 
outside of the borders of Albania. 

All these problems of the Balkan Agenda represent a great defiance for the European 
Union and main powers of International Community in general. The consequence of such 
constellation is noticeable in further defragmentation of the Balkan identity to something 
denominated “Western Balkans” and the rest of the Balkans, which have not been 
denominated. This geo-strategic confusion is reflected in the intention of the EU to 
stabilize its relations with the countries of the Former Yugoslavia, with the exception of 
Slovenia, but including Albania. Anyhow, it is evident that the Balkans have been an 
insurmountable problem for the EU and the International Community, hence they have 
been implanted in a wider notion – South-Eastern Europe, in order to resolve such 
complex, but unsolved historical problems. Consequently, we can say that South-Eastern 
Europe has remained a broader term than the Balkans, which includes Slovakia, the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Romania, the European part of Turkey, Bulgaria, Greece, 
Macedonia, Albania, Serbia, Montenegro, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, and Slovenia. 
But as Nada Švob-ðokić from Zagreb indicates – a number of South-Eastern European 
countries opt for identification with Central Europe rather than with the Balkans or 
South-Eastern Europe.23 Their geographical self-identification reflects today the spiritual 
background of the whole problem of their positioning in Europe and in the different value 
systems that it may stand for. 

                                                 
21 Francisco Veiga, Problemas no bombardeables, El País, June 11th, 1999 and Sin noticias del pasado, El País, 
March 24th, 1999. 
22 Gyorgy Konrad, ¿Volvemos a las emociones de 1914?, El País, May 13th, 1999. 
23  Nada Švob-ðokić, Balkans Versus Southeastern Europe, Institute for International Relations, Zagreb; 
http://www.culturelink.org/network/index.html 
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Nevertheless, the Kosovo War, crisis on the south of Serbia, ethnic conflicts in 
Macedonia, unsolved constitutional issue of Bosnia and Herzegovina, as well as a very 
sensitive bilateral relations on the territory of Former Yugoslavia indicate to an essential 
dilemma for the future in this part of Europe: preservation of the European civilizational 
concept that is based on the harmonization of interests, coexistence within the so-called 
multi-ethnic, pluri-confessional and multi-cultural spaces. Only in these perspectives it 
seems possible to analyze and understand the vital European dilemma: anarchical and 
conflictive interdependence or the organized and cooperative inter-dependence.24

                                                 
24 Slobodan Pajovic, Jean Meyer, “¿Ausencia de imperio, salvación de las naciones? in: Istor: Los Balcanes 
entre Imperios y Naciones, año 2, número 6, CIDE, México, 2001, p. 12-13. 




