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Abstract. This essay traces the ongoing discursive processes through which two former
Yugoslav states – Croatia and Slovenia – framed their so-called “exit from the Balkans”
and “return to Europe” throughout the 1990s. Applying Maria Todorova’s framework of
“Balkanism” to these two cases, the essay examines how leaders sought recognition as
belonging to Europe, or Central Europe, by defining their respective national identities in
opposition to Balkan or Yugoslav ones. What distinguishes Balkanism from other critical
traditions such as Orientalism is that the Balkans are located in a distinctively liminal posi-
tion: at the same time part of Europe as well as its antithetical periphery, the “other” within.
This in-between position can often lead to contradictory identity constructions, whereby an
insistence on concretizing one’s Europeanness coincides with a certain awareness that this
European status is never ontologically secure. The essay concludes by considering ways in
which the Balkans can be re-imagined. By critically examining negative external and internal
representations the diverse fragments of Balkan identity can be reassembled into a site for
positive engagement and critique.

I. Introduction

The “return to Europe” was a prominent rhetorical device in Central and East
European self-determination movements, epitomized by the 1990 Slovene
opposition campaign slogan “Europe Now!” (Evropa zdaj!) People who
coalesced around this slogan called for the symbolic return of these states to
their rightful cultural sphere as well as their entry into the European economic
and political institutions. The quest to rejoin Europe took on a heightened
significance in states such as Croatia and Slovenia which sought sovereign
statehood for the first time in their respective national histories. Defining
one’s state as European was a discursive means through which Croatian and
Slovenian leaders could accomplish three interrelated goals:
1. Secure international recognition as sovereign states with the dissolution

of the Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia;
2. Differentiate respective national identities from Yugoslav or Balkan ones;

and
3. Legitimate and inform a new Western political and economic orientation

that would facilitate transitions to democratic, free-market states.
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2 NICOLE LINDSTROM

This essay traces three discursive processes through which Croatian and
Slovenian leaders have framed the so-called “exit from the Balkans” and the
return to Europe throughout the 1990s. The essay contains three parts. The
first part provides a brief review of the work of Maria Todorova and others
who critically examine the external and internal symbolic representations of
the Balkans, and how these meanings are produced and legitimated vis-à-vis
Europe and Central Europe. In the second part I map three discursive prac-
tices through which Slovenian and Croatian leaders define their respective
national identities as essentially European based on a common conception of
essential European norms and values. I show that while a positive construc-
tion of “Europe” is an important element of national self-understanding, it
also stands outside the nation, as an identity to be achieved. The rhetorical
slogan “return to Europe” suggests such a duality, for one must return to
some place where one currently does not belong.1 This perpetual struggle for
recognition almost always entailed a simultaneous process of differentiation
from states to the east and south that were framed as less European and, in
some cases, a threat to European norms and values. The concluding section
considers how negative Balkan representations might be critically examined
in order to re-imagine the Balkans as a site of positive engagement and
critique.

II. Imagining the Balkans: Europe’s “other” within

The burgeoning literature on “Balkanism” is a useful framework in which to
examine the forms and processes of representation through which Croatian
and Slovenian leaders negotiated their respective state’s so-called final exit
from the Balkans and the return to Europe. Maria Todorova and other scholars
seek to critically examine how a geographically and historically defined place
– the Balkan penninsula – has become a symbol or metaphor imbued with
derogatory meanings and discourses. What distinguishes Balkanism from
similar critical traditions such as Orientalism, according to Todorova, is that
the Balkan is located in a distinctively liminal position: at the same time
part of Europe as well as its antithetical periphery, the “other” within. This
in-between position can often generate contradictory identity constructions
whereby Balkan identity is internally embraced and rejected in response to
negative external representations.

Todorova traces the genealogy of Balkanism through the travel writings
of Western authors to explore how the term “Balkan” has been negat-
ively constructed over the past three centuries. She divides the evolution of
Balkanism into three stages:
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1. The Balkans were first “discovered” in the late eighteenth century by
Western travelers. Though these first Western accounts of the Balkans
contained some geographical inaccuracies, their treatment of the Balkans
was primarily classificatory and Descriptive.

2. After a series of Balkan wars and with the advent of World War I,
the Balkans were increasingly imbued with “political, social, cultural,
and ideological overtones” and “Balkan” was increasingly used as a
pejorative term.2

3. Today the term “Balkan” has been almost completely disassociated from
its object, as journalists and academics utilize the construct of the Balkans
as a powerful symbol conveniently located outside any spatial or temporal
contexts. “Balkanization” has now come to signify the general disintegra-
tion of viable nation-states and the reversion to “the tribal, the backward,
the primitive, the barbarian”.3 These Balkan stereotypes were reinvigor-
ated with the violent dissolution of Yugoslavia, which was often termed
a Balkan war despite the fact that it involved only Yugoslav successor
states.

Todorova’s archaeological approach to the study of the Balkans and
Balkanism shares much in common with Edward Said’s analyses of Orient-
alism. Said explores how European culture managed and produced the Orient
“politically, sociologically, ideologically, scientifically and imaginatively”
through discourses on the Orient, or what he has termed “Orientalism”.4 By
construing the “Orient” as the essentialized “other”, through a dichotomous
and essentialist system of representations embodied in stereotypes, Western
writers have strengthened the West’s own self-image as the superior civiliza-
tion. Todorova shows how a similar phenomenon exists between the Balkans
and Europe. She writes:

Geographically inextricable from Europe, yet culturally constructed as
‘the other’, the Balkans became, in time, the object of a number of
externalized political, ideological and cultural frustrations and have
served as a repository of negative characteristics against which a positive
and self-congratulatory image of the ‘European’ and ‘the West’ has been
constructed.5

While Orientalism is a “discourse about an imputed opposition”, Todorova
argues that Balkanism is a “discourse about an imputed Ambiguity”.6 Here
Todorova differs from other Balkan theorists in the Orientalist tradition
such as Bakiæ-Hayden and Hayden who argue that Balkanism can indeed
be viewed as a “variation on the Orientalist theme”, since the Balkans
were long under Ottoman rule and, hence, have since been considered
part of the “Orient”.7 But Todorova argues that the Balkans are a part of
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Europe, although a provincial or peripheral part for the last several centuries.
Balkanism, according to Todorova, treats the differences within one type –
“Europe” – rather that the difference between imputed types (i.e., the “Occi-
dent” and the “Orient”). The Balkans, in other words, despite its geographical
status as European, has become Europe’s shadow, the structurally despised
alter ego, the dark side within.8 While this endless chain of differentiation can
occur between nations (where Croatia is Balkan vis-à-vis Germany, Serbia is
Balkan vis-à-vis Croatia, Kosovo is Balkan vis-à-vis Serbia, and so forth), it
can also occur within nations.9 One can perceive a social hierarchy in most
Balkan states that corresponds to the notion of where the Balkan begins and
Europe ends. Croats, for instance, draw the border of Europe where the Sava
river divides the less prosperous southern suburbs from Zagreb, along the
former military frontier (or the “Krajina”) between Bosnia and Croatia, or
the Herzegovinian border that separates Croats living in Bosnian from Croats
living in Croatia proper.10

Balkanism plays an important role in the construction of Croatian and
Slovenian national identities. Croatian and Slovene utilized similar discursive
means to promote themselves as progressive, hardworking, tolerant, demo-
cratic Europeans in contrast to the primitive, intolerant and backwards
Balkans. Yet they had very different levels of success in achieving this goal.
By 2004, Slovenian leaders will have achieved their ultimate goal of Slovenia
becoming a full-fledged member of both the European Union and NATO.
Few observers now associate Slovenia as belonging to the Balkans. Croats
have been far less successful in their efforts differentiating themselves from
the Balkans and rejoining Europe. Ironically, Western European leaders have
utilized many of the same Balkanist stereotypes deployed by Croat leaders
to justify Croatia’s exclusion from European institutions and place Croatia
within the Western Balkan geopolitical sphere. The differing experiences of
these two cases illustrate Todorova’s claim not only of the liminal nature of
the Balkans, but how this in-between position often gives rise to paradoxical
and contradictory articulations of identity.

III. Croatia and Slovenia’s “return to Europe”: Three discursive
practices

Croatian and Slovenian elites relied on many of the same discursive practices
throughout the 1990s to free themselves from Yugoslavia and “return” to their
perceived rightful place in Europe. Leading up to and following their declar-
ations of independence from Yugoslavia in 1991, leaders in each constituent
republic strove to construct national identities that would be maximally differ-
entiated from its Yugoslav legacy and other constituent nationalities that made
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up the former Yugoslavia. Defining Croatia and Slovenia as more progressive,
prosperous, hard-working, tolerant, democratic or, in a word, European, in
contrast to their primitive, lazy, intolerant, or Balkan, neighbors to the south-
east served two purposes. First, national elites could frame their quest for
independence as a necessary emancipation from the Balkans, a region to
which leaders alleged that Slovenia and Croatia were artificially tied over
the last century. Second, casting Slovenian and Croatian national identity and
culture as European was viewed as a means to further their goal of joining
European institutions. I show how these discursive strategies were not always
coherent, but involved competing conceptions of respective national identities
and their relationship to Europe.

A. Essentially European: Evoking historical and cultural criteria

One prominent discursive means by which Slovenian and Croatian leaders
sought to establish their states as European was to evoke a range of historical
and cultural criteria to prove that their decades-long membership in South
Slavic federations was a mere historical anomaly. Slovenian President Milan
Kuèan’s remarks a day after Slovenia declared its independence are represen-
tative of such rhetoric: “As a nation which for more than one thousand years
has been integrally involved in the development of Europe, we should like to
be reintegrated into the best of the European tradition”.11 Similarly, Croatian
President Tud–man often evoked Croatia history as a European nation to justify
its reintegration in Europe. Tud–man stated in a 1991 televised speech:

We hope that the European countries and the EU will understand that the
Croatian struggle for its territorial integrity, its freedom and democracy
is not only the fight of the Croatian nation, the fight against the restora-
tion of socialist communism . . . but the fight for normal conditions when
Croatia can join Europe, where she historically belongs.12

Some leaders evoked historical and cultural arguments to argue that Croa-
tian and Slovenian culture was not only equal, but also superior, to Europe
in various ways. Such chauvinistic national sentiments were particularly
evident in Croatia in the early 1990s. The euphoric embrace of Europe that
defined Croatian politics during the late 1980s and 1990 turned to scorn when
European leaders did not intervene on Croatia’s behalf to halt the advance of
Yugoslav military and paramilitary troops to Eastern and Southern Croatia.
One Croatian journalist wrote in response to the shelling of the historic
Austro-Hungarian town of Vukovar: “Somebody said that Europe was ill.
That’s right! Europe is ill in its wealth. The Croatian nation has taken it upon
itself to preserve Europe’s morality and its Christianity”.13 Another editorial
paints Croats as martyrs for protecting Europe and European civilization
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against the Orthodox threat from the East and the Ottoman threat from the
South:

For almost three hundred years of an uninterrupted war of defense,
Croatia has acquired the honest title antemurale christianitatis – the
outer battlements of Western European Christian culture. But this title
has cost us dearly . . . Entire generations, one after another, have been
sacrificed in defense of the whole European civilization. During these
three centuries, when at that time the largest non-Christian power in
the world has been destroying, devastating and conquering Croatia, the
Western part of the Christian world has slept soundly behind its battle-
ments and developed in every respect . . . At the end of the 20th century
. . . Croatia is once again defending Europe from this danger from the
East.14

Slovenians evoked different criteria to establish their superiority over
Europe. Many formations of Slovene national identity link the origins of
Slovenia to the medieval kingdom of Carantania, which included the present
day territories of Austria, Hungary and Slovenia which existed as an inde-
pendent entity until the middle of the eighth century when it became part
of the Frankish Empire. According to popular myth, Carantania was the
birthplace of both the Slovenia nation and modern democracy. One piece of
governmental promotional literature from 1994 reads:

The historical roots of politics and democracy extend back to the 6th
century, when the free kingdom of the ancient Slovenians – Carantania
– was established. This kingdom was famous for its democratic insti-
tutions, strong legal system, popular elections of the ruling dukes and
progressive legal rights for women.15

Slovenia, in other words, is not simply a passive importer of democratic tradi-
tions from Europe (let alone a Balkan authoritarian state). On the contrary,
Europe inherited its egalitarian and democratic traditions from the Slovene
kingdom of Carantania – including progressive legal rights for women! The
ever-obsequious Bill Clinton, in the first visit of a United States’ President
to Slovenia in 1999, acknowledged this popular conception by expressing
gratitude to his Slovene hosts for providing the democratic model on which
Thomas Jefferson based the United States Constitution.

B. Balkans versus Europe: Balkanist discourse and the return to Europe

Another discursive means by which Slovenes and Croats promoted their
inclusion into European institutions was to identify their respective national
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identities as European in contrast to Yugoslavia and the Balkans. Connolly
suggests that “identity requires difference in order to be, and it converts
difference into otherness in order to secure its own certainty”.16 Numerous
scholars have shown how European identity has historically been forged
against a non-European other, whether Russian, Turk or Muslim.17 One could
argue that Croat and Slovene leaders followed a longstanding European tradi-
tion by differentiating their respective nations from an other, in this case
Serbs, Muslims or Yugoslavs. In order to achieve “certainty”, many Croatian
and Slovene leaders converted this difference into otherness by stigmatizing
Yugoslav and Balkan identities.

1. Croatia: “Tud–man, not the Balkan”
The dichotomous construct of Europe/Balkan was most blatantly captured
in Tud–man’s 1997 presidential campaign slogan – “Tud–man, not the Balkan”.
The slogan captured what Tud–man insisted was his greatest historical achieve-
ment: Croatia’s extrication from “the Balkan darkness of the so-called
Yugoslavia”.18 Tud–man rose to power on the promise that he would free
Croatia from the so-called Balkan darkness of Yugoslavia and ensure its
return to its rightful place in Europe. Leading up to and following the
outbreak of war in 1991, Tud–man aimed to construct a Croatian national
identity that would be maximally differentiated from its Yugoslav identity and
other constituent nationalities that comprised the Socialist Federal Republic
of Yugoslavia, most significantly Serbia. Because Serbia was so intimately
connected with Croatia – over ten percent of Croatia’s population was ethnic-
ally Serb, the Serbia and Croatian languages are linguistically very similar,
and Croats and Serbs are both Slavs – and because the Serbs posted a genuine
military threat to Croatia’s independence and in some case its very existence,
this process of differentiation was all the more acute. Balkanist discourse was
an ideal mechanism for this process.

The Balkan/Europe dichotomy also framed Croatian political debates
concerning Croatia’s inclusion in Balkan regional initiatives. The Southeast
European Cooperative Initiative (SECI), proposed by the United States in
1997, and the Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe, initiated in 1999 soon
after the NATO bombing of Serbia, spurred the greatest amount of debate.
When the United States introduced its plans to create SECI in 1997, for
instance, it was nearly impossible to turn on a television or radio or to open
a newspaper in Croatia without learning of the immanent danger of a world
conspiracy to force Croatia “back onto the Balkans”. After regaining Croatian
territory in the Krajina, when the euphoria following Croatia’s independence
was waning, and Croats were facing high unemployment and inflation, SECI
provided a perfect means for Tud–man to sustain a sense of crisis that Croatia’s
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sovereignty was still under threat. Dalibor Foretiæ heralded Tud–man’s efforts
in the independent daily Novi List:

The world would like to push us into some kind of Balkan hole but
we will not allow them. We want to be everything – Central European,
Mediterranean, Transcarpathian – and not just a Balkan country. The
West is constantly inventing some kind of initiative to push us where we
do not belong. But we will not let them! Our leaders persistently and
bravely shout that Croatia will not enter some new Balkan integration.19

As the United States and Western Europe began to distance themselves from
the Tud–man regime in the late 1990s, Tud–man began to portray “the West” as
a main source of this threat. Tud–man would not only protect Croatia from the
Serbian threat; he showed he could also stand up to the “Great Powers” who
were now threatening Croatia’s sovereignty.

The post-Tud–man regime has adopted a generally more favorable
approach to the Balkans, but not without backlash from some right-wing
factions. To demonstrate its support for the Stability Pact, the new Croatian
administration agreed to host a summit of Balkan and EU leaders at a “Balkan
Summit” in Zagreb in November 2000. The new regime’s more cooperative
stance regarding regional cooperation quickly prompted a nationalist back-
lash. The nationalist right, including factions within Tud–man’s HDZ party,
warned the event marked the “rebirth of Yugoslav associations” and an attack
on Croatian sovereignty. A Croatian Party of Rights leader remarked on the
eve of the Summit:

We will soon find ourselves faced with a new age kingdom of Serbs and
Croats, minus the Slovenes plus five million Albanians. In that state, in
a decade or two there will be no Croats. Instead we shall have an uncer-
tain number of fat ‘citizens of Croatia’, meek and hopelessly networked
subjects of the big Orwellian Europe.20

Jožko Kovać, head of the Croatian Peasant Party, questioned the EU’s
regional approach to the Balkans by asking, “Why is the EU not holding
joint talks with the Czech Republic and Slovakia? Why is Slovenia not part
of the package? Why are the Benelux countries not packaged?” He warned
that the meeting was creating serious unrest among Croats and promised that,
“We will defend ourselves again should it be necessary. Not perhaps by war
by our army but a war of politics”.21

2. Slovenia: “Final exit from the Balkans”
Slovenia’s foreign policy towards the Balkans soon after gaining independ-
ence in 1991 until the passage of the Dayton Accords in 1995 can be
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characterized by its attempt to disassociate Slovenia from the troubled region.
In 1992, the Slovene Ministry of Foreign Affairs outlined five key strategic
orientations. The first strategic goal read, “Orientation towards Europe, and
the related intensive integration into the European and Euro-Atlantic polit-
ical security and economic structures (particularly EU and NATO)”. The
fourth read, “Final exit from the Balkans and adaptation to the new polit-
ical role (and thus to new challenges and tasks) within the framework of the
Southeast European countries, particularly those emerging from the ashes of
the former Yugoslavia”.22 Thus, the goal of intensive integration of Slov-
enia into European institutions coincided with Slovenia’s “final exit from
the Balkans”. Reflecting on Slovene foreign policy successes in the decade
following independence, Slovene Foreign Minister Dmitri Rupel writes:

One particularly notable achievement of Slovene foreign policy is that,
at the time of gaining independence, Slovenia as a state began to separate
from the area to which it had belonged since the First World War, from
the area which the Croatian writer Krleza lucidly called ‘the Balkan
pot-house’, in which Slovenia was a foreign body despite its proven
adaptability over the years.23

Like Tud–man’s claim that Croatia’s links with the Balkans between 1918
and 1990 was “just a short episode in Croatian history”, Slovene leaders
also suggest that Slovenia was a “foreign body” in the Balkans over the last
century, despite its “proven adaptability”.

Following the passage of the Dayton Agreement in 1995, Slovene foreign
policy leaders increased their engagement in the Balkan region. With the
stabilization of Bosnia-Herzegovina, and an influx of foreign aid to fast start
the rebuilding of the country, Slovene firms quickly resumed exports to the
important Bosnian market.24 In 1997, the Slovene government also issued
an initiative to establish the International Trust Fund for De-mining and Mine
Victims Assistance, donating over 1.3 million US dollars to the Bosnian relief
effort. With the exception of the short-lived right-wing Bajuk government in
1999, which froze Slovenia’s participation in all externally organized Balkan
regional arrangements, Slovenian governing elites pledged their support for
Slovenia’s participation in Balkan regional associations. A 1999 “Declaration
of Foreign Policy of the Republic of Slovenia” states, for example:

Political, security, economic, and other interests and reasons require
Slovenia’s active involvement in Southeast Europe. Slovenia, therefore,
supports all endeavors and initiatives by the international community
towards stabilization and development of this area . . . Through its active
role and support to democratic processes in this area, Slovenia is estab-
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lishing itself as an important and reliable partner of the international
community in settling this situation in this part of Europe.25

This Declaration highlights two important features of Slovenia’s policy
towards Southeast European cooperation. First, Slovenia’s active involvement
in the region is promoted as being in line with its political, economic, and
security interests. The resolution of violent conflicts in the region promised
two key advantages for Slovenia: it would stem the migration of refugees
from Albania and Bosnia, who accounted for almost 10 percent of Slov-
enia’s population by 2000, and would re-open important export markets for
Slovene products. Second, Slovenia’s role in the Balkans is as “an important
and reliable partner of the international community”, rather than as a Balkan
state. Slovene officials now regularly promote Slovenia as a “bridge” or a
“translator” between Europe and the Balkans, based on Slovenes intimate
familiarity with the customs of both Europe and the Balkans.26

While Slovenian leaders demonstrated a renewed commitment to enga-
ging in the Balkans in the latter half of the 1990s, a certain degree of
ambivalence towards the Balkans is still evident in Slovene foreign policy
and rhetoric. For example, Slovenia was the only state in the region not
to send a head of state to the Balkan Summit in Zagreb in 2000. Slovene
journalist Igor Mekina argued it was a premeditated move on the part of the
government to ensure that Slovenia would not be mis-recognized by the West
as a Balkan state, pointing out the ironic fact that most European leaders
were in attendance.27 Mekina goes on to suggest that the short-term bene-
fits to ruling elites of gaining favor with the xenophobic strata of the local
public are smaller than the extent of long-term damage to Slovenia’s trade
interests in the Balkans. Examples of such xenophobic rhetoric abound in
the popular press. A prominent headline in the mainstream Slovenian weekly
Delo in 2000 read, for example, “Time to Europeanize the Balkan Café”,
accompanied by an editorial decrying the large number of Bosnian grilled
fast food stands one can find throughout Ljubljana and the relative dearth of
Viennese-style coffee houses.

3. Re-imagining the Balkans
When Yugoslavia disintegrated, what some might term its “Ottoman legacy”
– characterized by multinational statehood and sub-national regional diversity
– was finally reorganized into the nationalist rubric of centralization state-
hood and unified national identity, the ultimate criteria of a modern European
nation-state. Some critics in Slovenia and Croatia have begun to explore
the radical ambivalence of being both European and Balkan, to redirect the
negative portrayal of Slovenia’s Yugoslav and Balkan legacies into a source
of positive political engagement and critique.
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For example, as early as 1994, Slovenian poet and essayist Aleš Debeljak
published a popular monograph entitled Twighlight of the Idols, a melan-
cholic and nostalgic parting tribute to Yugoslavia. In the following passage,
Debeljak laments the loss of the multicultural diversity, the “many-colored
carpet” of Yugoslavia:

For me, popular slogans about the ‘celebration of diversity’ were never
mere philosophical speculation. As far back as I recall, these differences
were the crux of my experience of life at a crossroads of various cultures
. . . Yugoslavia was like a many-colored carpet that allowed me to main-
tain contact with lands that were dramatically different from the baroque
Central European town where I grew up yet was still part of the same
country.28

Debeljak celebrates the cultural diversity of Yugoslavia. Yet he also insists
that these lands were “dramatically different” from his own “baroque Central
European town” of Ljubljana.

Positive re-assessments of Croatia’s relationship to the former-Yugoslavia
and the Balkans are much less evident in Croatian political discourse, with
some notable exceptions. For example, Croatian critic Boris Buden tire-
lessly attempts to undermine the anti-Balkan rhetoric of the Tud–man regime.
In response to Tud–man’s proposed constitutional ban on associations with
Balkan states, Buden writes with alarm: “one of the most important elements
in Croatian nationalist ideology – the dichotomous construct of ‘Europe-
Balkan’ – will now be given a place in the basic document of the Croatian
state, its Constitution!”29 In an essay two weeks later on the popular demon-
strations against Milošević in Belgrade, Buden puts the binary opposition
to an ideological use of his own. Buden praises the Serbs for finally rising
up against Milošević, writing that, in doing so, they had become a “symbol
of Europe”. He contrasts the democratic demonstrations in Serbia with the
contemporary situation in Croatia, marked by the absence of any public
opposition to Tud–man, proof that it is Zagreb, not Belgrade, that is the
true “Balkan Palanka” (a term used by Radomir Konstantinović, a Serbian
philosopher, which is related to the English term “provincialism” but carries
only its negative connotations of prejudice, close-mindedness and cultural
isolation).30 Tud–man would never call Zagreb Balkan, let alone using the
terminology of Serbian philosopher. Buden is not arguing, however, that
Zagreb is actually more “primitive”, since he concedes that there is a
“possible objection that not everyone in Zagreb is a primitive Balkanite and
that there are absolutely and relatively far more of that kind in Belgrade
. . .”31 His intention is to incite more dramatic action, to spark more creative
resistance to the Tud–man regime.32
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C. Sub-regional identities: Regional alternatives to the Balkans

Slovene and Croatian elites’ resistance to being placed in sub-European
regional categories such as the Western Balkans or Southeastern Europe by no
means signifies their uniform opposition to all regional associations. On the
contrary, leaders in both states embrace their inclusion in Central European
and Mediterranean cultural, political spheres. Support for participation in
these regional organizations is contingent, however, on it supplementing or
furthering their primary goal – of joining the EU. Associating one’s state
with Central Europe has been an important heuristic devise with which
Croatian and Slovenian elites have established themselves as European and
disassociated themselves from the Balkans. Identifying with other regional
entities, such as the Mediterranean or Alpe-Adria, have played a similar role
in Croatian and Slovene foreign policy discourse and decision-making.

Identification with Central Europe, as an identity and political organi-
zation, has been a key feature of Slovenian and Croatian foreign policy
discourse. The Slovene Parliament’s 2000 “Declaration of Foreign Policy”
is indicative of this cultural and political orientation towards Central Europe:

The Republic of Slovenia is a Central European Country . . . Slovenia,
therefore, finds cooperation and linking with the countries of Central
Europe, in particular in the economic and cultural fields, to be an
important part of its foreign policy activity, both bilaterally and multilat-
erally . . . It is further linked with numerous Central European countries
through the preparations for full EU membership.33

The Parliament’s Declaration makes two important qualifications: that
cooperation is important “in particular in the economic and political fields”
and that their links with Central European countries are based on their
common goal of EU membership.

Croatian leaders promote Croatia’s membership in Central Europe in
largely cultural terms. Consider for example the following statement by
Croatian theorist Duško Topalović.

The political essence of Croatia’s association with Central Europe is
based on the widest elements of social, cultural, religious and civiliz-
ational influences which are manifested in the lifestyle of a national
community: the Croatian capital city Zagreb is by its content and urban
physiognomy a Central European city par excellence.34

The “fact” that Croatia has always been integrated into Central Europe, and
the conclusion that any cooperation with Southeastern European countries
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was a “failure”, is consistent with Tud–man’s claims in his 1997 presidential
“State of the Union” address quoted above:

By its geopolitical position, by all of its fourteen-century history, by its
civilization and culture, Croatia belongs to the Central European and
Mediterranean circles of Europe. Our political links with the Balkans
between 1918 and 1990 were just a short episode in Croatian history
and we are determined not to repeat that episode again.35

This juxtaposition between Central Europe and the Balkans supports
Todorova’s claim that Central Europe has been constructed largely in oppos-
ition to the Balkans. This duality is evident in opposition rhetoric as well.
For example, as part of his 1997 campaign strategy, Croatian Social Liberal
Party candidate Vlado Gotovac capitalized on the fact that Croatia was not
invited to the 1997 meeting of the presidents of Central European states,
the region to which Tud–man repeatedly declared that Croatia belonged. In
a newspaper editorial entitled “Croatia Excluded from the Central European
Milieu”, Gotovac writes:

The absence of the Croatian chief of state from that kind of a gath-
ering not only sends a message that Croatia does not belong to the
Central European geopolitical space, but is also clear proof that Dr.
Franjo Tud–man himself, as the key protagonist of Balkan, anti-European
politics, does not have access to the company of eight Central European
leaders . . . a clear warning that our Republic with Tud–man and his
nomenclature has mired us in deep isolation, leaving us hopelessly
anchored to the Balkan.36

In addition cultural and political orientations with Central Europe, Slovene
and Croatian leaders also emphasize their belonging to the Mediterranean
and Alpine regions of Europe.37

Slovenia’s political and cultural orientation towards the Alpine and Medi-
terranean region preceded the dissolution of Yugoslavia. In 1978, seven
member states, including Slovenia, signed the “Working Community of
Countries and Regions of the Eastern Alpine Area” [otherwise referred to
as the “Alps-Adriatic Working Community”]. According to Rupel’s account,
the Alps-Adriatic Working Community was inaugurated “in principle” to
“alleviate tensions between East and West”, namely in regard to unre-
solved territorial disputes from the First and Second World Wars. Today
Slovenia participates in a number of sub-European regional organizations,
including the Alps-Adriatic Working Community, the Quadrilateral Initiative
(including Slovenia, Hungary and Italy), and the Adriatic-Ionian Initiative,
which in addition to Slovenia includes Italy, Albania, Croatia, Bosnia-
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Herzegovina, Greece and the FRY. These regional organizations tend to
be loosely organized and focus on cultural, environmental, tourism, and
transportation-related issues.

Croatia and Slovenia’s identification and cooperation with Adriatic or
Mediterranean regional constructs present a number of ideational and tactical
advantages. For one, the Mediterranean or Adriatic region generally evokes
far more positive cultural images than the Balkans, or even Central Europe.
Associating one’s country as Mediterranean therefore provides a certain
amount of cultural capital or cachet. A second, more strategic, advantage
exists in identifying with Alpine or Mediterranean regional spheres. Unlike
Central European regional organizations, which are comprised solely by EU
applicant states, Alpine or Mediterranean organizations also include member
states of the EU, such as Italy and Greece, which are perceived to be vital
allies in both Croatian and Slovenes’ quest to join European institutions.

IV. Concluding remarks

In this paper I have provided an account of some of the discursive prac-
tices in which Central European leaders strove to secure their inclusion in
Europe and European institutions throughout the 1990s. Admittedly this is a
far from comprehensive analysis of these discursive practices, which varied
significantly among countries and across time.38 Constructs of Europe and the
trope of “return” played a central role in the early 1990s independence move-
ments in Central and Eastern Europe. These discursive strategies promoted
unspoken agreement – however circumscribed – on the question of Europe in
post-socialist political discourse. I argue that Croatia and Slovenia, two coun-
tries located in a liminal position between Europe and the Balkans, highlight
some of the complexities and ambiguities inherent in this discourse.

I draw two general conclusions from this analysis. First, a certain tension
exists between the insistence of concretizing Central and East European
states’ place in “Europe” and awareness that one’s European status is never
ontologically secure. For instance, Tuþman repeatedly insisted that Croatia’s
fourteen-century old European cultural heritage ensured that Croatia would
quickly return to its rightful place in Europe. At the same time, however,
Tud–man pursued an aggressive lobbying campaign at home and abroad to
promote Croatia’s Europeanness, and to resist being identified as Balkan
by European leaders. Similarly, Slovenian foreign policy leaders agreed to
greater cooperation with the Balkans after 1997 on the condition that Slovenia
serve as a bridge between “Europe” and the troubled region. The reluctance
of Slovene leaders to send a head of state to the Balkan Summit in Zagreb,
allegedly to avoid being mistaken as a Balkan state, suggests that Slovenian
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leaders still perceive their place in “Europe” as less than secure. Central
and East European leaders thus want to imbue Europe with historical and
geographical concreteness, yet recognize that some countries are considered
more “European” than others in the mental maps of West European leaders.
An implicit understanding appears to exist, in other words, that states on
the periphery of Europe are particularly vulnerable to the vagaries of the
changing social and political map of Europe. Central and East European
leaders are aware, as Todorova argues, that, “ ‘Europe’ ends where politicians
want it to end”.39

Second, while Slovenian and Craotian leaders share similar discursive
conceptions of Europe, Europe is ascribed with somewhat different mean-
ings. Some leaders focus on the cultural cachet of Europe as well as the
political and military security that comes with European membership. Other
leaders promote a liberal conception of Europe that entails a respect of the
parliamentary rule of law, democratic norms and the sanctity of rights. Still
others evoke the European social democratic tradition of multiculturalism
and political protest to inspire resistance against ruling regimes and dominant
ideologies. Each construction of Europe reflects different conceptions of the
political, as well as different visions of the future.

I share Slavoj Žižek’s cautious optimism that by being forced to live out
and sustain the competing and often contradictory demands of the national
and transnational, Central and East Europeans are placed in a privileged posi-
tion to invent creative ways out of this dilemma.40 This requires a rethinking
on the part of both Western and Eastern Europeans alike of the relationship
between Europe and its south and eastern peripheries. The continued chal-
lenge facing scholars of the region is to critically examine negative internal
and external representations of the Balkans while, at the same time, avoid
reproducing them. The task is to reassemble the diverse fragments of Balkan
identity and culture and to begin to re-imagine the Balkans as a site of positive
engagement and critique.
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