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Bu ¢alisma, Bat1 Balkanlar'da demokrasiye dogru ¢ok yonlii yolculugu ele almakta ve
tarihsel miraslar, glincel zorluklar ve dis etkilerin karsilikli etkilesimini incelemektedir.
Calisma, bolgenin otoriterlikten kapsayici yonetisime gegisinin arka planinda ortaya ¢ikmakta
ve boyle bir doniisiimiin dogasinda var olan karmasikliklar1 kabul etmektedir. Cok etnikli
toplumlarin karmasikliklarint ¢6zmeye odaklanan arastirma, milliyet¢iligin sonuclarin1 ve
istikrar i¢in gereken hassas dengeyi mercek altina aliyor. Basta Avrupa Birligi olmak iizere
dis aktorlerin rolii elestirel bir bakis agisiyla degerlendirilerek hem ilerleme firsatlart hem de
bolgesel Ozerklik iizerindeki kisitlamalar ortaya konuluyor. Modernizm ve milliyetgilik
arasindaki ¢oziilmemis gerilimlerden demokratik ideallerin pesinde kosmaya kadar, bu
calisma Bat1 Balkanlar'da devam eden demokratik evrimin incelikli bir sekilde anlagilmasina
katkida bulunmaktadir. Kapsamli bir analiz sayesinde, bélgenin yolculugunun, demokratik bir
kadere giden yolda zorluklarin iistesinden gelen ve asamali zaferleri kutlayan direngli bir
ruhla karakterize edildigi ortaya ¢ikmaktadir.
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Abstract

This paper delves into the multifaceted journey towards democracy in the Western
Balkans, examining the interplay of historical legacies, contemporary challenges, and external
influences. The narrative unfolds against the backdrop of the region's transition from
authoritarianism to inclusive governance, acknowledging the complexities inherent in such a
transformation. Focused on unraveling the complexities of multiethnic societies, the
exploration scrutinizes the consequences of nationalism and the delicate balance required for
stability. The role of external actors, notably the European Union, is critically assessed,
revealing both opportunities for progress and constraints on regional autonomy. From the
unresolved tensions between modernism and nationalism to the pursuit of democratic ideals,
this paper contributes to a nuanced understanding of the ongoing democratic evolution in the
Western Balkans. Through a comprehensive analysis, it becomes evident that the region's
journey is characterized by a resilient spirit, navigating challenges, and celebrating
incremental triumphs on the path toward a democratic destiny.
Keywords: Democracy Transition, Western Balkans, Nationalism in Multiethnic Societies,

External Influences, Stability and Modernism.
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Introduction

The journey towards democracy in the Western Balkans has been a nuanced and
intricate process, marked by a tapestry of challenges and triumphs. As these nations strive to
embrace democratic ideals, they grapple with the legacies of the past while simultaneously
confronting contemporary obstacles. This paper embarks on a comprehensive exploration of
this transformative path, delving into the multifaceted dimensions of democratic transition in
the region.

In the wake of historical complexities and geopolitical shifts, the Western Balkans
stand at a crossroads, seeking to overcome the shadows of authoritarianism and pave the way
for inclusive governance. The transition to democracy necessitates a meticulous examination
of the unique hurdles faced by each nation, acknowledging the influence of historical legacies
and the complex interplay of internal and external dynamics. From the lingering echoes of
conflict to the intricacies of ethnic diversity, the region navigates a challenging terrain where
the pursuit of democracy intertwines with the complexities of identity, nationalism, and
external influences.

This paper critically assesses the role of the European Union (EU) and external actors
in shaping the democratic trajectory of the Western Balkans. By scrutinizing the challenges
inherent in this external involvement, we aim to discern the opportunities and limitations
posed by international actors in fostering democratic values within the region. Additionally,
we delve into the consequences of nationalist sentiments in multiethnic societies, unraveling
the intricate web of socio-political implications and seeking avenues for stability.

As we traverse the landscape of the Western Balkans, the interplay of modernism and
nationalism emerges as a focal point. Tensions between these forces underscore the
complexity of forging a stable democratic path, raising questions about the compatibility of
diverse ideologies in the pursuit of a common goal. This paper aims to dissect these tensions,
offering insights into the unresolved aspects that continue to shape the region's political
landscape.

Through a nuanced exploration of historical echoes, contemporary dynamics, and
external influences, we seek to contribute to a deeper understanding of the intricate process of

democratic transition in this evolving geopolitical landscape.
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1. Journey Towards Democracy in the Western Balkans

Cultural shifts have seen periods of democratic stability, as well as democratic
disintegration, followed by episodes of authoritarianism. Commencing from the late 18th
century, the first wave of democracy progressively expanded the number of democratic
governments until approximately 1930 (Grugel, 2002: 32-33). The forces of democratization,
primarily the American, British, and French allies, made significant headway in the occupied
territories of Germany, Japan, and Austria. Concurrently, elements of democracy began to
emerge in several Latin American regions. According to Huntington, a third wave of
democratization was triggered in 1974 with Portugal's transition to democracy, which was
soon followed by similar shifts in Greece and Spain (Grugel, 2002: 32-33).

In the 1950s, theorists primarily concentrated on identifying socio-economic or socio-
cultural prerequisites for the process of democratization, while the focus in the 1980s shifted
towards the significance of political maneuvering and strategic activities. Detailed
quantitative studies across various nations have been carried out to investigate the correlation
between the level of democracy and metrics such as GDP growth, equality, and infant
mortality rates (Chan, 2004: 57-59). Other research underscored the importance of specific
political culture and centered around the unique attributes of individuals within democratic
societies (Chan, 2004: 60-64). The advent of capitalism, resulting from the dissolution of
feudalism characterized by personal and forceful obligations binding peasants to noblemen,
fostered socio-economic conditions conducive to the rise of representative democracy. This
was largely due to the empowered social classes that have consistently backed democracy,
such as the working class and autonomous capitalist farmers (S.Roper, 2013: 196). The fall of
alternative socialist economic models further reinforced the supremacy of an extreme free-
market ideology, setting it as the global benchmark for economic policy, which includes
policies of major international financial institutions (Beetham, 2005: 102-103).

Regional 10s can support the solidification of democracy by offering nascent
democracies the means to commit to specific policies credibly, by lending international
endorsement to new regimes, by helping deter anti-regime forces from opposing the
burgeoning regime, and by providing resources to assist leaders in gaining the allegiance of
significant elite factions (C.Pevenhouse, 2005: 15). This indicates the significant role
international organizations can play in the process of democratization.

The conditions necessary for the establishment and sustenance of democracy can

appear virtually endless. Two key factors often highlighted include a certain degree of
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socioeconomic development, specifically GDP per capita, and a civic political culture that
promotes democratic values and practices (Makarenko & Meville, 2015: 271-272).
Additionally, the absence of deep-rooted social, ethnic, or religious divisions, which can
disrupt democratic processes, is also seen as a critical precondition for democracy
(Makarenko & Meville, 2015: 271-272). Structurally, a stable economic base with equitable
income distribution can help foster an environment conducive to democratic practices, as it
minimizes social tensions and encourages broad participation in the political process.
Culturally, a society with respect for democratic norms, including tolerance for diverse
viewpoints, adherence to the rule of law, and an engaged citizenry, helps lay the groundwork
for a successful democracy. Moreover, a robust civil society, including independent media
and a variety of interest groups, can bolster democratic processes by providing checks and
balances on power. Furthermore, functioning state institutions, which provide a sense of
national identity and unity and effectively manage conflicts, are also essential for the
flourishing of a democracy. All these factors interplay to create an ecosystem that supports the
growth and sustainability of democratic governance.

In the context of the Western Balkans, all these democratization steps carry specific
weight. After the dissolution of Yugoslavia, the region has and is facing significant challenges
that need to be overcome in order to fully embrace democracy.

Economically, the WB nations are still in the process of transitioning from their
socialist past to capitalist or market economies. Disparities in wealth distribution and
socioeconomic development persist on WB, hindering the creation of a stable economic base
conducive to democratic stability.

The legacy of ethnic conflicts and persistent nationalistic sentiments have challenged
the establishment of a civic culture that values democratic norms, tolerance, and pluralism.
Differences based on ethnic and religious identities have often been used to gain political
advantage, which has complicated the democratic transition process.

Civil society, although progressively evolving, is still developing its role in these
countries. The strengthening of civil society organizations and independent media is essential
to foster democratic discourse and hold governments accountable.

Moreover, state institutions in these countries are still in the process of being fully
democratized. Issues such as corruption, weak rule of law, and lack of institutional

transparency remain significant hurdles.
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2. The Transition to Democracy

The collapse of former Communist regimes in Eastern and Central Europe in the late
1980s redefined the discourse and practices around state sovereignty, bringing it into sharp
focus (Mostov, 2008: 39). This period saw a power vacuum created by the downfall of these
governments, which various elites competed to fill, aiming to gain control over the benefits
tied to state authority within the international framework. Amid the prospect of political and
economic restructuring, leaders of emerging political movements and newly-formed parties
grappled with the challenge of distinguishing themselves in the imminent political power
struggles (Mostov, 2008: 39). Regrettably, the shadow of these past attitudes still looms large
in the region's contemporary hardline border politics. These entrenched perspectives include a
resigned acceptance of inherent disparities and immutable differences between groups, a
conflation of tolerance with treachery, a propagation of communalism, and a constriction of
civic participation to mere endorsement of ethnically-driven leadership and interests. Such
attitudes continue to perpetuate divisions, impeding the progress towards inclusive and
tolerant societies that are essential for genuine democratic growth in the region.

Nations in the midst of transitioning often experience a higher risk of war, particularly
when they lack the critical political institutions required for democracy to function effectively.
These institutions include an effective government, established rule of law, well-structured
political parties engaged in free elections, and a reliable news media (D.Mansfield & Snyder,
2005: 1-3). The journey towards democratic governance in the Western Balkans, subsequent
to the breakup of Yugoslavia, has been intricate and fraught with obstacles. Following
Yugoslavia's disintegration, the region underwent dramatic political and socioeconomic
transformations as the emergent states endeavored to establish autonomous democratic
structures and assimilate themselves into the European and international economic order.
However, enduring vestiges of historical ethnic conflicts, economic volatility, and ingrained
corruption served as formidable impediments to these ambitions.

The path to democratic reform was laden with challenges, primarily triggered by the
brutal conflicts that swept across the region in the 1990s, leaving a legacy of deep-seated
ethnic animosities and territorial discord. The complexity of the democratic transition was
amplified by the varying stages of democratic evolution, distinct historical narratives, and
unique ethnic demographics that characterized each state.

Nations striving towards democracy without establishing robust public accountability

systems may find themselves at risk of falling into the grips of nationalist conflict
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(D.Mansfield & Snyder, 2005: 1-3) Moreover, the transition necessitated comprehensive
institutional reforms, building of a viable market economy, and promotion of the rule of law,
human rights, and minority protections — tasks that were often impeded by issues of political
will, capacity, and persistent corruption.

Beetham explores the various inheritances that nations transitioning to democracy
have to deal with after transitioning from different types of authoritarian rule:

J Under the legacy of Military rule — The primary concern involves ensuring
enough military support for a new civilian government to prevent it from being overthrown,
considering the military's obvious physical capability to do so. The secondary concern
revolves around addressing the grievances of the family members and victims of human rights
abuses perpetrated by the military.

. Post-Communist government - Key challenges involve dismantling the
command economy and establishing a free-market system, as well as breaking the monopoly
of the communist party.

o Multi-Party system - The formation of political parties to contest public office
is a critical step in the transition from any authoritarian regime to an electoral democracy.
(Beetham, 2005: 75-82).

The transition to democracy has had to grapple with diverse legacies left by different
types of authoritarian regimes. Communist systems, single-party republics (Beetham, 2005:
82-83). But notwithstanding these obstacles, there has been meaningful advancement in the
region's democratic evolution, chiefly stimulated by the prospects of integration with the
European Union. The aspiration for EU membership has motivated these nations to
implement necessary reforms and aim for enhanced political stability, economic development,
and societal healing. Yet, the process of democratic consolidation in the Western Balkans
remains a work in progress, with considerable efforts still needed to actualize democratic

values and secure a stable and prosperous future for the region.

3. Challenges to Democratic Transition in the Western Balkans

By the end of 2001 or beginning of 2002, the discrepancy in democratic development
between the Western Balkan republics and Eastern European countries became alarmingly
apparent. Despite the establishment of relatively stable governments across all Western
Balkan nations, successful conduct of numerous elections without major anomalies, and some

encouraging economic progress during the transition and democratization period, these factors
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were insufficient to alleviate ethnic tensions and foster enduring stability (Gadjanova, 2006:
5). Unlawful economic activities, business malpractices, uneven and sluggish economic
growth, a dearth of significant foreign investment, energy deficits, serious infrastructure
shortcomings, as well as urban and rural poverty are all intrinsically linked to ineffective
governance (Mostov, 2008: 53). During the transition and democratization period, the
European Union (EU) was expected to have a significant influence on the development of
democratic institutions, by encouraging sustainable systems and initiatives encompassing all
Western Balkan nations. Regrettably, the absence of a clear strategic vision from EU
institutions has led to a persistence of longstanding ethnic divisions, an uptick in authoritarian
tendencies, a failure to fully democratize, deficiencies in civil society, violations of human
rights, and an increasing trend towards individualization of institutions, among other
challenges. These continue to constitute substantial obstacles in the path of the Western
Balkan nations' democratic development.

The EU was prompted to adopt a more engaged and accountable approach toward the
countries in the region in the aftermath of the ethnic cleansing in Yugoslavia and NATO's
military intervention (Gadjanova, 2006: 5-10). June 2003, at the European Council held in
Thessaloniki, the EU underwent a dramatic shift in its perspective toward the Western
Balkans. Before these Western Balkan countries could be considered for EU membership,
they were required to undertake the necessary political, economic, and administrative reforms
within their respective countries (European Commision, 2003). However, even two decades
post the Thessaloniki European Council, full EU membership remains a distant goal for the
Western Balkan nations. At the time of this paper writing, Serbia has initiated negotiations,
while Macedonia has also begun the process, contingent upon the inclusion of the Bulgarian
community in its constitution. Albania has started negotiations as well as the screening
process. Kosovo, on the other hand, has applied for candidate status and continues to await
visa liberalization. Bosnia and Herzegovina maintains its status as a potential candidate, a
designation granted by the EU during the Thessaloniki EU Council.

The EU's hesitation to offer a defined pathway towards integration for the Western
Balkan countries, subsequent to the easing of visa regulations, created a disconnect in their
integration with the rest of Eastern Europe and intensified security concerns in the region
(Gadjanova, 2006: 11-12). During the transition to democracy in the Western Balkans, key
issues emerged, including the ascendancy of nationalist politics, ethnic clashes, and the rise of
authoritarianism (Gadjanova, 2006: 11-12). The transition period in the Western Balkans was
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riddled with problems and complexities. The fallout from the wars of the 1990s lingered,
marked by unresolved disputes, ethnic tensions, and economic challenges. The political
landscape was characterized by weak institutions and rampant corruption, which often led to a
lack of faith in the democratic process. Nationalistic sentiments remained strong, often
exacerbating ethnic divisions and contributing to political instability. The lack of a strong
civil society hampered the promotion of democratic values and human rights. Furthermore,
the transition period also saw the rise of authoritarian tendencies, which further hindered the
democratization process. These issues collectively represented significant hurdles in the path
towards building resilient democracies in the Western Balkan nations.

The lack of resources for public goods has contributed to public discontent and social
unrest, making it challenging to sustain infrastructure such as roads, bridges, and schools,
ensure payment of public employees' salaries and pensions, and provide even basic health and
welfare benefits (Mostov, 2008: 53). As a result of the insufficient EU funds aimed at
strengthening institutions and managing the transition, particularly during the democratization
period in Western Balkan countries, several problems persist. Serbia has managed to maintain
relative economic stability, largely due to its state-building efforts post-Yugoslavia's
dissolution and the institutional building experience accumulated during Tito's era. However,
the rise of authoritarianism, deficiencies in human rights and the judicial system, as well as
rampant corruption and organized crime, have significantly undermined the democratic
structure in the country. This further emphasizes the importance of EU intervention and
strategic support in steering the transition and democratization processes towards stability and
success.

During the period of transition and democratization, Western Balkan nations struggled
to shed their communist mindset and adopt policies promoting openness, accountability,
transparency, effective governance, and community empowerment - principles that are
inherently commendable and universally acceptable (Sampson, 2003: 137-138). The EU's
lack of vision in supplying transitioning countries with the necessary funds to bolster
democratic values has resulted in the formation of a democratic regime that remains unstable
and susceptible to collapse under the influence of an authoritarian leader. This theory is
exemplified by figures like Nikola Gruevski, the former Prime Minister of North Macedonia,
and the current Prime Ministers of Albania and Serbia, Edi Rama and Alexander Vucic,

respectively. The latter two remain in power, demonstrating authoritarian tendencies. The
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scenarios underline the crucial need for EU's strategic foresight and support in securing
democratic processes, particularly in countries vulnerable to regression into authoritarian rule.

The uncertainty surrounding the transition period undermined the EU's standing in the
region, paving the way for the emergence of an entirely new set of foreign actors (Sampson,
2003: 145-146). One such prominent player is Russia, whose influence in the region has not
always been conducive to its progress. Russia's involvement often appeared to destabilize
rather than assist the democratization process, leading to increased political tension. The use
of energy politics to exert control, support for nationalist and separatist movements, and the
spreading of disinformation are among the tactics that have reportedly been used. This
negative impact not only undermines the sovereignty and democratic progression of Western
Balkan nations but also poses a significant challenge to the EU's efforts in promoting stability
and integration in the region. Thus, a comprehensive strategy is required to counteract such

external influences and ensure the consolidation of democratic institutions.

4. Consequences of Nationalism in Multiethnic Societies

Nationalism, as a political ideology, has long been a staple of international politics. It
typically manifests as an emphasis on the precedence of one's nation over all others, or the
assertion of a nation's right to self-determination. This focus can extend to prioritizing one's
ethnic group above others in multiethnic societies. Lately, however, nationalism is frequently
associated with a rhetoric that opposes globalization and international cooperation, favoring
domestic needs and interests.

This trend raises critical questions about the resurgence of nationalist politics in
today's global landscape, and its implications for international cooperation. The effects of
globalization have been so profound and, in many instances, disruptive, that it has resulted in
a populace that harbors distrust and resentment towards immigration, globalization, and the
political establishment. In multiethnic societies, the rise of nationalist and populist politics has
exacerbated divisions between the majority ethnic group and minority groups. These
circumstances present a significant challenge and an evolving dynamic in the sphere of global
politics.

Elie Kedourie, as referenced by Joseph, posits that nationalism is based on the belief
that humanity naturally segregates into distinct nations. These nations are recognizable by
certain unique traits, and the only valid form of governance is self-rule based on these
national distinctions (Joseph, 2004: 96). Bosworth proposes that the concepts of nationalism
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and nations were conceived simultaneously, emerging during the period of Enlightenment and
culminating in the French and Industrial revolutions (Bosworth, 2007: 58-59). Schulz defines
a nation as an extended community, bound by a unique sense of kinship, underpinned by a
collective memory of past sacrifices and a willingness to make future sacrifices. (Schulze,
1996: 97-98). Smith provides a comprehensive definition of a nation as a named population
sharing a historic territory, common myths, and historical memories, a unified public culture,
a collective economy, and uniform legal rights and duties for its members (Smith, Nations and
Nationalism in a Global Era, 1995: 57). He further defines ethnics as named population units
that share common ancestry myths and historical memories, components of a shared culture, a
connection with a historic territory, and a degree of unity, particularly among their elites
(Smith, Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era, 1995: 57).

Bieber (2018: 520) views nationalism as an ideology that places immense value on
one's nationhood, distinguishing it from other groups, and fostering its preservation and
political representation (Bieber, 2018: 520). As per Smith's interpretation, nationalism serves
as a potent ideological force to establish and preserve the identity, unity, and autonomy of a
group, some members of which consider it to be a real or potential nation (Smith, Myths and
Memories of the Nation, 1999: 18-19). Bieber also draws a distinction between ethnic and
civic forms of nationalism. The former is grounded on the notion of a shared lineage, making
it less inclusive, while the latter is premised on the concept of citizenship, thereby allowing
individuals to join the nation. Nowadays, the degree to which nationalism is inclusive or
exclusive is a critical determinant, which can hinge on concepts of common descent,
narratives of native origins, or adherence to specific values (Bieber, 2018: 521). Adding to
this, the level of exclusion was particularly notable in Macedonia under the VMRO. This
party utilized ethnic nationalism as a tool to emphasize the exclusivity of Macedonian identity
and consolidate power, often at the expense of the nation's diverse ethnic groups. This
approach served to heighten ethnic tensions and hinder the development of a more inclusive,
civic form of nationalism.

According to Smith the world is witnessing a rebirth of ethnic nationalism, of religious
fundamentalists and of group antagonisms which were thought to have been long buried.
(Smith, Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era, 1995: 2). Ethnic protests for autonomy and
secession, wars of national irredentism and explosive racial conflicts over labor markets and
social facilities have proliferated in every continent (Smith, Nations and Nationalism in a
Global Era, 1995: 2).
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Bieber points out that nationalism is not a spontaneous occurrence but must be
nurtured, with its constituents being convinced of their belonging to a particular group. The
strength of nationalism within a society can be gauged through several indicators, such as
underlying or structural elements, citizenship that excludes, socioeconomic marginalization,
and more overt and immediate aspects like media narratives, support for nationalist parties,
and violence against specific groups (Bieber, 2018: 520-521). In multiethnic societies,
nationalism doesn't just appear; it necessitates a constellation of factors to come together. For
nationalism to become intense, a pivotal moment of crisis is needed, which can be ideological,
economic, institutional, or social (Bieber, 2018: 521) Adding on to this, the disintegration of
Yugoslavia can be seen as a critical event and a profound crisis that sparked ethnic
nationalism in the Balkans. The rise of ethnic nationalism, political parties along ethnic lines,
conflicts among minority groups, border disputes, and the preservation of the status quo in
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, all pose significant challenges to fully establishing an
economic identity and democracy in the Western Balkan region. The dissolution of
Yugoslavia has left a lasting legacy for nearly three decades, which has contributed to the rise
of authoritarianism in the region.

Bieber notes that democracies in their nascent stages often prove to be highly
susceptible to extreme forms of nationalism. There are primarily two reasons for this: firstly,
during the democratization process, it becomes necessary to establish new rules and
institutions that define the political community (Bieber, 2018: 520-523). Key considerations
include whether the state is a nation-state, whether a core nation enjoys privileged access to
citizenship, and whether ethnic kin are allowed to vote or if certain groups are excluded
(Bieber, 2018: 520-523). Secondly, political competition in such unconsolidated democracies
is flawed, and nationalism offers a straightforward, ready-made ideology that can compete in
the marketplace of ideas (Bieber, 2018: 520-523). Building on this, the case of North
Macedonia can be illustrative. After gaining independence, North Macedonia found itself
grappling with defining its political community while trying to balance the interests of its
ethnically diverse population. The democratization process was challenged by competing
nationalist ideologies, often stoked by populist political groups, which complicated the
country's efforts to create inclusive institutions and laws. This scenario underscores the
susceptibility of emerging democracies, like North Macedonia, to the forces of virulent

nationalism.

43
BENGI Diinya Yoriik-Tiirkmen Arastirmalar: Dergisi




Flamur ISMAILI BENGI
2024-1

Smith postulates that nations and nationalisms are not just the results of modernity but
also active contributors to it (Smith, Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era, 1995: 2-3).

He suggests that nations and nationalism form the fundamental underpinnings and
dynamics of both the modern and pre-modern eras. The phenomena of modernization and
modernity serve primarily as vehicles that allow nations to be realized in our contemporary
world (Smith, Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era, 1995: 2-3). From the dawn of human
civilization through the present, the concept of nation and the drive of nationalism have
played pivotal roles in shaping societal identities, influencing policy, and guiding the course

of history.

5. Pursuit of Stability in Southeastern Europe

The interaction of modernism and nationalism in Southeastern Europe presents a
complex and multifaceted exploration of socio-political dynamics. In this region, the effects
of the modernist movement-characterized by the rejection of tradition, a push towards
innovation, and the encouragement of critical thinking-interplayed with nationalistic ideals,
which often emphasized ethnic identity, cultural continuity, and political autonomy. The
journey of modernism and nationalism in Southeastern Europe, thus, paints a fascinating
tableau of cultural shifts, political changes, and societal transformations. It offers insights into
how these forces shaped the identity, consciousness, and destiny of nations in this part of the
world. The ensuing dialogue and sometimes conflict between modernism and nationalism
have left indelible imprints on the region, echoes of which continue to be felt in the present
day.

There exists a concerning possibility that instead of progressing in alignment with the
rest of Europe, the Balkan nations may continue to lag behind. The goal of achieving
integration, which is a crucial element for stabilizing the region, could become increasingly
unattainable (International Commision in the Balkans, 2005: 10-14). The current
circumstances aren't just unworkable; they also risk thrusting the region into a renewed phase
of dangerous volatility. Strategies that solely address prevailing economic and societal issues,
while neglecting unresolved status matters, have proven ineffective (International Commision
in the Balkans, 2005: 10-14).

The region of the former Yugoslavia is nestled among three of the world's major
religions: Christianity, Islam, and Orthodoxy. After the death of Tito in 1980, nationalist

sentiments began to resurface (Oliver, 2005: 4). Slobodan Milosevic ascended from
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anonymity to dictatorship and subsequently to the Serbian Presidency, primarily exploiting an
issue he largely manufactured himself: the alleged oppression of the Serbian minority in the
southern province of Kosovo (Oliver, 2005: 4). As reported by the independent Kosovar
Albanian Association of Trades Unions, 115,000 of the total 170,000 people were dismissed
from their jobs (Oxford University Report, 2000: 16-17). More critically, widespread human
rights violations occurred, including random arrests, torture, and imprisonment without trial.
Albanians were charged with "verbal crimes™” and brought to police stations for "informative
talks." The extent of these abuses has been reported by Amnesty International, Human Rights
Watch, and the Council for the Defense of Human Rights in Kosovo (Oxford University
Report, 2000: 16-17).

Following the breakup of Yugoslavia, the Balkan nations were split into Western
Balkan countries and others, with the former experiencing greater isolation in their
international relations. Persisting nationalist policies and the growth of authoritarianism over
recent decades have tested democracy and progress in the region, and the last four major
conflicts, rooted in a tangle of political, religious, economic, ethnic, and historical factors,
have added to this complexity.

Some believe that the wars in the region, particularly in Bosnia, were an unavoidable
historical consequence, arising from deep-seated religious and ethnic grudges which, while
suppressed under Tito, exploded into violence following his death (Oliver, 2005: 3). The
breakup of Yugoslavia stands out due to how its leaders ignited nationalist rhetoric and ethnic
disputes as a strategy for retaining power, often in the absence of a formidable opposition
presenting alternative options (Elbasani, 2013: 9-10). This manipulated nationalism and
power retention tactics have significantly contributed to the continued lack of modernization
in the region. Despite the changing political landscape, the region has struggled to fully
integrate with the contemporary world. With old structures maintaining control, the necessary
reforms for modernization have been slow, and in some cases, entirely absent. This has
resulted in stagnation, keeping the region somewhat isolated from the progressive changes
observed elsewhere in the world.

Following the 1990s, a period marked by the climax of ethnic-based nationalist
politics leading to several wars and skirmishes, the nations of the Western Balkans were
confronted with the challenge of establishing national identities centered on universal
principles of democracy, human rights, and free market economics (Nordman, 2016: 151).
These nations have attempted to address this challenge with the support of international
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organizations such as the European Union, amongst others. However, despite these efforts,
considerable obstacles persist. The transformation is a complex process and requires sustained
commitment, both from the countries themselves and the international community, to ensure
that the past patterns of nationalism and division do not reemerge.

The countries of the Western Balkans, after a period of turbulent and conflict-ridden
transformation following the fall of communism, have made strides in moving away from the
toxic and exclusionary nationalist politics that once dominated their sociopolitical landscapes
(Elbasani, 2013: 3-5). However, it's important to note that despite these advances, the region
still grapples with significant challenges. The status quo, while relatively stable, carries within
it seeds of fragility and potential disruption. Kosovo and Bosnia, for instance, remain delicate
and unresolved issues, often teetering on the brink of instability. Serbia continues to assert an
aggressive stance towards Kosovo, maintaining a charged atmosphere. Furthermore, in
Macedonia, ethnic divisions persist, threatening the fragile peace that currently holds. The
country is still under the shadow of external influences, with Bulgaria imposing conditions
that directly threaten Macedonia's identity and national integrity. All these factors contribute
to a sense of unease that permeates the region, hinting at potential flashpoints that, if not
addressed effectively, could disrupt the tentative stability that currently exists in the Western
Balkans. It underscores the necessity for continued vigilance and proactive engagement to

ensure these issues are appropriately addressed to secure lasting peace and stability.

Conclusion

In retracing the intricate journey towards democracy in the Western Balkans, our
exploration has revealed a complex tapestry woven with challenges and triumphs. As we
conclude this examination, it is evident that the region's pursuit of democratic ideals is a
dynamic process, shaped by historical legacies, contemporary challenges, and external
influences.

Our journey began with a recognition of the nuanced nature of democratic transition,
where the legacies of the past continue to cast shadows on the path forward. The Western
Balkans, each grappling with its unique historical complexities, is engaged in a delicate dance
between overcoming authoritarian echoes and embracing inclusive governance. The evolution
towards democracy requires a careful balance, acknowledging the scars of conflict while

fostering a collective commitment to democratic values.
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The role of external actors, particularly the European Union, emerged as a critical
factor in shaping the democratic trajectory of the region. From fostering cooperation to facing
challenges of intervention, the external dimension has both provided opportunities for
progress and posed limitations on the region's autonomy. Our analysis underscores the need
for a nuanced understanding of the interplay between internal aspirations and external
influences, recognizing the delicate balance required for sustainable democratic development.

Nationalism, as explored in the context of multiethnic societies, remains a potent force
with far-reaching consequences. The interplay of modernism and nationalist sentiments
introduces layers of complexity, exposing unresolved tensions that demand careful
consideration. It is within this context that stability becomes an imperative pursuit, requiring a
delicate negotiation between diverse ideologies and the shared vision of a democratic future.

As we reflect on the trajectory of democracy in the Western Balkans, the
interconnected themes explored in this paper converge to underscore the region's resilience
and determination. The challenges illuminated in our exploration are not insurmountable
barriers but rather waypoints in a continuing journey. The triumphs, though incremental,
signify the region's capacity to navigate complex terrain and move closer to a democratic
ideal.

In essence, our exploration of navigating democracy in the Western Balkans reaffirms
the notion that this journey is ongoing, marked by progress and setbacks alike. Through a
deeper understanding of historical legacies, contemporary challenges, and external dynamics,
we contribute to a broader dialogue on the complexities of democratic transition. As the
Western Balkans continue to navigate this intricate path, we remain poised at the intersection
of challenges and triumphs, witnessing the evolution of a region in pursuit of a democratic
destiny.

47
BENGI Diinya Yoriik-Tiirkmen Arastirmalar: Dergisi




Flamur ISMAILI BENGI
2024-1

Bibliography

Beetham, D. (2005). Democracy. Oxford: Oneworld Publications.

Bieber, F. (2018). Is nationalism on the Rise? Assessing Global Trends, Ethnopolitics. Taylor
and Francis Group, 519-540.

Bosworth, R. (2007). Nationalism. New York: Routledge.

C.Pevenhouse, J. (2005). Democracy from Above. NEw York: Cambridge University Press.

Chan, S. (2004). Liberalism, Democracy and Development. New York: Cambridge University
Press.

D.Mansfield, E., & Snyder, J. (2005). Electing To Fight, Why Emerging Democracies Go To
War. Massachesetts: Belfer Center for Science and International Affairs.

Elbasani, A. (2013). Europeanization travels to the Western Balkans: enlargment strategy,
domestic obstacles and diverging reforms. In A. Elbasani, European Integration and
Transformation in the Western Balkans (pp. 3-22). New York: Routledge.

European Commision. (2003). EU Western Balkans Summit Thessaloniki. Brussels:
European Commision.

Gadjanova, E. (2006). The State of Local Democracy in the Western Balkans. Luxembourg:
European Communities Press.

Grugel, J. (2002). Democratization, A Critical Introduction. New York: Palgrave.

International Commision in the Balkans. (2005). The Balkans in Europe's Future. Sofia:
Centre for Liberal Strategies.

Joseph, J. E. (2004). Language and Identity, National, Ethnic, Religious. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Makarenko, B., & Meville, A. (2015). How Do Transitions to Democracy Get Stuck and
Where. In A. Przeworski, Democracy in a Russian Mirror (pp. 271-272). New York:
Cambridge University.

Mostov, J. (2008). Soft Borders, Rethinking Sovereignty and Democracy. New York:
Palgrave Macmillan.

Nordman, J. (2016). Nationalism, EU Integration, and Stability in the Western Balkans.
OSCE Yearbook 2015, 151-163.

Oliver, 1. (2005). War and Peace in the Balkans. London: 1.B. Tauris Publishers.

Oxford University Report. (2000). The Kosovo Report Conflict, International Response,
Lessons Learned. London: Oxford University Press Inc.

S.Roper, B. (2013). The History of Democracy. London: Pluto Press.

48
BENGI Diinya Yériik-Tiirkmen Arastirmalari Dergisi




BENGI Navigating Democracy: Challenges and Triumph in the Western Balkans
2024-1

Sampson, S. (2003). From Kanun to Capacity - Building (The Internationals, civil society
development and security in the Balkans). In P. Siani-Davies, International
Intervention in the Balkan Since 1995 (pp. 137-146). New York: Routledge.

Schulze, H. (1996). States, Nations and Nationalism. Massachusetts: Blackwell Publishers.

Smith, A. D. (1995). Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Smith, A. D. (1999). Myths and Memories of the Nation. New York: Oxford University Press.

49
BENGI Diinya Yoriik-Tiirkmen Arastirmalar: Dergisi




