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Workshop abstract 

Resulting from ethnic mobilisation processes directed by local nationalistic leaders in the 1990s, 
ethnic conflicts in the Western Balkans have led to a fragmentation and a recomposition of territories 
and populations around some majority ethnos groups. Based on consociational and pragmatic 
assumption of bringing the war to an end, the International Community interventions that followed 
have also reinforced the ethnicisation of territories, societies and politics. While there is much research 
being conducted to highlight the limits of such an approach, there is still too little work devoted to the 
possible alternatives. Interstitial spaces between states, regions or neighbourhoods - being by nature 
territories of interethnic cohabitation - are still perceived as undefined, unstable and insecure in the 
Western Balkans. They may instead constitute the places for the emergence of shared experiences and 
memories in the respect of cultural and opinions’ differences, in other words, the places of inter-ethnic 
reconciliation. Thus, this workshop should serve as a platform for examining the empirical and 
theoretical research on approaches, politics and experiments aiming at facilitating inter-ethnic 
reconciliation. Within the scope of the workshop, legal, political, social and spatial developments, 
such as cross-border initiatives, normatisation of minority rights and pursue of good governance shall 
be examined. The final aim of the workshop is to conclude if, as a result of above enumerated models 
for inter-ethnic cooperation; new political and social dialogue is emerging in the Western Balkans. 
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Workshop description 

If fragmentation and integration have been observable forces influencing European societies along 
centuries, those two phenomena have been particularly visible in the last twenty years in the South-
Eastern Europe. Manipulating nationalistic feelings, regional leaders from 1990s have contributed to 
construct interethnic hatred, the principal basis of successive regional ethnic conflicts throughout the 
1990s (Petričušić and Žagar, 2007). The International Community interventions that followed have 
certainly contributed to bringing conflicts to the end, permitting re-emergence of the rule of law (in 
particular through the organisation of the post-conflict elections, assistance in the judicial reforms as 
well as through the work of the ICTY, still highly contested by the local population). Nonetheless, the 
peace settlements have institutionalised the ethnic homogenisation, giving legitimacy to the 
fragmentation of states, regions and neighbourhoods that became supposedly stable because of 
achieved ethnical homogeneity. 

Being for the most part absent from the region during the conflicts, the European Union has become 
the major international actor in the Western Balkans after it offered a prospect of a membership. 
Nevertheless, some of the pre-accession criteria and policies may prove counterproductive in post-
ethnic conflict areas, since they lack the basis in the EU norms. For instance, assessing minority 
protection policy of the EU, numerous authors have emphasised the absence of minority protection 
standards in the acquis communautaire that result in so called 'double standards' for the current and the 
accession states. Namely, some current EU countries have themselves failed to ratify and implement 
international legally-binding standards for minority protection incorporated in the Council of Europe's 
Framework Convention on National Minorities and the Charter for Regional and Minority Languages, 
while the (potential) candidate countries are expected to incorporate and implement those standards as 
a part of the enlargement’s conditionality (Hughes, Sasse and Gordon, 2003; Schwellnus, 2005; 
Petričušić, 2008). This lack of norm resonance in EU member states does not contribute to the uniform 
standard-setting of minority rights norms in the wider Europe. Moreover, by institutionalising ethnic 
representation in national and local governments, the EU, through an approach not specific to the 
Balkans situation, may contribute to freeze interethnic hatred and to arrest reconciliation without 
pacifying the region (Bieber, 2003 and 2008; Blondel, 2009). In that case, the EU approach vis-à-vis 
could lead to deepening of fragmentation rather than to its reduction. 

The workshop will eventually endorse a belief that in a political setting where the good governance is 
established minorities will also prosper, since good governance is equitable and inclusive, therefore 
allowing for realization of (political) participation of minorities and creates a medium for addressing 
their needs (OECD, 2001). However, being a region of (still) weak states, the Western Balkan 
countries still are far from acquiring and implementing all the principles of the good governance. 
Institutions that are weak and lack accountability are unable to undertake the necessary reforms that 
will bring the region closer to the European Union (Weller and Wolff, 2005). 

In the light of theses limitations, the workshop aims to examine alternative approaches and politics 
which may facilitate interethnic reconciliation in the Western Balkans, such as cross-border, 
transnational, trans-communitarian, minority-majority projects, actions or experiments and the 
innovative forms of governance being developed. For instance, European program INTERREG calls 
for cross-border cooperation among EU countries and candidate countries in order to provide a 
common development and to bridge the cross-border populations. It may carry hopes for reconciliation 
but also fears, since some states look suspiciously at strengthening of the regions, particularly when 
those are inhabited by minority population. Other projects, led predominantly by NGOs, open up a 



space for hope that in a due future it will be possible to expect more intensive regional cooperation and 
a reconciliatory framework in which inter-ethnic cleavages will be transcended. 

Selection of the papers guidance 

The selected interventions should constitute innovative empirical and theoretical research which 
examine the connection between minorities, borders and governance and the complex dynamics of 
ethnic reconciliation to which they may give rise. We aim at composing a multidisciplinary and well-
balanced panel of young and more experimented researchers in social sciences (dealing with politics, 
law, history, geography, development and planning, anthropology, sociology…etc.). 
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