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Nesting Colonialisms: 
Austria, Slovenia, and Discourses on the Western Balkans in the Context of the EU Enlargement
The role of colonialism and decolonization was extensively discussed in relation to the history and economy of particular European nation states. Moreover, there is “a considerable scholarship which examines the impact of the colonial world order on historical as well as current notions of Europe and European identity” (Hansen 2002, 485). However, little attention was paid to “the bond between European integration and colonialism and decolonization” (ibid.). The present chapter aims to highlight yet another connection between colonialism and contemporary European identity, namely, enlargement of the European Union. It explores employment of colonialist patterns – both in the domain of discourse and outside it – which emerge in the south-eastern periphery of the EU and are related to the process of accession of the neighbouring countries, referred to as the Western Balkans in political discourse.
 Employment of such patterns should be observed as a mechanism of exclusion through which the Western Balkans are increasingly pushed for ideological reasons by the shapers of “European” discourses towards the south, outside the borders of Europe and equated with, or rather relocated to, “the third world” in the symbolic geography of contemporary Europe.  
The long-established image of the Balkans as a periphery that has to be supervised and administered and that needs continual assistance from the European centres of power was emphatically revived during the EU expansion to the east and southeast of the European continent. In political discourse, the accession process in the Western Balkan countries is usually represented as a journey towards the goal of becoming a full EU member. Moreover, candidate countries are to be profoundly transformed along this journey from non-European to European countries. To implement this transformation, they need assistance and guidance along the road. Such “tutelage” provided by EU states during the accession process creates the impression that this region is “at a lower level on the evolutionary scale” and cannot “progress by itself, but requires external guidance to avoid slipping into the mistakes of the past” (Hammond 2006, 19). The idea that some kind of colonial administration in the Balkans is indispensable to maintain peace and enable the development of the entire European continent was frequently echoed in journal articles, essays, and pseudo-academic literature dating from the 1990s.
 

“Mentorship,” “tutelage,” i.e., showing the way to the EU, or providing assistance to the Western Balkan countries undergoing the accession process are the tasks of the EU as a whole, but they also, and perhaps to a larger degree, constitute an area where the roles of individual countries within the EU are being redefined. In this redefinition process, their political representatives employ various – possible and impossible – discursive tools. In June 2007, just before Portugal assumed the presidency of the EU, the Portuguese permanent representative to the European Union, Álvaro de Mendonça e Moura, stated, when listing the priority tasks of Portugal’s presidency, that because of its colonial history Portugal’s focus in foreign policy will be cooperation with Africa, and human rights will be in the foreground (24ur.com, June 11, 2007). Several months later, the Financial Times quoted Janez Janša, then prime minister of Slovenia—which at the time was in the midst of preparing to take over the presidency of the EU from Portugal—as stating that in the region [the Western Balkans] Slovenia has interests that are similar to Portugal’s interests in Africa (Mladina, August 4, 2007). 

The two statements illustrate the ideological and discursive mechanism which I call nesting colonialisms drawing on the concept of nesting orientalisms developed by Milica Bakić-Hayden and Robert Hayden. Its typical feature is “a tendency for each region to view cultures and religions to the south and east of it as more conservative or primitive” (Bakić-Hayden and Hayden 1992, 4; cf. Bakić-Hayden 1995). Although Orientalism and colonialism are largely intertwined and overlapping notions, in the context of the EU the term nesting colonialisms is more suitable, primarily because the history of colonial or other expansionist ventures is a prerequisite for using this mechanism. In the shaping and reproduction of Orientalist discourse, the aspect of the former involvement of the one who orientalizes in the affairs of the one who is orientalized is not necessarily present. In addition, I want to draw attention to the essentially colonialist processes both within the area of discourse and outside it through which the Western Balkans are relocated away from Europe and placed into the “third world”: numerous researchers concur with the view that the “representation of the Balkans as the ‘European third world zone’ helped create the impression of so urgently needed collective identity and the sense of the European Union” (Erjavec and Volčič 2007, 124; cf. Mastnak 1998). This is not to say that nesting colonialisms do not exploit the typical means employed in producing the Oriental Other. Among these, I should emphasize the orientalist idea about the necessity of supervision, administration, and education of the Other, and the relationship between the knowledge of the Other and subordination that are in the centre of Said’s (1979) concept of Orientalism.

On the level of discourse, a “signal” of nesting colonialisms is the use of analogy or the drawing of a parallel between the interests and political conduct of a country with a colonial history and the interests and political conduct of a country with no such history (in our example, it is Slovenia). The said analogy is not only a “signal” or denotation of a discourse of nested colonialisms, but its essential characteristic and even its prerequisite, since in many cases such analogy is the only basis for the colonialist attitude towards some region outside the EU. This also holds true of the statement by the Slovenian prime minister quoted above. It shows that political representatives of states with no colonial legacies can also shape colonialist discourse. It is made possible by the context in which EU membership functions as a basis for inclusion and exclusion and creates the shared “repository” of discursive patterns available to EU member states to produce the discourse of Otherness when referring to those who are not part of a united Europe. As a rule, these patterns are exploited by the states whose Europeanness is not unequivocal regardless of their being EU members.

“Nesting colonialisms” and the role of historical legacies

Austria has traditionally invested in Slovenia because of simple historical reasons. The first is that it was part of Austria-Hungary superintended by Vienna rather than Budapest. The second is that the Austrians know that Slovenia contributed one-fourth of the Yugoslav GDP and more than one-third of its exports. What also plays a role here is the wider perception of this area among the Austrians. Austria-Hungary disintegrated in 1919 [sic!]. It was less than a hundred years ago, and the perception of Slovenia as their former territory has been maintained across generations. As a result, now and then we can see a patronizing or lofty attitude towards the Slovenes. Austria’s behaviour in Slovenia is similar to Slovenia’s behaviour in Southeastern Europe, said Slovenian politician Jelko Kacin commenting on the economic presence of Austria in Slovenia (Mladina, March 14, 2004).

It is evident from Kacin’s statement that the nesting of colonialisms in the case of Austria, Slovenia, and the Western Balkans is a stratified phenomenon that is much more complex than in the example based on analogy between Portugal and Slovenia. The reason lies in the historical legacies shared by the two countries and with the countries of the Western Balkans. Kacin himself mentioned some of these: Austria-Hungary/the Habsburg legacy shared by Austria, Slovenia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, and parts of Serbia, and the Yugoslav legacy shared by Slovenia and other former Yugoslav republics. In addition, Slovenia also shares its socialist legacy with all other countries of the Western Balkans.

Historical legacies have an important influence on contemporary identities, relationships, and roles in today’s Europe. As Maria Todorova underscores, a historical legacy is also a useful analytical category because it does not exclude the advantages of spatial analysis but adds to it the dimension of time (Todorova 2005, 66). Unlike tradition, which is selective, a historical legacy is not a result of an active process of consciously choosing certain elements from the past: it “encompasses everything that is handed down from the past, whether one likes it or not” (ibid., 68). A historical legacy cannot be changed, but what we can do is either evoke it or conceal it, glorify or taboo it, depending on our present aspirations. Historical legacies are continually reinterpreted and used by countries sharing them to vindicate contemporary collective identities and political and social strategies. “Ordinary people” and members of political elites and institutions are both included in this process. 
Although Austria was not a colonial power in the traditional sense of the word, thanks to its imperial past its attitude towards the other regions of the former Habsburg Monarchy is often treated as (post)colonial.
 Austrian policy towards its southern neighbour, Slovenia, both before and after it joined the EU, was frequently interpreted as being colonialist. 
Because of overlapping historical legacies, the nesting of colonialisms in the context of Austria, Slovenia, and the Western Balkans cannot be reduced merely to a linear transmission of discursive patterns from Austrian to Slovenian political and media discourses. What is involved is rather a kind of “contest” between the two countries competing for the title of the expert on the Western Balkans. Both countries cited the Western Balkans as one of their priorities during the EU presidency (Austria held the EU presidency during the first half of 2006, and Slovenia during the first half of 2008). The common historical legacy shared by Austria and Slovenia with the countries of the Western Balkans is the basis for invoking a special knowledge of the region and appropriating a special role of an expert on the Western Balkans within the EU. However, the origin of this knowledge is differently treated in Austrian and Slovenian discourses: while Austrian politicians and journalists explicitly mention the shared experience arising from Austria’s expansion to the southeast, the producers of public discourse in Slovenia rather conceal the source of their knowledge about the Western Balkans. In other words, the Yugoslav and socialist legacies are not mentioned in this discourse. 

The text on the official Web site of the Austrian Ministry of Foreign Affairs (http://www.bmeia.gv.at/en/foreign-ministry/foreign-policy/europe/western-balkans.html, accessed on March 8, 2009) states that the Western Balkans is a priority issue in Austrian foreign policy. This statement is supported by the two complementary arguments: 

a. shared historical legacy: Due to centuries of political, cultural, and economic interrelations, Austrian foreign policy has always attached particular importance to the Balkans. 

b. expert knowledge: Austria has traditionally played a very pro-active role in the foreign policy measures taken by the EU to assist the Balkans in overcoming their problems. Thanks to its profound knowledge of the processes in the region, Austria is in a position to contribute effectively to crisis management in the Balkans.

Both arguments are frequently highlighted in Austrian political and media discourses. Slovenian politicians, on the other hand, also refer to specialist knowledge of the region but without highlighting the historical ties and the shared past that made this knowledge possible. Even when “offering help” to the former Yugoslav republics undergoing the EU accession process, Slovenian politicians skip the argument of the shared past. 

The difference between discourses on the Western Balkans in Austria and Slovenia can be explained by the different historical roles of the two nations. The role of Slovenia in the region has never been characterized by expansionism. One could even argue that Slovenia, much like the Western Balkan countries, was “colonized” by one empire or another present in the region since the beginning of the twentieth century. Additionally, there is the socialist legacy that contributes to the ambiguous position of Slovenia on the symbolic map of contemporary Europe. Although Yugoslavia was established in 1918, the Yugoslav legacy of Slovenia is today largely identified with the socialist legacy. In European political discourses, the latter is understood exclusively in ethical and institutional terms, as a totalitarian regime rather than one among many historical legacies that marked European societies. Todorova argues that socialism, like any other historical legacy, can be observed from two perspectives, that of continuity and that of perception. “The socialist legacy as continuity displays different degrees of perseverance in separate spheres and in separate countries but, like any legacy, is bound to subside. In the realm of perception, however, we are speaking of the discrete experience of two or three generations” (Todorova 2004, 14-15). Slovenian politicians never mention the socialist past of Slovenia. They refer to socialism as a totalitarian regime and talk about it from a neutral position, from a distance, framing their statements in such a way that they could be attributed to any European politician. For example, former Prime Minister Janez Janša stated that no one has the right to deny the European perspective to the states of Eastern and South-Eastern Europe which suffered too long under the totalitarian regimes (Delo, June 5, 2005). European politicians, on the other hand, mention the socialist past of Slovenia mainly when they want to emphasize Slovenia’s success in the European integrations. Even in this discourse, socialism is reduced to the totalitarian regime. The president of the European Parliament, speaking at the conference in Ljubljana on May 13, 2008, said that (t)he current Slovenian Presidency of the EU is the best testament to the fundamental change that has taken place in this region over the past two decades. This is an extraordinary achievement, when you consider that less than 20 years ago Slovenia was part of communist Yugoslavia.  
Treating socialism exclusively as one of the totalitarian regimes in Europe perpetuates one of the most stable images of the Other in contrast to which European identity is shaped. Within such a conceptual apparatus, the comparative notions are socialism (communism) and Fascism, or communism and Nazism, rather than capitalism and communism, or liberalism (including neo-liberalism) and communism (Todorova 2006). This being the dominant approach, the perception of socialism as one of the European historical legacies and “the experience that shaped lives of three to four generations in Eastern Europe (...) is still frozen in an ideological straightjacket” (Todorova 2002, 15). It is then not surprising that Slovenian politicians avoid explicit mentioning of Slovenia’s socialist legacy. 

Both colonialism and socialism are European historical legacies that were subject to criticism and distancing. Yet in political and media discourses of contemporary Europe, only socialism is stigmatized and reduced to oppressive political system, with the experience of millions of Europeans who for several decades lived under various socialist regimes being completely ignored. Imperialism and colonialism, on the other hand, are openly used as arguments in legitimizing the newly defined power relations in Europe, regardless of the ideological burden and their indisputably problematic nature. The fact that certain historical legacies are suitable to be mentioned while others should be concealed is predicated on the various degrees of Europeanness of European societies, confirming that new divisions in Europe by no means eliminate old divisions. 

 “Nesting colonialisms” beyond discursive practices 

The open invoking of colonial patterns when referring to the Western Balkan countries should also be viewed in the wider, economic context that necessarily comes after (or before?) these kinds of discourse. While Austria is the largest foreign investor in Slovenia and one of the most important investors in the Western Balkans, the largest part of Slovenia’s foreign investments goes to Serbia; in 2007, the South East European region accounted for one-sixth of Slovenia’s entire exports (EU i države JV Evrope [The EU and the Countries of Southeastern Europe], January 17, 2009, p. 6). For Slovenia, too, the Western Balkans are, apart from being an “area of expertise”, the most important market and “sphere of interest.” As Baskar argues, “the Slovenians have developed a habit of considering the rest of Yugoslavia as ‘their markets’. The Slovenian comeback to Bosnian, Croatian and now also Serbian markets has been fast and very ambitious, thereby inviting some criticism in these countries regarding Slovenia's ‘economic imperialism’” (Baskar 2003, 199). Vojko Volk, a diplomat and the coordinator for the Balkans with the Slovenian Foreign Ministry, asserts that once Croatia joins the EU, Slovenia will not compete with it as to who will administer the Balkans better, but will gladly leave that task to Croatia. Yet in the next sentence, Volk links the role of the expert on the western Balkans with the economic presence and influence in this region: Croatia comes second after Slovenia in terms of the economic presence in Kosovo (…) Slovenia is the foremost investor in Kosovo (…) The same holds true for Montenegro. Croatia is a welcomed competitor (Dnevnik, Objektiv, February 21, 2009). Obviously, the role of the expert on the Western Balkans is inseparable from the economic influence in this region and economic interests of individual EU member states. 

Within the new context created when Slovenia joined the EU while other former Yugoslav republics remained outside it, the colonial representations and relations within this region acquired still another, rather ugly face. The living conditions of temporary workers in Slovenia, most of whom come from Bosnia-Herzegovina, Macedonia, and other parts of the former Yugoslavia and mainly work under contracts for Slovenian construction companies, are incredibly poor. They work more hours per day than prescribed by law and the valid visa regime and work permission policy make them completely dependent on their employers. The brutality of their situation is strongly reminiscent of the exploitation mechanisms used during the colonial era in Western Europe. The use of such mechanisms would not be possible unless Slovenia were an EU member unlike the countries from which these temporary workers come. Slovenia’s EU membership also plays a central role in openly racist discourses, such as a message by the construction company Vegrad addressed to the workers from Bosnia-Herzegovina, posted in March 2008 on the containers in which they live in the Ljubljana district of Bežigrad. It warned the Bosnian workers against trying to practice their culture and behaviour, which in some cases is extremely inappropriate. You should be aware that you currently live in Ljubljana, the capital of the Republic of Slovenia, an EU member state. Here we observe the laws and rules that are of a higher level. In the words of Boris Dežulović, this example of discourse involves a “typical Central European cliché: an ordered ‘urbanized environment’ is by definition a ‘social environment of a higher cultural level,’ inhabited by ‘highly situated people,’ meaning highly cultured citizens with high wages who will ‘not much longer approve’ of any kind of newcomers and guest workers, dirty southerners, Africans, Arabs, Turks, Roma, Croats, Serbs, or Bosnians in this example, disturbing their urban idyll” (Dnevnik, Objektiv, November 22, 2008). In this case, “dirty southerners” are people from the “third world” – without any political power or basic rights; these are no longer southerners who came to Slovenia from other republics during the Yugoslav era: their position was much better despite their ghettoization and widespread stereotypes. Similarly, this group does not comprise other seasonal workers from Slovakia or other East European EU countries; the legal treatment of these workers is different, and moreover, the low wages and poor living and working conditions in Slovenia attract only few workers from these countries (their number is much lower than was expected after Slovenia joined the EU).
Conclusion: Is Europe Possible?
Apart from economic interests, another reason why in today’s political imagination the Western Balkans are largely categorized as the south, i.e., the “third world,” is the security aspect: the countries that border contemporary EU-rope to the east, southeast, and the east form an area that in the eyes of Europe is dangerously close, and from where all sorts of dangers lurk such as organized crime – supported by corrupted political elites – as well as drug smuggling, illegal immigrants, and terrorism. Because the Muslim population is “autochthonous” both in the Balkans and in North Africa, this area can be associated with Al Qaida and ‘global terrorism.’

The attitude towards history, memory, the past, and the future is still another area in which in contemporary political discourses a clear dividing line is drawn between “Europe” and “non-Europe,” whereas the Balkans is equated with the “third world.” One characteristic of orientalization is the perception in which others live in another time, the feature called chronic allochronism by Maria Todorova (2005a, 155). The contemporary “European Orientalism” also places the Balkan countries in the past and presents EU membership as their only possible future. In addition, the Balkans are traditionally perceived as an area inhabited by the peoples obsessed with history who build their identity on myths and are not capable of “facing the present” and “turning to the future.” Europe attributes the same characteristics to the “third world” countries: The tragedy of Africa is that the African has not satisfactorily entered history. … In this imaginary world where everything starts over and over again there is no place for human adventure or for the idea of progress. The man never looks towards the future. Never breaks the repetition cycle…. That is the problem of Africa, said French president Sarkozy addressing young Africans in Dakar (Tatlić 2007/2008). 

On the other hand, in Europe’s perception of itself, the idea of progress is inherent to Europe; it is a space characterized by a linear flow of time, as contrasted with the non-European, cyclic perception of time and endless repetition. In addition, Europe sees itself as a community of nations joined together precisely by their ability to face their traumatic past, overcome it, and build a better and more ethical society through such catharsis.
 By contrast, the Balkans live in the past, are obsessed with the past, and on top of that are unable or do not want to face that past. Since as such they seriously threaten Europe’s self-image, it is suitable to place the Balkans beyond the European borders. In 1999, Balibar pointed out in his lecture given in Thessaloniki, that “the fate of European identity as a whole is being played out in Yugoslavia (even if this is not the only site of its trial)” and that Europe has two options: “Either Europe will recognize in the Balkan situation not a monstrosity grafted to its breast, a pathological ‘after-effect’ of underdevelopment or of communism, but rather an image of effect of its own history, and will undertake to confront it and resolve it and thus to put itself into question and transform itself. Only then will Europe probably begin to become possible again.  Or else it will refuse to come face-to-face with itself and will continue to treat the problem as an exterior obstacle to be overcome through exterior means, including colonization” (Balibar 2004, 6).

A deeper look into the European discourses on the Western Balkans shows that today Europe is no more “possible” than it was ten years ago, when Balibar made the statement quoted above. One could even argue to the contrary. The means used to constitute the Western Balkans as an area outside Europe have become even more explicit; the use of well known mechanisms of supervision and colonization is characterized by an even greater lack of reflection, and these means have become accessible to all those inside the EU. The main economic beneficiaries from this symbolic and discursive colonization of the Balkans are precisely those countries that most frequently make use of these mechanisms, i.e., EU members located at the EU’s south-eastern border. As to Europe as a whole, this colonization enables it to continue with construction and maintenance of a self-satisfied image while shunning, or ascribing to those outside, everything that might possibly challenge such an image. In this kind of Europe, there is no room for “peaceful, managed and nurtured diversity” (Garton Ash 2007), and this kind of Europe is not capable of self-reflection. In this kind of Europe, the media relate on the daily basis politicians’ statements echoing the well known patterns that marked the darkest periods of European history. Because of this, it is difficult to get rid of an unpleasant feeling of repetition – despite the deep-rooted opinion that repetition is a problem of the African man and of the Balkan peoples, and by no means of Europeans.
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� In this text, italics are used for statements and notions/terms and quotations which I consider explicitly ideological and which are the subject of my analysis. The same applies to the name Western Balkans. I accept this term only technically and thus use it in italics to indicate that it is problematic from a historical and anthropological point of view, since it is characterized by an empty or negative content: it tells what the countries included are not – namely EU members – and not what they have in common.


� Hammond (2006, 20) provides some telling examples of this discourse.


� Cf. Feichtinger, Prutsch, Csáky (eds.) 2003, Ruthner 2003, Uhl 2002.


� In his study of the 20th century history of Europe, Mark Mazower convincingly deconstructs this European narrative about the cathartic confrontation with the past and points out that Nazism was “a nightmarish revelation of the destructive potential of European civilization – turning imperialism on its head and treating Europeans as Africans” (Mazower 1998, xiii).  
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