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Abstract
This paper first provides a critique of transition theory by
focusing on state weakness and transnational networks, goes on to
discuss the EU policies in the Western Balkans and their limitations, and concludes by focusing on the global perspective of transition and Europeanisation.
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***
After this year’s accession of Romania and Bulgaria into the
European Union, the Western Balkans became the enclave in the
European Union. Admittedly, the political distance between
Zagreb and Prishtina and Brussels is not the same. Croatia has
begun the accession negotiations, while the status of Kosovo still
hangs in the balance. Since 1999, when the EU turned to the
region with a renewed commitment, it has become evident that the
pull of the European integration has not been as irresistible as one
would expect, learning from the first round of enlargement into
the post-Communist space. There are many examples of this stopand-go process of European integration in the Western Balkans:
the inability of parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina to agree a police
reform as a precondition for the Stabilisation and Association
Agreement (SAA) is just one.
How are we to account for the Western Balkans’ hesitant
Europeanisation? This question ought to be answered from a globThe Author is Tutorial Fellow in Global Politics at the Government
Department, The London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE).
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al perspective. Arguably, the EU policies in the Western Balkans
have inadequately addressed a transnational dimension of the
region’s transition from Communism and war. As a result,
transnational networks as global actors have been able to benefit
from the permissive environment of weak states in the Balkans,
ultimately slowing down the region’s transformation. The socalled ‘troubled’ or ‘permament’ transition has itself become a
security threat. This argument addresses the gap in literatures on
transition and Europeanisation by introducing globalisation into
the analysis of democratisation in the Western Balkans. This gap
is striking given the efforts to theorise globalisation in the context
of the so-called new or post-modern wars and their aftermath.
This paper first provides a critique of transition theory by
focusing on state weakness and transnational networks, goes on to
discuss the EU policies in the Western Balkans and their limitations, and concludes by focusing on the global perspective of transition and Europeanisation.
Critique of transition theory: State weakness and transnational
networks in a Global Era
Scholars applying post-Communist democratisation literature
to the Western Balkans have been taxed to explain ‘troubled’ transition in the region, unfolding against a double legacy of
Communism and conflict. Nonetheless, a consensus has emerged
that the issues of state- as opposed to nation- building and the
international dimension need further study.1 Specifically, Bunce,
who has spearheaded an attempt at universal transition theory
building, has pinpointed the problem of flawed but sustainable
democracy, with a weak state at its core.2 In other words, sustainable state weakness is critical for understanding a ‘troubled’ transition. This shifts a research agenda to the dynamics of weakening
the state, which is currently grossly understudied.
State weakness in Western Balkans should be understood in a
global context; not international context. Unlike the global, the
international maintains the distinction between the internal and
the external; globalisation removes it, as is demonstrated by the
impact of transnational networks. Globalisation represents denser
and deeper interconnectedness caused by cross-border flows and
patterns of social integration.3 Importantly, globalisation also has
what Giddens calls ‘a dark side’.4 Globalisation can be an integra-
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tive force, but it is also used as a vehicle for a pursuit of exclusive
and particular interests.
What is a state weakness and how is it sustained? It is much
easier to answer this question by saying what it is not rather than
what a weak state is. Generally speaking, state weakness is defined
as state’s inability to deliver national cohesion and public goods.5
However, a Western Balkan state lacks cohesion in two ways. It is
typically an ethnified state, for which the notion of national cohesion is elusive. It is also a state in which the privilege of majority
nations is a fact of life, even though it may not be a fact of law. An
equally important line of division runs along the position towards
the responsibility for the crimes committed by members of one’s
nation, denialists vs. liberals calling for reckoning and ethnic reconciliation. At the same time, the state in the Balkans is an inadequate provider of public goods that struggles to deliver a basic
sense of security – whether it be economic, judicial, legal, personal, etc.6 Yet, the key characteristic of state weakness in the Balkans
is its functionality.7 It does not necessarily lead to state failure. It is
self-perpetuating, or, as Bunce, pointed out, it is sustainable.
Borrowing from Robert Wade’s writing on the topic, it is
important to point out, the elites in Western Balkans are ‘ruminants’, since they graze the resource base while fertilising it at the
other end. Hence, they are to be distinguished from ‘vampire’-type
elites, more common to the African context, that extract so much
from the state as to debilitate.8 To pursue their interest they need
a state, albeit one that is weak. So, how is this state weakness sustained?
As I elaborated elsewhere in co-authored work with Vesna
Bojicic-Dzelilovic, state weakness is perpetuated through the
impact of transnational networks.9 These networks are a product
of what Mary Kaldor has termed ‘new wars’, that themselves are
inextricably linked to globalisation.10 Networks link political,
economic, military and security establishment with illicit groups
and transcend ethnic and national boundaries. Their relation with
a multi-ethnic nature of the region is ambivalent. Inter-ethnic collaboration is necessary to sustain their activity, but stirring ethnic
tensions creates an environment in which they project themselves
as a guarantor of their own ethnic group’s security.
Transnational networks are best understood through their
impact. They provide a mechanism through which formal rules
are subverted and ignored, but they are not independent of the
state, or in direct opposition to the state. They create a form of
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political authority where the informal structures that are built
around (and through) the formal institutions of the state. This type
of political authority has no interest in strengthening state institutions and forging regional co-operation, both of which are instrumental for the success of the EU strategy towards the Balkans.11
One such network was exposed by the assassination of the
Serbian Prime Minister Zoran Djindjic. The convicted Milorad
Ulemek, a.k.a Legija, belongs to the informal grouping Hague
brotherhood, though a reference the International Criminal
Tribunal in the Former Yugoslavia, this appellation is used as
token of patriotism. These criminals were not outcasts lingering on
the margins of the state and society. By contrast, Legija was a head
of the special Serbian police unit. The appointment was made possible by a conflict over the democratic transition. The choice
between a more or less radical break with the past and war heritage, and the victory of a latter option, resulted in the penetration
of the state of the networks created in the war. The group’s
transnational element is reflected in cooperation with the like-networks in other former Yugoslav republics.12 This cooperation is
critical for their survival in a globalised world.
Through transnational networks globalisation becomes internal to democratic transition. Consequently, transformation of
weak post-Communist and post-conflict state into a strong state is
affected. Ultimately, the legitimacy of the state, the very actor on
which the EU has focused its policy, is undermined.
EU in the Western Balkans: The challenge of transition
and stabilisation
With its legacy of Communism and conflict, the European
integration of the Western Balkans has posed a unique policy challenge to the EU. Consequently, the EU has developed a strategic
enlargement as well as a security concept for the Balkans.13 The
cornerstone of its policy has been the Stabilisation and Association
process (SAP); practically, the ante-chamber of Accession process,
and the eventual membership. At the same time, the EU’s involvement in the Balkans has been at the forefront of its intensified operationalisation of the Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP),
and within it of the evolving European Security and Defence Policy
(ESDP). EU’s first military and police missions were set up in the
Balkans. While some scholar assessed the simultaneity of the
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Enlargement and CFSP approach as the EU’s strength, it will be
argued here that it has been the EU’s weakness.
The SAP has been built on the accession approach applied to
Central and Eastern Europe with a policy of enhanced conditionality and regional cooperation. Both of these instruments have
proved wanting. The policy of conditionality, which includes political, economic and ‘acquis’-related requirements of membership,
as well as conditions emanating from peace agreements and political deals,14 such as the cooperation with the Hague Tribunal, has
favoured states that have made the greatest progress in reform.
This, in turn, has created a new line of division in the region
between Balkan candidates and ‘potential candidates’. No policy
follow-up was designed to fill the vacuum created by the success
of the individual aspirants.
Nor as many scholars pointed out could tensions and asymmetries thus caused be compensated by regionality, the policy of
regional co-operation often subcontracted to the Stability Pact.15
In sum, the European integration of the Western Balkans has been
characterised by the ‘stability dilemma’, i.e., of those countries that
suffer from the greatest stability deficits not qualifying for EU’s initiatives.16
Lastly, given my overview of state weakness as key to ‘troubled’ transition and insecurity in the Western Balkans, it may
sound odd that the EU’s state-centred approach should be singled
out for criticism. Nonetheless, the EU has approached state-building in a rather narrow and isolated sense – state as institutions;
Arguably, without a strategic involvement of the civil society in this
process, the EU has failed to recruit an ally in this time consuming
and pain staking effort.
The simultaneity of the Enlargement and the CFSP policies in
the Western Balkans has created its own set of problems, of which
I would single out their incompatibility and interference. The separation of these instruments has created challenges by means of the
spill-over and unintended impact of policy issues from one area to
another. The latest example concerns the Kosovo status. It rather
unclear whether the EU is treating Serbia’s cooperation on the status resolution as a part of EU conditionality, i.e. has it become a
part of the Enlargement process, or, is exclusively, within the CSFP.
This confusion has already prompted politicians in Serbia to
declare that Kosovo cannot be given up in exchange for the EU
membership.
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Conclusion: Transition and Europeanisation from
a global perspective
Introducing globalisation into the analysis of transition and
Europeanisation reveals that the EU has not managed to tackle the
source of strength of the region’s shady transnational networks.
The creation of insiders and outsiders in the ‘EU club’ of member
states has led to the creation of new borders in the Balkans. These
borders delineate areas of a weak rule of law that are swiftly
exploited by transnational networks, thus perpetuating state
weakness. Globalisation is critical to understanding a dynamics of
state weakening, and a sense of threat a weak state poses not just
for the citizens of the state but beyond it as well. Furthermore,
transnational networks operating as global actors effectively
demonstrate the ‘internalisation’ of globalisation. It is this dimension of transition that has been neglected in the transition literature, and in policy prescriptions. The outcome has been a pervasive sense of human insecurity, despite, or perhaps, precisely
because of an apparent functionality of a weak state.
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To sum up, the EU’s approach to the Western Balkans has
exposed policy gaps, which have directly undermined the effectiveness of the European integration as a motor of democratic transformation and Europeanisation. In turn, the stalled transition
shaped by the weak state has continued to pose a security threat,
albeit of a non-traditional kind.

