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1. Introduction
In what concerns the nowadays political developments within the European continent, it can be noticed that currently, two parallel and at the same time mutually exclusive processes, are at play. Thus, on one hand, a developing integration trend is encompassing the main central areas of the continent, while on the other hand, the Balkan region, constituted as a European periphery, is faced with a reality of ethno-nationalist fragmentation.
 However, with the all-encompassing manifestation of the globalization trend, recently coupled with the Europeanization phenomenon, there has been an evident increase in the interest towards Balkan issues and the idea of Balkanness. 
The question thus becomes whether in the current European and global contexts, one can still account for a separate re-identification of the Balkan identity or should it rather be regarded as more and more connected and interrelated with the Europeanization process, as well as with the reality of globalization.  Still in this line, these two major trends acting both at a world level and at a continental one, can be interpreted, on the one hand, as imposing the norms and values they promote upon the Balkan identity – or, on the other hand, they can be viewed as an attempt to mitigate the existing differences through harmonization procedures, while leaving behind the us versus them paradigm and thus trying to meaningfully integrate the Other. 
This paper argues that in order to be able to speak of a successful integration process of the Balkans within the European Union, it becomes necessary to shift away from the previously employed practice of referring to the Balkans by employing a Western perspective – and rather try to create a space of encounter between what has always been conceived as Europe (the European Union mainly) and the Balkans, constructed as the Other. To put it simply, it is contended here that the only way in which the Balkan integration can be fully successful is by creating a policy climate that would encourage a change in the perception of Balkanness (as defining the specific norms, values and cultural identity of the Balkan area) as related to the Europeanization process (as the means towards EU integration), in the sense of mutually reinforcing realities that need to complement rather than exclude each other.
In what concerns the structure of the argument presented in this paper, the first part sets the theoretical background needed to tackle the issues mentioned above, by pointing out the different explanations and classifications of the Europeanization concept. Furthermore, the following section presents a comprehensive account regarding the notion of Balkanness, its historically and ideologically rooted production as a place of difference and exotism, while drawing attention to the need of transcending these stereotypes in order to be able to reconstruct the idea of a united Europe as including its Balkan periphery. 
2. Theoretical Framework: Introducing the Concept of Europeanization 
According to a number of scholars
, we are currently facing two simultaneous supranational phenomena of coalescing economic, political and social factors; namely, the globalization trend, characterized as universalistic and mostly emanating from the USA, and the Europeanization process, which implies institutional redefining and policy adoption. Thus, Europeanization appears as different from globalization, affecting not only the EU member states but also the candidate and potential candidate countries, by imposing the internalization of communitarian norms and patterns that furthermore trigger substantial changes within national policy making procedures. This European conditionality represents an institutional arrangement, a behavioral standard that allows building links between the benefits of belonging to a regional body such as the European Union, and the costs reflected in obeying the rules and principles imposed upon its members.

In the more recent writings
, the term “Europeanization” is perceived as different from that of “European integration”
. Thus, the latter is seen as the background from which the Europeanization stems and also, from where it spreads its influence – while its content comprises both policy transfer and shared values and beliefs (common norms, rules, discourses and identities).

Moreover, one of the most encompassing definitions of Europeanization is provided by Claudio Radaelli
, who points to the possible areas of change that could be expected: 

“Europeanisation refers to processes of (a) construction (b) diffusion and (c) institutionalization of formal and informal rules, procedures, policy paradigms, styles, ‘ways of doing things’ and shared beliefs and norms which are first defined and consolidated in the EU policy process and then incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse, identities, political structures and public policies.”

Thus, Europeanization can be viewed as a three-faceted process, involving institutionalization, governance and discourse. It is a dynamic and a multilevel process, as states respond differently to its stimuli, in accordance to their economic and political structures, actors and resources. What is more, it has been seen to an increasing extent as a problem rather than a solution, since it requires explanations and defining efforts rather than having an explanatory power itself.

Furthermore, Europeanization can be conceptualized by taking into account five aspects of the phenomenon, namely the development of European governing institutions that turns to the emergence of a central decision-making body, entrenched in a political, legal and normative framework. Then, the mutually reinforcing impacts between the national and EU levels refer to an efficient and effective division of powers between the different levels of decision-making
. Additionally, Europeanization as changing the external borders means the transformation of Europe as a continent into a single political space; this concept also deals with both the relations among the Union members and the transnational networks established between the EU and non-EU states. As a political project targeting a unified and strong Europe, it mainly refers to the EU becoming an internationally recognized actor, able to act and function on its own; and at the same time, this fifth dimension deals with exporting EU governance practices and strategies.

Certainly, there is a considerable literature on attempts to conceptualize and define Europeanization. Some authors
 tackled it as a wide-ranging term, having both a narrow meaning that reflects the outcomes at the internal level through the implementation of the acquis communautaire – and a broader sense referring to policy transfer and learning (the transit from the national to the EU level, discourse and identity influences and domestic policies and structures). 

However, one of the most commonly accepted interpretation of Europeanization is that it incorporates the dichotomy between top-down and bottom-up processes.
 The top-down procedure of diffusion or downloading approach refers to the changes brought by the distinct methods of European governance in areas of state politics. As such, European integration determines Europeanization, which is seen as a “change in domestic systems”.
 In the bottom-up process of construction or the uploading perspective, the domestic system is the one influencing the European integration process, while the distinction between the two is diminished. In sum, such an interpretation sees Europeanization as an interactive and dynamic process between the EU and the domestic level, where European institutions are changing and expanding (the uploading aspect), while creating the EU regulatory framework (within the downloading procedure). 

In this sense, Europeanization can be seen as interconnectedness between the national and supranational institutions within the EU, which are linked by both horizontal and vertical nets.
 Moreover, the outcomes of the interaction between the two levels can be interpreted as “fit” or “misfit” policies, and consequently, at this stage the lobbying activities become increasingly important because they determine the degree of “misfitness”
. In other words, if during the uploading process of Europeanization the states are able to impose much of their agenda at the multinational level it means that the downloading aspect will be minimized.

Arguably, there are several context-related aspects that the Europeanization process should tackle in order to become successful, especially when applied to a post-conflict background, such as the one in the territory of ex-Yugoslavia. Thus, following a cost-benefit analysis
, it can be stated that the potential gains of the Europeanization should be greater than the prospect of preserving the existing circumstances, while the results of the process should be both feasible and foreseeable in the near future; moreover, it is desirable that Europeanization acts as an agent of perceived positive change within the societies of the candidate countries for integration into the European Union.
 

In this sense, there are several possible Europeanization mechanisms, which can be employed according to their suitability with the specificities of each case.
 Firstly, the conditionality principle appears as the coercive instrument of Europeanization, by employing a rewards and sanctions approach towards attitudes of compliance and, respectively, non-compliance of actors.
 The second Europeanization mechanism refers to socialization and complex social learning of candidate countries
, according to the EU norms and values and hence within a logic of appropriateness – while the third one, lesson-drawing, can be characterized as a bottom-up process that follows a more pragmatic logic of consequentiality and can be described as a situation where “knowledge about policies, administrative arrangements, institutions and so on at one time or place is used in the development of policies, administrative arrangements and so on at another time or place”.
 
3. The New and Enriched Perspective: Transcending Balkanness-related Stereotypes. Where Do the Balkans Stand?
The Balkans can be said to have always been perceived and labeled as a particular space, situated somewhere in the European periphery and displaying typical features faithful to their specific nature and cultural identity – an image best portrayed by the words of Maria Todorova
: 
“By being geographically inextricable from Europe, yet culturally constructed as "the other," the Balkans have served as a repository of negative characteristics against which a positive and self-congratulatory image of the "European" has been constructed.” 

Moreover, the notion of Balkanness is mostly employed in the sense of grasping an alleged essence of the Balkans
, mainly constructed through the Western discourse and grounded in binary oppositions that reinforce the us versus them paradigm. Thus, by projecting such an abundant imagery upon the Balkan Other, the Western space is able to define its own identity in terms of several different perspectives: cultural, religious, economic and even artistic.

Moreover, the conventional European discourse vis-à-vis the Balkans has always been centered around the proliferation of such imageries as insecurity, dangerous volatility and impurity, which were seen as threatening the order and stability of old Europe.
 Thus, by resorting to symbolic geopolitical accounts, the Balkans have repeatedly been constructed as geographically integral, but culturally different from what is conventionally understood as European. From this binary opposing and Eurocentric perspective, the only possibility for modernizing this region is through a process of “de-balkanization and purification”
 of what is perceived as a primitive form of nationalism and a high degree of heterogeneity, towards a European normative form of organization.
However, this type of discourse leaves aside both the regional and international factors, as well as the existing power interests that clearly play a role in actually shaping the dynamics within the Balkan area. Moreover, in order to be able to meaningfully and successfully integrate this region into Europe, there is a clear need for a different approach, which would leave aside the previously dominant binary constructions of us versus them and would start seeing this integration process as an acceptance of the Other – not by merely tolerating it (and thus, constructing it as inferior), but by incorporating it into the wider European context of unity in diversity. 
Furthermore, it can be argued that the current approach of the European Union towards the Balkan area is based on a more inclusive policy orientation that began to take shape with the Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe, as the starting point for a meaningful shift in the European discourse, away from the us versus them paradigm and towards starting to perceive the Balkans as a part of Europe, rather than its problematic periphery. Thus, the EU began to see this region as a space that has to be acknowledged as European and acted upon accordingly – in other words, it commenced to view the Balkan issues as European ones, whereas the full integration of the countries in the area came to be regarded as an increasingly viable outcome of the merger between the Europeanization and Balkanness paradigms, while reconstructing the image of a united Europe.

Nevertheless, in order to maintain the coherence of its integration policy, the European Union should be careful not to encourage other divisions on a smaller scale, in the sense of seeking to  mitigate inter-block competition, while remaining faithful to its integration principles; what’s more, it can be argued that the best manner to achieve this target is by promoting the concept of multiple-speed Europe, where different levels of integration are pursued at the same time, depending on the interests and capabilities of the actors involved in the process. 
Furthermore, in what concerns the different connotations ascribed to the Balkan region, it can be argued that its most recent label – that of South-Eastern Europe, acquired in the beginning of the 1990s – somewhat reflects the reminiscence of the symbolic geographical imagery, previously employed by the Old Europe so as to define itself against its Balkan periphery.
 In this sense and considering the context of so far European integration dynamics, it can be argued that the recent South-Eastern European label applied to this region can be interpreted as another binary construction, this time employed in order for the more developed post-Communist countries in Central-Eastern Europe to highlight themselves against the Balkan Other.

Nevertheless, these internal inter-block divisions are very likely to narrow down after 2007 (when Bulgaria and Romania will join the EU as the last regional competitors for the Balkan countries) – and even more once the leveling institutional mechanisms within the EU will have become effective in the newly accepted member countries.
Furthermore, in what concerns the EU standpoint vis-à-vis the Balkans following the 1999 Kosovo crisis that materialized in the Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe – it is argued that this policy shift can be interpreted either as being internally driven (and such a viewpoint would favor the explanation according to which the EU is reconstructing its discourse in the light of the perceived security threats emanating from the unstable Balkan area), or as an externally determined attitude (and in this case, the role of the US policy concerning the division of labor among the parties involved becomes essential).
 This latter contention rests upon two major premises, namely the US financial aid towards post-conflict reconstruction of the Balkans and the Americans recognition of the EU’s special role in managing the Balkan issue, mainly through the leverage of its integration policy.

Thus, from the American perspective, the process of Europeanization in this region entails an increased level of cooperation between the EU and NATO (as the main US intervention tool in the Balkans), rather than simply shifting all the responsibilities to Europe.
 In this sense, the main current Balkan challenges – identified as the democratic transition process in Serbia, the Montenegrin claims of independence and the issue of final status for Kosovo, coupled with ethnic and nationalist latent conflicts and the issue of war criminals legacy
 – need to be tackled through differentiated cooperation between the two interested parties, the EU (as the regional power) and the US (as the global actor), in the sense of allowing for multiple but however convergent policy prescriptions in the area.
In the light of convening upon a final status for Kosovo, coupled with what is perceived as the immanent separation of Serbia and Montenegro, it is contended that the possibility for long-term stability in the region becomes a viable option only by employing a full international engagement in the area, entailing economic, political and military aspects.
 It can thus be argued that implementing the necessary reforms, as well as maintaining them active, requires full international commitment, in the sense of stabilizing the region under a common institutional umbrella, made up of both EU and NATO policies.
 However, such an engagement, while providing the required framework for development prospects, should also allow for regional dynamics
, so as to avoid further tensions to be propagated. Thus, the argument becomes that, a la long, it appears to be less costly for the international community to integrate the Balkans than to marginalize them.

Still in this line, regional integration of the Balkans is perceived by most EU officials as the first logical and necessary step towards full European integration.
 Moreover, it can be said that what has been labeled as the “psychological factor”
 (mainly referring to the idea of prestige coupled with the feeling of belonging to the European family of nations), also constitutes an important aspect of the Balkan integration into the EU structures. Certainly, the idea of bringing this problematic area into Europe by first applying a regional framework to the whole process is not a new concept, but nevertheless, it more and more proves to be the most accepted line of action, both from a theoretical and practical approach to the subject matter.
 Generally, the issues seen as important to be solved in order for the process of Europeanizing the Balkans to become successful, are those linked to national and ethnic identity, tolerance and economic development, as well as equal socio-political participation of the citizens and the establishment of clear legal frameworks regarding the statuses of the state entities in the region.
 
Another argument stating the best way of integrating the Balkans into Europe refers to an economic model of a “New Deal” type
, which would entail an approach that moves beyond the current EU conditionality principle, towards free trade and monetary arrangements in the region. Moreover, from this perspective, the Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe, as setting the ground for the Balkan integration into Europe, appears as ineffective for its purpose
, since economic reforms are perceived as the only way forward for the countries in the area. Such a standpoint would furthermore favor an interpretation of the Balkan crisis in terms of policy failure, rather than the conventional explanations employing the idea of extreme nationalism and ancient ethnic hatred.

All in all, it can be argued that the two main current drawbacks for the Balkan integration, which further constitute themselves as mutually reinforcing regional security threats, are the low economic development, coupled with the ever-present ethnic-nationalist problems.
 Moreover, the solution to these issues is seen as resting with the international community interventions, mainly materialized in an Europeanization process that would go beyond such “half empty measures”
 as the Stability Pact for South-Eastern Europe or the Stability and Association Agreements, so as to not only assist these countries in their democratization and modernization endeavors, but also to come up with a clear roadmap concerning their integration status.

4. Concluding Remarks

Despite commonly employed hypotheses of incompatibility between the very notions of Europeanization and Balkanness, it can be stated that the European integration process can actually bring significant changes within the candidate countries, in the sense of leading to a successful internalization of the acquis communautaire
 – which furthermore leads to the conclusion that, in fact, Balkanness and Europeanization can actually be brought together, so as to form a new and meaningful integration paradigm. However, in order for the outcome of such a merger to remain a feasible and durable one, and also taking into consideration the sensible particularities of the region, it becomes necessary to emphasize the need for a policy of unity in diversity – rather than attempting to Europeanize the Balkans in the sense of a speedy top-down approach, which would only lead to a temporary patching of the issue and not to its solving, as well as to adaptation problems.
It is without a doubt that the very notion of Balkanness will continue to transform under the globalization trend and in contact with the Europeanization process. However, in order to avoid assisting at different leveling procedures directed towards the Balkans as a place of the ephemeral, instability and transience – there is a clear need of convergence between the normalizing trend of Europeanization and the normalized area, i.e. the Balkans. Moreover, it is contended that this represents the only possible manner for this region to effectively internalize and adapt itself to the European norms, so as to be able to meaningfully carry out the requirements towards the European integration process. 

In other words, it can be argued that creating a space of encounter between the two paradigms, Balkan and European, can be achieved by merging the existing awareness and interpretation of regional identity with the broader European sets of commonly accepted norms and values. Thus, rather than emphasizing the exotism and difference of the Balkan Other, the “second-hand European area”
 – a positive alterity should be promoted, as a rediscovered idea of Europe. 
To put it simply, re-identifying the Balkans as European by facilitating the context for Europeanization and Balkanness to be able to come together not as mutually exclusive, but as complementary sets of ideas, values and practices. And in this sense, the only possibility for Europe to maintain itself on the desired path of cohesive integration becomes the practice of further enlargement, so as to meaningfully include its South-Eastern periphery.
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