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ABSTRACT

Taking into account that extremist tendencies have had and continue to have a significant destabilizing potential 
within Western Balkan societies, this paper will examine their nature and their impact on the European perspective 
of the region. Experiences from the conflicts of the 1990s and the persistent presence of extremism in the new century 
have led many theorists to the conclusion that the Balkans remain entangled in religious and national intolerance. 
Rather than serving as points of convergence, multi-ethnicity and multi-confessionalism are perceived as an enduring 
source of conflict, which has been a dominant characteristic of its past and is likely to cast a shadow over its future. 
This paper will explore the various forms of extremism that afflict Western Balkan societies today, assess the feasibility 
of overcoming these antagonisms, and evaluate the extent to which European Union initiatives can contribute to this 
endeavor.

Keywords: Extremism, Western Balkans, Reconciliation, Strategy, European Union

Given its multifaceted manifestations and 
the resulting consequences, especially regard-
ing its potential for destructiveness and suc-
cess in destabilizing political communities, 
extremism is to a larger extent, though not 
always, inexorably intertwined with politics. 
The emergence of extremist movements, as a 
pathological phenomenon and a reflection of 
the societal condition and decadence of con-
temporary human values, presents a signifi-
cant problem, primarily in a global context, 
and certainly within the volatile region of the 
Balkan Peninsula. For instance, the disastrous 
multi-decade influence of communist ideol-
ogy, and many similar ideologies to it, vali-
dates an unwritten rule in the social sciences: 
that one form of extremism (left-wing) often 
begets an antagonistic form of extremism 

Extremism as a Security Factor 
in the Western Balkans
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(right-wing, ethnic, religious, etc.), which can 
be simplified as follows - violence breeds vio-
lence. The abrupt and radical changes that oc-
curred immediately after the Cold War led to 
the following processes: while the West expe-
rienced integration (the fall of the Berlin Wall), 
the East witnessed the disintegration of com-
munist systems, with the disintegration of the 
former Yugoslavia serving as one of the most 
salient examples.

The processes of disintegration not only re-
sulted in the creation of new states but also led 
to the fragmentation of established value sys-
tems. Antagonisms stemming from preexist-
ing ideological, religious, and ethnic conflicts, 
alongside societal unpreparedness for a swift 
transition from planned to market economies, 
created fertile ground for the propagation of 
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extreme ideologies, primarily right-wing and 
radical religious ones. Consequently, after de-
cades of communism’s monopoly on the ex-
treme left, the stage was now set for the emer-
gence of the extreme right, with its array of 
variants. Furthermore, globalization has given 
rise to a cohort of dissatisfied and frustrated 
individuals who, driven by the desire to safe-
guard their identity and integrity out of fear, 
are drawn towards extremism. Fear, indeed, 
serves as the perfect foundation for the devel-
opment of aggression. After all, the right, by 
its very essence, does not favor transition and 
globalization, precisely because it advocates 
for „tried and true solutions“, tradition and 
conservatism. „Extremism clearly capitalizes 
on the human need for protection, even when 
we are not under threat or don’t need it“1.

As a particularly resilient yet concealed 
phenomenon, extremism necessitates a spe-
cialized, multidisciplinary response, both in 
terms of employing various measures (align-
ing legal provisions with emerging extrem-
ist threats, publicly condemning extremism, 
promoting tolerance, respecting diversity, fos-
tering equitable economic development, etc.) 
and in the viraety of those implementing them 
(judiciary, law enforcement, education, civil 
society, media). A comprehensive response, 
synthesizing all the aforementioned measures 
and their implementers, along with a clearly 
defined European path for Western Balkan 
countries, would significantly contribute to 
reducing the impact of the extremist factor to 
a level deemed „socially acceptable“. Simulta-
neously, it would save substantial resources, 
including human lives, in case of implementa-
tion of repressive messures in order to solve 
the problem.

The Process of Extremism 
in Western Balkan Societies from 

the 1990s to the Present

The violent phase of Yugoslavia’s dissolu-
tion that concluded in the 1990s, left behind 
numerous casualties and widespread devas-
tation. It was followed by the agenda of re-
construction and the establishment of last-

ing peace, with the proclaimed intention of 
transforming the Western Balkans into a stable 
European region. Given the nature of antago-
nisms in this region, the scars left by conflicts, 
and the existing potential for conflict, it is im-
perative to reevaluate the reasons for the vis-
ibly slow regional progress, particularly in light 
of the constraints hindering it.

The disintegration of the former Yugoslavia 
(1991–2006) was accompanied by the aspira-
tions of new post-communist elites to establish 
mono-ethnic state entities (nation-states) on 
its territory.2 This process largely culminated 
in the creation of four mono-ethnic states (Slo-
venia, Croatia, Serbia, and North Macedonia), 
one tri-ethnic state (deeply divided Bosnia and 
Herzegovina), and one declaratively civic state 
(Montenegro) on the post-Yugoslav soil.3 The 
heavy legacy of armed conflicts in the post-
Yugoslav region (1991–1999) left deep im-
prints on inter-state relations among the newly 
emerged states within the region, which the 
European Union designated as the „Western 
Balkans“. The term Western Balkans refers to 
the states that emerged on the territory of the 
former Yugoslavia, excluding Slovenia, such 
as Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia, 
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Albania.4 
Following Croatia’s accession to the EU in 
2013, the Western Balkans now encompasses 
the remaining five states in the region that have 
not yet become Union members.

The introduction of the term „Western Bal-
kans“ evolved concurrently with the gradual 
development of the European Union’s regional 
approach (after 1996) towards a region bur-
dened by years of conflicts. In the dominant 
spheres of public discourse (political, aca-
demic, cultural, etc.), states belonging to the 
Western Balkans region are still character-
ized by two prevailing orientations regarding 
the further development of interstate relations 
in this area. On one hand, there is an orien-
tation that emphasizes the need to transcend 
the grim legacy of Balkan conflicts in the 1990s 
by establishing truth, accountability, and, con-
sequently, reconciliation. On the other hand, 
there exists a fatalistic perspective that views 
conflicts as inherent to the Balkan Peninsula, 
and they are perceived to cyclically recur. This 
perspective is also rooted in the amplification 
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of civilizational, religious, ethnic, and other 
differences between the South Slavic and Alba-
nian populations in the Western Balkans.5 De-
pending on whether political, cultural, or aca-
demic elites advocating either the first or the 
second perspective dominate and manage to 
impose their orientation on the broader popu-
lation, bilateral as well as multilateral relations 
between states in the region are shaped.6

Extremism, as a phenomenon that has only 
gained prominence in the last decade of the 
20th century and throughout the years of the 
new millennium, has emerged as one of the 
most pressing and retrogressive issues in the 
fragile context of the Western Balkans. The re-
gion’s specificities have conspicuously fueled 
the escalation of extremist ideologies and ac-
tions. Extremism serves as both a cause and a 
consequence of conflicts, exacerbating distrust 
within and among communities, and acting as 
a profoundly destabilizing factor in the region. 
With its potential for conflict, it represents one 
of the most significant challenges to the nor-
malization of ethnic and religious relations in 
the countries of the Western Balkans.

In the states formed after the dissolution 
of the FSR Yugoslavia, there is a significant 
number of extremist groups that espouse eth-
nic extremism based on the principles of neo-
Nazi organizations. When examined individu-
ally, these groups remain on the social fringes, 
as each of them consists of a relatively small 
number of members. However, these facts do 
not make them any less dangerous, and they 
should not be underestimated as such. In some 
larger cities in Slovenia (Maribor and Ljublja-
na), Croatia (Zagreb, Osijek, Split, Zadar), and 
Serbia (Belgrade, Novi Sad, Niš), there are neo-
Nazi groups affiliated with the international 
movement „Blood and Honour“.7

Somewhat more influential and numerous 
are the clerical-fascist groups, which combine 
elements of fascist ideology with religious fun-
damentalism: in Croatia and Croatian parts of 
Bosnia, a „Catholic-Ustasha“ movement is on 
the rise, while in Serbia, there is a „Orthodox-
fascist“ youth contingent. In Bosnia and Her-
zegovina (residentially), as well as in the Raska 
region of „Sandzak“ and Kosovo and Meto-
hija, pronounced tendencies toward Islamist 
extremism exist. Right-wing extremist bases 

in Croatia are comprised of war veterans, 
so-called „ultras“ (sports hooligans), and less 
chauvinistic parties. They are connected with 
their neo-Nazi counterparts in Hungary, Ger-
many, and Austria. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
these structures are divided along nationality 
lines (Serbs, Croats, and Muslims/Bosniaks) 
and mainly consist of so-called right-wing „ul-
tras“, war veterans, and paramilitary groups.8

As the primary causes of extremism are 
identified as „incomplete urbanization, spe-
cific forms of industrialization, changes in 
the ethnodemographic structure of society 
(particularly in the conditions of tumultuous 
and unregulated migration processes), a pro-
nounced inclination toward tradition and his-
tory, as well as national, identity, and cultural 
marginalization“9, it becomes evident that the 
majority of Western Balkan countries (if not 
all) „find themselves in nearly exemplary con-
ditions for the strengthening of extremist ten-
dencies“10. Therefore, the „disruptive potential 
of Balkan societies, in light of the accentuation 
of national, ethnic, and religious differences, 
represents a serious threat to take precedence 
over the progressive one, characteristic of 
well-organized countries in the contemporary 
world“11.

Furthermore, it is important to emphasize 
that, given its myriad manifestations and the 
resulting consequences, particularly its po-
tential for destructiveness and success in de-
stabilizing political communities, states, and 
regions, the question of extremism is, par 
excellence, a political issue. We can rightfully 
state that the variants of right-wing extrem-
ism are indeed of paramount importance for a 
contemporary understanding of this phenom-
enon in the context of Western Balkan societ-
ies. They exhibit, to a lesser or greater extent, 
characteristics specific to their particularities 
through ethnonationalism, extremism under 
the guise of religion, and so-called hybrid ex-
tremism.

The Western Balkan states, coinciding with 
the fall of the Berlin Wall and the disintegra-
tion of the FSR Yugoslavia, have become a 
place where all the aforementioned variants of 
extremism thrive. In this regard, one can gen-
erally conclude that the sub-type of extremism 
that involves the combination of the previ-
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ously mentioned aspects is also the one that 
best represents the majority of antagonisms in 
the Western Balkans. A significant number of 
scholars who have analyzed the nature of con-
flicts in the Balkans, view the wars of the 1990s 
as religious conflicts. Others emphasize that 
the nature of these conflicts is rooted in ethnic 
and ethnonationalistic causes. Acknowledging 
the complex character of the so called Balkan 
powder keg, it can be said that both perspec-
tives are correct, and that each of these con-
flicts had (and still has) specific differences 
that support the notion that this particularly 
sensitive issue must be approached while 
recognizing the significant role of religion in 
nearly all conflicts inspired by ethnonational-
istic ideas and passions.

Simultaneously, ethnonationalistic and 
religious aspects of extremism merge in the 
sphere of culture and public space, where they 
gain legitimacy and are accepted as the new 
reality, further emphasizing identity differenc-
es as insurmountable obsticles. Profiling a po-
litical identity always implies demarcation in 
relation to the „relevant other“, who is treated 
either as an enemy or a different entity. There-
fore, the fundamentalist emphasis on particu-
lar identities always carries renewed conflict 
potential because it transforms the „relevant 
other“ into an enemy to be eliminated. Since 
group identity insists on uniting the same 
based on distinctiveness and otherness, it eas-
ily becomes the prey of those who will assume 
that distinctiveness as someone else’s and con-
front it. This is particularly pronounced when 
we speak of identity transfer: from the identity 
of an individual to the identity of a collective. 
„Differences that collectives insist on, such as 
race, religion, nationality, ethnicity, and the 
like, provide significant opportunities for ar-
ticulating and manifesting conflict towards 
others that are different“12. In this way, the 
doors to extremism are wide open, unfortu-
nately, as an inseparable companion to politi-
cal identity, because „what we consider abso-
lute is still ours, often residing in the zone of 
extremely subjective experience“13.

When it comes to culture and public space 
as providers for extremism, we are primar-
ily referring to mass and popular culture that 
through the content of light entertainment 

and hedonism is perpetuating extremist be-
havior. What is concerning is that this pattern, 
in the absence of different content, is followed 
by a disappointingly large portion of the popu-
lation. Speaking about the deficit of social eth-
ics in our society, Ratko Božović says “There 
is nothing of a social ethics in a community 
where hatred is most prevalent as an anthro-
pological error and a defect in sentiment. Hat-
ers identify themselves with their hatred, and 
without this absurd passion, they don’t even 
exist”14. When linking our unique cultural pat-
tern to extremism, Božović emphasizes, “Here, 
all forms of extremism are most prevalent, and 
they are incompatible with culture and toler-
ance”. He continues: “When intellectual culture 
becomes the determinant of one’s entire life, 
not irrational politics, when one escapes mate-
rial poverty and moral decline, only then the 
true prerequisites for civil society and civilized 
everyday life are created”15.

All of the above grounds us in the realiza-
tion that we are trapped in a vicious circle of 
intolerance and extremism. Until the aware-
ness level of the average consumer is elevated 
while political culture is improved and various 
forms of intolerance are reduced, until war 
crimes are condemned through national and 
political consensus and across all media, na-
tional chauvinism, as a residue from the 1990s 
that still lingers today, our quality of life and 
culture will remain unacceptably low, and the 
degree of extremism in these societies will re-
main unacceptably high.

EU and the Western Balkans – 
between genuine support 

for overcoming antagonisms 
and pragmatism in tolerating 

Balkan stabilocracies

Over the past two decades, there has been a 
gradual transition of the Western Balkans from 
a zone of armed conflicts to a region where all 
states are at least declaratively oriented toward 
accession to the European Union. This pro-
vides hope that, in the future, the countries in 
the region will be ready to embrace numerous 
European values such as peace, democracy, 
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human and minority rights, the principle of 
equality, and the principle of solidarity. This 
would significantly pacify the largely present 
extremist tendencies in each country individu-
ally and, consequently, in the entire region. The 
best response to the growing antagonisms in 
the region is undoubtedly the prospect of its 
integration into the European Union. However, 
there is an increasing consensus that a signifi-
cant reconciliation and greater regional inte-
gration in various political and social spheres 
should precede the Western Balkans’ accession 
to the EU.

The commonly recognized EU discourse 
for conflict resolution in the regional context 
primarily emphasizes economic integration 
through trade, industry, and cross-border 
projects. As a model of good practice for pre-
EU accession regional integration, the Central 
European Free Trade Association (CEFTA) 
serves as an example16. CEFTA, a multilateral 
free trade agreement, was established in 1992 
by the Visegrad Group members, consisting of 
Central European countries that were not EU 
members but in the process of becoming so17. 
The agreement now includes Western Balkan 
states and Moldova. At the fourth summit of 
the Berlin Process, an initiative for regional co-
operation in the Western Balkans, the creation 
of a transport community was launched in July 
2017 through the signing of an agreement in 
Trieste. This initiative aims to integrate trans-
port networks within the region and link them 
with the EU. The question of economic integra-
tion has also been raised, including within the 
framework of the Chamber Investment Forum 
of the Western Balkans, which brings together 
trade chambers from the region18.

Even after the Berlin Process summit in Par-
is in 2016, there was considerable discussion 
about pragmatic solutions that would enhance 
the mutual integration of Western Balkan 
countries, as a form of pre-integration process 
into the EU. The ideas of economic regional 
integration through trade, industry, and cross-
border projects were welcomed. Some argue 
that if the integration of the region’s countries 
is expedited without thorough reforms, after 
gaining membership, the EU Council and the 
European Commission may lack the adequate 

instruments to rectify what has not been done 
properly in these countries19.

However, there are significant differences 
in the transition and European integration 
processes between the Visegrad Group coun-
tries and the Western Balkans. This primarily 
pertains to the confrontation with past antag-
onisms, the growing extremism, and, notably, 
the unwillingness of Western Balkan societies 
to tackle this kind of problem. According to 
Nenad Dimitrijević, „the issue here is actually 
the problem of a shattered political society and 
the dominance of a collectivist political cul-
ture”20. When addressing the problems of Ser-
bian society on this issue, particularly in the 
context of facing the past, he emphasizes that 
the reformist fallacy of the post-October 5th 
political elite lay in neglecting the idea that the 
future of Serbia is not possible without over-
coming the past. For him, „it is not only about 
war crimes committed during the 1990s in the 
region, but the focus on the future must be 
based on the political, economic, social, cul-
tural, and moral transcendence of the past”21.

The failure of the region to come to terms 
with its past is emphasized by former spokes-
person for the Hague Tribunal, Florence Hart-
mann. She believes that „due to the unsuc-
cessful confrontation with the past and the 
return of rhetoric from the 1990s, politicians 
in peacetime, in the 2000s, want to continue 
what was not finished during the war”22. Hart-
mann does not see the responsibility for this 
outcome solely in the Balkan leaders, but ex-
plicitly points out the shortcomings of the In-
ternational Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, 
which failed to clearly indicate the phenom-
enon of the connection between propaganda 
and ideology with the crimes committed. 
This has subsequently led to the rehabilita-
tion of a policy in the region that could only be 
achieved through crime, while the victims are 
being erased to justify the goals that were sup-
posed to be achieved through war.23 Hartmann 
believes that „failure to confront the past and 
denial of war crimes actually legitimizes such 
policy, which was pursued in the first phase - 
through war, and points to the danger of a pos-
sible renewal of conflicts, especially in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina”24.
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Desired outcomes in the field of reconcili-
ation and de-radicalization in the region may 
be elusive, not only due to a lack of confronta-
tion with the past but also because of the men-
tioned regional political pragmatism, which 
is based on maintaining a conflict-oriented 
rhetoric. Such rhetoric, when paired with ap-
propriate media campaigns, can be an excel-
lent marketing strategy in pre-election cam-
paigns. The situation is further complicated 
by the fact that the countries of the Western 
Balkans are in a state of near-permanent pre-
election activities, which are recognized by 
local political elites as an ideal opportunity to 
establish power through populism. In theory, 
„populism emerges as a manipulative appeal 
to popular beliefs and sentiments, and is used 
as a means of political mobilization to elevate 
charismatic leaders and resist any form of elit-
ism”25. According to research conducted by 
the organization Freedom House - Nations 
in Transit in 2016, „Serbia was considered a 
semi-consolidated democracy, while Kosovo, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Macedonia had 
transitional or hybrid regimes”26. In this re-
search, all post-Yugoslav states were assessed 
as having relatively strong civil societies with 
democratic elections. However, they all face 
significant challenges such as corruption, lack 
of independent judiciary, poor governance at 
the national level, and issues related to free-
dom of speech.

Reports for the year 2022 indicate that for 
the nineteenth consecutive year, the state of 
democracy has been deteriorating in 29 coun-
tries across the region, from Central Europe 
to Central Asia. Democracy levels have de-
clined in 11 countries while seven countries 
have shown progress. Modest improvements 
in Albania, Kosovo, and North Macedonia 
were balanced by declines in Montenegro and 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, while Serbia’s posi-
tion remained consistently low27. The latest 
report points out that ten European countries 
that are not EU members have been classified 
as hybrid regimes, with fragile democratic 
institutions and significant challenges to pro-
tect political rights and civil liberties. Five of 
them have made progress, while three have 
experienced setbacks. However, the EU acces-
sion process in the Western Balkans, which 

has been delayed, has particularly amplified 
disappointment in the EU. Moreover, the 
broader accession challenges have been fur-
ther intensified by the inclusion of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Moldova, and Ukraine as formal 
candidates for EU membership. In 2022, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina was granted candidate 
status, and Kosovo submitted a membership 
application28.

Nevertheless, despite these notable signs of 
progress, citizens in the Western Balkans feel 
abandoned by their domestic political elites, 
which resist democratic reforms that would 
weaken their hold on power. They also feel let 
down by international elites who lack the de-
termination to advance the accession process. 
Unlike Ukraine, where there are high expecta-
tions of joining the EU by 2030, due to years or 
even decades of waiting, citizens in the West-
ern Balkans are disappointed and skeptical 
about the possibility of EU membership in the 
near future. Even their long-term hopes are 
relatively modest: for many, the appeal of EU 
accession is more related to individual pros-
perity and the right to travel, work, and study 
abroad - in other words, the chance to leave 
is more appealing rather than the prospects 
for democratic progress in their countries. 
According to the Organization for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), „ap-
proximately one-fifth of the population born 
in the Western Balkans lives abroad, primarily 
in a few OECD member countries”29.

Starting from the established principle that 
weak institutions create a weak state, and that 
the process of state weakening inevitably im-
pacts the emergence and increase in influence 
of violent non-state actors, it is useful to ex-
amine how Serbia and other countries in the 
region are ranked based on the Fragile States 
Index, which is compiled based on twelve cri-
teria established by the Fund for Peace30.

In 2022, based on the assessment of these 
twelve criteria, Serbia was ranked 92nd out of 
179 countries. As such, it belongs to the group 
of states with an index labeled as „Warning”. 
This is the worst ranking in Southeastern Eu-
rope, along with Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
Turkey. It is also the lowest rank concerning 
European Union member states, which Serbia 
aspires to join. A more detailed analysis of Ser-
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bia’s ranking reveals that it received an index 
higher than six in five of the twelve parame-
ters, indicating weaknesses in those areas. The 
parameter ranked the lowest is „Group Griev-
ance”, with an index of 8.1. This parameter 
assesses general dissatisfaction, societal dis-
crimination, a sense of powerlessness, ethnic 
violence, violence in local communities, and 
more, essentially indicating a pronounced risk 
of extremism31.

It is evident that weak institutions and au-
thoritarian leaders have been particularly rec-
ognized as risk factors in the region, resulting 
in the growth of corruption, organized crime, 
and the proliferation of extremism. This is at-
tested by a report from the House of Lords 
Committee on External Affairs of the UK 
Parliament, titled „The UK and the Future of 
the Western Balkans”, which covers the peri-
od from 2017 to 2019. The report highlights 
that „the region is suffering from autocratic 
leadership, weak democratic institutions, and 
serious challenges from organized crime and 
corruption”32. Additionally, it notes that „this 
situation has been exacerbated by uncertainty 
surrounding EU accession, a brain drain of 
young and educated people, and the rise of 
extremism and antidemocratic nationalism”33.

All the shortcomings in democracy men-
tioned are typical of the well-established con-
cept of „stabilocracy“34, which has entered 
media headlines and expert analyses in recent 
years. Stabilocracy describes the phase of ero-
sion in transitional regimes. It vividly charac-
terizes the situation in Western Balkan coun-
tries,35 where „leaders with autocratic tenden-
cies are at the helm, presenting themselves as 
pro-Western politicians and a stability factor 
in the region“36. In these societies, „democ-
racy weakens, protectors of democracy like 
independent media and strong institutions are 
dwindling, and patronage ties many citizens to 
the ruling elites through cooperation and co-
ercion“37.

In this context, ethnonationalism emerges 
as the ideal tool for populist mobilization for 
internal use, aimed at elevating political lead-
ers while generating distrust towards other 
ethnic and religious communities in the West-
ern Balkans. This should be supplemented by 
the so-called „populism towards the outside“38, 

which has a specific rhetoric that recommends 
those in power as factors of peace and stabil-
ity in the region. This particularly benefits the 
consolidation of the stabilocratic system of 
governance. These circumstances significantly 
cast a shadow on the sincere and unequivocal 
commitment of EU officials to strengthening 
democratic institutions like citizens’ rights 
and freedoms, promoting tolerance, media 
freedom, and more. Such efforts would greatly 
contribute to relaxing the constantly tense and 
strained relations in the region and reduce 
the unquestionable extremist potential in this 
area.

Concluding remarks

The Western Balkan states that have not 
yet integrated into the EU (Serbia, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Montenegro, North Macedonia 
and Albania) find themselves in new interna-
tional circumstances that are currently unfa-
vorable for EU accession. The primary reason 
for this is the long-standing crisis within the 
Union (financial, economic, refugee, po-
litical), along with shifts in borders (Brexit). 
Consequently, the term „enlargement” has 
become unpopular, and the process has been 
de-prioritized, despite the fact that, through 
the Thessaloniki Declaration (2003), Union 
member states committed themselves to pro-
viding a clear European perspective for the 
Western Balkans. The Russian aggression 
against Ukraine further complicates the Euro-
pean integration process for Western Balkan 
countries. This can be attributed to the initial 
„unattractiveness” of the topic during the early 
months of the conflict and the increasingly no-
ticeable influence of Russia and China in the 
region. The strained relations also extend to 
the Brussels-Visegrád Group countries, where 
the formal pretext is the refugee crisis and the 
rejection of asylum seekers. However, the un-
derlying issue is the serious erosion of democ-
racy in Central Europe and the rise of nation-
alist-populist regimes (Hungary, Poland, and 
Slovakia). In some EU member states, this has 
led to increased caution regarding the acces-
sion of other Eastern European countries to 
the Union.
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The majority of the analyzed Western Bal-
kan states have experienced armed conflicts 
on their territory and are generally unpre-
pared to confront their past, resulting in the 
persistence of extremist rhetoric. If the rise of 
populism using radical nationalist discourse 
and the fanning of regional tensions are ig-
nored, the Western Balkans may regress fur-
ther. Euro skeptic, and even anti-European, 
sentiments could be further fueled by fatigue 
from the transition, disillusionment, a sense of 
unattainability, or the undesirability of West-
ern Balkan states joining the EU. If European 
orientation is abandoned, ethno nationalist-
oriented political elites could revert to the ob-
jectives of the 1990s.

When it comes to predicting problems in 
the Western Balkans, the outlook is anything 
but „rosy”. The contamination with extrem-
ism is unquestionable and, considering the 
regenerative potential of this form of political 
violence, it has once again taken precedence 
in the social milieu of Western Balkan societ-
ies. What is even more concerning is the at-
titude towards this phenomenon. The second 
decade of the new century has shown that the 
extremist hydra is still vital, and the overall so-
cietal discourse in Western Balkan societies is 
anything but one that appropriately addresses 
this problem. Complex relations between en-
tity leaderships in the once-central Yugoslav 
republic, and now the never-more-divided 
post-Dayton Bosnia and Herzegovina, often 
result in disagreements when resolving frozen 
conflicts along the Sarajevo-Belgrade-Zagreb 
axis. Combined with the undeniable conflict 
potential in the southern Serbian province of 
Kosovo and Metohija and the former south-
ernmost Yugoslav republic, North Macedonia, 
this region is rightfully considered unstable 
and potentially unsafe.

Hence, the EU must not neglect the West-
ern Balkan region but instead must react 
more decisively to deviations from democratic 
norms in the countries of the region. Pragmat-
ic integrative regional projects alone are not 
enough for reconciliation. The call for address-
ing the past and rejecting ethnonationalist 
policies that led to the war’s destruction must 
not be overlooked. Although the actions of EU 
officials may reveal a policy of double stan-

dards, such as tolerating Balkan stabilocracies 
at the expense of substantive democratization 
in the region, the far worse scenario would be 
the Western Balkans remaining outside the 
EU. This would risk the development of un-
democratic political regimes in the region and 
the rekindling of well-known extremist narra-
tives from the 1990s, which inherently carry all 
the risks of fatal consequences that this region 
has already endured. The declarative commit-
ment to multi-ethnicity, multiconfessionalism, 
and the celebration of the „richness of diversi-
ty“, coupled with the tacit tolerance of rampant 
extremism, is anything but the path to a stable 
democratic society. Moreover, there are „fresh 
memories of the former central Yugoslav re-
public, Bosnia and Herzegovina where the ad-
vantage of diversity ended in a tragic war“39.
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