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The Dynamic Balkans: A Working Model for the EU?
Interview with Kyong Park and Marjetica Potrc
Nataša Petrešin

I

n the winter of 2004-05, Marjetica Potrc, a Ljubljana-based artist and architect, and
Kyong Park, an artist and architect who divides his time between New York and the
Balkans, embarked on a journey through the cities of the Western Balkans. After a month
of travels, which included meetings with local cultural and social workers as well as lectures
and presentations by both artists, they developed the idea of creating and co-curating an
internationally based interdisciplinary research project, which they called Europe Lost and
Found. This three-year initiative seeks to articulate and imagine the current state and future
evolution of Europe's new and shifting borders and territories. Its subject is a continent
characterised by a changing demographics - low birth rates, an aging population, and rising
immigration - and the need for redefining states, sovereignties, and citizenships. The project
aims to challenge the established beliefs and practices of the nation state, as well as the
non-representative and technocratic construction of the European Union, and to envision
more open, alternative ways to discuss populations in movement.
The first phase of the project, ‘Lost Highway Expedition’*, begins in Ljubljana in the
summer of 2006.
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Nataša
a Petrešiin: There is today an increasing awareness, and much concern, about the
changing geo-political map of Europe. This relates not only to the European Union's politics
of inclusion and exclusion, but also to issues surrounding its expanding and shrinking cities.
Both of you have travelled a great deal around Europe as part of your research into
contemporary urban life, but recently, this research has been focused on the rather elusive
region of South-eastern Europe, which is better known as the Balkans. What led up to the
trip you made together a year ago to the states of the former Yugoslavia, and how would
you compare the expectations you had at the beginning of the trip with what you actually
experienced?
Kyong Park: Our travel, or rather urban exploration, was in the Western Balkans - a new
popular designation for the region that comprises the former Yugoslavia and Albania. Like
"South-eastern Europe" and "the Balkans", these terms come from outside, as internationally
conceded and politically formulated territorial definitions. The new terms seem benign, but
such non-politicised geographic words cover up the violence of the current colonisation of
these territories.
Maybe we should call this process a re-colonisation, because the recent economic
success of Austria is very connected to this region through the expansion here of Austrian
banks, insurance companies and supermarkets since the Balkan wars of the 1990s. And
because most Western Balkan cities, even Sarajevo, have a great deal of Austrian-inspired
or -imposed elements in their urban, architectural, and cultural heritage from the time of the
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Austro-Hungarian Empire, these artifacts provide a historical background, and even a false
legitimacy, for the neo-colonial paradigm.
So it seems the historical dividing-up of the Balkans between empires, in terms of
culture, religion, and history, is a re-run, from the Habsburg-Ottoman division to current
divisions between modern and primitive (not to imply that the EU is modern and the Western
Balkans is primitive); also between urban and rural, secular and fundamentalist, informal
and formal (in states and economies), forever more.
But we should remember that, since the First World War, and even more since the
Second World War, this region, especially in the territory of the former Yugoslavia, had
almost a century in self-determining its own history, one that is decisively modern and
Western. So this trip, for me, was like a magical exploration of political and social
chameleons. And as you move from one landscape to another, you move from one 'politicalscape' to another, and usually more than one, often through different times and, of course,
all in the midst of transformation.
The systems of the Western Balkans are hybrid, parallel, and pixelised, or balkanised.
To be sure, the region shares similar transitional events with other former socialist and
communist territories, but we should be careful not to fuse all these into a single transition
from communism to capitalism. The transition is different and distinctive for each location,
and this fact is dramatically obvious in post-Yugoslavia. One reason stems from Yugoslavia
having been an important node for the global non-aligned movement, straddling the polarity
of the Cold War. In my limited knowledge, the Western Balkans is unique because it was an
alternative model to the great modernist and utopian political experiments of the last
century, which encompassed the globe.
There were many purposes behind our trip, some unconscious and others purely
intuitive. Yet this blind journey increasingly became a search for an alternative to the
unilateral domination of the globe by capitalism. By the end, we felt we wanted to continue
this search with projects like Europe Lost and Found and ‘Lost Highway Expedition’.
Marjetica Potrc: It's true what Kyong said – the names for the Western Balkan region have
changed several times in recent years. Every now and then you have to look for the
politically correct name. This tells us several things: clearly, the borders have changed
since the former Yugoslavia disintegrated, creating pixelised territories that are fiercely
independent, so that the gravitational pull of the parts toward a bigger picture, such as the
EU, continues to be balanced. It's here that Kyong implicates neo-colonisation.
Maybe most important is the fact that the Western Balkans is an incredibly dynamic
region. It accepts the state of transition as a working model and a core gain. To make a
long story short, we saw the future of the European Union being played out in the cities of
the Western Balkans.
NP: How do you see this politics of neo-colonisation from the EU, and that of self-colonisation
on the part of the Western Balkans – by which I mean 'colonising' your own authentic nature
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by importing foreign values and models, a process discussed by the cultural historian
Alexander Kiossev – taking place in the region? How important is a region's self-definition of
its own historical and social structures for the cultural circles you encountered?
KP: Some of my initial thoughts on neo-colonisation by the EU of non-Western-European
territories, I have already mentioned briefly. But in strange ways, the founding principle of
the EU, the idea of fostering economic collaboration between different nation states in order
to avoid starting another global war, has become a primary means for the neo-colonisation
of peripheral territories.
Yes, it is true that a continental-scaled war has been prevented for half a century, but
instead, as the theorists Hardt and Negri describe it, there has developed a perpetual war
of a different kind, which has political extensions in the domains of economics and culture.
Wars still take place; they are just different now.
Under the EU, all regions are supposed to comply with its paternalistic standardisation
of laws, economic policies, banking rules, etc., including culture. There is some resistance
to a programme that benefits its more powerful and founding members, but the promises
of economic prosperity and a stronger civil society are too attractive to be rejected by the
periphery. The sovereignty of the peripheral states is then eroded in the administrative
regulation by the EU, which is a non-representative and distant entity, as can be seen in the
recent rejection of the constitution, which, by the way, happened within the core of the EU,
not in the peripheral territories. At the EU's core, a fundamental resistance is emerging to
non-representative governance.
So you have to consider that the EU is actually much more successful, at least
politically, in its periphery, where the nations that want to join are fundamentally less
representative anyway. And in such cases as Serbia and other Western Balkan states, it is
generally true that all the political parties, whether left or right, nationalist or oppositional,
support joining the EU, despite the loss of their own self-authority. The populace sees the
EU as their only chance to get rid of all the current parties and states, some would say. For
them, the EU is their best chance to modernise the state and do away with corruption. The
EU is a kind of 'bad medicine' for them all.
MP: During the 1990s, the Western Balkans went into rapid collapse. At the time, the region
was extensively analysed and commented upon. Afterwards, interest in the region vanished.
As if it was just standing still. But it was not standing still; indeed, it was on fast-forward.
Today, the region is restructuring itself as a conglomeration of distinct and highly inventive
societies that do not compete with each other but rather exist in parallel.
Cities such as Belgrade, Prishtina and Tirana not only attest to the dissolution of the
social state, they also show the prevalence of derelict modernist architecture and degraded
public space. What they also put forward, blatantly, are strategies that other European cities
approach only timidly, such as a new emphasis on privacy, security, and locally based
solutions, as well as a preference for small-scale growth.
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The facts on the ground of Western Balkan cities are clear. On the one hand, you see
a new society in the making; on the other, the colossal collapse of modernism. All of this
is recorded in the architecture. Cities read like an open book.
While no one in the Western Balkans is looking back to modernism, the EU is only now
digesting its collapse. Think of the French riots by disaffected youths from immigrant
families that occurred in the autumn of 2005, first in the Paris suburbs and then all across
France. During the last half-century, both Western and Eastern Europe embraced modernist
architecture and the modernist ideals of the social state under the slogan "equality and
justice for all". While modernism functions from the top down and thinks in large-scale
terms, the cities and regions of the Western Balkans today celebrate – and are the product
of - bottom-up initiatives, fragmentation, adaptability, and an emphasis on the local. As the
recent rejection of the EU constitution by French and Dutch voters proves, EU citizens wish
to live in a more localised European Union; similarly, the EU explores a paradigm in which
the regional serves as a counterbalance to the nation state. An emphasis on the local
means that more decisions are taken on the local level; bottom-up initiatives increase, and
state and local institutions become more adaptable. Fragmentation and parallelism, which
I call "Balkan strategies", are in fact already EU strategies.
In contrast to the United States, which is a more or less consolidated territory with a
strong centralised government, Europe is a dynamic territory made up of several parallel
governing bodies that define different entities: there is a Schengen Europe, a tax Europe,
an EU-membership Europe, a NATO Europe, and so on. Which reminds me of Kosovo.
There, the official currency is the euro; and Kosovo is run by three parallel governments:
the Kosovar, the Serbian, and the UN administrations.
As a geopolitical entity, Europe is constantly expanding. Within its boundaries, the
consequences of the slow dissolution of the social state and the ideology of multiculturalism
can be seen in territories consolidated around ethnic or other kinds of communities. The
state of 'transition' is accepted as a working model, and there is a civil society in the making
that is quite different from that of modernism. I live in Slovenia, which is now a part of the
EU. Clearly, my country will never have the same rights and obligations as the founding EU
states. Slovenes are equal, but differently so.
NP: How did the wars of the 1990s in the former Yugoslavia, which led to dynamic changes
in city and state borders, and to the end of severe communist oppression in Albania, affect
the landscape and the cityscape? More specifically, how were they affected by the
aftermath of the wars? On which layers of visibility (in the architecture and urban planning
of the major cities, in social and political structures) are these events played out?
MP: The economic and social changes, both during and after the wars in the 1990s, were
major factors. Sarajevo was bombed, and parts of the city were physically destroyed.
Belgrade, Prishtina and Tirana were invaded by settlers from rural areas and small cities.
There were huge population shifts. Migrants in the Western Balkans are a reminder that it
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is citizens with their aspirations who build societies in the first place, without necessarily
planning to.
My impression in Sarajevo was that it is still dependent on donor money, on gifts from
the EU and Islamic countries, and this can be seen on its face. Belgrade has turned a blind
eye to the population influx, leaving settlers to solve their housing problems themselves.
Today, Belgrade has the biggest informal city in the region. Tirana's skyline has completely
changed over the past ten years. Cities doubled in size, expanding into the suburbs; new
cities were laid on top of existing ones. I call these 'parallel cities', because they do not
destroy what was there before, but instead re-use it one step at a time and in a new way.
No planning in advance here. You build first and worry about infrastructure later.
All in all, no past is lamented and no vision of the future is in place. Parallel cities do not
go against the past, they add to what was there before. The present is celebrated and
embodied in sometimes-heroic constructions. There is tremendous confidence in the
present. Individual homes parade kitschy façades. There is no tendency toward any
restraint by a single style. A multiplicity of styles, such as orientalism, modernism and
historicism, coexist side by side and express the personal taste of the owner. Individual
existence is celebrated here.
The informal economy gives the region its major thrust. In Tirana, the construction
industry is still the biggest economy. It used to operate almost entirely as part of the
informal economy not long ago. What is most fantastic is that negotiations between the
informal city and formal institutions seem to work well in Tirana. The mayor went on public
TV to discuss with representatives of the informal city how to provide an infrastructure for
them, and they all took decisions together.
What can be learned from parallel systems is that they can work side by side. The
informal city and the formal city are one city: we the citizens build the city and society
together. In the Western Balkans, parallel cities, parallel economies, and parallel
governance all prosper.
In every city, from Ljubljana to Zagreb to Tirana, one of the gains from the economic
and political restructuring is the flourishing of small-scale organisations. These are mostly
individually based, bottom-up initiatives. They are the cells of the new citizenship. They
generate new connections. I was in Zagreb in November 2005, and heard that the cultural
non-profit organisations that sprouted in recent years are today more powerful than staterun organisations. NGOs operate in parallel to government institutions, and privately
operated minibuses often replace the state transit system. Prishtina is again a great case
study with its parallel governments – Serbian, Kosovar, and UN – and its parallel cities, with
foreign residents living in segregated enclaves.
Speaking of the gains of thinking on the small scale: a new residential architectural
typology is the urban villa, a residential community of about ten families. To make sense of
living together is to go small scale. Remember, in modernism, a residential community
usually meant some 10,000 people. That's shrinkage for you.
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KP: The only thing I could add to Marjetica's comments would be to indicate the presence
of pluralism, even in homogeneous territories, which the Western Balkans are, at least
racially. In fact, the EU is too. And compared to racially very diverse regions like the
Americas, the nation-states of post-World War II Europe are very homogeneous. But still it
is possible; and it is a reality that conflicts between territories in terms of culture,
economics and religion are as important, and can be just as violent, as those fuelled by
race definitions alone.
This is especially poignant for the future of the EU, and of Europe, because it will
become increasingly racially diverse due to its aging and shrinking populations. This is
simply unavoidable. The rise of nationalism and regionalism shows this already. And the pain
of un-negotiated nationalism and regionalism has already shaken the Western Balkans, and
it can also happen in the EU.
NP: Regarding the constant adaptation and change that continue to occur in this region,
what are the various political and cultural strategies coming from the respective cities –
what Marjetica calls "Balkan strategies" – that you could formulate, based on your research?
MP: Parallelism is definitely one major example of a "Balkan strategy". Another is
fragmentation. As Srdjan Jovanovic Weiss, a New York-based Serbian architect and
theoretician, says, fragmentation is a source of fear and instability in the EU, but in the
Western Balkans it is normal. 'Balkanisation' used to be considered a negative term, a
synonym for the break-up of unity. But it has recently been rethought. It can be understood
as a counteraction to globalisation. By giving power to particles and group identities, it
becomes a potential force for democracy. More than anything, balkanisation is a source of
difference. Fragmentary and decentralising tendencies lead to the pixelisation of society,
greater local adaptability, and parallel states of existence.
NP: When you talk about balkanisation as a force of fragmentation, where do you see it
taking place outside the region we are talking about?
KP: The proliferation of symbolic minefields could be an example, as can be seen through
the documentation and writings of the Bosnian architect/artist Azra Aksamija, who currently
lives in the US. She studies the construction of hundreds of new churches and mosques in
Bosnia, which, according to her, continues to carve up the divided territories of the
Federation of Bosniaks and Croats and the Republic of Srpska. This process selectively
reconstructs histories to best suit the present needs of various identities, and thus embeds
future conflicts that will break out in these territories at a later time.
And once again, architecture becomes the battleground of cultural warfare – now,
during the time of its construction; previously, through its destruction, such as the
documentation of the urbicide of Sarajevo in the exhibition Warachitecture that was
exhibited at the StoreFront for Art and Architecture in New York in 1995, and in many other
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places. So the pixelisation of Europe has begun in the Western Balkans, which is something
the EU should prepare for.
MP: An interesting analogy exists with the current situation in the Netherlands, where the
social state is in slow but steady decline. What was once "multicultural Holland" is now
moving away from multiculturalism toward a society with ethnically and economically
defined consolidated territories. Current trends show a migration of the ethnic Dutch
population from urban to rural areas. The cities, which are now labelled dangerous, are
becoming negotiated territories between the remaining native population and the
populations of immigrants. By 2100, the ethnic Dutch are expected to be a minority within
the current boundaries of the Netherlands. The concerns of the larger society are mirrored
on a personal level by middle-class residents who, in pursuit of their own consolidated
territories, are moving out of the cities into gated communities with clearly defined borders.
Haverleij, a recent Vinex development in a rural area about 100 kilometres from Rotterdam,
presents a good example.
NP: How is it possible to not be a victim or casualty of the EU's top-down policies and their
strategic exports, which seem to echo cultural imperialism, and to maintain some kind of
dignified coherence in regard to a country's own history and the present state of affairs?
KP: The answer probably lies in balkanisation: the acceptance of all forms of existence, not
just one like the EU. Supposedly there are other options, but they are essentially
indistinguishable from one other, like the fusion of political lefts and rights, as in the merging
of communism with capitalism, or of leftists and nationalists. Nothing is clear anymore.
They are all hybrids and run in parallel at the same time. The only thing left for the globe
may be to take its cue from the Western Balkans and start pixelising. And this is the battle
of the future, between the notion of empire and individuals, which the Western Balkans has
already begun; and once again, the EU should take note.
MP: You might wonder what happened to the modernist vision of "equality and justice for
all". In Prishtina, people say that no one really governs there, so individuals have become
the smallest state. But are they citizens? Are they a society? Can we learn from the citizens
of Prishtina?
Upon our arrival in Tirana, Kyong and I met with Edi Muka, the curator of the National Gallery
of Art there. We talked about Prishtina. He said he was familiar with what we described. He
said that Tirana has been there before, but now his city is ahead of Prishtina. Both cities
have experienced a collapse of public values. In Tirana, they have come firmly back. Tirana
showcases a new kind of democracy.
You can say that Tirana is the 'fastest' of all the cities in the Western Balkans. If so, what
can the EU's 'slow' cities learn from Tirana? Is it possible to construct a better life, one that
is non-utopian and without ideological illusions? This is what ‘Lost Highway Expedition’ will
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try to find out. With the help of a large group of architects, artists and other contributors,
it will be considering the future of the EU – one of its missions is to look for possible models
for EU society.
Marjetica Potrc is a Ljubljana-based artist and architect whose work has been featured in exhibitions and as
solo shows throughout Europe and the Americas. Kyong Park is a curator and artist, and a founding member
of the International Centre for Urban Ecology in Detroit and Centrala Stichting voor Toekomstige Steden in
Rotterdam.
*’Lost Highway Expedition’ (LHE) is the first event of Europe Lost and Found (ELF), an interdisciplinary and multinational participatory research project that imagines decentralised and fragmented forms of the economic,
political and cultural geographies of future Europe. This movement of artists, architects and other practitioners
will navigate the unstable territoriality of the Western Balkans, envisioning a decentred, non-hierarchical,
informal, bottom-up, self-generating, open source network society.
The project asks how political and cultural borders can become a creative space in which differences are both
fundamental and irrelevant; how the spatial instruments emerging from the new architectural and urban
landscapes of the Western Balkans can improve Europe, especially the European Union; how the assumed
dichotomies between nomadic and sedentary societies can become a constructive parallax; and how the
distant views of the outsider can mingle with the intimate experience of an insider, to give a more complete
and objective measure of Europe/the Western Balkans.
From 30 July - 26 August 2006, LHE's events/exhibitions will travel through Ljubljana, Zagreb, Novi Sad,
Skopje, Pristina, Tirana, Podgorica and Sarajevo. This phase consists of two days of events in each city, with
a day of travel in between. It includes guided tours, presentations and forums conducted by local experts,
workshops between travellers and local participants, discussions, exhibitions, radio shows and picnics, as well
as other possible events organised by the host cities themselves. Participants can join or leave the expedition
at any point, and can construct their own paths through other cities or rural areas between cities.
The project is supported by the Slovenian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
www.europelostandfound.net/
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