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A rms merchants and pop historians
may well have been the chief benefi-
ciaries of the Balkan wars of the
1990s. Through weapons sales to the
Yugoslav successor states, arms mer-
chants have ensured that the re-
gion's military and political elites
have been able to "cleanse" territo-
ries once populated by a plethora of
ethnic and religious communities,
and to perpetrate war crimes whose
extent and viciousness have not been
seen in Europe for five decades.
Through their best-selling books,
op-ed articles, and television appear-
ances, pop historians have told us
why it could not have been other-
wise. The image of the Balkans as
an area of timeless ethnic conflict,
where ties of blood and land inevita-
bly trump concepts of citizenship
and democracy, has become a com-
monplace in commentaries on the
region. In a new edition of its fa-
mous 1913 report on the Balkan
wars, the Carnegie Commission drew
an explicit parallel between the
atrocities of Bulgarian, Turkish, and
Serbian troops in the early part of
this century and the heinous war
crimes committed in the 1990s.
Western policymakers, warned
George Kennan in his introduction
to the new edition, would do well to
consider those "deeper traits of
character inherited . . . from a distant
tribal past" which would inevitably
frustrate the ability of the Balkan
peoples to live peacefully with one
another (Carnegie Endowment 1993,
11).

Political science courses on the
Balkans are an uncommon commod-
ity. The study of the region has tra-
ditionally been left to historians, and
more recently, to journalists, whose
conclusions have normally echoed
those of the Carnegie report. In the
rare instances in which the Balkans
are covered in comparative politics
surveys of Eastern Europe, the re-
gion usually receives far less space
on the syllabus than the more devel-
oped "northern tier" states of Po-
land, the Czech Republic, Hungary,

and Slovakia. However, there are
compelling reasons for bringing the
study of Europe's southeast into the
mainstream of comparative politics
and for making the region a focus of
undergraduate and graduate courses.
In the first place, the region provides
many cases of issues of pressing in-
terest to comparativists: identity pol-
itics, nationalism, mass mobilization,
state-building, and regime change,
among many others. Moreover, the
difficult transitions experienced in
the Balkans are clearly the rule
rather than the exception in Eastern
Europe. Indeed, the southeast is a
far more representative example of
post-communism than the northern
tier states. The four "Visegrad"
countries, in which foreign interest
and investment have been highest,
are actually rather unreliable indica-
tors of the key challenges confront-
ing post-communist states; with the
exception of Slovakia, none of these
countries faces the major problems
bedeviling states in most other parts
of the former communist world.
From Croatia to Kyrgyzstan, issues
of national borders, ethnic minori-
ties, low foreign investment, residual
authoritarianism, widespread corrup-
tion, and civil disorder have charac-
terized the transition period. If we
want to know what post-communism
is really like, Southeastern Europe is
the place to look.

Exploring these issues and at-
tempting to place the study of the
region within the context of compar-
ative politics were the core aims of a
course on "Communism, National-
ism and Democracy in the Balkans,"
an undergraduate lecture and discus-
sion class which drew students from
Georgetown's School of Foreign Ser-
vice and the Department of Govern-
ment. In developing a political sci-
ence course on the Balkans, I was
most interested to have students re-
flect critically on the perceptions of
Southeastern Europe that they had
encountered in the media and to
question the distinctions between
political behavior in this region and

in other parts of Europe. In the end,
I found the course a marvelous vehi-
cle for exploring a variety of ques-
tions of concern to political scientists
in general: How do political tradi-
tions condition the choice of institu-
tions during a period of regime
change? What role do ethnic affilia-
tions play when other forms of polit-
ical association break down? Are
federal states inherently unstable?
What is "ethnic conflict," and what
role can outside powers play in help-
ing bring it to an end? By beginning
with these big questions, the course
encouraged students to think com-
paratively about recent political de-
velopments in the Balkans, rather
than assuming that what has hap-
pened in the region over the last
seven years must be the inevitable
result of a distinctly Balkan political
culture.

The West and the Rest

Early in the course, we spent a
considerable amount of time study-
ing political, historical, and topo-
graphical maps of the region. We
also surveyed the cultural, linguistic,
and political heritage of each of the
states of Southeastern Europe, from
independence through the collapse
of communism. Since most students
came to the course with very little
knowledge of the complex ethnic
geography, linguistic groups, and
cultural traditions of the area, some
basic identification was in order. The
students were full of questions about
places, names, and terms they had
seen in the newspapers, but which
had never been adequately ex-
plained: How do you pronounce
"Karadzic" or "Hoxha"? Where did
the Albanians come from? How did
the Muslims get so far north? Where
is Transylvania or Bessarabia or the
Sandzak? On the first day of classes,
I also distributed my own fairly de-
tailed guide to the pronunciation of
East European languages, so that
some of the place-names and per-
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sonages would not seem so formida-
ble.

For the purposes of this course, I
defined "the Balkans" as Romania,
Bulgaria, Albania, and the successor
states of the Socialist Federative Re-
public of Yugoslavia (Slovenia,
Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Mace-
donia, and the Federal Republic of
Yugoslavia). Such a designation is,
of course, controversial. Greece and
Turkey may count geographically as
part of the Balkans, but both are
loath to be lumped in the same po-
litical category with Albania—or, for
that matter, with each other. Roma-
nians are quick to underscore the
fact that their Latin heritage sets
them apart from their mainly Slavic
neighbors. Croats and Slovenes, with
their legacy of rule from Budapest
and Vienna, are equally disinclined
to feel themselves part of the same
region as the formerly Ottoman-con-
trolled Serbs and Macedonians. Cri-
tiquing the notion of "the Balkans"
as a coherent geographical entity
provided a useful introduction both
to the cultural complexity of Eu-
rope's southeast, as well as to the
uses of labels such as "east" and
"west" in discourses on European
history and politics (subjects taken
up in Wolff 1994 and Todorova
1997). Moreover, with maps in hand,
students were able to reflect on the
ways in which our own "symbolic
geography" (Bakic-Hayden and Hay-
den 1992) might condition our per-
ceptions of culture and politics in
Southeastern Europe. For example,
some were surprised to see that
Sarajevo is as far west as Stockholm,
that Zagreb is considerably west of
Budapest and Warsaw, and that the
Albanian coast is easily visible to
holiday makers on the island of
Corfu.

Teaching Materials
Despite the plethora of books and

articles on the former Yugoslavia,
finding appropriate teaching materi-
als for a political science course on
the Balkans can be problematic. The
study of the Balkans has been dou-
bly disadvantaged within political
science. The study of Eastern Eu-
rope in general has long been con-
sidered one of the most methodolog-

ically backward subfields within
comparative politics. And within that
subfield, the Balkans have been
overshadowed by research on Russia
and the "northern tier." Finding
good general, comparative texts can
therefore be a serious concern. In-
structors must often rely on journal-
istic and historical treatments of the
region, studies which usually tend to
assume—rather than demonstrate—
that the roots of national identity
run deeper in the southeast than
anywhere else.

For this course, I supplemented
material from five main texts (Jelav-
ich 1983; West [1940] 1993; Verdery
1991; Woodward 1995a; Rieff 1995)
with readings from political science
and area studies journals, travelers'
accounts, novels, journalists' reports,
and occasional video presentations.
Volume Two of Barbara Jelavich's
survey of the modern Balkans is still
the best introduction to the region.
Although the reading can be tough
going, especially for those whose
command of European history is
incomplete, students were generally
grateful to have a solid reference
book that put the region's elaborate
dramatis personae in some historical
context.

One can say without too much
exaggeration that Rebecca West's
Black Lamb, Grey Falcon is one of
the half-dozen best travel books
written on any region. Students ini-
tially looked askance when presented
with its 1,200 pages, but by the end
of the course, there was general
agreement that West provided an
insightful, if controversial, portrait of
Yugoslavia in the interwar years. An
article by Hall (1996) highlighted the
enduring relevance of West's work
by noting the influence of Black
Lamb on the new generation of Bal-
kan correspondents in the 1990s.

Katherine Verdery's anthropologi-
cal interpretation of Romanian na-
tionalism served as the basic text on
the communist period, supplemented
again by journal articles and the rel-
evant sections from Jelavich. Since
Verdery deals with the uses of na-
tionalism by communist intellectuals
and political leaders, and her book
provided an excellent introduction to
the politics of national identity after
the demise of the communist system.
Susan Woodward's political economy

of the Yugoslav federation and its
disintegration received universal ap-
proval from the students, as did
David RiefFs more polemical treat-
ment of the role of international or-
ganizations in the Yugoslav wars.

These texts were supplemented by
occasional videos on topics that we
could not cover adequately during
the lectures and class discussions.
Emir Kusturica's Time of the Gypsies
(1990), which won the best director
award at Cannes, is a moving, magi-
cal-realist saga of a Romani (Gypsy)
boy's coming of age in Bosnia. The
Oak (1992), directed by the ac-
claimed Romanian filmmaker Lucian
Pintilie, offers a macabre look at life
in the waning Ceausescu years. The
six-part documentary series Yugosla-
via: Death of a Nation (1995), which
accompanies a readable but some-
times inaccurate paperback text on
Yugoslavia's demise by Silber and
Little (1995), is a monumental work
of contemporary "video history" (but
has both the advantages and short-
comings that such a medium entails).
During the last part of the course,
when we focused on the end of Yu-
goslav federalism, the video series
gave some coherence to the often
confusing array of actors and events;
moreover, since the series is not
without its problems—including at
times inaccurate translations and a
tendency to present a particular in-
terpretation of Yugoslavia's demise
as established historical fact—it pro-
vided an opportunity for further dis-
cussion of the media's role in condi-
tioning Western perceptions of and
responses to the Yugoslav crisis.

Political Science and
Historical Sensitivity

I organized the course in three
sections, each of which centered on
a number of key interpretive ques-
tions which asked the students to
place the experience of the Balkans
in a wider intellectual context. These
questions then formed the basis for
lectures and for questions on the
final essay exam. The goal was to
make sure that students came away
from the course with both an appre-
ciation for the broad conceptual
questions raised by recent events in
the Balkans, as well as a feel for the
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major historical developments in the
region over the last century.

The first section surveyed the his-
tory of the Balkan peoples within
the Ottoman and Habsburg empires,
the establishment of national states
in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, and the turbu-
lent politics of nation- and state-
building between the two world
wars. Questions addressed in this
section included:

• What political traditions were "in-
herited" from the Ottoman pe-
riod? How do we know?

• How did political elites cope with
the problem of integrating ethni-
cally and religiously diverse popu-
lations between the two World
Wars?

• Why was Romania the only Bal-
kan country to develop a strong,
indigenous fascist movement in
the interwar years?

• How did the bases of political le-
gitimation differ for communist
parties in Romania and Bulgaria
from those in Yugoslavia and Al-
bania?

In addition to readings from Jelav-
ich, selections from general surveys
and more specialized monographs by
Wolff (1974), Banac (1984), Chirot
(1989), and Rothschild (1974) pro-
vided helpful background to the lec-
tures.

The second section focused on the
experience of communism and post-
communism. The emphasis here was
on comparison—comparing the ex-
perience of Balkan states with each
other, as well as with neighboring
states in Central Europe and the
Mediterranean/Black Sea zone, espe-
cially Greece and Turkey. Study
questions in this section included:

• Was there such a thing as "Balkan
Communism"? If so, what were its
main components?

• What uses did nationalism serve
for Balkan political elites? How
and why did it differ from nation-
alism in other European states?

• What kinds of parties have
emerged since the collapse of
communism? How do the party
systems compare with those in
other states in transition?

• What sorts of institutional struc-

tures exist for dealing with ethnic
heterogeneity?

Several specialized studies were
placed on reserve in the university
library, and students made consider-
able use of these in preparing the
review essays and term papers re-
quired for the course. Hall (1994)
and Vickers (1995) are the best re-
cent treatments of Albania, as are
Poulton (1995) and Danforth (1994)
for Macedonia. Bringa (1995) and
Friedman (1996) give, respectively,
anthropological and historical treat-
ments of Bosnian Muslim identity,
while Deletant (1995) and Gallagher
(1995) concentrate on the interplay
of nationalism and political repres-
sion in communist and post-commu-
nist Romania. Since the course, two
other country studies by Judah
(1997) and Tanner (1997) have ap-
peared, but while accessible, both
works are "general reader" accounts
of Serbia and Croatia rather than
works of scholarship.

In the final section, we turned our
attention to political developments
in the region's two largest states,
Romania and the former Yugoslavia,
and examined, among other issues,
the sources of ethnic and political
identity, the developing party sys-
tems, interethnic relations, relations
with neighboring states, and the role
international organizations (particu-
larly the UN, NATO, and the EU)
played in the wars of the Yugoslav
succession. Questions for discussion
included:

• Why was Romania's 1989 revolu-
tion so violent?

• What are the major explanations
for the break-up of the Yugoslav
federation? What do these expla-
nations tell us about other federal
states?

• How stable is the Dayton peace
plan likely to be? What does it
have in common with other peace
settlements after civil wars?

Not surprisingly, the last section
raised the most interest since stu-
dents were eager to talk about
events that they had followed
throughout the course on CNN and
in the newspapers. But most stu-
dents felt that they were better able
to understand contemporary devel-
opments—and to critique simplistic

explanations of political behavior in
the region—by having first focused
on the experience of the past. I was
pleased to find that many of the stu-
dents had independently begun to
read contemporary accounts of Bal-
kan politics outside the required
readings and to come to class with
new interpretations gleaned from
works by Cohen (1993), Glenny
(1992), Owen (1995), Ramet (1996),
Thompson (1992), Woodward
(1995b), and others. While students
came away skeptical about treat-
ments which used "the Ottoman leg-
acy" as an explanatory variable, they
nevertheless developed a more nu-
anced appreciation for the region's
complicated past and the ways in
which history may (and may not)
condition the behavior of political
actors today.

Rescuing the Balkans
This course attempted to place the

complex contemporary politics of
Southeastern Europe in a wider con-
ceptual and comparative context.
The goal was to rescue the Balkans
from "instant historians" (Stokes, et
al. 1996), a group whose growing
oeuvre has often obscured rather
than elucidated the sources of politi-
cal behavior in Europe's southeast.
As the course aimed to demonstrate,
the region not only represents a
fruitful area of research for scholars
interested in topics as varied as po-
litical culture and ethnic relations,
but also provides a fascinating op-
portunity to involve students in "do-
ing" political science—using ideas
and concepts to address pressing
real-world problems. The real chal-
lenge for instructors is to link the
study of Southeastern Europe with
broader themes in comparative poli-
tics and international relations, while
at the same time imparting to stu-
dents some knowledge of the com-
plex ethnic geography and turbulent
history of the region. By so doing,
observers may at last cease to at-
tribute recent events to the spectral
powers of "Balkan ghosts" (Kaplan
1993) and instead seek to explain
Southeastern European politics using
the same tools that have been devel-
oped in other, more widely studied
regions.
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Notes
1. The author would like to thank an anon-

ymous referee for helpful comments on an
earlier version of this article.
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Teaching Democratic Theory Democratically

Mark Mattern, Chapman University

I s the classroom appropriately de-
mocratized?1 To what extent, and in
what ways? In this article, I review
the results of one experiment in
democratic education that may shed
some light on these questions. Dem-
ocratic education is not the same as
education for democracy. Education
for democracy can be, for example,
courses in history and civics which
give students basic knowledge requi-
site for informed participation in a
contemporary democracy, but which
retain the hierarchical, authoritarian,
and elitist elements of traditional,
undemocratic teaching. Democratic
education, by contrast, entails power

sharing within the classroom. Simply
asking students their opinions, while
a valuable exercise, is not an exam-
ple of power sharing. Sharing power
with students means offering them
real choices about course content
and process. It requires moving
away, partially or wholly, from the
hierarchical, authoritarian, and elitist
elements that characterize most edu-
cational practices today in the United
States. Democratic education involves
increasing the level of personal re-
sponsibility assumed by students and
giving the students real decision-mak-
ing authority without threats of puni-
tive reactions by the instructor.

Why democratize the classroom?
First, democratic education better
enables the development of demo-
cratic skills and dispositions. If stu-
dents engage routinely in educa-
tional practices that teach passivity,
deference to elites, acceptance of
unaccountable authority and power,
and comfort with undemocratic hier-
archy, they internalize these traits
and accept them as normal. The tra-
ditional "banking" model of educa-
tion,2 involving the deposit of knowl-
edge in students by an instructor,
teaches these traits of passivity, def-
erence to elites, acceptance of unac-
countable authority and power, and
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