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 In her M. A. thesis, Rachele Panzeri focused on the Italian-Slovene border area in the period 

of 2000-2006.  In 2004, Slovenia joined the European Union along with several other post-

communist states.  The Slovene-Italian border was therefore transformed from a more rigid border 

between an EU-member state and an aspiring candidate state into an internal border between two 

member states (this process was completed in 2007 by the implementation of the Schengen 

agreement in Slovenia, which is beyond the temporal scope of the thesis).   Rachele Panzeri focuses 

most of her attention to the evaluation of the INTERREG IIIA Italy-Slovenia Programme during this 

challenging period, a period which seemed to promise a new economic boost which would in turn 

provide a possibility for increased cross-border cooperation on different levels in an area where 

such cooperation was affected by multiple negative consequences of successive political changes 

which repeatedly disrupted mutual relations (dissolution of the Habsburg monarchy, Italian fascism, 

WWII, Yugoslav communism, Cold War etc.) throughout the 20th century.  Before proceeding to the 

analysis of the programme itself, the author first dedicates her attention to theoretical and 

methodological questions (especially conceptualization of borders and the question of minorities) 

and provides a brief overview of the relatively complicated modern history of this area.    

 The main section of the thesis is mostly based on official documents, produced by EU 

institutions and regional actors themselves.  Their evaluation is conducted without the use of much 

external sources and displays a high degree of conformity with the overall discourse of the officialy 

produced sources. Such approach necessarily raises some questions which will be discussed in more 

detail later.  The author used primarily sources and secondary literature in English and Italian, 

sources in Slovene are regrettably absent.        

 In the section dedicated to the theoretical concepts of borders, Panzeri cites several sources 

which would mostly fall into the category of political science.  Her selection includes concepts that 

are certainly useful for her particular purposes.   At the same time, the cited sources represent only a 

fraction of the vast literature written on various aspects of the subject in the last 20 years.  

Obviously, it is beyond the requirements usually associated with M. A. thesis to discuss the 

theoretical literature in its entirety.  However, a more detailed survey of literature on the subject of  

borders and borderlands in Central and Southeastern Europe would have been helpful.  For 



example, one of the largest and longest interdisciplinary research projects in post-communist 

Europe (though primarily conducted by historians), the ongoing Triplex Confinium initiative, 

coordinated by several academic institutions in Croatia, Austria and Hungary since 1996, has 

focused on the broadly defined Venetian-Habsburg-Ottoman borderlands and their historical legacy 

and has so far produced significant scholarly output whose results could be at least partially relevant 

even for the Italian-Slovene borderland.   

 Panzeri´s presentation of the historical background of the area is relatively brief but 

satisfactory, given the fact that her attention is focused on the period after 2000.  Most importantly, 

she tackled the controversial aspects of Slovene (Yugoslav) – Italian relations in the 20th century 

which enables the reader to understand the obstacles encountered among certain segments of 

society on both sides of the frontier, stemming from negative but crucial historical memories of 

events such as the Italian fascist rule in the interwar period or the post-WWII Yugoslav reprisals.  

As a historian, I have to raise a small objection towards a formulation which appears earlier in the 

text (pg. 3), when the author states that Slovene-Italian borderland lies in an area which represents 

“a meeting point of Europe´s three great historic civilisations and ethno-linguistic groups: the 

Romance, the Germanic and the Slavonic.“ Conceptualizing the primarily linguistic ties between 

speakers of various Slavic, Germanic or Romance languages as “civilizations“ has been out of 

fashion for several decades in mainstream scholarship.   On pg. 12, Rachele Panzeri claims that the 

last wars fought in Europe were the two world wars in the first half of the 20th century.  The author 

somehow forgot to mention the wars of the Yugoslav succession of the 1990s which significantly 

altered the previous political map of the Western Balkans / Eastern Adriatic.  In 1991, even 

Slovenia, one of the two countries Panzeri writes about, was affected by a war waged by the 

republican militias against the federal army which was brief but received detailed worldwide 

coverage.  On pg. 11, when asessing the policy of socialist Yugoslavia towards national movements 

and nationalism, Panzeri´s judgment is quite harsh: according to her, Yugoslav Communists 

“suppressed both minority and majority nationalist movements, leaving little room for the 

expression of different cultures but preventing ethnic conflict at the same time.“  This is obviously a 

gross overstatement, given the fact that the same regime in reality granted full recognition and 

institutional support of several previously supressed national movements (Macedonians, Bosniaks, 

Montenegrins) and with the exception of the brief initial period of its establishment in the wake of 

WWII, Tito´s Yugoslavia could not be reasonably accused of limiting the expression of different 

national cultures, including those of the non-Slavic minorities.  However, given the fact that 

historical issues are secondary in Panzeri´s work, such mistakes should have a relatively marginal 

importance in evaluating the dissertation.   

 I have not focused on EU bureacracy, its programmes, their implementation and the overall 



discourse of EU institutions in my previous scholarly work.  I therefore cannot provide a detailed 

assessment of the analysis of the INTERREG IIIA Italy-Slovenia Programme conducted by Rachele 

Panzeri in the second part of her thesis.   I must confess that I do have some objections of a general 

nature, regarding the sources and overall approach to their analysis.  As Rachele Panzeri says 

herself, “the primary sources consist mainly of official documents issued by the European Union 

(and in particular by the European Commission) and by the regional authorities that were involved 

in the programme.  The reason for that is the fact that there aren´t many (if almost none) 

“traditional“ sources concerning cross-border cooperations in general and the Italy-Slovenia 

cooperation in particular, but mainly evaluation reports and economic evaluations issued by the 

institutions that are directly involved in these programmes.“  On page 43, the author further clarifies 

and defends her approach: “As for the methodology concerned, the evaluation has been carried out 

on the basis of official programme documents such as the Joint Programming Document, the 

Community Initiative Programme and the Programme Complement, as well as ex-post evaluations 

of the programme financed by the European Commission.  We feel that by using only “institutional“ 

sources we can maintain a certain degree of impartiality and therefore carry out an analysis as  

objective as possible.“   

 I disagree with the notion that using official sources produced by one institution (or a 

number of institutions which are financially and politically tied to the same regime or interest) can 

in fact represent a productive scholarly approach to any topic.  Such approach can perhaps represent 

a useful excercise of research and analytical skills, especially if a higher number of sources is in 

question.  I certainly do not intend to diminish the achievments and efforts of Rachele Panzeri 

whose thesis is well-organized, clearly and comprehensively written and generally fulfills most 

requirements associated with a good M. A. thesis.  However, accepting such approach to 

interpetation of official documents without raising a serious objection would represent a denial of 

my previous academic training and practice.  I find such approach and its explanation provided by 

Rachele Panzeri highly questionable and in fact, unacceptable in a scholarly work.  Using sources 

produced by one institution (or several institutions tied to the same regime, financial interest, etc.) is 

certainly easier than a more nuanced critical approach.  In this particular case, even a short field 

research or a discoursive analysis of the local press, for example, would most likely reveal a more 

complicated picture than the one contained in the offical reports and the (self)evaluation reports, 

written by participating institutions themselves, which almost as a rule tend to be self-

congratulating and uncritical.  The resulting analysis can be partially valid, but it can also be very 

easily dismissed as a politically motivated pseudoscience, uncritical towards the dominant 

hegemonistic discourse of officially endorsed Euro-integration.  What kind of results would we get 

if we, for example, applied the same approach to official documents produced by regime institutions 



in another place and/or another time?  If we used official documents of communist institutions 

concerning the achievments of the five-year plan, and the most critical document cited would be a 

self-evaluation produced by the very same regime institutions?  Very likely, we would end up with 

similar enumerations of successes and a similar self-congratulatory rhetorics: „..50 000 enlightened 

customers  in Slovenia and 80 000  in  Italy, 3000 books, 160 000 booklets, 40 000 brochures, 22 

00 pos0 ters, 1 webpage...“ (pg 69).   

  Limited  critical  distance  from  the  discourse  of  the  official  documents  represents  my 

reatest (and in fact the only serious) objection to the M. A. thesis of Rachele Panzeri.   g
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