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INTRODUCTION 

This book emanated from a reaction against the derogatory representa-
tions of the Balkans that have (re-)emerged forcefully since the Yugoslav 
wars in the 1990s. The Balkans have been rigidly associated with back-
wardness, with extraordinary violence, with incessant strife. These traits 
have also been projected back into the history of the region, as if it had 
nothing substantial to show but them. Nationalism has been posited as the 
central concept that organises these representations. Nationalism has been 
considered, in other words, as the quintessential feature of Balkan so-
cieties and as the principal explanatory framework through which the past 
and the present of the Balkans is to be narrated. In this respect, the book 
challenges the notion of a primary connection between Balkans and na-
tionalism, the depiction of nationalism as a near omnipotent force in mod-
ern Balkan history.  

To challenge these representations looks to be quite straightforward 
from an empiricist perspective. The argument that ‘all that there is in the 
Balkans, is essentially nationalist’ can be accused of reductionism. An ob-
vious way to show it would be to raise other, alternative voices, projects, 
movements, ideologies which have been active in the Balkan region. 
Although this may look at first as a relatively easy task, it is not. The study 
of the Balkans has been overwhelmingly conducted around a consensus 
on the primacy of the category of nationalism. As a result these alternative 
directions have either rarely been taken or they have often been inter-
preted as ultimately succumbing in various ways to the supposedly over-
arching influence of nationalism. There can be no serious objection, of 
course, that nationalism has and is still playing a significant role in the Bal-
kans. The book does not in any way deny this fact, but it aims at retrieving 
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dynamics that have been effaced by the prevalence of a nation-centric 
conception of the Balkans. 

In the attempt to move beyond the nationalist horizon, the book dis-
cusses three ideologies as they have been articulated in the Balkans during 
the inter-war period. All three are termed as ‘non-nationalist ideologies’. 
The analysis of communism, liberal internationalism, and agrarianism in 
the Balkans is not comprehensive, in the sense that it does not aim to 
cover their entire breadth, their internal heterogeneity, or their internal 
variations. The tendency of the scarce secondary literature on the subject 
has been to pay attention primarily to the nationalist connotations of these 
ideologies in the Balkan setting. As one writer, characteristically asked in 
1961: ‘Will the Communist empire absorb the Balkans, or will the Balkans 
absorb and “Balkanize” communism’ – both options precluding the co-
existence of communism and the Balkans.1 Although, this type of reading 
cannot be rejected altogether, I will attempt to show that it is at least limit-
ed in scope. The principal argument of the book is that it is not possible 
to subsume the past and the present of the Balkans under the nationalist 
umbrella. 

This volume intends, along these lines, to detect the moments of con-
flict between the communist, liberal internationalist, and agrarian ideolo-
gies, on the one hand, and nationalism on the other. In this respect, the 
analysis focuses on the ways in which the communist, liberal interna-
tionalist, and agrarian ideologies functioned as alternative possibilities to 
the nationalist framework. The conflicts between nationalism and these 
non-nationalisms are placed on the terrain of ideology. Ideology is ana-
lysed through concepts introduced in the work of Louis Althusser.2 Non-
nationalist ideologies are accordingly recognised to have a material existence: 
they are embodied, in other words, in institutions and practices that clash-
ed with the national ones. Ideological conflicts also entail the operation of 
conflicting interpellations. The non-nationalist ideologies under study form 
the constitution of subjects that would be disengaged in various degrees 
from a primary attachment to the national community. 

The volume sheds light on other ideologies, and attempts to show how 
these ideologies have contested nationalism in the Balkans. The discussion 
aims, however, to move a step further and to draw some additional con-
clusions from a theoretical perspective. The discussion of non-nationalist 
ideologies in the inter-war years illustrates how the prevalent view advo-
cating the primacy of nationalism in the Balkans has entrenched a fixed 
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notion of the Balkans themselves. It is therefore considered as a pressing 
theoretical task to problematise this notion.  

In this respect, the book shares the basic premises of what has been 
called the critical study of Balkanism. Balkanism has been established since 
the mid-1990s through the work produced mainly in the English speaking 
world by writers of Balkan origin. It has sought to explain and simul-
taneously criticise ‘the persistence of such a frozen image’ of the Balkans.3 
Balkanism refers to ‘a system of representation based on the historical 
perception of the Balkans by colonial rulers’.4 Maria Todorova, who has 
coined the term, has contended that the critical task with respect to Balk-
anism is to ask the question of whether there is a concrete existence of the 
Balkans beyond this system of representation.5 Adopting a similar strategy 
of moving beyond Balkanism, the book treats the Balkans as a political 
concept. This conception opens up the space for the analysis of the Bal-
kans as a contested term. As shown in the discussion of communism, 
liberal internationalism, and agrarianism in the inter-war years, the Balkans 
have been articulated in diverse modes by different conflicting ideologies. 
In this sense, there is nothing inherent about any particular conception of 
the Balkans, but they should be analysed by focusing on the ideological 
struggle for their articulation. Before discussing in more detail how the 
book develops from this point of departure, it is necessary to situate my 
approach in the body of knowledge about the Balkans. 

Balkan Mappings 
To claim that delineating borders in the Balkan region is a contested issue 
tends to border on the banal. Drawing, recognizing, claiming, reclaiming 
borders have been considered as perpetual activities by all kinds of actors 
involved in the Balkans. We might even tentatively claim that such an ob-
stinate preoccupation with borders has often been thought to be a Balkan 
feature in itself. The centrality of borders to Balkan politics has been pre-
dominantly associated with the political aspirations of national-based pol-
itics, the various peace plans proposed during the war in Bosnia come to 
mind as a characteristic example in this respect.6 Remembering the con-
tentiousness of mapping in the Balkans and pointing to the precariousness 
of the mapping of the Balkans is not, however, quite the same thing. 

Whatever the ambivalences surrounding – mainly state – borders with-
in the Balkan space, the existence of this space as such is not questioned 
by most writings. The Balkans are foremost considered to be a geographi-
cal region and the question that emanates from this observation involves 
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the definition of its geographical features. Geography is subsequently link-
ed to politics, economics, and culture and the whole mix is perceived to 
produce a relatively unified space, whose characteristics can be identified 
and its history narrated. Most analyses are accordingly organised around 
the depiction of a real Balkan map. This map is conceived mainly in na-
tional terms, the determining borders in the region are considered to be 
the national. Based on this recognition, the parameters of this given map 
can be explored, not excluding though the detection of similarities, the ex-
ploration of trends that emphasise commonalities across state borders, or 
even movements of people, goods, and information that partially defy na-
tional borders. The Balkans as the mosaic of a number of national spaces 
are, to put it simply, presented as the norm. This approach is to be widely 
observed across disciplines, grouped under the humanities and the social 
science categories.7 

What is the primary paradox of a Balkan space defined along these lines 
is an overwhelming hesitation to acknowledge one’s membership in it. 
This reaction has been voiced by different kind of actors, including official 
protestations made by states. Thus in the post-Cold war years, mainly Slo-
venian, Romania and Croatia have often claimed and are often perceived 
to lie outside the Balkans, to be part of other regional groups of states. 
There is, in other words, a growing tendency for the Balkans to be moved 
southwards. Similar attempts to shrink the Balkan space are ample, since 
to be designated as Balkan is more than a misdemeanour, most of the 
peoples of the Balkans would be actually happy to cast off that shadow.  

It is precisely the presence of that shadow which complicates the task 
of drawing the map of the Balkans further. The Balkans are, when analysts 
have thought in these terms, a spectral entity. To mention a now classic 
formulation of this position, the Balkans should be conceived as an object 
of an imaginary cartography.8 The Balkans have not been a product of 
their history, culture, geography, etc., they are not simply a regional group-
ing of states. The Balkans have, instead, evaded the grasp of real geo-
graphy; they have been utilised ‘as a powerful symbol conveniently located 
outside historical time’.9 In this sense, whatever the disagreements over 
the delineation of the borders of the Balkan region, these are to be sit-
uated in the more general framework of the fixed, imaginary mapping of 
the Balkans. 

The study of Balkanism, indebted largely or loosely to the concept of 
Orientalism, has sought to expose the existence of the Balkans as the pro-
duct of a system of representation, which does not correspond to any 
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natural reality. If the Balkans have been, and are currently imagined, the 
relevant research is accordingly centred around the nature of this con-
struction, how it has been established, its characteristics, and its critique. 
These works analyse the production of the imageries of the Balkans on the 
basis of travellers’, politicians’, journalists’, and less so scholars’ writings 
dating from at least two centuries ago, whereas in relation to the repro-
duction of the same representations, Balkan peoples themselves are ac-
knowledged to have been considerably active.10 

We could thus point to a tentative dividing line over the question of de-
signating the Balkan map between two positions that alternatively posit a 
real and an imaginary cartography. One does not, however, necessarily ex-
clude the other. From one perspective at least, the imaginary dimension is 
a veil that can be lifted, albeit as a result of hard work; it can, in other 
words, collapse and give way to the image of the Balkans in their actua-
lity.11 Since this is not acknowledged yet to be the case, the divide between 
the Balkans as real space and the Balkans as imaginary space persists in 
terms of how academic writings approach the region. Going back to maps, 
this fundamental difference can be, somewhat superficially, illustrated by 
looking at the presence or absence of a series of map illustrations of the 
Balkan region usually to be found at the beginning of the respective book. 
Todorova and Vesna Goldsworthy, on the one hand, do not include any. 

On the contrary, some of the most influential and well-respected treat-
ises on the history of the Balkans – and I will refer here to works by Left-
en Stavrianos, Mark Mazower, and Misha Glenny – are preceded by a list 
of maps depicting the region in different historical periods.12 These three 
books are based on a similar link between mapping and the narration of 
history. The history of the Balkan space is ultimately narrated through the 
history of the political formations that seem to have been dominant in 
different periods within that space. For the last two centuries this implies, 
for all the three studies, that the Balkans are equated with the sum total of 
the respective national spaces. The Balkans become then a mosaic of sev-
eral nation-states.  

Authors diverge though on the question of which states should be 
named as part of the Balkans. It is ultimately this issue which presents the 
most pertinent consideration of what one takes to mean by the Balkans; 
the decision on which particular states are to be included in the Balkan 
map. Accordingly, the earlier work by Stavrianos tends to include Yugo-
slavia, Bulgaria, Romania, Albania, and Greece; his approach excludes 
Turkey, though he acknowledges the fact that the European part of Tur-
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key is geographically speaking part of the Balkan Peninsula.13 The other 
two authors have to face a more daunting task since they are writing in the 
post-Cold war era where a number of new states have emerged within the 
borders of the five of Stavrianos’ canon. 

Mazower follows a rather elastic path: his description of the Balkan 
region is more focused on natural rather than political geography. Still, 
when he is pushed for the delineation – and his guide to further reading 
presents things clearly in this respect – Greece, Romania, Albania, Bulgaria 
are included, as well as former Yugoslavia in the form it has existed till 
1992, while from the successor states only Serbia and Montenegro, Mace-
donia, and Bosnia are named as part of the Balkan region.14 Glenny, on his 
part, explains that his definition of the Balkans is derived from a consid-
eration of the mixture among geographical, historical, and political factors 
and without further ado he enumerates his list of states, which in com-
parison to Mazower’s is differentiated by the addition of Turkey.15 

The book will avoid this identification of the Balkans with a certain 
number of nation-states. Instead, the effort will be to venture a discussion 
that moves beyond national borders, rather than to simply redraw them in 
a particular way. To frame our definition of the Balkans in terms of an 
addition of certain national spaces allows, to say the least, for a nationalist 
consideration of the whole affair. This presupposition cannot but leave 
the ensuing analysis trapped within a nationalist horizon. 

The connection between nationalism and territory has been firmly 
established and widely explored. Anthony Smith has, for instance, intro-
duced the notion of ‘sacred territory’ as one of the principal properties of 
nations. Nationalism, for Smith, sanctifies pieces of land which are tied to 
the history and the future of the national community through an insep-
arable bond. Nationalism is always, as a result, enmeshed in the struggle 
for the control and administration of bounded territorial units.16 Even for 
the opposing view of Benedict Anderson, territory is a vital parameter 
through which the imagination of the national community becomes possi-
ble. Anderson, in this regard, strives to explain ‘how administrative units 
could over time, come to be conceived as fatherlands’. One of the mecha-
nisms he identifies as contributing to this transformation is the practice of 
mapping.17 I am not going to further elaborate on this relationship. The 
point is simply to show that there is a particular grammar which connects 
nationalism with territory via the process of mapping. To agree with a 
statement made by another writer on the Balkans: ‘nationalism is the set of 
social relations with which maps historically had the greatest affinity. As 
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representations of a bounded imaginary, maps have become logos for 
nationalist struggles in areas as diverse as the Basque country and the 
Philippines.’18 
It is necessary then to refrain from depicting the Balkan space as carved 
up in a number of national communities, but this should not absolve us 
from at least sketching what precisely an alternative conceptualisation of 
the Balkans might resemble. The book fully subscribes, along these lines, 
to the epistemological argument made by the Balkanist critique. The map-
ping of the Balkans based on the notions of the centrality of national bor-
ders and the primacy of nationalism should be challenged for its essen-
tialism and its attempt to present itself as an indisputable fact. It is useful, 
thus, to evoke the symbolic, imaginary cartography of the Balkans as a cri-
tique against this kind of essentialism. Still, the production and reproduc-
tion of the Balkans should not be treated as a homogeneous, unhampered 
process. It is of critical importance to focus on the ways in which the in-
habitants of the Balkans have resisted their own essentialisation. Here, we 
should not only study how Balkanism has been internalised in the region. 
Or, just be content with the analysis of the reactions of certain groups that 
have denied that they were part of the ‘dark’ Balkans, only to apply the 
same accusation to their neighbours. The Balkans should not be under-
stood merely as a negative, fixed concept, as the literature on Balkanism 
tends to do. Instead, the Balkans should be understood as already involv-
ing the possibilities for their re-articulation. I will attempt, along these 
lines, to appreciate the variations, contestations that the term ‘Balkans’ has 
encompassed. 

The analysis intends to move a step further beyond the reality/imagi-
nary dichotomy that most writings on the region either reproduce or in-
directly acknowledge and locate the Balkans at the juncture of ideological 
confrontations. In this respect, the Balkans are considered as multiple: it is 
more useful to refer to Balkan mappings rather than allude to the possi-
bility of designing a single Balkan map. What weaves these multiple Bal-
kans together is that they come into life in the realm of ideological strugg-
les. Along these lines, the book will try to show how reactions against na-
tionalism – in the form of competing political ideologies – have challenged 
the nationalist mapping of the Balkan region. 

Structure of the Book 
It is by no means adequate to acknowledge the existence of multiple no-
tions of the Balkans as a result of a mere plurality of viewpoints. Recog-

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   15 20/11/2007   10:31:43



8 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

nising the existence of multiple Balkan mappings should be disentangled 
from any notion of relativism, or from viewing one real state of affairs 
from different perspectives. Instead, the book discusses a particular con-
cept of ideology as a means of theorising the different, multiple mappings 
of the Balkans. Ideology and more precisely ideological struggles will be 
seen as the political framework that constitutes all the different concep-
tions of the Balkans and the relationship among these conceptions. The 
Balkans become, then, a point of antagonism between different ideologies 
that struggle for its definition. The volume will study some of these ideo-
logies through a series of alternative conceptualisations of the Balkans that 
they proposed. Admittedly, nationalism has fuelled one type of such pro-
jects and in terms of its recent political influence, it has been relatively 
dominant. It would though be misguided to portray nationalism as ‘the 
only game in town in the Balkans’; as a monolithic ideology dominating a 
monolithic space. Other political ideologies have been and are still challen-
ging nationalism, and the book will attempt to describe these dynamics as 
taking the form of ideological struggles. In these struggles, the Balkans 
play the role of a key political concept. They embody a concept of multi-
ple, competing determinations around which ideological confrontations 
are articulated. In this manner, and to answer the initial question posed in 
the introduction, Balkan mappings will be treated as a function of ideo-
logical struggles. 

The book will sketch some Balkan mappings, as they were articulated in 
the inter-war period, and these should be understood not as being true or 
false, or of displaying greater or lesser accuracy, but as manifestations of 
ideological conflicts. In this sense, the Balkans will be treated as having no 
inherent meaning.19 The Balkans are never ‘the Balkans as such’, but they 
are always situated in a series of equivalences. The meaning that the term 
Balkans acquires depends then on the way a particular ideology articulates 
it.20 

This meaning of the Balkans, during the inter-war period at least, could 
be articulated in a communist mode: the Balkans designating a specific set 
of strategies and tactics for the communist parties of the region, because 
of their semi-colonial status, the lack of extensive industrialisation and the 
presence of an enlarged peasant population. It could be articulated in a lib-
eral internationalist mode: advocating that progress lay in a unified Balkan 
space that would bypass existing national borders. Or, it could be articu-
lated in an agrarian mode: the Balkans signifying the expansion of what 
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agrarians called estatist organisations, which would substitute national-
based institutional structures. 

In this precise sense, communism, liberal internationalism, and agrar-
ianism of the inter-war years will be coined as non-nationalist ideologies. In 
so far as that they attribute three diverse meanings to the Balkans that 
contest the nationalist articulation of the Balkans as a mosaic of nation-
states, as the aggregate of several national spaces. To frame better this dis-
cussion, I will first develop an understanding of the concept of ideology 
and to also show why it is useful to locate nationalism on the ideological 
realm. Then, I will discuss concretely how nationalism in the Balkans has 
been contested by these three non-nationalist ideologies during the inter-
war period. Finally, I will show how this discussion might inform the cri-
tique of the monolithic association between the Balkans and nationalism 
today. 

Accordingly, the main task of the first chapter will be to develop an 
understanding of nationalism as an ideology, via an inquiry of both con-
cepts. Greater attention will be placed on the burgeoning literature on na-
tionalism. The argument will be that the existing literature on nationalism 
largely precludes a sophisticated theoretical connection between nationa-
lism and ideology. The literature on nationalism has, too often, borrowed 
uncritically the concept of ideology from its common sense usage. It has 
overwhelmingly treated ideology as denoting a coherent set of ideas (e.g. 
Antony Smith and Elie Kedourie) whilst putting sometimes emphasis on 
the illusory beliefs these entail (e.g. Ernest Gellner and Eric Hobsbawm). 
Along these lines, the concept of a nationalist ideology is either endorsed or dis-
carded altogether (e.g. by Benedict Anderson). This chapter will, instead, 
attempt to sketch an understanding of nationalism drawing on the work of 
Louis Althusser on ideology and its subsequent reinterpretations by Eti-
enne Balibar and Ernesto Laclau.21 This is an eclectic reading that attem-
pts to operationalise the analysis of political ideologies in general, and na-
tionalist ideology in particular, along three axes. The recognition of ideolo-
gy’s material dimension; how that is ideologies, and nationalism in partic-
ular, are embodied in a set of institutions and social practices. The under-
standing of ideology as located outside from the reality/falsehood nexus 
which subsequently implies that the critique of nationalism based on its 
quality as a doctrine of delusion misses the point. Finally, by attributing 
the main function of ideology to the interpellation/constitution of indivi-
duals as subjects; nationalism, in this regard, functions by the constitution 
of ‘national man’. 
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In this light, Chapter 2 will discuss the parameters through which na-
tionalism and the Balkans have become intertwined in Western writings 
during the post-Cold War years. The reproduction of this system of thou-
ght calls for a critical reconsideration of the relationship between the Bal-
kans and nationalism. The chapter will attempt to draw connections am-
ong recent writings – both academic and non-academic – especially con-
cerning how the role of nationalism intersects the socio-political analyses 
of the region. It will argue that most Western writings on the Balkans are 
articulated along a set of presuppositions and images. These are based on 
the notion that Balkan social life is determined by the overbearing 
presence of nationalist ideology. Nationalism in its Balkan guise is believed 
to ultimately explain the recurrence of shocking patterns of violence and 
the submergence of every contemporary state of affairs into obscure past 
experiences. Studying the Balkans thus forcedly becomes an examination 
centred around the category of nationalism. Nationalism is treated as the 
ordering principle of Balkan history; the Balkans are seen as the region par 
excellence where alternatives to the nationalist ideology are persistently 
obliterated almost by a sheer definitional contradiction. 

In the next three chapters particular non-nationalist ideologies as artic-
ulated in the Balkan setting will be studied. The discussion will be based 
on primary sources, the writings of participants in these ideological de-
bates of the inter-war period. Communism, liberal internationalism, and 
agrarianism, will be distinguished as the ideologies which were the most 
potent adversaries of nationalism during that time. They will be seen as 
articulating three alternative Balkan maps and projects, maps and projects 
that attempted to respectively overthrow, bypass, or transcend the nation-
state regional system. Other forms of opposition to nationalism during the 
inter-war years will be neglected, especially social movements on a local 
level. For instance, one could think here of the grass roots reactions again-
st the forced population exchange between Turkey and Greece in 1923 or 
of the local resistance that peasants in Macedonia raised against Greek, 
Bulgarian and Macedonian nationalisms.22 

It is precisely the use of the Balkans as a political concept by commu-
nism, liberal internationalism and agrarianism that accounts for their 
inclusion in the volume. These ideologies contested, in other words, the 
meaning of the term Balkans and fought to appropriate it for their own 
purposes. This type of resistance is considered vital in helping us to recon-
ceptualise the relation between the Balkans and nationalism. There is no 
intention to insist on some degree of uniformity among these three politi-
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cal ideologies, as merely embodying the opposite pole to nationalism. 
Communism, liberal internationalism, and agrarianism were in conflict 
among themselves, but the point here would not be to study the ideolo-
gical differences amongst them, but to show how they were positioned in 
relation to the nationalist ideology. 

The encounter between communism and nationalism in the Balkans is 
precisely reflected in that this term, the Balkans, was a main point of con-
testation. Chapter 3 will argue that the ideological strategy of communism 
depended on the re-invention of the Balkans. The Balkans were conceived 
as a unified space because of their homogeneous integration into the 
world capitalist system. In this context, communism posited the Balkans 
as a political term and the communist project for a Balkan federation came 
into being. The Balkan communist federation embodied the dynamic and 
revolutionary aspects of the communist conception of the Balkan space: 
as being in a fluid process of becoming. Concurrently, it substantiated the 
radical character of communist ideology itself, representing its potential to 
totally suspend the existing social order, to blast the Balkan nation-state 
system. In the historical conjuncture of the inter-war period, communism 
identified nationalism as a principal form of oppression in the Balkan 
region. In response, communism attempted to embody the resistance to 
this oppression generated by nationalism, striving to orchestrate all sorts 
of struggles, even those which were expressed in the form of national 
autonomy or independence. 

Liberal internationalism adopted, instead, a straightforward confron-
tational position against nationalism. Chapter 4 will identify as the central 
strategy of liberal internationalist ideology the rejection of the existing 
nation-state system in the hope of the unification of the Balkans. 
Nationalism, national borders, according to liberal internationalism, pre-
sented the major source of strife and of potential destabilization, a con-
stant threat to peace in the Balkans. For the Balkans, as for the whole 
world, the carving up of space into separate nation-states was considered 
harmful, but was also considered as a passing phase that would give way 
to the peoples’ demand for a peaceful international system. Liberal inter-
nationalism’s – perhaps tenuous, but by no means utopian – conclusion 
was that a Balkan federation, the unification of Balkan space was the 
representation of the movement of historical progress. Balkan union was 
conceived by liberal internationalist ideology as an embryonic functionalist 
process, that is as the gradual emergence of a novel regional system of 
governance that would gradually bypass the nation-state system. To ignite 
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this process, liberal internationalism proposed the creation of multiple 
economic, social, political cross-national flows that would in time mush-
room into a web of relations which would eventually suspend the func-
tions of the existing Balkan states. 

In contrast to communism and liberal internationalism, there was never 
a shared understanding amongst the different agrarian movements that 
emerged in the region that they were involved in a Balkan-wide struggle. 
Chapter 5 will focus on the ideology of the Bulgarian Agrarian Popular 
Union (BAPU) as exemplifying the most radical aspects of agrarianism in 
the Balkans. BAPU’s radicalism lay primarily in its effort to transcend the 
national context. Agrarianism, in this guise, defined politics on the basis of 
the concept of the estate, and political struggle as the antagonism between 
two formations: political parties and estatist organisations. Along these 
lines, the nationalist logic was suspended; there could be no national unity, 
no national sovereignty, no national policies, but a series of social, eco-
nomic, political transformations along estatist lines. The agrarian project 
for a Balkan federation embodied precisely this passage from the national 
to the estatist. These agrarian concepts were put to practice, during the 
BAPU’s time in government. The BAPU had the opportunity to design 
and found a new institutional framework which challenged the national 
imaginary. The ideological struggle between agrarianism and nationalism 
had thus a primarily material dimension, taking the form of competing 
institutional arrangements and social practices. 

To sustain the perennial entanglement between the Balkans and natio-
nalism one could claim that these non-nationalist ideologies were a failure, 
if that is the right word. The book has searched for an answer to this 
possible criticism, not by intending a romantic reading of what could have 
been if only nationalism was effaced by these political ideologies. The final 
chapter will elaborate the connection between past and present. The argu-
ment, here, is that the three historical chapters can be read as illustrations 
that draw certain trajectories for the reconceptualisation of the relation-
ship between nationalism and the Balkans. In relation to the study of the 
Balkans, the chapter will make an argument for the substitution of the 
centrality of nationalism by the notions of ideology and ideological strugg-
le. In this respect, nationalism in the Balkans will be seen as always already 
involved in a series of ideological conflicts and thus the main focal point 
becomes the study of the ideological terrain as such: its points of con-
testation and its points of rupture. 
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(BALKAN) NATIONALISM 
AND THE ANALYSIS OF 

IDEOLOGY 

What is wrong with treating nationalism as a ubiquitous force single-
handedly shaping the course of nineteenth and twentieth-century Balkan 
history? Equally, what is wrong with the revelation that official nationalist 
narratives in the Balkans have consistently falsified the historical record? 
Why does it miss the point to argue that the battle of Kosovo was not 
fought exclusively by Serbs, or that the Greek kryfo sxoleio (secret school) 
was more of a post-independence myth rather than the institution that 
preserved Greek identity in times of ‘national subjugation’? Most existing 
critiques of nationalism are inadequate because they are erected upon in-
appropriate foundations. We should not start, as they do, with the ques-
tion ‘what are the delusions that nationalism rests upon’, but alternatively 
ask ‘how nationalism is produced and reproduced as a popular ideology’. 

This chapter attempts primarily to criticise certain prevalent theoretical 
presuppositions that obfuscate the analysis of nationalism in the Balkans. 
One of the most prominent revolves around the notion of distinctiveness 
that supposedly characterises nationalism in the Balkans or Eastern Eu-
rope in general. This distinction is captured by the theoretical hiatus of 
‘civic’ and ‘ethnic’ forms of nationalism, two concepts which allude to a 
territorial division of Europe.1 The Balkans present an exemplary case of 
the predominance of ‘ethnic nationalism’: the identification of the nation 
with a community of blood ties. The will for the construction of national 
communities based on racial homogeneity provides, according to this pos-
ition, the rationale for the perpetual instability in the Balkans and for the 
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extraordinary violence, and the strategies of ethnic cleansing that marred 
the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s. 

The categories ‘civic’ and ‘ethnic nationalism’ emanate from a hierarchi-
cal understanding of European history, one that privileges the so-called 
historical experience of Western European countries.2 The ‘civic’ alterna-
tive is held to be conducive to contemporary forms of liberal democracy, 
whilst the ‘ethnic’ variant is seen, in this light, as inherently illiberal. Thro-
ugh an exploration of the literature on nationalism, the chapter shows how 
these categories resonate with the fixity of the nationalism debate on the 
question of origins. What sustains this type of hierarchical categorisation is 
the overwhelming focus of the nationalism literature on the question of 
when did the nations and nationalism come into being. The chapter arg-
ues, instead, that attention needs to be paid to the conditions for the re-
production of nation and nationalism. When analysis follows this path, as 
in the work of Michael Billig, the categories of ‘civic’ and ‘ethnic nation-
alism’ dissolve.3 What becomes clear is that the nations and nationalisms 
in Western Europe are reproduced in identical ways with the nations and 
nationalisms of the Balkans. 

Another theoretical presupposition comes to light when ‘ethnic’ nation-
alism is viewed as the disturbing obstacle barring the democratisation of 
Balkan societies and calls for external intervention to limit or even obliter-
ate its negative influences creep up. What should be done against ‘ethnic 
nationalism’ then? Here, the debate within the Western academia over the 
future of Bosnia rehearses a dual strategy. The treatment proposed de-
pends on whether ‘ethnic’ nationalism is diagnosed as an indelible stain or 
as a virus. 

If it were an indelible stain, then ‘we’ Westerners would have to live 
with it, the symbiosis to be sought would of course have to provide for 
our maximum security against the possible eruptions of this threat. Enter 
John Mearsheimer and his ‘carve-up to save Bosnia’ thesis.4 We have to 
accommodate ‘ethnic’ nationalism in order to normalise it, Mearsheimer 
argues. An anticipated set of proposed measures ensues: Bosnia needs to 
be divided into ethnically homogeneous states, and given the demographic 
complexities of the region it is deemed necessary to activate forced popu-
lation exchanges among the different ethnic groups – but anyway the war 
in Bosnia has performed most of this gruesome task already.5 A new map 
is to be designed where the previously ‘united’ south Slavs will be separa-
ted and cushioned according to their ethnic origin; Serbs will live with 
Serbs, Croats with Croats, Bosnian-Muslims predominantly with Bosnian-
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Muslims and if one is uncertain about his/her identity s/he must decide 
now. When this ethnic hair-splitting is accomplished ‘[t]he Croatian and 
Serbian states would be free [and they would probably decide] to join the 
Greater Croatia and Greater Serbia, respectively; the Bosnian-Muslim state 
would stand alone as an independent entity’.6  

The ‘carve up to save Bosnia’ thesis accepts uncritically the nearly all-
encompassing power of nationalism in its treatment of the Balkans’ short-
term past, present, and desired future. What could be done in the present 
is confined to the fading out of the indelible quality of Balkan ‘ethnic’ 
nationalism. The book as a whole is an effort to challenge this assumption. 
It is important though, at this point, to repeat and side with, Etienne Bali-
bar’s critique, castigating the interpretation of the histories of the peoples 
of Eastern Europe on the basis of the category of nationalism, as an eth-
nocentric approach.7 

Conversely, ethnic nationalism has been viewed as a potentially spread-
ing virus that has hit Bosnian – and more generally Yugoslav – society 
with the collapse of Tito’s regime. Authors who support this position – 
playfully baptised the ‘save Bosnia bunch’ – employ a prevalent writing 
strategy of resistance against the forces of ‘ethnic nationalism’;8 they lend 
their warring pen to the ‘desired’ end goal, the establishment of multicul-
tural communities in the Balkans.9 Writing on Bosnia should – for them – 
involve the unmasking and consequent eradication of the virus of ‘ethnic’ 
nationalism. What is important for this ‘anti-nationalist’ position lies in the 
shared commitment to uncover the lies, myths, or intentionally selective 
narratives through which the nationalist interpretation of history exercises 
its control. There is a common assumption that the ‘anti-nationalist’ stra-
tegy should primarily involve the enunciation of narratives that assume the 
task of nationalist myth-shattering. What should be done, in other words, 
is to face ‘ethnic nationalism’ as a virus that has spread its delusions in 
Bosnia, to uncover the historical distortions through which it exercises its 
influence, and thus create the possibility for the future existence of a plu-
ralistic society in the Balkan context.  

These writings are not theoretically sophisticated: they do not seriously 
engage with the concept of nationalism per se. Still, the position of criti-
que that they adopt alludes to a kind of elementary connection between 
nationalism and a particular understanding of ideology as false conscious-
ness. Nationalism is closely associated to notions of myth, falsity, fabrica-
tion, and ultimately false beliefs. Thus it becomes possible to identify the 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   23 20/11/2007   10:31:43



16 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

critique of nationalism with the uncovering of untruth and the shattering 
of false consciousness.  

This chapter holds that the ‘nationalism=false consciousness=ideology’ 
proposition is misleading. This critique is situated in the context of a wider 
problem that pertains to the theoretical debate on nationalism and its 
sloppy understanding of the concept of ideology. The literature on nation-
alism has, too often, borrowed uncritically the concept of ideology from 
its common sense usage. It has overwhelmingly treated ideology as denot-
ing a cohesive doctrine whilst sometimes emphasising the illusory, false 
beliefs this entails. On this basis, the concept of a nationalist ideology is either 
endorsed or discarded altogether. This chapter outlines, instead, a hope-
fully more nuanced conception of nationalism as ideology. It draws mainly 
on the conceptual tools provided by the work of Louis Althusser on ideo-
logy and their subsequent reformulation by Etienne Balibar and Ernesto 
Laclau.10  

This is an eclectic reading that attempts to operationalise the analysis of 
nationalist ideology in particular, and political ideologies in general, along 
three axes. First, the recognition of ideology’s material dimension; that is 
how ideologies, and nationalism in particular, are embodied in a set of 
institutions and social practices. Second, the understanding of ideology as 
located outside from the reality/falsehood nexus, which subsequently im-
plies that the critique of nationalism based on its quality as a doctrine of 
delusion misses the point. Finally, by attributing the main function of id-
eology to the interpellation/constitution of individuals as subjects; nation-
alism, in this regard, functions by the constitution of ‘national man’. 

Limitations of the Nationalism Debate 
Quantitative abundance and qualitative polymorphy compels me to begin 
with a number of disclaimers. It is nowadays commonplace to self-indul-
gently complain that the literature on nationalism is so vast that any treat-
ment short of a monograph would inevitably underestimate its richness.11 
And the rare times when this Sisyphean task of reviewing the literature is 
undertaken it can only coherently work through the – sometimes tenuous 
– grouping of authors into broad but strictly defined conceptual cate-
gories. Unavoidably again complexity and intricacy give way to simpli-
fication and muddling which often results to endless exchanges aiming to 
clarify who belongs – consciously or even unintentionally – to which cate-
gory, with the authors in question sometimes denying their association 
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with primordialism, ethnosymbolism, or modernism and perhaps even 
rejecting the notion of conceptual categories as such.  

In this section, the discussion of the academic writings on nationalism 
is, therefore, unavoidably not exhaustive. There is no attempt to analyse 
the works of the principal authors in the field with respect to the subtlety 
of their ideas while their sensitivity to, and at times original reading of, the 
historical record is largely not given its due attention. My aim is not to 
discuss the literature on nationalism in order to simply lament its poverty 
or reject its foundations altogether. The following reading of these texts is 
justified because it purports to critically identify some lasting trends that 
have directed the study of nationalism. It is an attempt to explain how the 
fixity of most authors on particular research questions and on ‘taken-for-
granted’ analytical distinctions hinders the purpose of a productive under-
standing of (Balkan) nationalism as an ideology. 

Turning our Back to the ‘Present’: The Debate on Definitions 
The width and breadth permeating the analyses of nationalism seems to 
emanate from a predictable contestation on some foundational questions. 
Most writers in the field differentiate their theoretical positions and pro-
fess the originality of their work through a continuous re-articulation of 
the concepts of nation and nationalism. Evidently then, the internal dyna-
mism of the debate and the proposed taxonomies of the existing literature 
have depended till now on how the questions ‘what is a nation?’ and ‘what 
is nationalism?’ are addressed. A significant aspect of the proposed defini-
tions is that they revolve, to a great extent, around a sharp disagreement 
about the historical origins of nations and nationalism. In this vein, it is 
the tracing of the ‘moment’ of nations and nationalism that provides the 
ground for the staging of the nationalism debate and that also reflects its 
possible future courses. At least within the confines of the ‘classical na-
tionalism debate’ (till the end of the 1980s) it is widely accepted that there 
are three relatively cohesive theoretical approaches offering distinct assess-
ments of when this ‘moment’ of nations and nationalism might be 
traced.12 

If one shares a notion of empty time, if in other words, one considers 
the existence of nations and nationalism as immune from the develop-
ment of historical time, then s/he would be coined as a primordialist.13 To 
put it succinctly, this position holds that nationality is a natural, unaltered 
fact of human existence; it claims that all men (‘healthy’ that is) have a 
nationality ‘as they have two ears and one nose’, as Ernest Gellner has sar-
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castically put it.14 Admittedly a primordialist is a very rare specimen in 
contemporary academic circles and ordinarily surfaces only in the political 
arena, for instance, Guiseppe Mazzini in the past, Slobodan Milosevic 
recently, at least from one point of view.  

Preserving primordialism as a pole in the academic debate is more of a 
tactical coup by writers of other persuasions.15 Authors termed as mod-
ernists, in antipodal opposition, associate the appearance of nations and 
nationalism with the transformative circumstances marking the transition 
from traditional to modern societies. In this understanding, the definition 
of the foundational concepts of nation and nationalism is constituted by a 
moment of an abrupt break (although this ‘moment’ may chronologically 
last for decades). Writers categorised as modernists describe a phenomen-
on born from anew and related to distinctively modern processes like the 
emergence and the geographical spread of capitalism, industrialisation, bu-
reaucratisation, the growing separation between the religious and the polit-
ical sphere, etc.16  

To fill the distance separating the gap between empty time and verti-
cally carved-up time, a group of analysts named ethno-symbolists intro-
duce a notion of slowly-evolving time in order to define the nation and 
nationalism.17 These are neither described as omnipresent (primordialism) 
nor as coming to life from the womb of a surrogate mother (modernism). 
Instead, they are seen to rise through a continuing process of social, cultu-
ral, and political reformulations originating from a set of pre-modern eth-
nic group identities. Ethno-symbolism calls for a refocusing of the re-
search on nationalism in the pre-modern era and aspires to the revelation 
of significant continuities between traditional ethnic identities and modern 
national ones. 

Are we to lament or to relish for the existence of this plurality of def-
initions of the key terms of the debate? Those closely attached to tradi-
tional social scientific criteria (objectivity, preciseness, rigour, etc.) put the 
blame for all the attested deficiencies of the nationalism debate precisely 
on the fundamental disparities regarding the meaning of these key con-
cepts. A great number of arguments, misunderstandings, and conceptual 
confusions, it goes, arise exactly because the foundations of the conten-
ding approaches are sometimes imprecisely defined.18 To give this old-
fashioned argument some deserved credit, the terminology of the nationa-
lism debate has been blatantly abused in academic writings and otherwise. 
One has only to look at the, at times, still persisting interchangeable use of 
the terms ‘state’ and ‘nation’ in the study and practice of international 
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relations (i.e. national/state security, United Nations, etc.). Or, to glance 
through the fast-growing literature on ethnicity and attempt to sensu stricto 
make sense of if or how does an ethnic group and an ethnic identity differ 
from a national group and a national identity. Revealing and then criti-
cising cases of inconsistency and confusion, however, is one thing, but 
aspiring for fixity and uniformity is vastly different. 

Fixity and uniformity are not a sign of a vibrant theoretical field of 
study. Nations and nationalism far from merely belonging to a dead past 
are deeply enmeshed in contemporary political struggles. To ask even for a 
loose consensus on the interpretation of these terms would be then to 
mistakenly imply that these political battles have been resolved with the 
victory of one position over the others. An important aspect of the con-
temporary political role of nations and nationalism is the struggle over 
their appropriation which, as a result, exudes any possibility of establishing 
a field of study immune to theoretical ambiguities. Craig Calhoun has swif-
tly forced this point in a single sentence: ‘the ideas of nation, nationality 
and the like are “essentially contested” because any particular definition 
will privilege some collectivities, interests and identities and damage the 
claim of others’.19 Following Calhoun, it would be more insightful to attri-
bute these conceptual controversies to the political context in which they 
develop, rather than treating them as academic mishaps or idiosyncrasies. 

Employing commonalities related to objective criteria in order to draw 
a definition for the nation, be that language, religion, customs, race, or a 
combination of these, has certain political implications. If the chosen 
criteria are considered to be ahistorical (primordialism) or even if they are 
seen as creatively reformulated and reflecting the communal will to pre-
serve group continuity in times of uncertainty (ethno-symbolism), then the 
prevailing tendency would be to treat nationalism as a positive political 
force.20 Either because nationalism is believed to embody a principle de-
rived from natural law and is thus to be reverently respected, or because it 
is purportedly revealing of a repressed human dimension, an attempt to 
preserve social meaning within the limited boundaries of human compre-
hension in times of rapid transformations that savagely test human en-
durance. Focusing alternatively on a subjective criterion: the shared self-
understanding of a group of people as forming a nation, implies a sharper 
critical attitude towards nationalism.21 It opens up the space for contesting 
this voluntaristic association, that is the nation, as historically contingent, 
as possibly declining because the conditions that brought it to existence 
are no longer prevalent, or even as owing its emergence and continuing 
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life-span to an economy of violence from above that is necessary for the 
preservation of the ‘voluntary’ identification with the national community. 
Nationalism through this prism is assumed to shed a backward-looking 
shadow or simply seems like a dark ghost that haunts the road leading to 
human emancipation.22 I should mention here as, hopefully, a prevention 
to a possible and deserved criticism that this distinction between objecti-
vist and subjectivist interpretations of the nation is justified as more of an 
ideal-type categorisation than an accurate mapping of the existing litera-
ture. Most writers today would tend to endorse definitions that combine 
both criteria rather than juxtapose the one against the other. There is still 
some reason to maintain this distinction though because the author’s 
choice of where to attribute primacy (objectivist or subjectivist criteria) is 
illustrative of a political sympathy or opposition to nationalism. 

In a similar fashion, the diversity of the proposed definitions of nation-
alism resonates, as well, within the stormy political context that permeates 
the debate. To take two influential interventions, Ernest Gellner’s defini-
tion of nationalism as ‘primarily a political principle, which holds that the 
political and the national unit should be congruent’ combined with Eric 
Hobsbawm’s supplement of this principle as dictating that the ‘political 
duty of [for instance] Ruritanians to the polity which encompasses and 
represents the Ruritanian nation, overrides all other public obligations, and 
in extreme cases all other obligations of whatever kind’, cohere with a 
critical approach to the phenomenon.23 We should note that these writings 
place once again an overt attention to the question of origins since what is, 
as a consequence, deemed important for students of nationalism is to 
trace when, and under what conditions, was this principle established as a 
legitimate alternative in the political game (note also how this agenda cor-
relates with the ‘modernist’ notion of vertically carved-up time, i.e. posi-
ting a political principle founded at a particular, and more importantly a 
breaking, historical point).  

We should also observe that Gellner’s and Hobsbawm’s definitions do 
not attribute an inherent popularity to nationalism. They rather put into 
question any automatic associations of nationalism with an instinctive 
outburst of popular support. Their definitions also refrain from indicating 
from where in society the political principle of nationalism emanates, 
while they do not presuppose that it ‘naturally’ manages to contrive the 
backing of the national collectivity (both writers will then move on to 
attribute a large degree of these qualities to ruling-class manipulation). Jux-
tapose now the contention that nationalism is a political principle with 
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Anthony D. Smith’s understanding of the term as ‘an ideological move-
ment for attaining and maintaining autonomy, unity, and identity on be-
half of a population deemed by some of its members to constitute an 
actual or potential “nation”’.24 Crucial, here, is the choice of the words ‘id-
eological movement’, which allude to a phenomenon not abruptly born, but 
rather involving elements of historical continuity. Smith’s definition allows 
thus for a more positive evaluation of nationalism by indicating its per-
sistence through evolution across historical time. Smith mentions also 
‘autonomy, unity, and identity’ as the chief political aims of nationalism, 
which place once more on the forefront the importance of its mass char-
acter and reclaim its rootedness in popular needs and aspirations. 

This limited but characteristic sample of available definitions for the 
nation and nationalism attests for their contested and politically-implicated 
meanings. What should be criticised is not their sheer plurality, nor merely 
their associated political underpinnings. Instead, one of the main deficien-
cies, I contend, of this conceptual cloud is its fixity on the question of 
origins as its focal point and the restraining understanding of the term 
‘ideology’ or ‘ideological’ when it appears in the debate. When was the 
moment of nations and nationalism? Which came first, the nation or na-
tionalism? These are, in no doubt, interesting research questions in their 
own right. Their disproportionate influence has led, however, to an over-
abundance of writings dealing primarily with the historical development of 
nations and nationalism.25 Most of the milestone contributions to the 
debate are indeed of this nature. Let me briefly mention Benedict Ander-
son’s, Imagined Communities, John Armstrong’s, Nations before Nationalism, 
Gellner’s, Nations and Nationalism, Hobsbawm’s, Nations and Nationalism 
since 1780, Miroslav Hroch’s Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe, 
and Smith’s, The Ethnic Origins of Nations, some of the most acclaimed and 
influential studies, that are all essentially historical-sociological works con-
cerned mainly with the rise and, at best, the course towards the political 
dominance of nationalism on the international level.26  

What remains thus undervalued is that nations and nationalism have a 
contemporary existence and a range of possible future lives. Undervalued 
not in the sense that their contemporary political role is not acknow-
ledged, but because the most heated questions about the different aspects 
of this role are not sufficiently addressed. It is primarily the centring of the 
debate around historically-minded questions that has not allowed thus far 
for a substantial discussion of the embeddedness of nationalism in the 
everyday life of contemporary societies. This failure is exemplified by how 
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one of the most elusive questions concerning nationalism: ‘why are people 
willing to fight, risk their lives, and even die for their country?’ is treated. 
Again coming dangerously close to generalisation and simplification, we 
could observe that sacrifice on behalf of the nation has predominantly 
been explained through a supposedly faithful individual or collective atta-
chment to the past. It is as if the recent choice of dying for Serbia be-
comes comprehendible by reference to how convincing what Prince Lazar 
said or did during the battle of Kosovo 600 years ago, still remains for the 
Serbian people, or by how a collective belief on a distinct and worth-
preserving Serbian way of life has been maintained through time.27 In a 
paradoxical way, the nationalism debate emulates one vital feature of na-
tionalist ideology. It concedes that the origins of the nation and of nation-
alism, or some of their constitutive past historical episodes, are somehow 
embodied in the manifestations of the nation form in the present.28 Au-
thors tend accordingly to attribute contemporary acts in the name of the 
national community to the overwhelming influence of the (imagined or 
reconstructed) national past. This transferential tendency of reducing the 
faces of the national present to the weighty shadow of the past is proble-
matic. Most importantly, it ignores the question of how beliefs and prac-
tices are constructed within the confines of the nation-state. 

Nationalism and the ‘Present’ 
In this respect, Michael Billig’s book Banal Nationalism and its insightful 
critique of the nationalism debate strikes the right cord.29 The originality 
of Billig’s book lies in his detective shrewdness; he traces nationalism 
where no one has bothered to even glance before. Nationalism is near 
everywhere, it sneaks into our wallets, infiltrates our everyday common-
sense language, shouts from the roof-tops of our public buildings when 
we absent-mindedly stroll around our city streets.30 We should be careful 
not to conclude, as a result, that his task leads merely to supplementary 
conclusions; it does not just illustrate that we now have more of nationa-
lism than we previously thought existed. Instead, the intention of Billig is 
to relocate the research on nationalism on a radically different footing. 
What should be studied, he appeals, is not solely the instances of nationa-
lism’s extraordinary manifestations, i.e. when it is involved in the politics 
of secessionist movements, prompts the establishment (violent or other-
wise) of new states, or when it calls for the suspension of the ‘normal’ 
conditions of politics (racism, xenophobia, etc.). Nationalism’s role can 
only be understood through the recognition of its routine-like intertwine-
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ment with the present day modes of collective living.31 One, then, should 
first ask how the language and the symbolic content of nationalism are 
reproduced on a constant basis. And, subsequently, ask how this reprod-
uction shapes the consciousness of the collective ‘we’ of the nation. 

This proposed reformulation of the field’s foundational questions is 
very radical indeed. It crucially provides an alternative to the sterile debate 
between the optimism, which suggests that nationalism is slowly withering 
away in the face of globalisation and the counter-position, which holds 
that nationalism is striking back with greater force, indicating the Yugoslav 
wars as a characteristic example. Hobsbawm, a devoted and respected stu-
dent of nationalism, gave added credibility to the ‘declinist thesis’ when he 
stated that the history of the late twentieth, and then, of the twenty-first 
century will  

see ‘nation-states’ and ‘nations’ or ethnic/linguistic groups primarily 
as retreating before, resisting, adapting to, being absorbed, or dis-
located by the new supranational restructuring of the globe. Nations 
and nationalism will be present in this history, but in subordinate, 
and often minor roles…The owl of Minerva which brings wisdom, 
said Hegel, flies out at dusk. It is a good sign that it is now circling 
around nationalism.32 

What was principally considered to be a straightforward invalidation of 
Hobsbawm’s assertion, evidence that the owl of Minerva has somehow 
failed in its reconnaissance and thus left the nation and nationalism un-
scathed, amounts to the elevation of nationalism to a dominant political 
role in post-communist Eastern Europe. How can someone, better any-
one, prophesise the end of the nation-state, whilst the ex-Soviet sphere of 
influence is breaking-up along national lines, whilst European peoples are, 
after forty odd years, once more willing to die and slaughter each other for 
the sake of a national cause? This belief in the revival and dangerous po-
tency of nationalism (somewhere else but in the West) is directly reflected 
in the diverse approaches on the Bosnian war (Mearsheimer versus the 
‘save Bosnia bunch’) and, more generally, correlates with the analytical in-
vention of, and growing interest in, this new phenomenon termed ‘ethnic’ 
nationalism. As a consequence, it is prone to all the limitations that these 
positions fall prey to: an important negative aspect, here, is the association 
of this ‘new’ type of nationalism exclusively with the communities of 
others (non-Westerners that is). In short, the counter-Hobsbawm view 
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holds that nationalism is not dying since we are now witnesses of a new 
type of nationalism, vibrant, irrational, and as politically potent as it was at 
the times of its most glorious past. 

Billig’s lead breaks the mould of these conflicting interpretations by 
contesting the uniqueness of this ‘new’, and more specifically for the pur-
pose of this book, of this Balkan, nationalism. The dichotomy between a 
withering western nationalism superseded by the proliferation of supra-
national structures and a resurgent, violent, exclusivist East European 
‘ethnic’ nationalism cannot unproblematically remain intact. Nationalism 
remains a vibrant force in contemporary politics not primarily because it 
fuels the programs of extremist movements, but because it is ingrained in 
the modes of political practices. The Western nations, for example, the 
United States, England, France, and Italy are reproduced in pretty much 
identical ways with the ‘fervent nationalist’ states of Serbia, Croatia, Po-
land, Czech Republic.33 In all cases, words of everyday language like ‘we’, 
‘here’, ‘them’ and symbols that infiltrate almost innocently our visual 
experience, like the national flag hanging from all public buildings or the 
national ‘heroic’ figures and/or national ‘holy’ sites rearing their face in 
every coin or banknote allow for the daily reproduction of nationhood. 
Through these pale but constant reminders ‘we’ are identified as members 
of particular nations, with a distinct existence from members of other 
nations, and ‘we’ become aware of what our national identity consists of.  

The introduction of the term banal suggests that research on nationa-
lism has so far turned a blind eye to all these ‘normal’ aspects of social life 
which make national identity imaginable and create the necessary con-
ditions for its political mobilisation; how research almost exclusively fo-
cused on the ‘flag which is consciously waved with fervent passion’ and ig-
nored as a sign of a benign and healthy democratic state the ‘flag hanging 
unnoticed on the public building’.34 Nationalism, according to Billig, is not 
a phenomenon operating above the realm of normal politics, it is not a 
political force that has been away and then returned from obscurity, re-
vengeful and prone to extreme manifestations, as in the case of the break-
up of Yugoslavia. Instead, these widely-shared preconceptions serve to 
mark a dividing line between ‘our’ progressive nationalism that can acco-
mmodate contemporary political transformations and ‘their’ nationalism 
which is inherently irrational and creates an aberration of violent outbursts 
in an increasingly pacifying international environment. ‘Our’ and ‘their’ 
nationalisms cannot become so easily distinguished: they both rest on a 
common discursive framework that shapes the collective identity of ‘the 
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nation’.35 The influence of nationalism might provoke diverse political ex-
pressions of national feeling, but primarily it is factors operating on the 
outside of the nationalist framework, that determine whether these mani-
festations would be of an extreme, violent or mild, consentient nature. To 
think within the context of this book, there is nothing endemic in Balkan 
nationalism that accounts for its apparently exclusivist political program, 
but alternatively we should look at specific social circumstances that pro-
voke these particular nationalist manifestations. 

In many ways, the work of Billig pushes the classical nationalism debate 
to its limits. The primary focus on the question of origins of the nation 
and nationalism and the concomitant interest in the writings of the fathers 
of nationalism function as an obstacle against comprehending the role of 
nationalism in contemporary societies. Billig associates these fixations with 
the equation of nationalism to a surplus/extraordinary phenomenon 
which also paves the way for the invention of dubious, and politically-
biased categories, as in the case of ‘ethnic’ and ‘civic’ nationalisms. This 
type of criticism raises awareness of the role of researchers in reproducing 
nationalist claims and stereotypes. Billig, in this respect, is one of the first 
writers who acknowledge how difficult it is to distance oneself from 
nationalism. Billig urges us to view nationalism as constantly shaping our 
behaviour and the way we constitute different meanings of the world; 
nationalism forms our identities by producing and reproducing ‘us’ as 
‘nationals’.36 

What I will discuss in the remainder of the chapter is how we might 
move beyond Billig’s incisive critique through an exploration of the 
connections between nationalism and the concept of ideology. I will att-
empt to outline how nationalism can be analysed in its contemporary ma-
nifestations through its coupling with a particular understanding of ideolo-
gy. But before doing so, it is necessary to clear the ground in relation to 
some existing (and I think mistaken) theorisations of nationalism as an 
ideological framework. 

Nationalism and Ideology 
Conceptual difficulties emerge when authors endeavour to discern the 
relationship between nationalism and ideology. There are, on the one side, 
those who prima facie hold that nationalism should not be treated as an 
ideology. Benedict Anderson, the exemplary figure here, contends that na-
tionalism is not founded upon a set of coherent and rationally-formulated 
ideas directed towards a singleness of political purpose, and therefore, by 
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definition cannot be viewed as an ideological phenomenon.37 Anderson’s 
work precisely assumes the task of showing how the process of national 
formation transcends the scope of a distinctively modern experience; the 
nation-state is not a political community legitimised through a rational 
consensus openly arrived at, or held together through external coercion 
being imposed violently (physically or else) from above. His well-known 
description of the nation as an ‘imagined political community’ invokes a 
sacred dimension; the act of imagining oneself as a member of a collective 
fraternal comradeship pertains to a trans-historical anthropological need. 

In fact, it is this sacred attribute of the national imagination that can 
effectively explain the million dollar question of why people have, and still 
are, willing to die when their nation has called for their lives. The nation is 
more comparable, in this respect, to kinship rather than to modern ideolo-
gies like liberalism. It could be conceptualised, as Anderson suggests, as an 
imagined kinship lineage, one that strives to provide for a feeling of con-
tinuity and for the attainment of meaning in times of capitalist alienation.38 
Through these assumed qualities, the nation offers a promise of salvation 
in an increasingly secularised world; it is the belief of descending from an 
immemorial past (the imagined cultural roots of nationalism) and of look-
ing forward to an eternal future that generate these ‘colossal sacrifices’ on 
behalf of the nation. This interplay between sacred imaginings that encou-
rage the practice of individual sacrifice and modern society’s anonymity is 
best illustrated in the climaxing symbol of the national imagination: the 
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier.39 Anderson, in short, holds that nationa-
lism aims primarily at bringing to life this act of the imagination through 
the evocation of a sacred symbolic content and thus does not provide an 
ideological legitimisation of the nation-state. 

This theoretical choice of analysing nationalism outside the contours of 
ideology mirrors to a great extent the writings of Theodor Adorno on fas-
cism a decade earlier.40 Fascism, for Adorno, is not proper ideology since 
it purposely evades any segment of coherence if it is to be reconstructed as 
a political doctrine; it cannot, therefore, be conceived of as a well-con-
structed lie disguising itself in the guise of truth.41 By evoking the similari-
ties between Adorno’s and Anderson’s argument, it would be helpful to 
revive, here, Wolfang Fritz Haug’s incisive criticism of the ‘there exists no 
fascist ideology’ thesis.42 It is precisely this gesture of transcending the lo-
cus of rational discussion that distinguishes the ideological strategy of fas-
cism, Haug replies. Far from signifying a stepping out from the terrain of 
ideology, fascism’s aim of creating a community of the people and its de-
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mand on unconditional subordination, even reaching the extreme of 
irrational sacrifice, on behalf of this community is a crucial ideological 
ploy. Fascism’s rejection of the rationality principle as the highest virtue of 
political discourse does not present a deficiency, but is in reverse, its great-
er strength: its authority is not supposed to be justified through a process 
of rational reflection, but by the outburst of spontaneous moments of 
popular support.  

Adorno is wrong to think that fascism marks the ‘end of ideology’, that 
words do not count any longer since they fail to form a rational legiti-
misation of the regime. Instead words count even more; their inconsis-
tency, occasional irrational outbursts, fanatical overtones reflect the fascist 
abhorrence of the liberal order and lay the roots for the conceptualisation 
of an alternative community. This notion of an alternative organic comm-
unity should not be mistaken as a mere rhetorical device, but we should 
observe how central it was to the fascist political practices through the 
organisation of public rituals (i.e., the burning of prohibited books), the 
promotion of cultural and sporting activities for all (i.e., the founding of 
boy and girl scout groups), the invigoration of the social welfare system, 
etc. All these initiatives exactly illustrate the intention of the fascist elite to 
bring the organic community of the people into existence.43 

By all means, it would be inept to equate nationalism with fascism. It is 
not even necessary to hold, as Balibar does, that nationalism is contin-
uously excreting fascism and fascism is, in turn, continuously excreting 
nationalism.44 We can sustain though that nationalism functions in similar 
ways to fascism does, it operates through similar ideological forms; they 
are both opposed to the overt rationalism of the liberal political frame-
work and strive to formulate an alternative vision of an organic communi-
ty of the people utilising often ritualised and collective social practices. 
Haug’s work instructs us that the common sense association of the notion 
of ideology with a political doctrine strictly defined within Enlightenment 
rationalist principles is tenuous. The intention of this chapter is exactly to 
show how we can begin through this initial questioning to rethink of 
nationalism as a form of ideology. But more of this later on. At this point, 
it suffices to restate that Anderson’s main criterion which supposedly 
differentiates nationalism from an ideological phenomenon is misleading.  

Interestingly enough, Anderson also mentions that nationalism should 
be further drawn apart from the notion of ideology since it does not 
imply, or attempts to enforce, a state of false consciousness. Nationalism 
does not endeavour to convince ‘the people’ of the genuineness of a lie, 
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their ‘natural’ belonging to the community of the nation. Instead it strives 
to excite and then shape their imagination, to constitute the nation as a 
possible object of this collective imagination. In fact, for Anderson, ‘com-
munities are to be distinguished, not by their falsity/ genuineness, but by 
the style in which they are imagined’.45 This connection (denied by An-
derson) between falsity and national consciousness marks the central point 
of departure for those writers who do combine nationalism with the no-
tion of ideology. 

From this standpoint, national identity is equated with false conscious-
ness and – by sticking to a traditional Marxist approach – is elevated to an 
ideologically-induced construction. Nationalism is, in this vein, treated as 
an ideological phenomenon since it propagates a lie and concurrently att-
empts to convince ‘the people’ of its genuineness. To describe how na-
tionalism relates to the process of national political formation, these au-
thors have chosen the terms ‘invention’, ‘delusion’, ‘social engineering’. 
Ernest Renan, in the nineteenth century, was the first to claim that the 
solidarity amongst the national community is preserved through a process 
of forgetting; the history of the nation distorts the historical record, it is 
written selectively, jettisoning the instances that put the fraternal feelings 
among co-nationals into question (Renan’s gives the example of the mass-
acre of Saint Bartholomew), and usually constructed at the expense of re-
gional sub-national historical narratives.46 The accusation of distorting 
history, culture, etc. has been repetitively staged against nationalism. To 
consider some of the most influential, Gellner asserts that ‘[n]ationalism is 
not the awakening of nations into existence. It invents nations where they 
do not exist’.47 Nations are thus more akin to myth-constructions rather 
than being communities of a common history and destiny. ‘Nationa-
lism…sometimes takes pre-existing cultures and turns them into nations, 
sometimes invents them, and often obliterates pre-existing cultures’.48 
Nations are not grounded in reality, instead they are depended upon an 
ideological strategy that succeeds to naturalise their present existence in 
the minds of a group of people.  

The concept of the ‘invented tradition’, introduced by Hobsbawm and 
Terence Ranger, is proposed as an explanation of how the illusion of the 
nation’s historical permanence captures the collective consciousness. In-
vented traditions are defined as  

a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted 
rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to incalculate 
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certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automa-
tically implies continuity with a [suitable] past.49  

The contributors to the volume purport to show that different national 
identities are constructed through the generating of a series of invented 
national traditions. These include the invention of symbols (the national 
flag, the national anthem, etc.), the invention of standard national lan-
guages and their elevation to the status of mother-tongues, and so on. In-
venting a social practice and then promoting its adoption on a mass scale 
is not an ideological action per se. The ideological component lies in that 
this quality of the invention needs to remain hidden if the tradition is to 
function as a sign of national continuity. Nationalism operates as an ideo-
logy because it aims to sustain an illusion: to root the nation in the re-
motest antiquity through reference to age-old national traditions, whilst in 
reality these traditions are modern inventions. 

In one version, therefore, the relationship between nationalism and 
ideology within the existing literature asserts the equation of the nation 
with a community formulated upon a collective illusion. The notion of 
ideology comes into play in the effort to expose the fabrications that na-
tionalism has imposed on the collective consciousness, to deny the anti-
quity of national myths, illuminate the ‘black holes’ of national histories. 
To believe that inquiring into the truth of national myths might endanger 
the preservation of the ‘false’ national consciousness is naïve. In the first 
place, after so many years of national unmasking conducted along the 
footsteps set by Gellner’s and Hobsbawm’s work, we do not observe a 
significant ‘coming into truth’ on the part of the deluded community. An 
excuse for this apparent ‘perseverance’ of this state of affairs might be that 
these works are not read widely enough. But even if we assume this to be 
accurate, what if they were? What if Hobsbawm or his Russian, Argentin-
ean, Egyptian, Korean counterparts were introduced as a compulsory 
reading in every high-school in the world? Would the people come in time 
to recognise the falsity of their national identity? Would nations then lose 
much of their popular support?50 Although patience is perhaps too often 
considered to be a virtue, in this case it would just leave us in limbo.  

Protesting the falseness of nationalist ideology, and then supposing it 
would collapse when juxtaposed to the way things really were and are, is 
vain. A starting point for questioning this position would be to side, for 
example, with Fred Halliday and observe that national myths become 
effective when they are articulated in unstable political contexts. They then 
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‘acquire a force and a reality they previously lacked’.51 Along these lines, to 
question the truth of nationalist myths will not necessarily impress those 
who believe in their genuineness. The effectiveness of national tradition is 
not directly linked to its true character and thus not susceptible to the 
exposition of its falsehood. This misunderstanding of the function of na-
tionalism and its mobilisation capacity is conveyed by Calhoun:  

[w]hat gives tradition…its force is not its antiquity but its immediacy 
and givenness. Some nationalist self-understandings may be histori-
cally dubious yet very real as aspects of lived experience and bases 
for action…Whether George Washington actually chopped down 
the cherry tree or Hafez Assad was actually the first pharmacist of 
Syria is not quite the point.52  

Halliday and Calhoun are correct to point out that the critique of na-
tionalism should not be primarily based on its exposition as a collective 
illusion. 

This recognition, however, should not prompt us to disentangle the 
analysis of nationalism from the notion of ideology altogether. Conversely, 
we must renounce the ‘nationalism=false consciousness=ideology’ thesis 
exactly because it misconceives how ideology operates. For the notion of 
ideology to be effective we need to locate it away from the reality/ 
delusion nexus. Halliday and Calhoun’s insights can lead to a reformu-
lation of the Hobsbawm/Gellner contention that ‘nationalist myths are 
false though believed to be true, but now we are going to expose them’, to 
something in the like of ‘nationalist myths are believed and acted upon as 
if they were true. How and in what kind of actions are they materialised’? 
This radically new type of question/task can be undertaken through a 
rearticulation of the concept of ideology.  

Nationalism as Ideology 
What seems strange about the nationalist debate is that – given especially 
the repeated contestations on the definitional question – there exists little 
theoretical engagement with the concept of ideology in itself. Particularly 
for those authors who develop a theory of nationalism partially, or wholly 
as an ideological phenomenon, a main weakness arises when they do not 
pay any notice to a whole range of interpretations about what ideology can 
be taken to signify. Instead, they somewhat incorporate the term in their 
analysis as taken-for-granted, albeit not identically. The first step out of 
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this loophole would then have to be to challenge these presuppositions 
and attempt to provoke reflection on the theoretical debate around the 
concept of ideology. 

Let us begin with the examples of Elie Kedourie and Anthony Smith. 
Both of them suggest that the ideological element of nationalism lies in its 
formulation as a political doctrine: that is a set of ideas, beliefs and princi-
ples held by a group of people at a particular point in time.53 Smith moves 
further and identifies a set of four core propositions that distinguish na-
tionalism as a doctrine: 

1. The world is divided into nations, each with its own individuality, 
history and destiny. 

2. The nation is the source of all political and social power, and 
loyalty to the nation overrides all other allegiances. 

3. Human beings must identify with a nation if they want to be free 
and realise themselves. 

4. Nations must be free and secure if peace and justice are to prevail 
in the world.54 

In the work of Smith and Kedourie, ideology is conceived in a genera-
lised, seemingly common-sense, and ‘neutral’ fashion. There is the comm-
on sense association of ideology to any group of ideas, though to be called 
such they need to be organised coherently as to evoke a political vision. 
Ideas might then become held beliefs, in the case of nationalism wide-
spread popular beliefs, but the process through which this move is com-
pleted, an idea is internalised as belief, is considered as extra-ideological, 
i.e. depends on other autonomous factors that might involve, coercion, 
legitimation, convergence with individual or collective interests, etc. This 
is how the notion of ideology is rendered ‘neutral’: there is nothing 
inherently condemnable in something being ideological as such. Depend-
ing on what kind of ideas it encompasses, an ideology might be politically 
desirable or dangerous. So, it is hardly surprising that Kedourie and Smith 
diverge here, Kedourie holding a negative perspective because of nationa-
lism’s role in the demise of religious order in nineteenth century Europe 
and Smith being one of the most eloquent contemporary advocates of 
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nationalism’s positive influence mainly due to its contribution to both so-
cial domestic and international order.55 

The works of Gellner and Hobsbawm, on the contrary, reject this 
‘neutral’ conception of ideology. This is not a conclusion laboriously arri-
ved at, but once more presupposed as if ideology were not a contested 
term. For them, if a political doctrine is ideological then it is by definition 
false, it rests upon a distortion of how things really are. Nationalism is 
ideological because it enforces the eternalisation of a historically construct-
ed phenomenon. The nation is not actually grounded in ‘the nature of 
things’, its existence cannot be traced in the beginnings of human history. 
Nationalism circumvents reality, it obscures the historical contingency of 
the nation, its modern origins and character are intentionally concealed 
and fervently denied when raised by its political opponents.  

Gellner’s and Hobsbawm’s view of ideology largely derives from the 
writings of Karl Marx. Or at least, because it would be difficult to distin-
guish a unitary Marx, they follow his theory of ideology as developed with 
the collaboration of Friedrich Engels in The German Ideology. The connect-
ion with Marx is not necessarily conscious or carefully elaborated (in the 
case of Hobsbawm it is at least if you consider the whole of his work). 
Instead, it has more to do with some aspects of his theory that have ac-
quired the status of common sense propositions, and which were ironic-
ally reinvigorated in the Western – mainly American – attack on the Soviet 
ideology in the Cold War context.  

Very schematically, ideology is identified, in this book, with pure illu-
sion, it resembles the structure of a dream, i.e. an imaginary construction 
that is erected to obscure the real state of affairs.56 Marx and Engels 
denounce ideology altogether because it mystifies ‘the determining reality 
of the labour of individuals and social production’.57 The influence of The 
German Ideology has, however, transcended Marxism; it has induced writers 
of all kinds of persuasions to pursue the study of ideology through the 
prism of the binary opposition between truth/falsehood, reality/illusion 
and to inquire on how ideology is functional to forms of social domina-
tion. This is another illustration of how Marx remains grounded on the 
Enlightenment project and it also prompts us to mention the similarities 
/differences with the original formulation of the term. Ideology was 
coined by the French philosophe Destutt Tracy to mark the birth of a new 
‘science of ideas’, the ideas that arose from the French Revolution. Ideo-
logy is thus founded for the first time to indicate a positive content (in-
verting Marx), but again implies the opposition between the ‘true’ ideas of 
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the revolution (the true ideology) and the ‘false’ ideas (religious, metaphy-
sical illusions) held by those fighting against it. Studying ideology, there-
fore, also involves the aim of unmasking the illusory ideas of the pre-
revolutionary French society.58 

Two tasks lie ahead in the course of disengaging the notion of ideology 
from its current usages in the literature of nationalism. First, we need to 
show how the concept of ideology should be widened as not to auto-
matically refer to a set of ideas and beliefs. Along these lines, we can begin 
to reconsider the question of how nationalism becomes a popular ideology 
and find the tools for investigating the mechanisms through which ideas 
and concepts are internalised onto beliefs. This will become feasible, I 
argue, by endorsing the thesis that ideology has also a material existence. 
Second, we need to dissociate ideology from the reality/illusion dichoto-
my. We need to argue then against Hobsbawm and Gellner and against 
The German Ideology thesis that defines ideology as false consciousness.59 
This will allow us to face the charge that the concept of ideology is based 
on outdated epistemological assumptions (how do we know what is real? 
would be one, for instance). It will also illustrate why the strategy of resis-
tance, which dictates the uncovering of the falsity of nationalism, is in-
adequate.  

To move towards these directions it is unavoidable that we engage with 
writings of Marxist political theory that have critically assessed Marx’s 
original theory of ideology and have attempted to refine or revise it. My 
reading of these Marxist texts will consider their approach on ideology in 
isolation, without evoking many of the concepts and processes with which 
it is related (class, historical materialism, relations of production). The 
point is not, in other words, to present a Marxist theory of nationalism. 
The following engagement with Marxist theory intends to arrive at a con-
cept of ideology and of nationalism as ideology that are operational for the 
purpose of the book. To force the point further, let me quote Donald and 
Hall from their introductory remarks in their edited volume dedicated to 
the analysis of political ideologies: 

The fact is that, whether you adopt a marxist position on the ques-
tion of ideology or not, any theory of ideology must deal, sooner or 
later, with Marx’s challenging theses about ideology and with how 
these conceptions have been debated and reshaped within the differ-
ent marxist traditions.60 
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The Material Existence of Ideology 
My first stop is the work of Louis Althusser. Althusser’s intervention foll-
ows the path drawn by Antonio Gramsci, especially concerning his analy-
sis of ideology into two dimensions: ‘philosophical’ and ‘common sense’, 
and his concept of the ‘organic’ influence of political ideologies. For 
Gramsci, political ideologies cannot be reduced to their philosophical 
articulation; they are not merely a system of coherent political ideas. In-
stead, we should also take into account how ideologies shape the everyday 
language and social practices through which ordinary people are able to 
make sense of the social world. This attribute lends an ‘organic’ quality to 
ideologies; they are necessary for the reproduction of social structures in 
that they ‘organise human masses and create the terrain on which they 
move, acquire consciousness of their position, struggle, etc.’61 In other 
words, they act as the bedrocks of everyday social life and are ingrained in 
the structure of common sense and common practices. Gramsci’s insights 
are taken further by Althusser who attempts to address the question of 
how this common sense dimension of ideology operates. His work aims to 
identify the mechanisms through which ideology is intertwined with lived 
experience, how it becomes internalised and shapes political action. 

Althusser’s original contribution lies in the introduction of the concept 
of Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs). These are defined as a ‘certain 
number of realities that present themselves to the immediate observer in 
the form of distinct and specialised institutions’.62 Ideological State Appa-
ratuses include, for instance, the following types of institutions: religious 
(churches), political, educational (schools, universities), family (marriage), 
legal, communications (television, press), cultural (art), etc. Through the 
different ISAs political ideologies are realised in the public realm but they 
also infiltrate the domain of individual private life. The ISAs organise a 
range of social practices and rituals, which generate support or even belief 
in ideology. It is the materialisation of ideology in the form of regular 
practices that produces ideological consciousness.  

An example can better illustrate the function of the ISAs. Let us con-
sider the case of an individual who has ‘freely chosen’ to believe in the 
virtue of her nation, feeling thus a deep sense of national identity. This in-
dividual acts in such a way, adheres to such an attitude, participates in 
such collective practices which constitute the ideological apparatus on 
which the ideology of nationalism rests upon. For example, she would 
stand up and sing at the sound of the national anthem, vote for a national 
party on national election day (in a ‘democratic’ state that is), learn in 
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school to speak the national language ‘properly’ and become aware of 
those words that might have been incorporated in this language but are of 
‘foreign’ origin, and so on. Her nationalist ideas are embodied, in other 
words, in a set of material actions which are governed by the nationalist 
ideological apparatuses.63  

Balibar notes, along these lines, how two such institutions have played 
a key role for the production and reproduction of nationalism: the school 
and the family.64 The school materialises the representation of the nation 
as a linguistic community. The family materialises the representation of 
the nation as an indirect racial community. Attending school and being a 
member of a nationalised family, calls the individual to continuously act 
on the basis of these two representations. What should now become clear 
is that the individual’s national identity, her belief of truly belonging to the 
national community depends on whether this individual behaves accord-
ing to her ideas. To fail to do so would mean that she is influenced by 
another set of ideas that induce her to act in a different way. In short, the 
ideas of an individual exist in her material actions. And this is where Ked-
ourie and Smith are wrong: ideology is not just a set of ideas, it has a 
material dimension as well.  

Revealing, would be to quote, here, a passage from Blaise Pascal on 
how belief in God can be attained, and to whom Althusser acknowledges 
his debt. It is part of a dialogue between the ‘unable to believe’ Pascal and 
an imaginary interlocutor: 

Concentrate then not on convincing yourself by multiplying proofs 
of God’s existence but by diminishing your passions. You want to 
find faith and you do not know the road. You want to be cured of 
unbelief and you ask for the remedy: learn from those who were 
once bound like you…These are people who know the road you 
wish to follow, who have been cured of the affliction of which you 
wish to be cured: follow the way by which they began, They behaved 
just as if they did believe, taking holly water, having masses said, and so 
on. That will make you believe quite naturally, and will make you 
more docile.65 

As Pascal instructs, belief in an ideological proposition does not come 
because one is convinced by good argumentation. Rather, as Althusser 
states echoing Pascal: you act as if you believe, you kneel down, move 
your lips in prayer, you do so regularly and belief will come by itself.66 The 
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mechanism in work, here, follows this logic: ‘you kneel down, and you 
shall believe that you knelt down because of your belief’.67 Pascal’s for-
mula tends then to give primacy to the material existence of ideology. An 
ideology becomes socially effective when its corresponding institutions 
and practices dictate individual actions, which in turn induce this individ-
ual to believe in ideology. 

In this sense, ideology has nothing to do with delusion or false beliefs.68 
What does this mean and in what way it radicalises the notion of ideology? 
Through the insights offered by Althusser’s analysis of the Ideological 
State Apparatuses, i.e. his illustration of the materiality of ideology, it is no 
longer possible to sustain the view that ideology represents a distorted 
vision of reality. Ideology does not simply function as to induce indivi-
duals to adopt ideas that do not correspond to how things really are. This 
would mean that ideology’s distortive influence is confined to shaping 
how and what people think. Instead, it is individual action inserted in 
ideological practices and rituals, the essence of social reality itself that is 
illusory.  

Ideology is at work in shaping what people are effectively doing. The 
classic formula applied by Marx to show how ideology creates false con-
sciousness: ‘they do not know it, but they are doing it’ locates the function 
of ideology on the side of the knowing, as the falseness of ideas. But, as 
Althusser, and Pascal instruct, the ideological illusion lies in the act, in the 
individual ‘doing’, it is ingrained in the structure of social reality itself.69 
So, it is necessary to invert Marx’s formula: ‘[w]hat they do not know is 
that their social reality itself, their activity, is guided by an illusion’.70 

If, illusion resides in material reality then ideology is not something to 
dispense with; it is not like a veil which when lifted will reveal the real 
state of things. Instead, human reflection should comply with a paradox: 
that social reality cannot be reproduced and meaningfully understood 
without the structure of an ideological edifice. This is why it becomes 
necessary to locate the notion of ideology, and the critique of ideology, 
away from the reality/falsehood, truth/illusion binary opposition.  

Interpellation 
The recognition of its material existence widens the focus of study of 
ideology to the role of institutions/apparatuses in inducing certain prac-
tices governed by specific rituals. What is still missing is an explanation of 
how ideology is materialised in individual actions, how ideology shapes 
what individuals are effectively doing. Here, Althusser seeks to provide a 
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connection between ideology and the individual, through a process that he 
terms interpellation. 

Ideology is centred, for Althusser, around the category of subject. He 
writes: ‘the category of subject is constitutive of all ideology only in so far 
as all ideology has the function (which defines it) of “constituting” con-
crete individuals as subjects’.71 How then are subjects constituted by ideo-
logy? For an illustration of the process of interpellation, Althusser stages 
what he calls a ‘little theoretical theatre’. It amounts to the image of several 
individuals walking in the street, whilst the sound of an address: ‘hey, you 
there’ is heard. Althusser writes: ‘One individual (nine times out of ten it is 
the right one) turns round, believing/suspecting/knowing that it is for 
him, i.e. recognizing that “it really is he” who is meant by the hailing’.72 
Ideology hails the individuals, as a particular kind of subject; it says this is 
who you are and this is what you must do. Subjects are thus assigned a 
place by ideology, which they ‘freely’ choose to occupy. Interpellation is 
the process whereby individuals ‘freely’ answer the call of ideology in a 
positive manner and assume all the implications that it involves for their 
being. They recognise themselves, in other words, as the subjects that 
ideologies designate and on the basis of this recognition they live, move, 
act, and understand the conditions of their existence.  

In this respect, ideology largely bypasses consciousness.73 Ideology 
does not primarily function by rational argumentation, it does not chiefly 
aim at convincing for its true nature. Instead, it prescribes behaviour; it 
calls the subject to do something, to be something. Ideology is perceived 
by subjects as an object of their world. In this vein, Althusser claims that 
interpellation is ‘profoundly unconscious’.74 

Althusser’s discussion of interpellation is abstract and brief; he merely 
clarifies his theoretical framework through a minute discussion of Chris-
tian religious ideology. We owe the refinement of the concept of inter-
pellation to Ernesto Laclau. In his early work, Laclau applies the concept 
of interpellation to the study of political ideology.75 The process of inter-
pellation is recognised by Laclau as the main organizing principle of polit-
ical ideologies. Political ideologies might involve heterogeneous elements 
(combining high ideals such as freedom with the image of a narrow-mind-
ed trade unionist, for instance), they might allow for a wide margin of lo-
gical inconsistencies (fascism is a good example), but what largely accounts 
for their unity is that they aim at constituting a particular kind of subject. 
As Laclau puts it: ‘the unifying principle of an ideological discourse is the 
subject “interpellated” and thus constituted by this discourse’.76  
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Each ideological discourse is not limited to a single interpellation form-
ing one, unitary identity. Instead, ideology acquires its unity because it ma-
nages to organize a series of different interpellations within the same dis-
cursive field. Take the case of a particular kind of Christian Democratic 
ideology, for instance. Through a series of interpellations, a male subject is 
defined as a father-head of his family, as an Italian national, as a Christian 
believer, and a Christian Democrat. Christian democracy unites or better 
articulates these interpellations within the same ideological discourse. So 
that, Christian democracy evokes a specific kind of patriarchal family 
structure and of Christian Catholic faith. All these three interpellations act 
in turn as symbols of the national interpellation, of what it means to be a 
‘good’ Italian national. Political, religious, familial interpellations co-exist, 
in other words, within the same ideological plane.77  

Even more importantly, for Laclau, elements of political ideologies do 
not exist in isolation, they do not possess an inherent meaning. Instead, 
their meaning becomes fixed only through their articulation by other inter-
pellations. Laclau’s main contention is that the popular-democratic dis-
course is such an element that can be articulated alternatively with liberal-
ism, socialism or conservatism.78 Liberalism has articulated a formally ega-
litarian project of democracy for and by the people.79 Socialism has, in 
turn, articulated a notion of people’s democracy during the struggles for 
national liberation against fascism in Europe.80 Conservatism, finally, has 
articulated popular democracy through the combination of traditional 
themes of nation, family, duty with neo-liberal economics, as in case of 
Thatcherism.81 To put it simply, there is no ‘true’ democratic-popular in-
terpellation, there is just a variety of conflicting articulations of it. 

In the study of nationalism, we must first of all discern, following La-
clau’s framework, its particular interpellative structure. To put it different-
ly, nationalism functions as an ideology in so far as it aims to transform 
the individual to a ‘homo nationalis’ or ‘national man’.82 The reproduction 
of the nation as a political form is based on the process through which 
individuals are constituted as nationals and act their nationality in an array 
of everyday practices. This formulation may seem strange since nationa-
lism is foremost understood as a case of a collective identification. Balibar, 
however, helps us to break from this artificial dilemma between individual 
and collective identity. Every identity, according to him, is individual but 
not isolated; individual identity is formed in a field of ‘social values, rules 
of behaviour and collective symbols’.83 The principal task then is to ana-
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lyse how national identity or ‘homo nationalis’ is historically produced and 
reproduced within the framework set by institutional structures. 

Finally, nationalism works through multiple articulations. It articulates 
within its own ideological discourse concepts that do not have any in-
herent nationalist connotations. Nationalism attempts to establish particu-
lar meanings for varied concepts, such as ‘the people’, ‘patriotism’, the 
‘foreign’, ‘imperialism’, etc.84 As a result, nationalism is automatically faced 
against other political ideologies, which also incorporate some of the same 
concepts in their discourse, albeit with different, conflicting meanings. 
Thus, arises the field of ideological conflicts of which I will say more in 
the conclusion. 

Conclusion: Nationalism and Ideological Struggles 
How does the preceding theoretical discussion on the concept of nationa-
lism inform then the rest of the book? It does so by mapping out two 
main trajectories. First, it firmly differentiates the book from a prevalent 
position that, in the Balkan context, is presented as a promising strategy 
against nationalism. Nationalism in the Balkans produces, we hear, a state 
of delusion and what we ought to do is to debunk the myths and fabrica-
tion it rests upon. (I would also argue that this understanding of nationa-
lism is inherently associated with the rise of liberalism in the Balkan 
region, but that is something that will be discussed in more detail in the 
final chapter of this work). One of the of main strategic goals of this posi-
tion involves the substitution of all of nationalist extremities and false-
hoods with a normal set of social truths; in this respect, this position 
strives, among other things, for the normalisation of the national ‘other’. 

In the Balkans, as elsewhere, national identities are set in opposition to 
a threatening ‘other’: there is the Serbian image of the alienated Croat, the 
Slovenian image of the backward Serbian, the Greek image of the war-
mongering Turk and so on. The strategy of ‘normalising’ this exaggerated 
image of the ‘other’ misses the point.85 A supposedly objective approach 
aiming to attest that Turks are not really like that, that the Greek accusa-
tions against them are inaccurate, will not liberate any nationalistic Greek 
of his/her anti-Turkish prejudices. The Greek imagining of a Turkish 
‘other’ has nothing to do with the Turks as such; instead the ideological 
portrayal of the Turk is a pathological symptom of Greek nationalist 
ideology. It is the embodiment of the deficiencies of the Greek nationa-
listic project. 
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In opposition, I fully endorse Balibar’s reproach that to overcome na-
tionalism in ‘one’s personal experience or in collective experience is not 
simply a matter of abandoning one’s prejudices or opening one’s eyes to 
reality with the possible help of science; it has to do with changing one’s 
mode of thinking, something much more difficult’.86 In a homologous 
fashion, this chapter’s theoretical framework has disentangled nationalist 
ideology from notions of myth, prejudice, or falsehood. Balibar’s identifi-
cation of the critical task with ‘changing the mode of thinking’ is also en-
dorsed in the rest of the book. I translate this exhortation, in the context 
of the book, as the need to approach the Balkans beyond the prevalent 
way of thinking, by rejecting the centrality of the category of nationalism. 

The most important contribution of this chapter lies thus in fleshing 
out the realm of ideology and placing nationalism therein. To define na-
tionalism as an ideology, immediately leads us to situate it in the realm of 
ideological struggles. Nationalism participates in an ideological field where 
competing political ideologies are articulated. Nationalism, in general, re-
cognises and accepts the existence of other ideologies, in fact, it ne-
cessarily faces their challenge. At this point, the conceptualisation of na-
tionalism as ideology opens the way for an innovative approach on the 
Balkans. It opens the way for challenging the thesis stipulating that the 
ideological field in the Balkans is mono-dimensional, as if nationalism is 
the sole force in the realm of Balkan politics.  

Instead, the ideological field in the Balkans will be described in the rest 
of the book as diverse and multi-faceted. Emphasis will be placed on the 
notion of articulation, especially in relation to the multiple meanings that 
the term ‘the Balkans’ has acquired. Second, attention will be given to the 
material existence of ideologies. Third, ideologies will be seen via their 
function to interpellate individuals as subjects with particular qualities. 
Non-nationalist ideologies will be primarily analysed through their articu-
lation of a concept of the Balkans which challenges the nationalist version. 
Non-nationalist ideologies are recognised to have a material existence: they 
are embodied, in other words, in institutions and practices that clash with 
the national ones. Ideological conflicts entail, finally, the operation of 
conflicting interpellations. The non-nationalist ideologies under study form 
the constitution of subjects that would be disengaged in various degrees 
from a primary attachment to the national community. 
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2 

‘ALL THAT IS, IS NATIONALIST’: 
WESTERN IMAGININGS 

OF THE BALKANS 
SINCE THE YUGOSLAV WARS 

Who is interested in soldiers screwing each other for a patch of 
land? … This is not a story anyone wants to hear…why bring you to 
light?1 

Thus, the British journalist responds to the cry of the Balkan soldier for 
his predicament to be known – ‘let the world know of my story’ – in Sarah 
Kane’s play Blasted. A euphemism, Kane’s unfamiliarity with the impact of 
the Yugoslav wars perhaps, or an illustration of an intense feeling of West-
ern impotence in preventing the unfolding of a bloodbath in the ‘south-
eastern corner of Europe’, there is certainly something wrong with this 
line.2 No, stories of Balkan soldiers were extensively known, Western aud-
iences were not indifferent, but on the contrary interested, even fasci-
nated, with both aspects of the fictitious journalist’s description of the 
wars. They were fascinated with their intense brutality – rape, heterosexual 
or homosexual, representing the primary evidence of their irreducible 
difference to regular ‘civilised’ warfare – and with their territorial ob-
session, the fact that this war was fought over patches of land, especially 
striking when juxtaposed to the growing influence of analyses concerning 
the apparent emergence of ‘virtual’ or ‘info’ warfare.3 

Attesting this fascination is the growth of a Western literature of di-
verse modes: journalistic accounts, travelogues, newspaper commentaries, 
academic writings dealing directly with the wars in Yugoslavia. Why did 
they happen? Why were they so extraordinarily brutal (amounting to 
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‘genocide’ for more partisan accounts or to the less apocalyptic ‘ethnic 
cleansing’ for more moderate writings)? How did they affect and/or were 
affected by international society? Supplementing these, there is the public-
ation of books taking issue with the Balkans as a whole whilst seeking 
explanations to the previous questions. 

The aim of this chapter will be to draw connections among these recent 
writings – both academic and non-academic – especially concerning how 
the role of nationalism intersects in the socio-political analyses of the 
region.4 It will attempt to show that Western writings on the Balkans since 
the 1990s are articulated along a set of presuppositions and images. These 
are based on the notion that Balkan social life is determined by the over-
bearing presence of nationalist ideology. Nationalism in its Balkan guise is 
believed to ultimately explain the recurrence of shocking patterns of vio-
lence and the submergence of every contemporary state of affairs into 
obscure past experiences. In effect, this set of portrayals alludes to an 
atemporal depoliticised image of the Balkans; nationalism is perceived as 
the quintessential feature of an unchangeable Balkan condition. 

One of the main challenges involved is the task of discussing a seem-
ingly disparate literature under the same umbrella. In the first instance, 
writings on the Yugoslav wars appear in this chapter not because of an es-
tablished cartographical fact: Yugoslavia being a part of the Balkan region. 
Instead, what is more interestingly observed in these texts is that the 
association between Yugoslav and Balkan transcends this banal geograph-
ical assertion and acquires a political significance. The Yugoslav wars are 
often analysed as intertwined with something inherently ‘Balkan’; they are 
assumed to be unlike the European patterns of warfare exactly because 
they are conditioned by dark aspects of Balkan history, or they follow spe-
cifically ‘Balkan’ patterns of violence.5 In short, the Yugoslav wars are 
treated as the ‘continuation of Balkan politics by other means’. To trace 
where they stemmed from, how they were conducted, and to what state of 
affairs they might lead to, researchers are expected to place them in their 
‘fitting’ Balkan context. Going through the titles of some of the influential 
books aiming to interpret the Yugoslav wars we cannot fail to notice that 
their devastating face is linked to a region-specific predicament, as in Bal-
kan Tragedy and Balkan Babel, or that they are narrated through the prism 
of modern Balkan history as in The Fall of Yugoslavia: The Third Balkan War, 
and The Fragmentation of Yugoslavia: Nationalism and War in the Balkans. Even 
one of the international peacemakers, David Owen, thought his diploma-
tic adventures could be likened to a Balkan Odyssey.6 
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One needs to be careful here; true, all these writings are largely diverse. 
They offer a wide range of interpretations concerning the causes and out-
comes of the wars and display a diverse degree of sensitivity of the histori-
cal circumstances preceding the conflict. Still, what this, at times, implicit 
ascription of a Balkan identity on the wars, the attempt to locate them in 
the flow of the history of the Balkan region, enables is the reintroduction 
of the Balkans as a separate object of study. Their distinct identity that was 
partially effaced by the morphology of the Cold War, (then the Balkan 
states with the exception of Greece and Turkey were usually tagged as a 
part of ‘Eastern Europe’, or merely as part of the Soviet sphere of influ-
ence, but in this case Yugoslavia and Albania followed far more complex 
paths) seems to be forcedly revived. 

The book as a whole begins in a way from this historical juncture. It is 
directed against the representations of the Balkans that re-emerged force-
fully in the 1990s. They did not come from nowhere; they are rather in-
stances of a lasting Western tradition of analyses of the Balkan region. 
This literature is, however, temporally intermittent; it is orientated on 
studying the Balkans when they are in turmoil. Well phrased in another 
critical text: ‘It is during moments of “crisis” (as in the disintegration of 
Yugoslavia or during the conflict in Kosovo) that most scholarly or semi-
scholarly work on the Balkans has been written’.7 In this respect, it is in 
turbulent periods, such as the 1990s, that the outside image of the Balkans 
is crystallised. I will focus then on writings from the post-Cold war years 
because they are paradigmatic of Western approaches on the Balkans. The 
task in this chapter is to pave the way towards the articulation of a posi-
tion of critique against the derogatory conception of the Balkans, which I 
will elaborate in the rest of the book. What I propose is that we should 
not consider the re-emergence of an ascribed Balkan identity per se as the 
main problem, but engage instead in the struggle for its reformulation.  

Time Stands Still in the Balkans 
One of the most unusual publications on the Yugoslav wars came with the 
decision of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace to reissue its 
1914 report on the Balkan wars of 1912–13 instead of despatching a new 
fact-finding commission to the region. Welcome as this new edition was, 
still it seems odd why it is supposed to enhance our understanding of a 
conflict in the 1990s. Beyond a general recognition that the break-up of 
Yugoslavia needs to be studied within a broad historical perspective, the 
choice to draw this from the wars of 1912–13 is far from obvious. Apart 
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from a possibly legitimate reading of both conflicts as significant episodes 
in the story of the gradual preponderance of the nation-state in the ex-
pense of other alternatives throughout the Balkan region, startling dissimi-
larities seem to foreclose an all too close analogy: most perplexingly Yugo-
slavia was not even a state in 1913. But, once again, with the Carnegie 
Endowment’s decision the history of Yugoslavia is subsumed under the 
phantasmic body of a Balkan entity. A war taking place within the territory 
covered by the Balkan Peninsula cannot be other than a ‘Balkan war’. 
Even so, if we accept that these events signify the outbreak of two ‘Balkan 
crises’, it remains unclear why it is productive to juxtapose these particular 
two. To dispel any shadow of doubt the Carnegie Endowment invited 
George Kennan to write an introduction to the volume and indeed his 
piece is illuminating on how this eighty year-old text can help us in grasp-
ing the recent events in Yugoslavia. 

Kennan begins with a brief tribute to the late nineteenth-century peace 
movement, highlighting the prominence of the Carnegie Endowment in it, 
and then summarising a standard interpretation of the ‘first’ Balkan wars: 
explaining the war of 1912 as the culmination of multiple national libera-
tions from the yoke of the Ottoman Empire, and that of 1913 as a strife 
among the Balkan nation-states on how to divide the spoils, a follow-up 
conflict that was inevitable because of the competing territorial claims 
promoted by their expansionist national ideologies. Striding through a 
‘who is who’ of the original committee and an expected praise of its meti-
culous and, at passages, penetrating endeavour, Kennan informs the read-
er that ‘the importance of this report for the world of 1993 lies primarily 
in the light it casts on the excruciating situation prevailing in the same Bal-
kan world with which it dealt’.8 The italics are mine and perhaps this is 
simply an unfortunate choice of a word not to be commented further, 
given also how academically astute is Kennan’s subsequent sentence: ‘the 
greatest value of this report is to reveal to people of this age how much of 
today’s problem has deep roots and how much does not’.9 Well, this is 
very balanced indeed. And no one could accuse Kennan of essentialising 
anything had not his analysis of ‘how much has changed’ in the Balkans 
read like an excerpt from an ‘introduction to globalisation’ textbook. 

According to Kennan, what might estrange the contemporary reader of 
the report is that the ‘revolution in weaponry’ has transformed the actual 
conduct of the warring parties in the 1990s, and consequently, there can-
not be an identical semblance to ‘atrocities…perpetrated for the most part 
by the bayonet, the rifle butt, the cudgel and the whiplash’ that prevailed 
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in the wars of 1912–13.10 And to add to the difference, there is the ‘revo-
lution in communication’ which has ensured that the report of the Carn-
egie’s Balkan Commission is to be supplemented by other communication 
channels that have, and will persist to, herald the recent conflict around 
the world: ‘UN and Red Cross personnel, reporters and photographers for 
the news media, representatives of private charitable organisations and 
official conciliators’.11 In Kennan’s analysis, transformations in the Bal-
kans during the past eighty years are restricted to technological advance-
ments which have merely exacerbated the available means through which 
the ‘truly alarming aspects of Balkan violence’ have been perpetrated and 
eventually communicated as to astonish the rest of the world. 

If only technological revolutions serve to distance the content of the 
early report from the situation in 1993, there are alternatively ‘many and 
depressing evidences of similarity’.12 In this respect, Kennan draws atten-
tion to features that presumably make both wars particularly violent. Rest-
ing on the conclusions of the original report, extraordinary brutality is 
believed to result from the complete disrespect of the principle of dis-
crimination by all sides; in the Balkan terrain, the dividing line between 
combatants and non-combatants is rendered obsolete. Wars in the Balkans 
are exceptional in that they are not mainly conducted through standing 
armies but involve, in more ways than one, the bulk of the nations’ popu-
lations. It is not that civilian entanglement is a side effect of an otherwise 
military campaign, but that the targeting of the civilian population is one 
of the principal war aims. Cities and villages are not simply seized, they are 
in a large part destroyed; enemies, be they soldiers or not, are not treated 
as prisoners of war but are either killed outright or forced to flee their 
homes; the sick and the wounded are refused treatment and are left to die 
helpless. More disturbingly, these atrocities are perpetrated on a large scale 
by irregular armed bands, immune to the laws of warfare, who although 
they might act with some degree of autonomy, their activities are tolerated 
or even encouraged by regular army commanders; in a way, these irregu-
lars serve to accomplish their ‘dirty work’ for them.  

This analysis mainly derived from the original 1914 report, is according 
to Kennan not only insightful in its own terms, but applicable as well, to 
the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s; these similarities between the two con-
flicts are – his words – ‘inescapable’ and ‘obvious’. Another author, who 
marvels at the 1914 Carnegie Report, cites, in this light, the testimony of a 
Balkan soldier: ‘we are to burn the villages, massacre the young, and spare 
none’. He then dryly comments: ‘Change the date to 1943 to 1992 and not 
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a word need to be altered’.13 Both wars, in short, are abominable because 
they are carried out by the will to exterminate an alien population.14  

But what informs this Balkan attitude? Why are Balkan wars fought in 
the name of what most contemporary commentators would unhesitating-
ly, but Kennan peculiarly avoids to, name ‘ethnic cleansing’? On this as-
pect, the 1914 report was poor, often failing to relate the atrocities in the 
battlefield to the political context. With hindsight at his disposal, Kennan 
proposes an ideological explanation which rests upon cultural predisposi-
tions: 

[T]he strongest factor involved in the Balkan wars was…aggressive 
nationalism. But that nationalism as it manifested itself on the field of 
battle, drew on deeper traits of character inherited, presumably, 
from a distant tribal past: a tendency to view the outsider, generally, 
with dark suspicion, and to see the political-military opponent, in 
particular as a fearful and implacable enemy to be rendered harmless 
only by total and unpitying destruction. And so it remains today.15 

In this claim resonates the focal point of the interpretations on what 
seems to perpetually exacerbate the Balkan condition: nationalism. Note, 
nonetheless, that Kennan’s remark is not critical of the ideology of nation-
alism in itself. Balkan nationalism, he implies, has developed in a via uniqua 
which has distinguished it from manifestations of nationalist ideology else-
where. Nationalism in the Balkan political context foments an extremely 
hostile behaviour towards the other and draws on deeper cultural traits 
which form a special feature of the Balkan condition.  

Kennan’s gaze is fixed upon the same Balkan world which the authors 
of the 1914 Carnegie report investigated; the wars he is observing in 1993 
are an updated version of those preceding them, there remains no doubt 
in his mind that they are inherently Balkan. Whether it is Serbs against the 
Ottomans or the Serbs against the Croatians the conflict is predominantly 
the same, conditioned by Balkan cultural practices. Time is standing still, 
frustratingly frozen: ‘eighty years of tremendous change in the remainder 
of Europe…have done little to alter the problem that this geographic re-
gion presents for Europe’.16 And this malaise has an explanation; the cul-
prit being named an ‘aggressive nationalism’, an impregnable facet of this 
Balkan world. What has become clear from reading Kennan’s introduction 
is that serious academic writing, at least in the case of interpreting the 
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Balkans, is not immune of reproducing stereotypical images and narra-
tives, allegedly restricted to more popular mediums. 

The Balkans through Popular Idioms 
Kennan’s introduction has not originated in a vacuum. It should be sit-
uated in the context of a powerful and lasting Western image of the Bal-
kans, what Maria Todorova has termed Balkanism.17 The process through 
which the Balkans have captured the others’, especially the Western, imag-
ination has been extensively studied, most innovatively by Todorova, who 
has attempted to tell the story of ‘how a geographical appellation could be 
transformed into one of the most powerful pejorative designations in his-
tory’.18 The discussion, in this chapter, is intended as a similar critique of 
Balkanism. Without wishing to replicate other analyses I will try to sketch 
an outline of how this image of the Balkans was reformulated following 
the outbreak of the Yugoslav wars. The analysis will focus on nationalism 
as a central concept that organises the Western imaginings of the Balkans. 
It will first analyse writings in popular media: electronic and print journa-
lism, travel books, political essays, and then show how a number of post-
1991 academic works have either echoed fragments of these represent-
ations or have not fundamentally challenged them. 

The act of writing on the ‘Balkans’ made a dramatic comeback with the 
dissolution of the Cold War cartography, and gained additional resilience 
since the beginning of the Yugoslav wars. The return to the utilisation of 
the term came together with the fear that ‘the Balkans’ were haunted by 
their pre-communist condition. In the midst of widespread optimism for 
the emergence of a ‘new world order’, a ‘united Europe’, a ‘liberal world’, 
the Balkans were conceived as obstinately resistant to this progressivist 
vision. It was as if the analysts’ reconceptualisation of the region based 
upon past designations was thrust upon them by the sudden drawing of 
the region itself in the tangles of its past history. 

Starting in reverse chronological order, the most recent conflict in the 
Balkans has been viewed as a clear indication that the region was caught in 
its past predicaments. In the authoritative view of Henry Kissinger: 

The war in Kosovo is the product of a conflict going back over cen-
turies. It takes place at the dividing line between the Ottoman and 
Austrian empires, between Islam and Christianity, and between 
Serbian and Albanian nationalism. The ethnic groups have lived 
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together peacefully only when that coexistence was imposed – as 
under foreign empires or the Tito dictatorship.19 

Even the professed intervention of Western states in the name of a multi-
cultural Kosovo has soon given way to disillusionment after the fighting 
was over. Western involvement in Kosovo has been assessed as inade-
quate for the task of radically transforming the region. It has ultimately 
failed to transform the local situation: ‘Serbs and Albanians enter the next 
century locked ever more tightly into the cycle of revenge that has con-
vulsed their relationship for the last hundred years’.20 Explaining why 
peaceful coexistence is impossible at present one is advised to dig into the 
haunting past of the Balkans: ‘The indisputable reality of the Balkans is 
that none of its peoples has been an innocent victim of vicious neigh-
bours. Except possibly the Roma. All were complicit at one time or ano-
ther in killing, rape, plunder and burning. That was true in the first and 
second Balkan war, true in both World Wars and true in all of the Yugo-
slav civil wars of the 1990s’.21 The past and present in the Balkans are seen 
as indistinguishable and intertwined in a potentially explosive mix. 

To comprehend the current situation in the Balkans, one newspaper 
commentator advises, you ought to ‘turn back your clock [and] keep 
going’. Move through, but not overlook, recent (and more familiar) events 
like the two world wars and how they affected the region, and then head 
back ‘to the fifteenth century, when the Ottoman Turks seized this area 
and converted some inhabitants to Islam’.22 What this time travel to sel-
ected clips of precedent conflicts will supposedly do for the reader is to 
emulate the process of how the inhabitants of the Balkans think. It will 
immerse us into a world where perceptions of the past are disrupting pre-
sent conditions, where current political identities are ‘hopelessly tangled in 
the webs of history and myth’.23 When visiting a house and its inhabitants 
in Kosovo, for instance, ‘if you ignore the refrigerator in the kitchen and 
the running water in the bathroom, you are back in 1389’; the food and 
drinks, the songs, the animated political discussions are unchanged since 
the time of the famous medieval battle.24 Entering the realm of interpret-
ation depends, consequently, on the realisation of how entirely inter-
twined is the Balkan present with the Balkan past, rather how their past is 
inescapable, ineffaceable, and in consequence catastrophic for their pre-
sent-day inhabitants; how it induces these people to kill and ‘die for what 
their great-grandparents once did’.25. 
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This command of the past is not to be considered as simply the context 
within which extreme, violent actions are perpetrated; as an indication that 
parts of the population have transcended the limits of the, otherwise dom-
inant, ‘rational’ political debate. Instead it is ingrained in the very heart of 
Balkan social life. Individual and collective identities are totally constituted 
by the inhabitants’ perspectives on past events: in one American commen-
tator’s experience of local discourse, ‘[n]ot one meeting doesn’t start with 
the saying: “Let me give you a history of…”’;26 and this episode to be nar-
rated could fall within the range of the same five hundred years time limit. 

Or, to articulate it somewhat differently, the Balkans acquire their dis-
tinctiveness because they have defied the possibilities of deep social trans-
formations since 1989. Post-communism signalled not the emergence of 
new social patterns, expected to integrate them with the rest of Europe, 
but a ‘return’ to past barbarities, the ‘re-emergence’ of perpetually un-
finished business the content of which seems as an ‘irrelevant history to an 
American’.27 Not only does then the outside analyst need to dig into these 
‘irrelevant’ episodes of the Balkan past but also to attempt establishing 
associations, to relate the present to a relatively obscure indigenous 
history. 

In the wake of the Yugoslav wars, the task becomes that of identifying 
the aspects of the history of the region that have prefigured and shaped 
the contemporary conflict. There can of course be no convergence on a 
prime list of seminal events, just a patchwork of historical – even fictitious 
– references handpicked for their extraordinary brutality. This is, in effect, an 
act of de-politicisation; the selection does not allude to any sort of political 
criterion, the treatment of the Yugoslav wars as a political event which can 
be studied through the prism of past dynamics in the region. Instead, it is 
the intensity of violent outbursts that weaves these instances together. A 
fourteenth century battle in Kosovo Polje marking allegedly the conquest 
of the medieval Serbian kingdom by the Ottoman armies is distinguished 
as ‘the primal act of slaughter from which all Balkan history since has 
flowed’.28 Or if we follow one other advice, ‘[f]or an analogy with modern 
times one has to go back to the Bulgarian atrocities of 1876’. Again, the 
logic of this analogy is based on the recurrence of indiscriminate slaughter 
among the opposing sides: a death toll of ‘15,000 men, women and child-
ren’ murdered ‘in horrible circumstances of torture, arson, rape and sodo-
my’ by Ottoman troops. This reminds vividly, but is in reality only ‘small 
beer compared with what has happened in the twentieth century’.29 
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In spite of these associations the doubt that possibly the enigma of the 
Balkan history of violence is not revealed, that these handpicked episodes 
are not really determining, is looming. Uncovering past formative events 
becomes thus a perpetual process, amended usually in the light of contem-
porary developments30 and this uncertainty of discovering the secret of 
Balkan violence can even lead to somewhat odd claims. Even archaeolog-
ical findings ‘dating from as much as 200,000 years ago’ are interpreted by 
a journalist of The Times as indications that the ‘Balkans may have been in 
conflict since the Ice Age’. A speculation, more than anything else per-
haps, but interestingly, articulated to question the conception of the Bal-
kans as a bridge linking Europe to the Middle East. In contrast, as the 
newly recovered evidence suggests, ‘the landscape and the inhabitants may 
have been just as difficult to deal with in the Ice Age as today’.31 Doubt 
persists only on whether we have discovered the secret of the region’s 
propensity to violence but not that Balkan history has anything else to 
illustrate. 

In Need of ‘Authentic’ Reassurance 
This is far from comprehensive though. Beyond the references to high-
lights of violent precedents, the reality of acting out the content of hist-
orical animosities in the present remains ‘unthinkable in the Western 
world’.32 Here, lies a tension between the notion of ‘Balkan wars’ as dis-
tinct from our mental universe and the will to their comprehension. There 
is a passage to be travelled between the ‘unthinkable’ to the ‘known’ and 
the ‘properly understood’. To strengthen the image of a present-past over-
lap, the notion of the Balkans bypassing the common European future 
and returning to their pre-Cold war animosities, what needs to be elabo-
rated is how this present-past is experienced and interpreted by those who 
are gripped by it, the people of the Balkans. One strategy of Western wri-
ters is to recruit the services of a ‘Balkan sage’, a person who is expected 
with the advantage of half-living it, half-reflecting on it, to supply a defini-
tive opinion on the subject. Deemed appropriate, for this selection, seems 
Ivo Andric, a deceased Yugoslav novelist, who gains authority for this role 
largely because he was awarded the Nobel Prize for literature in 1961.  

When analysts consult Andric’s writings then, ‘the events of 1992 begin 
to make sense’ to them.33 The reader, drawing on Andric’s insights, realis-
es that the foundations of common social institutions in the region have 
been laid on the flesh of tortured corpses. The bridges, Andric chooses as 
the focal points of his narratives, symbols of the aspiring unity among 
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heterodox groups are ultimately ‘coloured red with blood’.34 And this por-
trayal captures the traumatic kernel of the Balkan condition: all collective 
memories are pervaded by hatred. Society itself is lacerated because there 
is nothing, no unifying content, to fall back onto; every social activity be-
lies, Andric warns again, the ‘tragedy of…how much hate lies behind your 
love, your enthusiasm, your tradition, your piety’.35 The fundamental scene 
in Andric’s novels which conveys this agonizing message, is the punish-
ment of a Serbian soldier who unsuccessfully tried to interrupt the con-
struction of the bridge over the Drina. The Ottoman pasha, instigator of 
the building project, sentences him to death by impalement: 

A Balkan impaling…an oak stake about eight feet long…blows…a 
wooden mallet…into the victim’s anus…then sliding past the liver 
and spleen…brushing past the heart…exits the skin via the shoulder 
muscles…the pole/victim raised up to a half-vertical position so 
that everyone can see…the victim still alive…stays alive for nearly a 
day…the executioner gets a bonus if the victim survives for a long 
time…the victim hangs up there…last words… ‘Turks on the brid-
ge, may you die like dogs, like dogs’.36 

Centuries later, when the history of this town, Visegrad, is chronicled, 
the episode is recounted. It now functions as a symbolic reminder of the 
impossibility of healing the wounds springing from the creation of this 
society in the first place. In a more extreme interpretative view, it em-
bodies ‘the kind of…atrocity the Serbs might think they had cause to 
avenge’.37 It functions as a vivid, traumatic reminder; an object-cause of 
future retaliation. There you have it; Andric supposedly spoke, illumina-
ting the experience of being imprisoned by the shadow of a tortuous past, 
exposing ‘an utterly haunting scene, a description that offers some insight 
into the depth and longevity of true Balkan hatred’.38 

Haunting memories are then considered by outside observers as an 
inherent feature of the present. In supplement to Andric’s ‘sage’ persona 
serving as an ‘authentic’ voice from the Balkans, there is also an alternative 
strategic path for gaining the ‘proper understanding’ of the ‘Balkan wars’. 
Analysts from Western popular mediums become obsessed with the ex-
amination of the psychological profile of the ‘average’ Balkan person. 
Travelogues, especially, and newspaper items are the suitable mediums 
through which the comprehension of the perplexities of Balkan mentality 
is attempted. Let us pay attention, to the content of a much read, much 
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criticised book, Balkan Ghosts by the American journalist Robert Kaplan. 
Qualifying this book to acquire a significant role in this chapter is its wide 
exposure and significantly the rumour that it was read by the then US 
President Bill Clinton as a background to the Yugoslav wars and influenc-
ed his opinion to refrain from military involvement, at least till 1994.39 

Face-to-face encounters with the people and their culture are supposed 
to help the author to cast light on the obscurity of the Balkan condition. 
For these encounters to be productive, essential is to always remember the 
Balkan people’s own advice: ‘here we are completely submerged under our 
own histories’. And accordingly when one enters into conversation with 
them, to ‘ask them only about the past’; in fact, understanding the Balkans 
forces on the researcher a schizophrenic investigation juxtaposing relics to 
living people, a tantamount exploration of ‘medieval monasteries and 
churches’, ‘old books’ and ‘old photographs’ combined with the study of 
the contemporary voices that echo their meaning. If we, for instance, hope 
to account for the violence of Romanian 1989 revolution and the ousting 
of communist leader Nicolae Ceausescu, we are urged by Kaplan to dig 
deep into books which ‘have been out of print for decades’; to muddle 
through the remnants of the past and identify their contemporary reso-
nance is to realise that ‘only in this way [can] the present become compre-
hensible’.40 In this dialogic relationship, the roles of the participants are 
largely fixed: the writer/outsider assumes the position of the reflective 
commentator, posing the questions and interpreting the responses of the 
occasional Balkan person he meets. It is essential for the responder to re-
main anonymous in a way; not that we are not informed of some details 
pertaining to his personal identity: where s/he is from, his/hers occupa-
tion, whether s/he is married, but that the position of his/her enunciation 
remains empty. S/he does not speak on behalf of an organised group or 
an ideological view but her voice comes from nowhere in particular in the 
social spectrum. It is, in other words, a voice from everywhere; it is as if 
this voice is representative of the ordinary inhabitant of the Balkans. 

So how is the attentiveness to this voice expected to promote an under-
standing of the Balkan condition? In fact, this engagement does not result 
to ‘understanding’ as such but rather to an explanation of why we are 
barred from a deep understanding of the Balkans. The indigenous per-
spective does not facilitate the elucidation of otherwise obscure condi-
tions, it is not that now that their stories were heard we can realise what it 
is all really about; instead, the reader gets the impression that obscurity is 
the dominant feature of the Balkans, that there will always be an element 
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that one cannot grasp since the Balkans evade one’s mental map. To study 
and reflect on the Balkans you first need to realise that ‘[t]hese lands re-
quire a love for the obscure’.41 What can be more revealing than a visit to 
a Christian Orthodox church in Kosovo? Near darkness dominates the in-
terior allowing only the faces portrayed in the frescos to be faintly visible: 
a strange mixture of religious and laic figures, ‘[a]postles and saints…with 
medieval Serbian kings and archbishops’.42 One has sneaked into a world 
of suspicion, co-habiting with saints – St. Sava – carrying eyes on the back 
of their heads; of fear, feeling the threat of the ‘accusing eyes of John the 
Baptist’;43 of the expressionistically absurd, gazing over Serbian kings de-
picted ‘with elongated bodies and monstrous hands and heads’.44 The 
separate figures come together in one tableau, they are ultimately a series 
of ‘haunted and hunger-ravaged faces’, conveying an integrated image that 
illustrates ‘what real struggle, desperation, and hatred are all about’.45 

When the darkness fades, the church left in the background, these 
images reverberate. A brief conversation with a Serbian nun, proud of the 
church’s beauty – a ‘heritage of the Serbian people’ – replicates the atmos-
phere of ‘suffering’, the ‘hatred’ of those who inflicted it and the will to 
‘struggle’ against them. It is naturally the Albanians living in Kosovo who 
are responsible: bleeding Serbia dry, scheming to ‘conquer the world by 
out-breeding us [the Serbs]’. Her words turn out to be what these saintly 
figures inside the church might have uttered or better of the artist who 
painted them; suspicion layered with torment, the Albanians as the object-
cause of terror, raping young girls, castrating boys and plucking Serbian 
eyes out. But this intense fear also coupled with determination not to 
yield; her statement with a ‘fiery’ glance, with ‘eyes like the saint’s eyes in 
the church’ that she is willing to undo her Christian behaviour and refuse 
to turn her other cheek.46 This attitude can only make sense when it exists 
in unison with its opposite. The shouting of a young Albanian living only 
a few miles away: recounting the past and present manifestations of Serb-
ian evil. An obscene disgust (in that it is meticulously detailed) of how 
Serbian Chetnik guerrillas dealt with their victims during the Second 
World War. Casting, he describes, ‘a child in the air and catch[ing] it on 
the knife in front of its mother’, perpetrating murders with every short of 
unspeakable method: ‘with a hammer’, ‘with nails, clubs’. A dialogue in the 
Balkans takes the form of a recounting of past traumas which become 
alive in the young Albanian’s imagination, inducing him to refuse drinking 
brandy because that is what they used to drink, believing that they are cap-
able of things lying ‘beyond evil, that you just can’t speak about’ believing 
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that they are responsible for the rats which have infested his house.47 The 
Balkan world is evidently permeated by competing irrationalities, particular 
nevertheless, because they are strangely depended on, and fuelled by, ac-
counts of past histories.  

It is the conditioning of the contemporary situation by subjective, cata-
clysmic perceptions of past histories that singularises the Balkan condi-
tion. Kaplan, then does not hesitate in his admiration of another ‘Balkan 
sage’, Milovan Djilas, a sane person in the midst of a sea of fools, who had 
realised everything long before.48 As a result, ‘[h]is technique was a simple 
one… he seemed to ignore the daily newspapers and think purely histori-
cally’.49 But, paradoxically Djilas’ technique is not that unique. Most of the 
subjects of Kaplan’s encounters seem to behave in the same fashion, 
perhaps differing only because they are not as conscious of it as Djilas. All 
that constitutes the Balkans as a special entity: of intense violence, of ob-
scure political projects, is reflected in the primary influence of a present 
past. Kaplan has not directly spoken of the influence of a present past. His 
attempt of weaving the narrative together, the multiple, obscure Balkan 
stories, the frightening hatreds, the spectres of the past, results in the in-
troduction of the concept of ‘conflicting ethnic histories’. These have pre-
sumably ‘made the Balkan sky so foul that now, sadly a storm was re-
quired to clear it’.50  

Other narratives in popular media attempt in the same vein to tran-
scend the ambiguities, the irrationalities of the Balkan condition and pro-
vide an overall explanation of the enduring, recurrent patterns of Balkan 
violence. Obscure Balkan stories, frightening hatreds, the spectres of the 
past that are haunting the region are woven together through the intro-
duction of ill-defined concepts: ‘competing Balkan histories and cultures 
and ethnicities’ that have purportedly ‘led to such a situation as this’.51 In 
other versions, the brutality of Balkan social life is attributed to ‘the virus 
of aggressive nationalism’ whose ‘long-suppressed forces have been un-
leashed’ once more in the present;52 or, to the perpetual struggle of ‘rival 
ethnic groups’ competing ‘for imagined national spaces’.53 These concepts 
are overlapping and precisely introduced to ensure us that the task of 
comprehending the Balkans has been fulfilled. In spite of the absurdities, 
historical intricacies, larger than life passions, encountered in the Balkans, 
they seem to suggest, we have now understood their distinctiveness, what 
they are all about. It is as if the Balkan condition can be condensed in the 
saying of a Macedonian journalist approvingly quoted in the Balkan Ghosts 
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infamous travelogue: ‘here the men sit back like the old men of Crete, 
talking about nationalism and hate while the women do all the work’.54 

The Heart of the Matter 
This aspiration to reduce with one stroke the entire problem of the Bal-
kans to a single culpable factor has proliferated across popular media. ‘Na-
tionalism’ or ‘ethnic __’ (and this blank is filled with different terms) is 
exposed as the essential reality of the Balkan present and past and as the 
heart of the secret looming behind the disasters that hit the region in the 
1990s. Crucially though this revelation is never extensively elaborated, 
always leaving the outside observer in a state of bewilderment or helpless-
ness. Western political figures, for instance, have predominantly utilised 
this interpretation in the context of excluding, or at least alluding to the 
perilous aspects of, the prospect of intervening in Balkan politics.55 Illus-
trative, along these lines, are the remarks of the then Secretary of State 
Warren Christopher outlining US policy towards Bosnia: ‘the hatred betw-
een these three groups [Bosnian Muslims, Serbs and Croatians] is almost 
unbelievable…it’s centuries old. That really is a problem from hell’. Chris-
topher’s official position is nearly flirting with historical fatalism narrating 
the conflict as defined by the resurgence of ‘ancient ethnic hatreds’.56 

These comments betray a state of bewilderment through the realisation 
that the Balkans are in a position of stasis, bound to fall back to old, pre-
modern social patterns. Failed international negotiator David Owen’s ap-
ologetic account invokes once more the near fatalistic portrayal of the 
region: ‘[h]istory points to a tradition in the Balkans of a readiness to solve 
disputes by the taking up of arms and acceptance of the forceful or even 
negotiated movements of people as the consequence of war’.57 Owen pre-
sents a dreadful picture of the Balkan political situation which intensifies a 
feeling of impotence when the possibility of action is contemplated. Effec-
tive involvement is improbable in the face of explosive divisions that are 
deeply embedded in ‘a culture of violence within a crossroad of civilisation 
where three religions, Orthodox Christianity, Islam and Roman Catholi-
cism, have divided communities’. The primary cause of these ongoing dis-
asters that have haunted the region is identified as ‘a dark and virulent 
nationalism’.58 

Claiming ‘nationalism’ to be the overall explanation of the Balkan con-
dition is more assumed than elaborated by popular media. ‘Balkan nation-
alism’ remains in a way empty: there is no serious engagement with trying 
to either analyse or criticise its ideological dimension. It is rather destined 
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to follow the threads of a unique path; ‘Balkan nationalism’ is inherently 
reducible to the fostering of mutual hatred.59 Hatred among different eth-
nic groups is revealed as an entrenched Balkan feature: ‘Millennia of fight-
ing over the Balkans, a bridge between Asia and Europe, has left behind 
ethnic hatred as it most prominent legacy’.60 

The function of the ideology of nationalism, in this context, seems to 
rely on an undeviating causal chain: people in the Balkans are nationalists, 
their nationalism generates mutual hatred which under particular circum-
stances might lead to bloodshed. This ideological-emotional-praxeological 
chain is assumed to be working virtually automatically upon the indige-
nous population leading inevitably to intense tensions among them. An 
article in The Guardian explains the phenomenon in more detail: ‘[t]he 
spectre of ethnic strife is stalking the Balkans…The Serbs hate the Alban-
ians, who are not very keen on the Macedonians, who in turn have a 
mighty grudge against the Bulgarians, who are not very fond of the Turks, 
who are not exactly enamoured of the Greeks’.61 

An image of a veritable vicious circle is portrayed. Still, nothing else is 
said of its functions rather than the blunt assertion that it is: that the Serbs 
do hate the Albanians who indeed detest the…and so forth. Or, following 
a more intricate formulation: this is the way it is, since this is the way it has 
always been. If we were being attentive to the lessons of history, this posi-
tion maintains, the resurgence of conflict in the Balkans during the 1990s 
had to be expected, history in the Balkans is somehow inevitably recur-
rent. The Yugoslav wars are thus explained (and could have been predict-
ed) by the mere fact that indigenous people could not ‘get beyond World 
War II, when ethnic antagonisms between Serbs and Croats led to mass 
slaughter’.62 Nationalism drew the Balkans into conflict as – and import-
antly – because it has done so in the past. Conduct in this war is also 
suggested to have followed the course of nationalist manifestations dev-
eloped in past conflicts, organised around ‘the tactic of population expul-
sion that has been the currency of Balkan wars for more than a century’.63 
These ethnic patterns of violence need, in a way, to be ‘old’; the analysis of 
the conflict as a ‘recurrence’ or ‘re-emergence’ of former and lasting re-
gional dynamics purports to keep Balkan nationalist politics separate from 
a close identification with nationalism in other forms, especially to its west 
European manifestations. The study of the ‘Balkans’ becomes in this way 
associated with distinguishing a Balkan type of nationalism, understood as 
an ‘old-fashioned atavistic nationalism [which] had not disappeared… 
though it is no longer dressed in peasant costumes’.64 
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Academic Imaginings65 
The images of the Balkans through popular media are generated upon a 
paradox: the symbiosis of an indelible presence and a void. ‘Nationalism’ 
is perceived as omnipresent, both territorially and temporally, embracing 
the entirety of the Balkan Peninsula and acquiring the status of the culmi-
nating feature in the course of the history of the Balkans, at least in the 
modern era. Concurrently, this ever-presence is invested with doubt; the 
modes of the function of nationalism are ultimately unintelligible. Balkan 
nationalism is viewed as possessing something that lies beyond our grasp, 
as something that remains obscure. Reading through academic writings on 
the Balkans since the end of the Cold War we immediately notice that they 
aim at releasing us from this ambiguous gaze.  

The rationalisation of the popular images is conducted through an ini-
tial questioning of the description of the Balkans as a cauldron of ‘ancient 
ethnic hatreds’. Let us divert, at this point, to note that, at times, passages 
in academic texts may come conspicuously close to reproducing this ster-
eotype. Two illustrations:  

Thus viewed in historical perspective, particularly in the context of 
the Balkan proclivity for ethnoreligiously based violence at times of 
regime breakdown, an explosion of intercommunal hatred and sava-
gery was not at all surprising when ethnic elites proved tragically in-
ept at peacefully resolving their differences.66 

And:  

There is no ideology in the Balkans which matches nationalism’s 
profound effect upon individuals and groups. This accursed land 
was always prone to tectonic collisions (both literally and symbolic-
ally), and those who have reignited the ethnoreligious hatreds have 
hurled the entire nations into the inferno.67  

These should probably though be regarded as slips, not reflecting the main 
argument of the respective books. It would be tempting to expand more 
on the implications of verbal or written slips. In this section, however, I 
am interested in the professed critical engagement with the ‘land of ancient 
ethnic hatreds’ argument as a common point of departure for academic 
works on the Balkans. 
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Obviously, the concept collapses in front of any kind of serious scru-
tiny. Still, although the notion of ‘ethnic hatreds’ is nominally rejected by 
most academic writings, in many cases it re-enters the analysis through the 
back door. I do not want to imply that the usage of the term ‘ethnic ha-
treds’ is strictly applied in academic texts, but that this is not fundamen-
tally different from identifying – as they do – ‘nationalism’ as the fixed 
category of Balkan politics and as the main source of the proclivity to con-
flict in the region. To interpret the recent fervour of nationalist sentiment 
by the peoples of the Balkans, one writer suggests, ‘we must better under-
stand the roots of their passions’.68 Once more the need to examine their 
past is deemed essential for the appropriate study of the Balkans, a realisa-
tion that theirs is ‘obviously…a problem with deep historical roots’.69 The 
discovery of the origins of the problem is predicated upon the highlighting 
of a separation; a temporal breaking point marking the dissociation of the 
Balkans from socio-political developments in the rest of Europe.  

This might be traced by George Kennan, for instance, ‘not only into 
the centuries of Turkish domination but also into the Byzantine penetra-
tion of the Balkans even before that time’70. By reading ‘Byzantine’, and its 
subsequent substitution with ‘Turkish’, as incongruent with ‘European’, 
the effect of these encounters is viewed as ‘the thrusting into the southern 
reaches of the European continent [of] a salient of its non-European civi-
lization that has continued to the present day’.71 Academic analysis is, 
therefore, invited to trace this breaking point and then understand how it 
fuelled a subsequent regional development in a distinct Balkan path.  

In a slightly modified version, the focus is placed on the expansion of 
the Ottoman Empire which reinforced the ‘extraordinary dispersion and 
intermixture of ethnic groups’ and thus circumvented ‘premodern state 
formation in the Balkans’.72 At the time when European nationalism ‘pen-
etrated’ into the region in the eighteenth century, it was no longer the 
same ideology, and this disparity between the two variants – ‘European’ 
and ‘Balkan’ – remains today. Nationalism grew in the Balkan context, in-
fluenced by the presence of acute ethnic heterogeneity within the frame-
work of predominantly peasant societies. These two factors separate it 
from its European face where nationalist ideology emerged within a quite 
different political topology and was supported by an alternate middle-class 
social base. As a result, Balkan nationalisms adopted an antagonistic, pop-
ulist character; they were distinctively articulated in irredentist forms, de-
manding relentless state expansion until the recovery of ‘ideal’ national 
territories was completed. Popular fascination with ‘[t]hese ideal nations – 
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Greater Serbia, Greater Albania, Greater Greece, and the like’ erected the 
major bulwark against the survival of national minorities, and the pro-
motion of civic rights inside their borders.73 ‘Aggressive nationalism’, the 
commentator concludes, has ensured that ‘[t]oday’s Balkan states … 
possess next to nothing of the Western liberal tradition, with its emphasis 
on individualism and protection for dissenters and minorities’.74 

The Obliteration of Alternatives 
This attempt to demystify the Balkans by elucidating the operations of 
Balkan nationalism, has invested it with distinctive qualities. The sugges-
tion that a historical and sociological investigation can efface the obscurity 
of Balkan nationalism is coupled with attributing a kind of exceptionality 
to it. By endorsing this exceptionality, further analysis is confined within 
the limits set by a binary distinction, juxtaposing Balkan to European na-
tionalism.75 The asymmetry between these two modes of nationalism is 
then presumed to account for the dark aspects of the Balkan socio-politi-
cal life and to also explain the regular resort to all-out cruel conflict. What 
this assumed uniqueness of the Balkan condition serves is to enforce the 
study of the Balkans under the category of nationalism. If the task of 
investigating the origins of nationalism against the current of popular no-
tions of ‘ancient ethnic hatreds’ might be commendable, locating its ori-
gins sometime in the distant past and then assuming its totally domineer-
ing influence afterwards, for most, actually, of Balkan modern history, is 
problematic. 

The Balkans, through this conceptualisation, are not allowed an alterna-
tive existence, past or present. Ideologies and political projects that have at 
different historical junctures flourished in the outside world – particularly 
Europe – are consistently believed to evade the contours of Balkan na-
tionalist politics or at least to be shaped by it to such an extensive degree 
that they become radically distorted. The exceptionality of the Balkans lies 
exactly in this predicament, that they obstinately retain their aggressive na-
tionalist posture unscathed by developments elsewhere. In this respect, the 
receptivity of the Balkans to the principles of liberal democracy is held to 
be tenuous. To quote at length an American academic, expressing dis-
illusionment about the situation in post-war Kosovo:  

The continuing ethnic violence in Kosovo underscores the fact that 
there never has been even a remote possibility that Serbs and ethnic 
Albanians can live together in a society shaped by the values of 
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democracy, diversity and tolerance. In Kosovo as elsewhere in the 
Balkans, ethnic fragmentation, competition for power and the inter-
mingling of populations (which creates real, not imagined, inse-
curity) are a combustible mix. Invariably, Balkan conflicts are ‘zero-
sum’ struggles in which rival ethnic groups can be secure only by 
attaining physical control over the territory in dispute76. 

Academic authors highlight, along these lines, the resistance of the Bal-
kans to outside influence: features believed to be part of European politi-
cal culture need to be dissociated from the Balkans. Reading a recent ana-
lysis, we learn that, 

true, in the 1920s…the independent Balkan states developed multi-
party political systems in which broad-based peasant parties urged 
land reform and other anti-oligarchic measures. But these parties 
were also strongly nationalist, as were the right-wing authoritarian 
monarchies and protofascist regimes that eclipsed them in the 
1930s.77 

In a similar vein, the existence of Balkan social movements beyond a 
nationalist ideological framework is denied; the agrarian movement in the 
Balkans, especially complex and polymorphous during the inter-war per-
iod, is rendered nationalist in essence. Even measures towards free and 
fair elections and some form of wealth distribution, which are considered 
to be part of what can be termed as – anachronistically, I admit – ‘demo-
cratisation’ are in a way perverted since they are described to occur within 
a nationalist framework. And to push time a bit forward, it is equally strik-
ing how regional history during the Cold War is conceptualised. One ten-
dency is to treat the period of the Cold War as a ‘black hole’ within the 
horizon of a Balkan perspective. The period of communist rule is deemed 
to be ultimately not important, representing an ephemeral inane peace. 
Communism is, in other words, likened to a lid that contained for a while 
the real dominant forces of Balkan politics. That is the Cold War story can 
be narrated showing how Balkan state and society structures were slowly 
eroded by nationalist elements. Alternatively, in a homologous inversion, 
the same period is interpreted within the framework of a ‘communists as 
nationalists’ view.78  

In this case, perplexingly, the extensive debate on the strained relation-
ship between the ideologies of Marxism and nationalism both on a theo-
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retical level and on their dynamic historical interaction, is effortlessly re-
solved in the Balkan case. Communist rule in the region is assumed to 
adopt a nationalist guise, dominated by ‘supposedly internationalist-mind-
ed leaders [who] continued to pursue the traditional objectives of their in-
dividual countries’.79 Either playing the game of ‘false appearances’ tout 
court, preserving appearances whilst ‘manipulating nationalism in a prag-
matic way’, or ‘making an open appeal to nationalist sentiment’ commu-
nism, in the Balkans, was ‘deeply nationalist in nature despite its inter-
nationalist phraseology’.80 To put differently, the lasting rule of commu-
nism in the Balkans is ultimately attributed to the contemporaneous pre-
sence of nationalism. Communist leaders were ‘ready to use nationalism as 
an anaesthetic to divert citizens from overthrowing an imposed political 
system that was failing society, was prevalent across the region’.81 The 
infiltration and the subsequent taking centre stage of communist ideology 
in the realm of Balkan politics resulted into its gradual derision; suffering 
the evaporation of its internationalist character, communism became 
nationalised.82 

Balkan communism underwent – necessarily – an inner metamorphosis 
when it was forced to face the fact that the ‘nation rather than class has 
been the main political category throughout the region’s recent history and 
still is today. This is no temporary aberration but the result of centuries of 
experience’.83 By realising how deeply embedded nationalism is in the core 
of Balkan politics, and how communists had to adapt to this fact, the story 
of the communist movement in the region ought to be narrated accord-
ingly. If we look, again, at the inter-war period, the communist project 
advocating the amalgamation of existing nation-states into a Balkan 
federation can be accurately interpreted through a nationalist prism. What 
is suggested, in effect, amounts to the de-communisation of one of the 
most prominent – at that time – political goals of the Balkan communist 
parties, treating the federation project as a mere sum of its parts, rather 
than acknowledging that it reflects an element of a common, unitary iden-
tity. It then becomes a story of distinct perspectives and strategies narrated 
through ‘Bulgarian, Greek and so on, eyes’. Accordingly, this nation-based 
perspective is subsumed under its implications or influences by the antag-
onistic nationalist ideologies. The Bulgarians were supporters of the Bal-
kan communist federation – as long as they were not virulent anti-com-
munists, I guess – since it enlivened the ‘possibility of reopening the 
Macedonian issue’, its loss in 1918 being a cause of widespread resentment 
around the country; Greeks were against it since they were afraid of losing 
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their portion of Macedonia and Western Thrace; and Yugoslavs were 
ambivalent: non-Serbs saw the federation as a viable prospect of releasing 
them from their ‘Serbian-dominated state’, while Serbs ‘never warmed to 
the idea’ of a federation for pretty much the same reason.84  

Moving forward beyond the inter-war period we observe that even the 
overwhelming success of the Yugoslav communist party at drawing multi-
national active support during the Second World War is not mainly related 
to its communist character. Historian Ivo Banac explains: ‘In fact, only a 
minority of the Croats sided with the Ustašas. In the absence of a Croat 
non-communist resistance movement, Croats massively participated in the 
communist-led Partisans and thereby gave ample testimony to their anti-
Ustašism’.85 The commitment of the indigenous population to the com-
munist movement was, Banac implies, unnatural: it only became possible 
because the ‘normal’ state of things was somehow circumvented. Croats 
would of course be expected to join a national Croat party struggling for 
their national liberation if they had the chance, but as this was lacking, 
they were forced to fight for the same goal through a different guise. Pop-
ular support was only misdirected as a consequence of unique circum-
stances when there was no national-based alternative to follow. In Banac’s 
version, communism is once more not allowed an autonomous treatment, 
merely functioning as a substitute of the last resort for its followers and 
succeeds because it is invested with nationalist aspirations and goals by 
them. 

Is not a similar attitude also reflected in the arguments for the artificial-
ity of the state of Yugoslavia? ‘Without communism there would have 
been no post-war Yugoslav state’, Banac imagines, and this might be com-
mented in multiple ways. But that his point is exactly that the Yugoslav 
project lacked any substantial popular basis but was rather thrust upon its 
inhabitants is evident later in the text: ‘The state was held together by the 
skilful use of fear: the fear of a Great Serbian restoration, the fear of a 
return to the wartime massacres, and (after 1948) the fear of the Soviet 
Union’, and one might add the fear instilled by the communist regime’s 
repressive measures against its own people.86  

‘Yugoslavia’ poses a problem, its official multi-national existence – and 
eighty years is not such a short time – questions the assumed absolute pre-
ponderance of the category of nationalism in modern Balkan history. Not 
surprisingly, therefore, it is treated as an aberration, Yugoslavia’s multi-
national character does not reveal anything but its ephemeral presence: 
how unfitting to this particular part of the world, this multi-national ex-
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periment actually was. As one other, startled writer observes: ‘Throughout 
the existence of the Yugoslav state from 1918 to 1991, survival against the 
odds was its quintessential feature’.87 The odds were ominous because 
they were hit by a chronic plague of Balkan society: the antithetical charac-
ter of the different nationalist projects emerging throughout the region, in 
this case, of Yugoslavia’s constituent groups: 

Since 1918 there has been constant tension between Serbs and non-
Serbs in this polyglot country, as Serbs has repeatedly tried to 
Serbianize and/or dominate the non-Serbs, and non-Serbs have 
doggedly fought such domination. This struggle between Serbs and 
non-Serbs lies at the heart of the instability for which Yugoslavia 
was famous for.88 

Yugoslavia, then, is best analysed through the parameters of competing 
nationalisms which ultimately brought the whole erection down. It would 
be productive, according to this account, to see the story of Yugoslavia as 
similar to the biblical myth of the tower of Babel: its constituent national 
groups sentenced to misperceive, distrust, and ultimately turn against one 
another. It was an experiment doomed to failure, ‘disintegration seemed to 
be sewn into the very fabric of the state’.89 

Conclusion: Where from Here? 
One significant problem for the discussion in this chapter is posed by the 
conditions for a convincing generalisation. I have hitherto referred to 
approximately forty sources, twenty in popular media and twenty in aca-
demic texts. This is by no means an exhaustive account of the prolific lit-
erature that has investigated Balkan issues in the 1990s. Still, the claim put 
forward here, is not simply that ‘the Balkans are imagined as…’, which 
would be insufficiently supported by the material covered. Rather, what I 
have tried to illustrate are certain presuppositions that are common in 
seemingly disparate texts, which draw very different conclusions about 
what the Balkans are or how the outside world should treat the region. I 
have tried to show that the connections between academic and non-
academic writings in reproducing a certain Balkan imagery are far more 
explicit than it is usually admitted.  

The critical task cannot, therefore, be simply equated with writing from 
an academic reflective standpoint, aiming to ‘challenge’ and ‘correct’ pop-
ular misperceptions and stereotypes. It is not altogether helpful to identify 
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the problem of the derogatory portrayal of the Balkans, as Banac does 
(although his critique is accurate strictly speaking), with the predicament 
of insufficient research: ‘the knowledge of South Slavic affairs is indeed 
limited in the West, as is evident from virtually all historical references in 
the media, including the highbrow press’.90 This is not simply an issue of 
erroneous historical references that can be amended through careful aca-
demic investigation. Many academic writings of the 1990s are, on the con-
trary, complicit in the construction and reproduction of a particular con-
ception of the Balkans. Instead of acting as a ‘bulwark’ against the influ-
ence of popular conceptualisations, they have revolved around the same 
problematique. 

Is not this intersection reflected in the debate concerning the possible 
similarities between Nazism and nationalism in the Balkans? One of the 
most infamous claims on this issue, which actually went beyond the ‘simi-
larity’ argument, has been put forward in Robert Kaplan’s Balkan Ghosts. 
He has written: 

Twentieth-century history came from the Balkans…Here politics 
has been reduced to a level of near anarchy that from time to time in 
history has flowed up the Danube into Central Europe. Nazism, for 
instance, can claim Balkan origins. Among the flophouses of Vienna, 
a breeding ground of ethnic resentments close to the southern Slavic 
world, Hitler learned how to hate.91 

This statement was immediately ‘spotted’ and triggered a number of 
responses – angry or mocking – from the academic community.92 Still, the 
disparaging of Kaplan’s provocative remark serves as a smokescreen; 
handpicking Kaplan as the sole responsible for the undertaking of gross 
cross-historical comparisons juxtaposing Nazism to the Balkan situation 
hides how extensively applied these actually are. What should be criticised 
instead is the legitimacy of using Nazism as a framework against which 
Balkan nationalist policies are analysed and morally judged.  

In the debate in the West over the Kosovo war, for example, similar 
arguments by analogy to Nazism have been invoked. Ex-US President 
Clinton has explicitly compared the ‘ethnic cleansing of the Kosovo Al-
banians to the ‘ethnic extermination’ of the Holocaust.93 Ex-German Min-
ister of Defence, Rudolf Scharping, has gone even further claiming that 
‘Serbian soldiers were playing soccer with prisoners severed heads’, allud-
ing to the propaganda used against Germany during the Second World 
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War. He has also accused Milosevic of constructing ‘concentration camps’ 
for the internment of Kosovo Albanians.94 The plight of the Kosovars has 
been connected, in general, to the persecution of Jews; their persecutors 
have been sketched as ‘scouring the fields, villages and towns, pursuing 
their own version of a Balkan Final Solution’.95 

These comparisons are also particularly prominent in many academic 
writings on Serbian and Croatian nationalism.96 In the case of Croatia, 
they allude to an element of continuity between some of the policies of 
the contemporary independent state and the World War II Nazi-support-
ed Ustaša regime. Pertaining to the analysis of Serbian nationalism, they 
involve the consideration of whether ex-President Slobodan Milosevic is 
the embodiment of absolute evil, as Adolf Hitler was, regardless if at the 
end some find the comparison to be justified and others exaggerated. The 
treatment of the Memorandum of the Serbian Academy of Social Sciences 
is treated as an apocalyptic, vicious text, similar to Mein Kampf in that it has 
advocated the extermination of an alien group of people.97 Or, finally, the 
discussion of the Serbian war policy to Bosnia-Hercegovina is considered 
as resembling ‘to a great extent the approach adopted by the German 
administration against Czechoslovakia in the late 1930s…One should view 
Radovan Karadzic as Konrad Heinlein and the Serbian Democratic Party 
as the Sudetendeutsche Partei’, along these lines.98 

Academic works have been furthermore liable in the reproduction of 
the representation of the Balkans as ‘the land of the living past’.99 They 
have repetitively described the Balkans and their future possibilities as 
hampered by the scourge of their own history; as trapped in the shadow of 
a past that they cannot transcend. As one academic writer puts it, in the 
Balkan region: ‘The past has never been laid to rest…By contrast with the 
United States, where historical memory is quite short, peoples in the Bal-
kans talk about events in 1389, 1459, 1921, 1941, 1948, 1970–71, as if they 
were fresh’.100 On these overbearing spectres of the past the purported 
dominance of the ideology of nationalism in the Balkans rests.  

The choice of these particular dates: 1389, 1459…and so on, highlights 
the embeddedness of collective memories in a Balkan perception of 
history; they mark events celebrated in the region’s respective nationalist 
histories. Studying the Balkans becomes, thus, an examination centred 
around the category of nationalism. Nationalism is treated as the ordering 
principle of Balkan history. Accordingly, the Yugoslav wars are interpreted 
as one more episode proving nationalism’s domineering and potentially 
destructive presence; the communist and agrarian ideologies as corrupted 
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by the ideology of nationalism and ultimately forced to adopt its political 
objectives; while the experiment of establishing the multi-national state of 
Yugoslavia as exacerbating the contradictions among different nationalist 
projects and set to perish all the more violently because of it. The Balkans 
are seen as the region par excellence where alternatives to the nationalist 
ideology are persistently obliterated almost by a sheer definitional con-
tradiction. 

Writings on the Balkans today ought to take into account that, on the 
one hand, they cannot be enunciated independently from this established 
image of the region, but on the other that this image is not immutable. 
One of the aspects of the critique against this state of affairs is to engage 
in the process of its reproduction and push for its reformulation. This crit-
ical task must involve a kind of the ‘Balkans talk back’ strategy, the articu-
lation of indigenous voices set to challenge the outsider’s perspective. 
Letting the people of the Balkans speak, however, is not a virtue in itself. 
One of the main dangers lies in that these voices would merely replicate 
the parameters of the outsider’s image leaving it ultimately intact. In this 
respect, Milica Bakić-Hayden’s examination of ‘nesting orientalisms’ is 
instructive, how that is orientalist language is rehearsed and manipulated in 
inter-Balkan disputes by the indigenous national groups.101 It might be 
that when we allow the Balkan people speak, they might have nothing 
alternative to express; amply illustrated in the conversations of Kaplan 
with the inhabitants of Balkan countries or the encounter of Western 
authors with Ivo Andric. 

In the following chapters of the book I will attempt to identify and 
present indigenous voices which reject the basic premises of the outside 
image of the Balkans. Primary, in this task, is the retrieval of a political lan-
guage that cannot be appropriated under the nationalist umbrella, the 
recovering of socio-political dynamics that do not fit within the prevalent 
perspective of Balkan history. Equally significant, is that these voices 
would be Balkan but that they do not merely propose an insulated political 
perspective. One of the main tasks is a reconsideration of Balkan history 
along the lines of a ‘reading with’ European developments, not highlight-
ing their discrepancies. A major obstacle to this purpose is the prevalent 
treatment of the Balkans as a separate object of study, the association of 
the Balkans with a particular type of aggressive nationalism distinct from 
its European manifestations.  

As I have tried to show in this chapter this is where the task of re-
imagining the Balkans can begin. It would involve the questioning of the 
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principal presuppositions that support the representation of the Balkans as 
tangled in past, pre-modern forms of social life that uncouple the region 
from contemporary international developments like European integration. 
This task would initially have to resist from narrating the Balkan present 
and past centred around the phenomenon of nationalism. It would then 
first reject the supposed exceptionality of Balkan nationalism and attempt 
to emphasise connections to its manifestations elsewhere.102 A second 
direction would be to challenge the orthodoxy that views nationalism as 
the arch ideological factor of Balkan modern history; to revisit and con-
centrate on alternative social formations that emerged in the region. To 
discuss, in other words, how Balkan societies were affected by the intro-
duction and re-articulation of diverse ideologies, for example, commun-
ism, agrarianism, and liberal internationalism, instances which after all 
highlight the mutual interconnectedness between Balkan and European 
social dynamics. 
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3 

THE COMMUNIST CHALLENGE 
TO NATIONALIST IDEOLOGY  

IN THE BALKANS:  
THE INTER-WAR YEARS 

In 1910, writing during his travels as a foreign correspondent, Leon Trot-
sky urged that the Balkans ‘must cease to be a mere faceless geographical 
expression and become a living political concept’.1 Trotsky’s suggestion 
anticipated the increasing organisation and empowerment of the labour 
movement and the awakening of the region as a political factor within the 
ranks of international communism. Through this development, the com-
munist parties in the Balkans acquired a new and distinct political voice 
and started to use ‘Balkan’ as a self-designation. The term ‘Balkans’ began 
thus, fulfilling Trotsky’s wish, to function as an active communist concept. 
This chapter traces the uses of the ‘Balkans’ as a central concept within 
the framework of communist ideology during the inter-war period. 

The discussion in this chapter focuses on how the Balkans were con-
ceived by communist writers coming from the region and how this con-
ception influenced the strategy and tactics of communist parties. In the 
first section, the analysis focuses on the place of the term Balkans in the 
framework of communist ideology during the inter-war years. The second 
section highlights the paradoxical function of the project for the creation 
of a communist federation in the Balkans. Finally, the chapter considers 
the modes in which communist ideology approached the question of 
nationalism in the Balkans. 

There is no substantial disagreement in the scarce secondary literature 
on the subject that the Balkans were an important reference point for the 
regional communist parties during the inter-war period. What is, though, a 
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prominent feature of these works is that they pay attention primarily to 
the nationalist connotations of communist policies.2 It is not my intention 
to reject this type of reading altogether. After all, it is not possible to dis-
regard the many cases where communist thought and practice came close 
to resembling the content of national agendas. Still, what this approach 
misses is that they were aspects of communism in the inter-war Balkans 
that elude the schema of a harmonious co-habitation with nationalism. I 
intend, along these lines, to detect the moments of conflict between com-
munist ideology, on the one hand, and nationalism on the other. In this 
respect, the analysis focuses on the ways in which the communist ideology 
functioned as an alternative possibility to the nationalist framework. My 
reading of inter-war Balkan communism is necessarily selective. The effort 
is not to present an overall picture of the activities of all the separate com-
munist parties of the region during that time. Nor, do I consider in any 
depth the many internal disputes and the various splinter groups that 
sprang within the ranks of official communist parties. Instead, the analysis 
tries to remain faithful to the content of official communist ideology in 
the Balkans with specific reference to how it faced the challenge posed by 
nationalism. 

In effect, this chapter provides an analysis of communist ideology, att-
empting to show the moments of contestation with nationalism. In theo-
retical terms, these contestations are illustrated through the concepts of ar-
ticulation, interpellation, and the material dimension of ideology. Along 
these lines, the articulation of the Balkans by communist ideology is seen 
to have been conflicting to the nationalist mapping of the Balkans as the 
aggregate of national spaces. Communism articulated its version of the 
Balkans with such notions as semi-colony, the agrarian and national ques-
tions, and federation, which were inherently associated with the question 
of organising a communist revolution in a unified Balkan space. In addi-
tion, communism treated the material manifestations of nationalist ideo-
logy in a negative light: it overtly expressed its will to transcend the nation-
state system. Although, communist texts did not specify what alternative 
institutions and social practices would substitute it, the coming of social 
revolution signified the promise of institutional break-up. Communism, fi-
nally, functioned through the interpellation of subjects different from ‘na-
tional man’. Communism not only interpellated social agents as the prole-
tariat, but it also addressed peasants and national minorities, in the effort 
to form a broad revolutionary movement. It is precisely, in these theo-
retical terms, that communism is understood as a non-nationalist ideology. 
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The Balkans as a Communist Concept 
The communist parties of the Balkan countries did not attract a mass 
following before the Second World War. Operating on the basis of the 
principle of democratic centralism they depended on a core of leading 
members and additionally on their membership in the Third International 
(Comintern). In effect, their incorporation into the international commun-
ist movement shaped their character for this period.3 It radicalised their 
relatively smooth participation in their respective political systems and 
constituted them as revolutionary parties working to overthrow the exist-
ing social order.4 A major transformation had thus to be applied in their 
outlook: they had to be reorganised to practice a combination of legal and 
illegal activities and to also adapt to their, now institutionalised, interna-
tional character.5 The political ideology of these parties was shaped by 
their complex relationship with the Third International; the Balkan com-
munist parties, after all, perceived themselves as committed members of 
an international revolutionary movement and acted on this understanding. 

This close relationship had a direct impact on the political program and 
overall strategy of the parties in the Balkans, particularly concerning how 
the Third International was constructed around the striking success of the 
Russian Bolshevik party and the strategic explanation by its leading fig-
ures, mainly Lenin and Stalin, of how this breakthrough was achieved.6 In 
this respect, the communist analyses of the inter-war Balkan societies were 
inherently related to how the inter-war world capitalist system was inter-
preted within the ranks of the Third International, where of course dele-
gates from the Balkans also participated.7 Even though these evaluations 
followed the general parameters of the political analysis provided by the 
Comintern, the Balkan parties differentiated in many instances their posi-
tions and policies in response to the distinct features that existed in the 
region. 

It is precisely, the communist articulation of these ‘distinct features’ 
that radicalised the notion of ‘the Balkans’ as a political category. Through 
the communist prism, it became possible to fundamentally re-imagine the 
political character of the region. Communist ideology opened foremost a 
new political space where the term ‘Balkan’ was not automatically linked 
to a state-centric conception. Communist writings resisted the depiction 
of the Balkans as the aggregate of several national spaces; the existing po-
litical geography of the area during the inter-war period, was described as a 
‘perfect absurdity’.8 What communist ideology effectively reclaimed for 
the understanding of the Balkans was a dynamic concept of time. Com-
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munism and its established goal for social revolution signified the promise 
of the radical transformation of the Balkans beyond the national horizon. 
It is necessary for the illustration of this argument to trace the different 
modes in which the term Balkans was used in communist texts during the 
inter-war years. 

In the different organisational levels of the Third International repre-
sentatives of the communist parties of the region participated not only as 
national but as Balkan delegates as well. They expressed views on political 
matters affecting the region as a whole and they often interposed a per-
spective from the Balkans in the general analyses and decisions of the 
Comintern.9 At the 1926 enlarged meeting of the Executive Committee of 
the Communist International, Vasil Kolarov from Bulgaria addressed 
three of the most prominent issues on the agenda: the ‘character of capita-
list stabilisation’, ‘the danger of war’, and ‘the White terror’ by transposing 
them to the context of the dynamics across the Balkan countries.10 One 
year before, the Yugoslav representative in the same committee intervened 
to defend the necessity of establishing worker’s and peasants’ social move-
ments through an illustration of recent similar revolts across the Balkans.11 
Or, even more strikingly, in the fourth World Congress of the Comintern 
during the debate on the viability of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes, Raditch argued that the communist position should be situated 
within the state of national relations in the Balkans in general.12 The inter-
ventions by communists from the region seem thus to have partly re-
volved around their perception of participating in Balkan social dy-
namics.13 Apart from this identification, the signifier Balkans influenced 
more intensively the character of these communist parties. The commu-
nist concept of the Balkans functioned as a filter through which all the 
major themes pertinent to the devising of an effective revolutionary stra-
tegy were processed. 

A case in hand is how Nikolay Bukharin’s report on the ‘International 
Situation and the Tasks of the Communist International’ at its 6th World 
Congress was criticised by the participants from the Balkan countries.14 
Bukharin’s book on how the international movement should interpret the 
current state of affairs was deemed to be inapplicable to the Balkan space. 
Kolarov protested against the principal conclusion on the stabilisation of 
the international capitalist economy and the decline of the possibilities for 
an immediate social revolution. He suggested that ‘the pace of stabilisation 
is not uniform. I have repeatedly emphasised the undeniable fact that the 
stabilisation in the Balkan countries is only a limited and relative phenom-
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enon and it is extremely unreliable…All the Balkan states are suffering 
from severe political crisis’.15 The Communist International needed, accor-
ding to Kolarov, to consider different strategies for the Balkans and ask 
for their implementation by the communist parties of the region. 

On an equally troubling aspect for communist strategy: its relationship 
with social democratic ideology, the representatives from the Balkans di-
verged again from Bukharin’s assessment. Kolarov was, once more, incre-
dulous towards the alleged rising power of social democratic parties: ‘This 
comrades cannot be accepted as the absolute rule. For instance, in the 
Balkans there is no consolidation whatsoever of the Social Democracy’.16 
And this attempt of differentiating the Balkan social conditions was sub-
stantiated further by the brief intervention of the Greek representative, 
Syphneios, and then by Dimitrov. He explained in more detail that:  

Contrary to the big capitalist countries, the social democratic party 
in the Balkans has no influence on the mass of the proletariat and is 
in a state of steady decline. This is mainly due to the fact that the 
privileged sections of the proletariat on which the social democrats 
usually rest, are infinitesimally small in the Balkan countries, owing 
to special historical, economic, social and political conditions.17  

Communist activists were accordingly advised to take into account the 
special social dynamics in the Balkans in order to avoid wrong judgements 
based on generalised hypotheses. The Balkans were, in other words, con-
ceived as a relatively autonomous political space where, as the Balkan rep-
resentatives requested, a revised political and tactical line was necessary for 
the communist parties. 

Georgi Dimitrov’s speech in the 6th World Congress of the Third In-
ternational illustrated clearly the separate consideration that communist 
ideology paid to the Balkans.18 What can also be noticed is that Dimitrov’s 
assessment of the possibilities of a social revolution was embedded in the 
mapping of a Balkan political space. Dimitrov revealingly pronounced: ‘A 
considerable number of the tasks confronting the Balkan countries con-
cern the Balkans as a whole and can only be carried through continuous 
collaboration and joint efforts by all the Balkan Parties’. He explained: 
‘The Balkan countries are so closely connected that the success of the pro-
letarian revolution in each Balkan country depends directly on the situa-
tion in the adjoining Balkan countries and on the strength and develop-
ment of the revolutionary movement there’.19 Dimitrov’s analysis aspired 
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and pointed to the necessity of a concrete revolutionary synergy across the 
region. Or to phrase Dimitrov’s position differently, social conditions in 
the Balkans gave rise to the possibility of concerted communist action. 
From this standpoint, the Balkans played the role of a political concept of 
communist ideology in so far as they constituted a relatively unified space 
within which a network of communist practices was organised. To work 
for and envision a Balkan-wide revolutionary movement was a primary 
goal of international communism during the inter-war years;20 similar calls 
were expressed regularly before and after the date (1928) of Dimitrov’s 
speech. Although disillusionment was often felt for the non-materialisa-
tion of this goal, failure was attributed to a lack of proper organisation 
rather than to the futility of the project itself.21  

It would be helpful to recall, here, another example similar to Dimi-
trov’s proposal for the organisation of Balkan-wide revolutionary activi-
ties. Hristo Kabakchief, a leading member of the Bulgarian party, in a 
1923 article explained clearly the necessity for united action. He predicted 
and subsequently commended that  

[t]he revolution may break out in one of the Balkan countries sooner 
than in another, but in order to ensure the complete success of the 
revolution in the Balkans there must be mutual help, unity of action, 
and a common leadership of the revolutionary struggle in all the 
Balkan countries both during the period of preparation of the 
advent of the revolution and after it has broken out.22  

In this understanding, the Balkans were effectively located in a situation 
of political unity. Struggles for social change were to be accordingly orga-
nised and led across the interwoven Balkan space. The united action by 
the communist parties in the region was associated to the informed ana-
lysis of the distinctive social circumstances that characterise the Balkans. 
Every concrete analysis and intervention in Balkan social dynamics was 
expected take into account the ‘peculiarities of the political situation’ 
there.23 Generalised conclusions by the international communist move-
ment on current social conditions were not to be, in other words, ‘mech-
anically and unreservedly applied to the Balkan countries’.24 

There was, therefore, a unity of communist theory and practice which 
pertained to the Balkans. In this sense, the Balkans acquired a distinct 
meaning within the framework of communist ideology. The Balkans were 
ascribed a key political character; they shaped the discussion of commun-
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ism strategy and tactics in the region. There is nothing remarkably innova-
tive in itself in these speeches by the delegates from the Balkans. Commu-
nist ideology, during the inter-war period, attributed a distinct character 
and role to the Balkans as other political ideologies had done so before or 
since then. Here is where similarities cease to emerge though: the commu-
nist mapping of the Balkans embodied a series of distinct features. To 
analyse them, it is necessary to see how the term Balkans was precisely 
articulated by communist ideology: what was its meaning, to which other 
communist concepts it was associated, and in which manner. The point, 
of this analysis, will not be, however, to simply describe this meaning of 
the Balkans; instead, the effort will be to contrast the communist and the 
nationalist conceptions of the Balkans. 

I have not located a seminal text of the inter-war period that sought to 
straightforwardly describe the communist cartography of the Balkan re-
gion. Communist writings were not inclined to construct sentences follow-
ing the, ‘the Balkans are…’ formula. Instead, the reference to the appella-
tion ‘Balkans’ was usually associated to a strategic problem, it formed the 
question: how and when can we transform the Balkans.25 What we need to 
inquire, then, is on what grounds was this problematique constructed. 
Why did a political entity called the Balkans provide the referent space 
where communist action was mapped? Or, in a more simple articulation, 
we need to ask on what basis was the communist strategic initiative related 
to the Balkan region as a whole. 

Two general preconditions seem to have enabled this association. Com-
munist ideology distinguished across the Balkans convergent patterns of 
economic and political dynamics that tended to homogenise the tasks and 
tactics of the different communist parties. Second, although these parties 
emerged on a state by state basis, communist ideology treated the existing 
nation-states in the region during the inter-war period as artificial and in-
effective for the task of economic and social development.  

The communist conception of the Balkans during the inter-war years 
was linked to the influence of the Ottoman Empire, its particularly long 
life-span, and the manner in which it was dissolved.26 The unity of the 
Balkans was sketched by communist ideology as deriving from the incor-
poration of the region in the Ottoman Empire, which lasted roughly till 
the early twentieth century.27 This predicament implied foremost that the 
Balkan societies were organised in a feudal-bureaucratic socio-economic 
system. In immediate relation to the rest of the European continent, the 
Balkans were thus characterised by a set of ‘backward’ social relations 
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which began to erode very late in time, again in comparative terms, whilst 
other European countries were organised along a set of advanced capita-
list relations.28 Before commenting on the repercussions of the communist 
conceptualisation of the Balkans it would be helpful to present their ana-
lysis of the economic and social relations in the region.  

Communist writings stressed that the Balkans did not manage to ach-
ieve a transition from an agricultural to an industrial economy.29 For this 
failure, they primarily blamed the Ottoman past which, in their view, con-
fined the Balkans to an agrarian outlook. In some areas of the Balkans feu-
dal remnants of the empire were still persistent, but even where they were 
abolished, agricultural production was, in relative terms to the rest of 
Europe, still primitive.30 The main obstacle to the modernisation of agri-
culture was thought to be the insufficient attempts for the redistribution 
of land after the advent of national ‘independence’. Restrained by the still 
powerful class of a landed aristocracy with no incentive to modernise pro-
duction, the new state apparatuses left unresolved the problem of landless 
peasants.31 Economic backwardness placed the communist parties of the 
Balkans in an awkward position, forced to operate in virtual absence of its 
potential addressees and supporters, the proletariat. What, in effect, had to 
be completely rethought were the orthodox tactics, the agitation and pro-
paganda of the communist parties, if they were to become effective in 
these unconventional social conditions. Was a communist revolution pos-
sible at all in a non-capitalist group of societies? And if it was, how could 
the peasant masses be drawn to a positive revolutionary role?32 Similarities 
existed with other parts of the world, and communist cadres could invoke, 
here, the example of the Russian revolution. In the Balkan case, though, 
communist ideology needed to come to terms with the tight grip that na-
tionalist ideology exercised on the peasant population. Communist strat-
egy needed accordingly to pay particular attention to the interconnected-
ness between the national and the agrarian questions. 

Communist analysis saw the nationalist revolutions of the nineteenth 
century as depending precisely on the mobilisation of the agricultural pop-
ulation mainly through the guidance of the emerging middle class. Al-
though the formation of nation-states trying to emulate the west Euro-
pean model opened the possibility for a bourgeois capitalist revolution in 
the Balkans, the middle classes did not manage to carry out their promise. 
Capitalist development was barred because instead of independent mo-
dern states the new political entities were created and remained thereafter 
under the tutelage of foreign capital. To the communist view, nationalist 
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aspirations were hijacked by the intervention of ‘numerous interested great 
powers’ that transformed them ‘into an instrument of imperial conquest 
and oppression’.33 The coming of independence enabled the initiation of a 
process that began to transform the new states of the Balkan region into 
semi-colonies of the great powers.34 What then distinguished the Balkans was 
that even after their long-hailed liberation they still constituted an artificial 
political space. 

We should not connect the communist notion of artificiality simply 
with the observation that the Balkans were divided among a number of 
ideologically nationalist states. The problem was not the institution of the 
nation-state itself, but that these specific states were carved out as to form 
a number of ineffective economic spaces.35 They were territorially under-
sized, and as a consequence, depended on neighbouring states for particu-
lar economic resources which were necessary for the construction of a 
capitalist economy. That these states were being formed by a ‘motley mo-
saic of nationalities’ did not help the cause for regional economic coopera-
tion since it perpetuated territorial disputes which had at their heart the 
issue of the state’s relationship with minority populations.36 This unnatural 
political geography was constructed through a long period of war in the 
Balkan Peninsula. Effectively, the end of these conflicts, the Balkan wars 
of 1912–13 and the participation of Balkan states in the First World War, 
was incomplete; it ‘not only failed to solve the national problems, but on 
the contrary, rendered them even more complex and acute’.37 The ex-
haustive series of international treaties, brokered and controlled by outside 
forces of course, that sealed these wars for the Balkan countries (Bucha-
rest, London, Versailles, St. Germain, Neuilly, Trianon, Lausanne) esta-
blished even more intensely insecure states incorporating larger and more 
diverse minority groups. Countries that fought on the side of the Entente, 
like Romania and Greece benefited territorially but became more ethno-
graphically heterogeneous and the creation of Yugoslavia also fitted with 
this same logic. In this formulation, communist writings almost prefigured 
standard realist suppositions, representing a divided Balkan region be-
tween the ‘victors’ and the ‘vanquished’; the satisfied countries that adop-
ted the slogan of ‘defending’ themselves against aggression and the dis-
content that were aiming at the reacquisition of ‘lost’ lands with limited 
military means.38 

This was only a momentary convergence that faded when communist 
analysis moved away from an inter-state representation of the inter-war 
regional system in the Balkan region. State conflicts, territorial losses and 
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disputes were not all. These processes were portrayed by communist ideo-
logy as overdetermined by the specific policies of European imperialism 
that targeted and deformed the Balkan political space during this period. 
The key analytical concept of this relationship was described as the ‘depen-
dence in which the Balkan countries find themselves to the big imperialist 
powers’.39 Dependence had primarily an economic dimension; it signified 
how the Balkan economies were ‘converted into an appendage of the 
[European] capitalist economy’ by constituting a space that was exploited 
through the extraction of raw materials and large scale export of agri-
cultural commodities.40 Economic backwardness in the Balkan region was 
thought to be perpetuated through the penetration and exploitative prac-
tices initiated by international finance capital. A complex set of socio-eco-
nomic practices enforced by the interference of European capital intend-
ed, in effect, to prevent the capitalist development of the Balkan area. 
Domestic industrialisation was barred, for instance, by a series of exploita-
tive methods: chief natural resources (oil fields in Romania, coal mines 
and forests across the Balkans) were controlled by foreign capital and sub-
sequently used to fuel overseas industries; domestic capital was scarce due 
to the imposition of heavy reparation debts – especially to Bulgaria – and 
the service of ‘slave loans’ awarded by European banks for post-war re-
construction to their wartime ‘allies’;41 and commercial concessions were 
secured gratis by foreign companies.42 External intervention, in short, per-
petuated the agrarianisation of the Balkan space through the imposition of 
a relationship of dependence to the capitalist – mainly European – econo-
mic system.43 

These developments signified, for communist ideology, that the Balkan 
countries were in the process of becoming ‘colonies of foreign capita-
lism’.44 This colonial relation was not monolithically determined by the 
function of the economic sphere but viewed to embody, as well, a certain 
set of political practices. Communist writers analysed the policy of coloni-
sation as involving the exercise of political control of the Balkan space, ‘in 
which French capitalism play[ed] the first fiddle’.45 The Balkans were in-
corporated, through these practices, in the consideration of European 
power relations and were administered and tailored accordingly. Direct 
territorial control would possibly be applied as in the case of the invasion 
of Fiume, Corfu and the continuing possession of the Dodecanese islands 
by the Italian state.46 Other methods of exercising control were though 
more prominent, as the maintenance of political dependency to the Euro-
pean powers through border-shifting and ethnographic measures. For this 
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purpose, outside forces reinforced the division of the area into small, 
weak, and inefficient political entities that favoured the reproduction of 
semi-colonial patterns of domination; increased mutual enmity and in-
security among the ‘artificial’ Balkan political units that had necessarily to 
rely on and ultimately conform to outside power considerations. The 
weakness of the Balkan countries was thought to become further fuelled 
by the imposition of ethnographic instability, supported by the same im-
perialist interests. Once more this process was formalised through the ne-
gotiation of international treaties guaranteeing the forced exchanges of po-
pulation (between Greece and Turkey, Greece-Bulgaria) through the over-
seeing and financial assistance of the League of Nations.47 

Communist ideology diagnosed identical developments that were shap-
ing a relatively unitary Balkan space in the inter-war years. Agrarian back-
wardness, insufficient industrialisation, imperial control exercised by Euro-
pean great powers, acute national tensions, were the common features of 
all Balkan societies, and which gave them an ultimately ‘perverse’ charac-
ter.48 Further clarification is needed, though, in order to show how pre-
cisely this communist conception of the Balkans challenged the nation-
centric approach of nationalist ideology. In the first instance, the ‘Balkans’ 
formed a unified field of inquiry and action for communist ideology. 
Communism assumed that the inter-war political geography of the region 
was characterised by a kind of artificiality; the division of the region in 
different national spheres did not reflect, in other words, its real political 
dynamics.  

One has to counter-pose, rather than relate, this communist notion of 
artificiality to the nationalist aim of irredentism. True, during the inter-war 
period many nationalist ideologies in the Balkans rejected the current bor-
ders set in the area as unnatural, in that they did not accurately reflect eth-
nographic boundaries. In the nationalist framework, however, the trans-
formation of borders was supposed to involve the redrawing of more ‘just’ 
or ‘rational’ ones; it envisaged the creation of a Balkan region composed 
of clearly separated, ‘pure’ nation-states. 

In contrast, identical political dynamics in the Balkans were thought to 
be pushing for the consideration and implementation of a unified commu-
nist practice. The primary purpose of the realisation of a social revolution 
across the Balkan space was connected to a single set of strategic ques-
tions. These emanated from the failure of capitalist development and the 
predominantly agrarian character of the region, which first raised the ques-
tion of how can an alliance between the proletariat and the peasant masses 
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be created. Second, the imperialist intervention that confined the Balkans 
into a backward economic condition and exacerbated the dominance of a 
nationalist ideological framework, ultimately put forward the task of how 
could a social revolutionary movement appropriate the national question 
for its own benefit.49 

In this precise sense, communism functioned as a non-nationalist ideo-
logy in the inter-war years. In so far as it attributed a distinct meaning to 
the term Balkans, which contested the nationalist articulation of the Bal-
kans as a mosaic of nation-states, as the aggregate of several national 
spaces. The alternative position of communist ideology was to approach 
of the Balkans as a dynamic political concept in a wide sense, not as a mere-
ly inter-ethnic space. By endorsing such an approach on the Balkans, com-
munism realised a double challenge to prevalent nationalist represent-
ations of the region. 

‘The Balkans’ were primarily treated by communist ideology as a uni-
fied political entity, one that resisted all patterns of forced, artificial divi-
sions. In a crucial turn, however, this political space was also sketched to 
be in the process of becoming, it formed the context where historical 
development was to take place. In a direct opposition to the nationalist 
framework, imagining the Balkans through a communist prism rejected 
(foreclosed) the negative connotations of fixity, and in a complete reversal, 
constituted the realm of revolutionary political praxis. 

An Alternative Political Project: 
Communist Ideology and Balkan Federation 

On a formal level, the communist federative project was institutionally 
embodied in the creation of the Balkan Communist Federation in 1920. 
This organisation was conceived as an intermediate link between the Com-
intern and the respective communist parties of the region. It generally 
aimed at the coordination and collaboration of its respective members, the 
communist parties of Bulgaria, Greece, Romania, Yugoslavia, and Albania 
and acted as to ensure that they effectively adopted the strategy and tactics 
of the Communist International.50 As its concrete political program, how-
ever, it adopted in its first meeting the goal ‘to liberate the Balkan nations 
from all oppression’ and of ‘uniting them all into one Balkan Socialist So-
viet Republic’.51 This founding resolution clearly reflected how the mem-
ber parties ventured to organise their operations in a ‘Balkan’ political sett-
ing imagined to be inherently linked to their local struggles. It also showed 
how the Balkan communist parties thought to be bounded by a common 
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cause, emanating not only from their ideological similarity but also from 
their shared participation in the Balkan political space.  

In the inter-war period, the uses of the designation ‘the Balkans’ were 
consistently linked by communist ideology to the explicit political goal of 
creating a Balkan communist federation. In effect, the Balkan communist 
federation was the principal institutional promise that communist ideology 
introduced. Far from being innovative, the idea of the integration of the 
Balkan region in various federative forms has been deeply imprinted in the 
history of the region.52 It would be misleading though to associate the 
communist version of Balkan federation to other approaches embedded in 
different, and sometimes antagonistic, political ideologies.53 To situate the 
communist plan in the context of the various, repeated, and ultimately 
failed, attempts to form a federation in the region would be to reproduce 
the fixed image of the Balkans. It would be similar to denying the Balkans 
their share of ideological antagonisms, and endorse a dualistic relationship 
between nationalism, on the one pole, and all the other non-conforming 
failed ideologies grouped into one, on the other. It would be similar to 
representing all Balkan federative attempts as merely multi-faceted efforts 
to unsettle the otherwise invincible forces of nationalism. Instead, the 
communist project for the creation of a Balkan federation should be 
assessed within the logic of the articulation of communist ideology. What 
will emerge, in this way, is the comprehensive challenge posed by com-
munist ideology against the political organisation of the Balkans along 
nationalist lines. 

Communist ideology articulated the concept of Balkan federation in a 
paradoxical manner. Balkan federation indicated, on the one hand, the will 
of communism to dismantle the primacy of national spheres in the Bal-
kans.54 It was an attempt to conceive and give a name to the new political 
geography of the Balkans that would be instated after the victory of com-
munism. In this sense, communist ideology challenged head on the ma-
terial-institutional structure that was supported by nationalist ideologies in 
the Balkan region. The communist Balkans would not be composed of 
nation-states. On the other hand, there was never a clear formulation of 
what these novel institutional arrangements supported by the communists 
would consist of. Communist ideology declared that the Balkans were to 
become radically different, but it did not give an answer on precisely how.  

We could claim, therefore, that on the material level, communism chall-
enged the existing preponderance of nationalism, but it did not formulate 
in depth an alternative institutional arrangement with a reference to the 
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Balkans as a whole. The positive content of the material dimension of 
communist ideology in the Balkans in the inter-war years was not asso-
ciated, in other words, with the concept of the Balkans. Material commun-
ist practices remained, instead, very centralised, revolving around the func-
tions of the several regional parties. 

To briefly mention some concrete examples: there was the decision to 
organize communist parties in the form of small cells.55 Cells were the 
central points of the activity of members of communist parties; they were 
the pillars of the communist educational system and were invested with 
the recruiting of new party members. Individual communists were contin-
uously monitored and tested on the basis of their work in the framework 
of the cells. The duty of all communist parties was also to ‘carry purges of 
the party membership in order to systematically cleanse the party from 
…petty-bourgeois elements’.56 Purges were usually ceremonious affairs: 
they were occasions were the orthodox communist line was publicly dis-
played. Material modes were also utilised in addressing the proletariat 
through a specific set of symbols and practices. The classic red banners, 
red stars, hammer and sickles, or the identification of a communist subject 
with the humming of particular songs, the buying-in-secret of the usually 
prohibited official communist publications, or with refusing to work and 
instead participating in workers’ demonstrations on the first of May.57 Still, 
by adopting the slogan of Balkan federation, communism made a specific 
allusion to the material dimension of ideology in connection to its notion 
of the Balkans. 

Within the communist framework, the federative project had a multiple 
role and importance. Balkan communist federation functioned prima facie 
as one of the main slogans of communist ideology during the inter-war 
period. ‘Long live the Balkan Federation of the workers’ and peasants’ re-
publics’, and other variations on the same theme, often elevated on a high-
er tone one of the closing sentences of communist speeches and texts.58 
In strategic terms, it was decided that this should be one of the ‘immediate 
slogans in the struggle’ of the communist parties of the Balkans.59 Res-
pecting again the particularities of communist ideology, this repetitive 
slogan-like function should not be treated as evidence of a reduction in 
content. Of a greater consequence than merely a slogan, the Balkan com-
munist federation was a significant component of the communist political 
project, a reminder of how a social revolution would drastically transform 
the Balkan space. It thus displayed some of the distinctive qualities of the 
communist vision of an alternative social world.  
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Communist writings identified the concept of Balkan federation with a 
sort of panacea that was expected to alleviate all of the most disturbing 
social problems in the Balkans. In this vain, the end to the problems re-
lated with national differences was directly associated with the realisation 
of this political entity. In a concrete communist articulation: ‘The Balkan 
Communist Parties united in the Balkan Communist Federation, quite 
rightly regard the solution of the national question to be a Balkan Union 
of Soviet Socialist Republics’.60 In another declaration of the Balkan Com-
munist Federation, it was stated that ‘only through’ the establishment of 
‘federative Balkan republic peace will be established between the Balkan 
peoples’.61 Or, in a more buoyant promise: the federative project was por-
trayed as the constitutive element of the revolutionary process across the 
Balkans. It was as if the Balkan federation embodied the revolutionary po-
tential of the communist project itself, alluding to the radical trans-
formations that the Balkan space needed to experience in the course of a 
social revolution. In this respect, the entire ensemble of social relations 
was thought to be depended upon its realisation: ‘The national, political 
and economic emancipation of the Balkan people will only be achieved by 
means of the united front of the workers and peasants of all the Balkan 
countries…[that] must secure the establishment of a Federative Balkan 
Republic’.62 

The project for a Balkan federation presented though one of the fea-
tures of the communist program that was not elaborated much further. It 
was always present in the places where the political importance of the Bal-
kans was mentioned: in the different manifestos of the Balkan parties, in 
resolutions of international communist conferences, in public speeches by 
Balkan activists on the international situation.63 It was always left, how-
ever, somewhat obscure, never discussed in specific, practical terms.64 At 
times, some hints were mentioned regarding the process for its materialis-
ation. As in the following excerpt of Dimitrov’s article celebrating the 
occasion of the ten year anniversary of the October revolution:  

In the Balkans, just as in Russia, the very complicated national ques-
tion can only be solved, the territorial feuds only be settled, the 
imperialist pressure overcome and real peace among the Balkan 
peoples be ensured by the creation of a federation of Balkan peoples 
after their liberation from capitalism.65 
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‘Just as in Russia’ is the key phrase here. In this articulation, Dimitrov 
alluded to the distant feasibility for the federative project in the Balkans: 
similar and analogous territorial and national differences were overcome in 
the process of the creation of the Federation of Soviet Socialist Republics. 
And he referred to the possibility of emulating the Soviet process of inte-
gration although again crucially this connection was not practically con-
sidered in the rest of Dimitrov’s piece, or in any other communist text on 
the Balkans during the inter-war period. To merely acknowledge that the 
process of creating the Balkan federation would in general terms follow 
the communist practice of building political communities had a double 
logic. Once more this gesture was vague and thus sustained the elusive, 
utopian character of the Balkan federation. At the same time, it singular-
ised the communist project, differentiating it from other federative pro-
posals of the time by other political ideologies.  

A slightly more revealing aspect of the federative plan figured in the 
‘Resolution on the Question of Nationalities’ adopted by the Balkan Com-
munist Federation. In this text, it was asserted that the ‘federative Balkan 
republic, which will secure peace, independence and free development to 
all Balkan countries, is a voluntary union of independent Balkan republics, in-
cluding the Republics of Macedonia and Thrace’.66 Instead of sketching 
elements of a concrete political programme this description presented 
more of an elaboration on Dimitrov’s previous statement. It primarily ser-
ves to associate the Balkan federation with the Soviet constitution which 
stipulated federative unions as voluntary associations where members are 
free to enter and free to leave.67 To understand this passage, the resolution 
itself should be further contextualised within the specific decisions of the 
communist movement on the question of Macedonia and Thrace. Debates 
and decisions on this issue form the heart of the communist treatment of 
nationalism during the inter-war period, which will be considered in the 
next section.  

Before all that, it is important to admit, here, that – contrary to most 
secondary sources68 – the preceding commentary of the communist pro-
ject for a Balkan federation was undertaken independently from an assess-
ment of the activities of the Balkan Communist Federation, the institution 
which presumably embodied the promise of the whole project. What, I 
have suggested is to refrain from treating the federative vision as an ordi-
nary bullet point of the communist program, as simply one of the many 
political tasks undertaken by the communist parties of the region. The 
project for a Balkan federation was viewed, instead, as one of the main 
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elements signifying the communist (utopian) promise for a radically trans-
formed social world. Then, to constrain this project to an institutional di-
mension would not be relevant; there was never any intention during the 
inter-war period to give a concrete form to the federation neither as a tan-
gible end goal nor as a political process.  

Though intentionally vague, the project for a Balkan federation was ex-
plicitly interconnected with the conception of the Balkans that was articu-
lated by communist ideology. What allowed the federative project to oper-
ate as it did, was precisely that it was supported by a new conception of 
what being Balkan signified and by viewing the existing state-centric geo-
graphy of the Balkan region as a major obstacle to its historic develop-
ment. The plan for the Balkan federation was functional within the com-
munist ideological framework because it was addressed to ‘Balkan’ com-
munists; it embodied the reality of a social movement that already attri-
buted a Balkan identity to itself. The communist project of a Balkan feder-
ation was also engaging as a utopian promise since it identified, and vowed 
to transcend, one of the main problems in the Balkans: the existing re-
gional state system.69  

The Balkan federation was a yet-to-come. Vague in how exactly it 
would come about, or of what specific institutional arrangements it would 
entail, still it was a mark of communism’s radical outlook. The project for 
a Balkan federation signalled how communism was determined to trans-
cend every segment of all that existed in Balkan societies. It functioned, in 
other words, as an important signifier of the communist utopian promise 
within the Balkan context. 

Communist ideology never made concrete how the artificiality of the 
Balkan space would be suspended or what exactly would substitute it. To 
put it differently, the promise of a communist federation in the Balkans 
was not inherently related to the function of the Balkan Communist Fed-
eration. Still, this was an organisation involved in decisive resolutions on 
communist strategies across the region. Primarily concerned with promo-
ting the coordination and collaboration of the communist parties of the 
Balkans, it was influential in resolving internal party disputes and defining 
the general lines that communist tactics adopted during the inter-war.70 
Some of these decisions regarding the position of communist parties in 
respect to nationalist ideology will be discussed in the next section.  
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Communism and the National Question in the Balkans 
Communist ideology may have introduced new conceptual tools in order 
to formulate an alternative interpretation of the Balkans, but on an imme-
diate ground it still had to operate in a social environment where the for-
ces of nationalism were prominent. This was treated as a problem of 
strategy, rather than as a theoretical exercise on how Marxism in general 
should relate to the ideology of nationalism. This strategic task had again 
no independent existence, but it was submerged under the consideration 
of how social revolution could be achieved.71 Communist reflections on 
this question were not tied to any abstract Marxist principles on how to 
treat nationalism, but they were based on the ‘careful analysis of the con-
crete historical conditions’ under which a particular nationalism existed.72 
In this task, the communist parties of the Balkans did not act independ-
ently, starting form a zero point, but operated within an ideological frame-
work shaped by the writings of Lenin and Stalin on the national question 
and a strategic framework influenced by how the international communist 
movement faced the challenge of nationalism.73 

Lenin’s and Stalin’s writings largely determined the concepts through 
which the communist policy on the national question was formulated. Na-
tionalism was thus understood as a call towards the self-determination of a 
particular nation which involved in political terms the tendency towards 
the creation of national independent states. Communist ideology adopted 
the tactical line of recognising and supporting the full right of nations to 
self-determination up to the point of secession.74 As it stood, this approa-
ch looked suspiciously similar to let us say a Wilsonian vision of inter-
national order. The radical gap between the two was captured, however, 
by Lenin’s distinction between ‘legal definitions deduced from…“general 
concepts” of law’ and the ‘historico-economic study of the national move-
ments’.75 Communist parties were not then interested in any absolute legal 
principles that encompassed nationalist claims; nations were not consider-
ed to have natural or constitutional rights. Instead, communist policy to-
wards national movements was conditional; it depended on and was shap-
ed by the historico-economic circumstances under which national move-
ments rose. Lenin emphasised in his seminal text on nationalism how a 
historical materialist understanding of the phenomenon precludes legal, 
rights-based approaches: 

The categorical requirement of Marxist theory investigating any 
social question is that it be examined within definite historical limits, 
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and, if it refers to a particular country (e.g., the national programme 
for a given country), that account be taken of the specific features 
distinguishing that country from others in the same historical 
epoch.76 

Or, put differently by Stalin, the recognition of the right to national self-
determination did not amount to a political monolith. It did not impose a 
definite answer on what particular solution was to be preferred as the out-
come of the national struggle, ‘autonomy, federation, or separation’. The 
communist line was open to any of these political solutions in as much as 
it foreclosed any generality, and depended instead, on the ‘concrete histo-
rical conditions in which the given nation finds itself’.77 

Repeating Lenin and Stalin, communist ideology in the Balkans, at least 
during the inter-war years, was not outwardly contemptuous of nationalist 
ideology. It is difficult to deny though that this was a constant fear among 
communist organisations. A voice from the Balkans, Dimitrov, urged the 
delegates of the seventh congress of the Comintern to ‘never act as supp-
orters of national nihilism’.78 Fully displaying the anxiety of being isolated 
from the masses, he suggested that communist activists should refrain 
from simply sneering at the national sentiments of the working people.79 
Although Dimitrov’s intervention betrayed the presence of ideological 
tensions, it nevertheless illustrated the fact that nationalism was not con-
sidered by communist ideology as an epiphenomenon unworthy of serious 
political analysis. What did outline the communist view, instead, was the 
disengagement of the concept of nationalism from the realm of the uni-
versals. The supposedly universal appeal of nationalism as a principle of 
political organisation was transposed into its particular manifestations. 
Nationalism was not conceived by communist ideology as a mere reflec-
tion of other economic or social forces and it no longer was seen as 
‘nationalism’ as such; communist ideology recognised just a series of rela-
tive autonomous nationalisms.80 Communist theory analysed, along these 
lines, these nationalisms in relation to the different ideological struggles 
they participated in, or they could be linked with. 

Coming back to the political context of the Balkans, nationalism was 
situated by communist ideology within the specific conditions of Balkan 
societies: it reflected the prominent role of the peasant masses, it was 
affected by the semi-colonial character of the region as a whole, and ulti-
mately it could be related to the specific cause of the social revolution in 
the Balkans.81 It is misleading to describe the communist policy as driven 
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merely by expediency, distinguishing between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ nationa-
lisms which were accordingly supported or combated.82 The national 
question was, instead, much more central to the communist consideration 
of the organisation of the social revolution. It came to represent the 
unique opportunity that hid the potential of revolutionising the Balkans. 
The agrarian character of Balkan societies and the absence of a strong 
urban proletariat were not ideally conducive to the promise of a commu-
nist society. Revolution would be possible only if communism would 
manage to capitalise on the national question.83 This treatment of nationa-
lism as the passageway to the social revolution was most explicitly formu-
lated in the ambitious policy of the Balkan communist parties on the 
Macedonian question. 

The communist resolution for a ‘united and autonomous Macedonia’ 
(and Thrace) should not be treated as merely opportunistic. It did not illu-
strate the easiness with which the communist movement endorsed just 
about any social force that aimed to disturb the existing political structures 
in the Balkans. Nor, it can be primarily understood as the result of an in-
ternal struggle among the Balkan communist movement where the Bul-
garian party asserted its hegemonic role.84 What permeated the decision of 
the Balkan Communist Federation on the Macedonian question was the 
increasing belief that the communist revolution in the Balkans would be 
viable in the present only if it relied on a wider social movement driven – 
partly, at least – by national aspirations.85 

In this respect, the resolution on the question of nationalities was an 
attempt to achieve what Laclau terms as the articulation between pro-
letarian and popular interpellations.86 Communism attempted, along these 
lines, through the consideration of the national question to adopt a broad 
political program that could potentially unite otherwise differentiated 
struggles. This was clearly indicated by Dimitrov’s claim that communists 
‘defend the vital interests of all the exploited, toiling strata’.87 Communist 
ideology attempted to integrate into a revolutionary discourse, diverse in-
terpellations aimed at national and peasant subjects. Communist ideology 
in the Balkans articulated together national, social and political calls for 
emancipation, with the ultimate aim of social revolution. In this respect, a 
principal communist strategy was to address diverse subjects, not solely 
the proletariat, and to articulate their aspirations in a common struggle. 
The question of Macedonia was a testing ground for communist ideology 
in order to assess whether the articulation of diverse interpellations would 
work. 
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The very rationale of the decision emphasised that its ultimate aim was 
the materialisation of a revolutionary alliance between workers and pea-
sants united by their support for an independent Macedonia.88 The com-
munist movement expected that the struggle for Macedonia in the inter-
war years had, in other words, the capacity of generating a mass revolu-
tionary movement in the context of the particular social conditions that 
characterised the Balkans. In the text of the resolution, Macedonia was 
primarily distinguished because it was identified, not surprisingly, as the 
geographical key to the domination of the Balkan Peninsula.89 Macedonia 
constituted an ‘apple of discord’ for both the respective bourgeoisies of 
the Balkan countries and the ‘interested imperialist states’;90 it engulfed 
vital economic resources, especially for that period tobacco, embodied 
most indigenous aspirations of economic expansion since it encompassed 
Thessaloniki, the richest commercial port in the Balkans, and its geograph-
ical position potentially secured the strategic control of the region.91 Im-
portantly these tensions had repetitively exploded in the past and was 
unsolved in the present; ‘the conquest of the largest possible part of 
Macedonia’ was a driving force behind both Balkan wars in 1912–13, it 
was the heart of the Balkan involvement in the First World War, and 
remained the focal point of regional territorial disputes since its end.92 

Macedonia presented thus a land of opportunity for communist agita-
tion. More so, since the region involved a population of ‘mixed ethno-
graphic composition’, the majority of which was being suppressed by state 
apparatuses that strived to nationalise their respective part of the area.93 
Macedonia became then, in the communist tactical plan, the uniting cause 
of the most hopeful revolutionary social movement expected to acquire a 
truly Balkan character. The cause of Macedonian independence could po-
tentially consolidate in its support an ‘independent revolutionary mass 
movement’ that would be ‘free from the influence of the bourgeois gov-
ernment of all Balkan states’.94 It could develop into a united front of the 
revolutionary movement of the oppressed nations and of the revolution-
ary struggle of the workers and peasants in the Balkans’.95 

To draw this conclusion, communist analysis followed a double injunc-
tion. Outlining the possibilities for agitation, the communist movement 
stipulated that a Balkan social revolution cannot be solely proletarian. 
These societies’ agrarian constitution elevated the peasant class into the 
key subject whose action would decide ‘in the last resort…the victory or 
the defeat of the proletariat’.96 The desired workers’ and peasants’ move-
ment was not to be created simply by arranging traditional party alliances 
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or via the convergence of political programmes, but it should be formed 
in struggle.97 Communist tactics needed, along these lines, to identify and 
correctly handle opportunities that could enhance the solidarity between 
the two social groups and raise in this way the political consciousness of 
the peasantry. The Macedonian question was considered to be the most 
explosive issue that could mobilise diverse groups of the population and 
all the regional state apparatuses, and thus implode into open mass 
conflict.98 

National struggles were, therefore, a key site where the plurality of em-
ancipatory demands could erupt. Communist ideology interpellated a ser-
ies of actors as revolutionaries: the ‘working class’, the ‘toiling peasantry’, 
members of the ‘oppressed nations’ of the Balkans, stressing that their 
struggles were complementary. The communist resolution on Macedonia 
was, along these lines, the ignition that could precipitate the materialisa-
tion of the united front of revolutionary masses. 

The policy of supporting an independent Macedonia was thus the em-
bodiment of the centrality of the national question in the framework of 
communist agitation during the inter-war period. The cause for Mace-
donian independence was thought to be capable of generating a mass 
mobilisation that a strictly confined proletarian agenda was incapable of 
doing. The communist movement operated on the principle that ‘one of 
the most essential conditions for the victory of the revolution in the Bal-
kans is the linking up of the national revolution with the revolutionary 
struggle of the proletarian and peasant toiling masses’.99 This united front 
organised primarily around the national question was precisely possible 
because it would be formed in the struggle against specifically bourgeois 
policies. It is ‘[l]ife itself [which] gives us a multitude of occasions for the 
mobilisation of the masses in connection with national oppression in the 
Balkans and the de-nationalisation policy of the Balkan bourgeoisie’.100 
The value of the national question was precisely that it was based on a 
state of increasing social antagonisms, and it could thus generate a move-
ment which could overthrow the existing social order. 

Inadequate analysis and insufficient political agitation on the basis of 
the national question was rendered a cardinal sin, generating obstacles for 
the success of a communist revolution. The communist movement in the 
Balkans was nevertheless repeatedly anxious that it was not entirely suc-
cessful in becoming active in the context of national struggles. ‘The KKE 
[Greek Communist Party]’, for instance, was warned by the Balkan Com-
munist Federation that it ‘would commit a grave error if it chose to treat 
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contemptuously the national revolutionary movement which is of the ut-
most importance for the Balkan revolution’.101 This was not considered as 
just one instance of a ‘grave error’ from a range of many. The very identity 
of the parties as revolutionary agents was nearly depended on their active 
involvement in national struggles. In supporting its policy on the national 
question, the Balkan Communist Federation again, stated that ‘[Yugoslav] 
party is in danger of becoming a heresy from all mass social movements if 
it disregards the national struggle of Croats, Slovenes, Macedonians’.102  

The criticisms made against the Greek and Yugoslav parties show that 
the connection between the national question and social revolution did 
not register unopposed within the communist parties of the Balkans. In 
the debate within the Greek party, for instance, the very place of the 
national question within communist tactics was a main point of conten-
tion.103 The dissenting group misunderstood the crux of the policy and 
urged the party to accept it in principle but not to adopt it in practice. Or 
at least, the dissenting group proposed that the party acted cautiously and 
waited until it would be able to attract a mass following within the coun-
try. They effectively argued that in any case national self-determination 
was impossible in the framework of a capitalist society, therefore, the 
party should actively support Macedonian independence only after exist-
ing social relations were overthrown.104 Macedonian independence was, in 
this view, a possibility only after the advent of the communist revolution 
in the Balkans. 

It was as if the dissenting group was suggesting that the communist 
movement ought to remain faithful to theoretical principles as long as they 
did not interfere with the immediate tasks of revolutionary practice. Agi-
tating for Macedonian independence was officially conceived, on the 
contrary, as one of the essential tasks of communists in order to bring 
about the revolution, not as a mere application of an abstract idea. What 
the dissenting group missed was that involvement in Macedonia could 
potentially be the ‘medium’ through which the KKE could ‘become a 
mass party’, through which the masses could be ‘turned against the bour-
geois government’.105 

In effect, the active participation of the communists in nationalist 
struggles brought them to direct confrontation with the dominant nationa-
list forces in the Balkans. At least in the cases of Yugoslavia and Greece, 
the resolution on Macedonia indicated that the communist parties were 
actively supporting the cause of seceding a section of the existing national 
territory. The resolution on Macedonia provided the opportunity for the 
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respective state apparatuses to identify the communist parties as anti-patri-
otic forces. As a consequence, the communist parties of the Balkans were 
pronounced as illegal organisations and had to suffer intense persecu-
tions.106 If it would be possible to speculate somewhat on the direct 
effects that the resolution had, it more than anything exposed the weak-
nesses of the communist movement during the inter-war period. In a way, 
the Macedonian resolution radicalised the function of Balkan communist 
parties but only to show that they were unable to fully perform this role at 
that particular historical period. 

We should be careful, therefore, not to embrace the schema of a clear 
ideological counter-position. Communist ideology did not aim at the 
interpellation of an antithetical subject to the national one. This would 
lead to the conclusion that the communist strategy relied on a straight-
forward rejection of nationalist ideology. Instead, in the particular condi-
tions of the inter-war Balkans, of the weak working class and the expand-
ed peasantry, communism strived to embody the solution to the oppress-
ion generated by nationalism, while engaging those who were struggling 
against these effects, even if they did so in a national form. Communist 
ideology hailed at a broad audience; to form this wider revolutionary 
movement, composed of a mass of toilers, workers foremost, but peasants 
as well and those suffering from national oppression. This hailing was att-
empted on most of the open communist declarations on the Macedonian 
question, beginning or ending with a long list of potential addressees.107 It 
might look confusing at first, why all these categories are grouped to-
gether: ‘Workers of Macedonia’, ‘Workers of the Balkans’, ‘peasants of 
Macedonia’, ‘peasants of the Balkans’, ‘Macedonians’, ‘toilers everywhere 
in the Balkans’. This formulation reflected, however, the main strategy of 
communist ideology in the Balkans: the plural character of the social 
revolution. 

In the mid-1930s the policy for an independent Macedonia was re-
pealed. We should refrain, however, from interpreting this development as 
indicating a dramatic reorientation of communist strategy. Instead of try-
ing to trace a breaking point, it would be more helpful to view the comm-
unist treatment of the nationalist question as based on a single unchanging 
premise. Balkan communist parties remained convinced that the consoli-
dation of the revolutionary movement depended on its co-constitution 
with the cause against national oppression. It may had been that organis-
ing this exclusively around the Macedonian issue proved unproductive at 
the particular socio-historical juncture of the 1920s.108 Still, this realisation 
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led not to the abandonment of the policy but to its rearticulation in en-
suing political circumstances. 

Similar efforts, aiming at the establishment of a united front of workers 
and peasants on the basis of the national question informed the policy of 
the united front against fascism.109 This strategy ultimately brought the 
communist parties into power. In the different context of the Second 
World War, the Balkan communist parties were active in the creation of 
national revolutionary movements directed either against foreign invasion, 
in the cases of Yugoslavia, Greece and Albania, or against its own state 
apparatus as in Bulgaria and Romania.110 Some of these did not pave the 
way to a social revolution, and even when ‘revolution’ occurred, it is 
debatable if it was brought about by these movements rather than through 
the intervention of the Soviet Union. Still, the following proposition 
holds, at least, for the entire inter-war period: communist ideology stipu-
lated that national oppression presented the unique opportunity of in-
spiring a social revolution in the Balkans. 

Conclusion 
The encounter between nationalism and Marxism has often been describ-
ed as an impossible relationship.111 Views diverge on how precisely this 
hapless relationship evolved in the Balkan setting, especially when the two 
were forced to co-exist; when communist parties rose to state power in 
the majority of Balkan countries after the end of the Second World War. 
Then, we hear, either the authenticity of Marxist ideology was lost due to 
an initial, but through time irreversible, concession to nationalism that was 
adopted mainly as a safeguard for the continuing domestic legitimacy of 
these – increasingly insecure – communist regimes. And one can approv-
ingly point to the examples of the reversion to an open, public display of 
nationalist symbols and language by the state apparatuses of the Todor 
Zivkov and Nicolae Ceausescu governments.112 Or, in a homologous in-
version, the introduction of communism in the midst of the Balkan setting 
is likened to an unnatural imposition. As a consequence, it backfired in 
hostile nationalist reaction that eventually caused the collapse of these 
communist regimes and subsequently, when cast free from them, invested 
the ethnic wars of the 1990s.113 

These two accounts are indeed homologous: based on the common hy-
pobook of a clear, impermeable dividing line separating the ‘imposed’ 
ideology of Marxism and the ‘fitting’, to the Balkan context, nationalist 
ideology. To no surprise then, this relationship is treated as untenable: 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   101 20/11/2007   10:31:46



94 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Marxist ideology had to comply or be corrupted by its traumatic encounter 
with Balkan nationalism. Marxism, in other words, is treated as an ‘import-
ed’ world-view, somehow foreign to the Balkan social setting. This chapter 
has challenged this approach, showing its limitations in the temporal 
framework of the inter-war period. It has illustrated the moments when 
communism presented an alternative possibility to the nationalist horizon 
in the Balkans. 

One of the main points of contention was how to ‘fill in’ this signifier: 
what are the Balkans? From a critical standpoint, the very presence of dis-
agreement between communism and nationalism, should act as a warning 
when the denomination ‘Balkans’ is used as a fixed category or in a des-
criptive, neutral manner. The notion of ideological contestation might 
provide a productive starting point for articulating a ‘talk back’ strategy for 
the people of the Balkans. This could start from the recognition that ‘the 
Balkans’ should be appreciated as a political concept, enmeshed into a 
framework of competing ideologies; not closed, but subject to contrasting 
political articulations, not frozen in time, history or the past.  

In more detail though, I have attempted to show in this chapter that 
there, at least, was a concrete indigenous political struggle centred around 
this problematique. That the challenge posed by communism against na-
tionalism in the Balkans was reflected in precisely how this term, ‘the 
Balkans’, was mutually contested. The ideological strategy of the commun-
ism was related to the re-invention of ‘the Balkans’. Communists in Bul-
garia, Yugoslavia, Greece, Romania, Albania not only assumed a Balkan 
identity, but operated and organised their policies on the self-under-
standing of actively participating in a ‘Balkan’ movement. 

It is in this context that the communist federalist project was situated. 
The Balkan federation sustained the dynamic and revolutionary aspects of 
the communist conception of ‘the Balkan’ space: as currently artificial but 
in transition, as in the process of becoming. But, concurrently, it substan-
tiated the radical character of the communist movement itself, represent-
ing its potential to totally suspend the existing social order. The Balkan 
communist federation signified, in a way, what Fredric Jameson calls ‘the 
utopian moment’ of communist ideology in the Balkan context.114 The fe-
deration signified an incomplete, the utopian image of the authentic social 
life in the eyes of Balkan communists. Again, what this chapter high-
lighted, in this respect, was the opposition between this holistic articula-
tion, a Balkan-wide, harmonious, peaceful, thriving – it is never really clear 
– political entity, and the utopian promise of nationalism. The communist 
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utopian promise attempted, in other words, to subvert the particularist 
vision of the authentic organic community of the Bulgarian, Romanian, 
Greek nation. 

This story of struggle was further illuminated when we evoked, Al-
thusser’s notion of interpellation.115 Communism, in this respect, was 
viewed as attempting to hail at redefined subjects. The relationship be-
tween nationalism and communism in the inter-war Balkans was sketched 
as a competition for recruiting individuals as subjects. In this respect, re-
imagining the Balkans and proposing the idea of a Balkan communist 
federation functioned as the communist ideological strategy of interpella-
ting individual supporters, they gave flesh to what being a communist in 
the Balkans was. Or, to put it differently, it constituted that person who res-
ponded to the call, ‘workers of the Balkans’; it characterised who was that 
someone who identified himself as one among the Balkan workers.  

Communism though did not simply oppose workers to nationals. The 
main strategic innovation of communist ideology was the decision to 
struggle for the appropriation of national struggles in the cause of social 
revolution. Communism sought, that is, to interpellate peasants and na-
tional minorities in the Balkans as revolutionaries. The main response of 
communism to the influence of nationalism was, therefore, to partially 
appropriate its agenda. As the case of the communist resolution for an in-
dependent Macedonia made clear, communist ideology envisaged the re-
volution in the Balkans as a multi-faceted affair, not based on a restricted 
proletarian agenda. In 1931, Otto Kuusinen predicted that revolution in 
the Balkans might begin with a national revolt on the part of one of the 
subject nations of the region.116 Though his prediction did not materialise 
during the inter-war years, it retroactively tells one sound story of the rise 
of communist government in the Balkans during the 1940s. 
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4 

THE LIBERAL 
INTERNATIONALIST CHALLENGE 

TO NATIONALIST IDEOLOGY 
IN THE BALKANS: 

THE INTER-WAR YEARS 

Liberal internationalism during the inter-war period has often been equa-
ted with utopianism.1 In 1932, a liberal internationalist from the Balkans 
replied to this accusation in the following manner:  

In the opinion of certain people remotely or closely interested in our 
activities, the realization of a Balkan union is for the moment too 
difficult, if not impossible. In their eyes we are utopians…But our 
most intimate belief is that, on the contrary, we should conceive the 
Balkan union as a natural consequence, as the rational and historical 
evolution of the Balkan peoples.2 

This exposition clearly reflects how liberal internationalism was inherently 
associated with a particular understanding of the Balkans. It also displays 
the centrality of the idea of progress within the liberal internationalist id-
eological framework and how this was interconnected with its notion of 
the Balkans. This chapter focuses on how liberal internationalist ideology 
approached the concept of the Balkans.  

The first section of the chapter analyses the liberal internationalist un-
derstanding of the Balkans: it describes the political parameters through 
which it envisioned the future possibility of a unified Balkan space. The 
second section discusses the political solution that liberal internationalist 
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ideology adopted for the overcoming of the inter-war nation-state system. 
Finally, the chapter highlights the negative role that liberal internationalism 
attributed to nationalism as an obstacle barring the progress of the Balkan 
peoples. 

Apart from two very positively inclined monographs, one written dur-
ing the inter-war years and the other in its immediate aftermath, liberal 
internationalism has not received much attention in the literature on the 
Balkans.3 Necessarily, the analysis in this chapter is based on primary sour-
ces, the writings, speeches, and minutes from meetings of liberal interna-
tionalists coming from the Balkans. The relative lack of engagement on 
the part of researchers shows that liberal internationalism has been con-
sidered as a relatively insubstantial force in the history of the Balkan Pe-
ninsula during that time.4 It is not my intention to deny this assessment 
altogether; after all most of the initiatives of liberal internationalists were 
only short-lived.5 What this approach misses, though, is that, at least for a 
brief period of time, liberal internationalism occupied a relatively distinct 
position in the ideological field in the Balkans; it provided some original 
analyses of the state of affairs in the Balkans and introduced some innova-
tive suggestions for its transformation. The main attempt of this chapter is 
to show how liberal internationalism functioned as an alternative to the 
nationalist horizon in the Balkans. 

In effect, this chapter provides an analysis of liberal internationalist id-
eology, focusing on the moments of contestation with nationalism. These 
contestations are theoretically illustrated through the use of the concepts 
of articulation, interpellation, and the material dimension of ideology. 
Liberal internationalist ideology articulated the Balkans as a concept that 
was opposed to the nationalist mapping of the Balkans as the aggregate of 
several national spaces. There was primarily a common understanding that 
the Balkans constituted, in essence, a unified space. The unity of the Bal-
kans signified the transitory character of the regional nation-state system. 
Liberal internationalism associated historical progress with the gradual 
dissolution of national borders. Liberal internationalism vowed, in this res-
pect, to bypass the material manifestations of nationalist ideology, primar-
ily in relation to the institution of the nation-state. Liberal internationalist 
resolutions envisioned a set of functional institutions and practices that 
would gradually substitute national ones; this was in fact conceived as a 
process towards the eventual creation of a Balkan Union. Liberal interna-
tionalist ideology, finally, functioned through the interpellation of subjects 
as rational agents who would endorse a supranational Balkan identifi-
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cation. These rational agents were supposed to be driven by an inherent 
desire for peace and be immune to nationalist views. It is precisely, in 
these theoretical terms, that liberal internationalism is understood in this 
chapter as a non-nationalist ideology. 

The Balkans as a Liberal Internationalist Concept 
There was one slogan that particularly animated liberal internationalist 
ideology: ‘The Balkans for the Balkan people’. This call, ultimately this 
attempt of self-identification, was often uttered at the beginning or the 
end of texts and speeches of liberal internationalists.6 This slogan might be 
said to have followed the line of the representation of popular will in the 
first sentence of the constitution of the French revolution: ‘by and for the 
people’. It resembled, in other words, a classic definition of democracy 
along liberal lines. But, what was the fundamental difference between the 
two formulations was that the Balkans in contrast to France was (and is) 
not an internationally recognized political entity. Not only in that ‘the 
Balkans’ did not correspond to an existing political organisation but also 
because they were not a widely recognized category of political identifica-
tion during the inter-war period. 

In this sense, the slogan: ‘the Balkans to the Balkan peoples’ was an 
incitement to a recognition. ‘The Balkans’ were a concept that needed to 
come into being in order that any ‘Balkan’ political project might occupy a 
central place in the political field. In this capacity, the Balkans acquired the 
status of a key concept of liberal internationalist ideology. It is important 
to trace then the particular meaning that liberal internationalism attributed 
to the term the Balkans. In effect, liberal internationalism advocated that 
progress lay in the political unification of Balkan space through a process 
that would bypass existing national borders. The Balkans were thus articu-
lated by liberal internationalist ideology as the concept that indicated this 
phase of transition from a regional nation-state system to a federative 
structure. The aim of the ensuing analysis is to show how liberal interna-
tionalism contested the nationalist articulation of the Balkans as a mosaic 
of nation-states, as the aggregate of several national spaces. 

Liberal internationalism approached the Balkans as a common refe-
rence point and concomitantly as a unified space. This explains why the 
four conferences that were the culmination of the activities of liberal inter-
nationalists, and which took place annually and within a space of four 
years (1930 to 1933) in successive cities of the region, were named ‘Balkan 
conferences’.7 The notion of a unitary Balkan space was also reflected in 
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that the pronounced goal of the conferences was to lay down the basis for 
the creation of a Balkan union.8 Besides the actual content of this project 
or the practical side of how this Union might come into being, issues that 
will be discussed later on, what characterised these meetings was the affir-
mation of a common Balkan identification. 

The analytic task for liberal internationalists was to reveal what this 
commonality consisted of. It was then beyond question, beyond discuss-
ion or doubt that homogeneity was present in the Balkan region. Through 
this recognition, the fact was simply stated in speeches, texts of liberal in-
ternationalists. Take for example, an excerpt from a declaration of Alexan-
dros Papanastasiou that exposed the rationale for the organisation of the 
Balkan conferences:  

The destinies of these people and their vicissitudes have been similar 
or common; they have lived for centuries within the framework of 
the same political organization; they have similar habits and ideas 
and sufficiently common interests; in a word, they present numerous 
common elements which facilitate their union.9  

Similar statements were rehearsed in similar formulations by writers aim-
ing to elucidate the basis of the coming Balkan Union. There were repeat-
ed references to just about anything that could sustain a Balkan identifica-
tion. References that included: ‘our common sufferings’, ‘the common 
blood that runs in our veins’, or ‘the parentage that unites us’.10 These 
were undoubtedly numerous and they usually remained fuzzy. One might 
even detect some metaphysical leaps in this effort, one as the following: 
‘the Balkan nations have been ground in different mills, but by the same 
human hand’.11  

It would miss the point, though, to judge these statements by applying 
strict analytic criteria. Significant, for these authors, was not to analyse in 
depth the ground of Balkan commonalities, nor to show how they might 
concretely affect the political process towards the union of the Balkans. 
Instead, what these references attempted to effect was to place the term 
‘the Balkans’ in the heart of political discussion. So that the Balkans would 
become a concept that shaped political thinking, a concept that was 
central to the drafting of policy proposals. 

This initiative formed, according to liberal internationalism, a break 
with the past. The ‘Balkans’ were always there in a way, but they laid dor-
mant since the political circumstances were unfavourable to their awaken-
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ing. The locus of commonalities among the people of the Balkans had 
been mishandled by their past political leaders or had been misapprehend-
ed, especially by the outside world. As Papanastasiou admitted, the Bal-
kans ‘have usually been regarded as a source of misunderstandings and 
conflicts. But now, for the first time in our history, we have all assembled 
of our free will, firmly determined, in spite of all obstacles, to cement a 
solid and durable understanding amongst ourselves’.12 Liberal interna-
tionalism rested in a way on the will to transform this conception. It 
endorsed the designation of the Balkans as a living political category, but 
then aimed to challenge the parameters through which this was predom-
inantly perceived. It vowed to turn the existing – and mainly Western – 
image of the Balkans around. Liberal internationalism committed its 
efforts to overturn ‘the bleak international reputation of the Balkans’, 
which presented ‘the Balkans as the powder-keg’ of Europe.13 To quote 
one writer highlighting the success of liberal internationalist ideology: the 
condemning image the Balkans has become ‘sufficiently contestable, given 
that our initiative has already surpassed that image’.14  

From this starting point, divergences emerged. When some writings 
attempted to provide actual analysis, when they described an alternative 
conception of the region, or tried to overturn the image of the Balkans as 
the land of incessant divisions and strife, things got muddled. What might 
be outlined as common ground, what might be perceived to unify the 
Balkan space remained lost in friendly disagreement. Perhaps, the most ty-
pical argument supported what might be called a unity of civilisation 
thesis, although not all writers adhered to this specific term. Again here it 
is difficult to discern any conceptual coherence. What might be referred to 
as lending scientific credence to this proposition were the works of the 
geographer Jovan Cvijić and the historian Nicolae Iorga.15 Cvijić’s work 
focused on locating commonalities among the ethnic names in the Balkan 
Peninsula, while Iorga investigated the ‘common character of the institu-
tions of Southeastern Europe’.16 The study of anthropology and geograp-
hy were supposed to reveal similar patterns of social organisation through-
out the region, what one writer referred to as a ‘common way of life and 
thought’.17 This claim was not substantiated though. It was more a reflec-
tion of the researcher’s intention to look for commonalities rather than 
differences across an array of social practices. But these commonalities 
were empty in themselves; they could only lead to hazy conclusion like 
that the ‘inhabitants [of the Balkans] constitute, in part, an anthropological 
ensemble’.18 But this was too vague, to be of political significance. At the 
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very best, the unity of civilization thesis did not amount to much more 
than the exposition of mutual influence among existing nations,19 as the 
following observation betrayed: ‘the different spoken languages consist of 
an array of common words and a similar syntax much more present than 
we are usually inclined to believe. A great number of quasi-religious habits 
and customs are common to Christians and Muslims’.20 

The main alternative – not necessarily an objection – within the liberal 
internationalist position, located the commonality unifying the region in 
the economic field. Or, more accurately, the Balkans were viewed as a uni-
fied space since they were based on the same mode of economic produc-
tion. Simply put by one writer: ‘the Balkan states are agricultural countries 
par excellence’.21 The economic factor became the central reference for 
the definition of Balkan space mainly because of the urgency of the eco-
nomic depression of the 1930s.22 Politics became more closely identified 
with the designing of economic policy, and political theory with a certain 
type of economic thinking. In this context, the Balkans acquired a function-
al existence. The conception of the Balkans as an economic space was a 
practical step through which the economic crisis could be overcome.23  

The notion of a unified Balkan economic space entailed a minimal pro-
ject of concerted action: ‘the undertaking of common measures for the 
protection of [Balkan] agricultural products’.24 And this project would po-
tentially evolve into closer cooperation, towards the creation of a ‘Balkan 
market’.25 Following this logic, the calls for a federation in Europe were 
also conceived as an economic project, though not the appropriate one. 
As one writer from the Balkans observed: ‘unfortunately the actual eco-
nomic formation of Europe does not allow for political optimism. The 
difficulty in creating a European confederation consisted in this: the states 
that were called to collaborate did not, in reality, constitute one Europe 
but two: “industrial Europe” and “agricultural Europe”’.26 In this respect, 
the organisation of space was linked to existing economic characteristics, 
and the Balkans presented a case, an agricultural region, where unity 
should be sought. 

One way to understand this variety of descriptions of the Balkans 
would be to locate the common prism through which their articulation 
became possible. Instead of interpreting the question of what defined the 
unified Balkan space as the site of open debate, we could alternatively ask 
why this question was posed as a central concern of liberal internationalist 
ideology. To push the point further: since liberal internationalism accepted 
the unity of Balkan space, we can assume that it placed centrality of the 
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nation-state based system into doubt. Political thought was expected to 
transcend the mapping of the Balkans on the basis of national borders; the 
nation-state was neither a factor of stability nor a functional entity. But 
what was precisely wrong with it for liberal internationalist ideology?  

The liberal internationalist critique of the nation-state did not emanate 
from general ethical principles. It relied, instead, on a dynamic understand-
ing of history and of space, on a coherent progressive vision. Liberal inter-
nationalism refused to treat the nation-state as a reified institution. This 
was after all a political formation, a product of a particular historical dev-
elopment and the circumstances through which it emerged needed to be 
understood. What was the primary fault of the post-war order was that it 
attempted to defy historical change; the Versailles Treaty claimed to devise 
an almost static world map.27 

More so, the central problem that liberal internationalist ideology iden-
tified was the fetishisation of borders. Borders seemed to present the ma-
jor source of strife and of potential destabilization, a constant threat to 
peace.28 The nation-state forced the issue to its head; the drawing of bor-
ders, their preservation, or alternatively the challenging of existing bound-
aries became the principal concerns of foreign policy. Inter-Balkan com-
monalities were sought by liberal internationalism since they purportedly 
elucidated the permeability and temporality of the post-war international 
system.29 One is tempted to claim that it did not greatly matter what these 
commonalities were assumed to be – and this explains the fuzziness and 
the differences within the liberal internationalist position. Commonalities 
were assumed because they illustrated that the liberal internationalist map-
ping of the Balkans would not be composed of nation-states.  

For the Balkans, as for the rest of the world, the carving up of space 
into separate nation-states was then conceived as a passing phase. Liberal 
internationalist ideology was committed to historical progress and focused 
on how this would affect the administration of space. Its – perhaps ten-
uous, but by no means utopian – conclusion was that a Balkan federation, 
the unification of Balkan space represented the movement of political 
progress.30 This type of spatial transformation was believed to follow the 
general trends of world history. Balkan federation followed the tide of the 
times: ‘this idea is certain to triumph in the long-run since it corresponds 
to the movement towards larger political and economic agglomerations of 
peoples, to their grouping into wider collectivities’.31 

Based on this analysis, a series of political tasks needed to be pursued. 
A Balkan federation would not arise instantly or automatically but it would 
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require the systematic superseding of existing modes of political organi-
zation. This was synonymous with the delegitimisation of national bor-
ders. Borders were barriers, preventing the flow of people, goods, and ulti-
mately prosperity.32 Their political rationale needed to be challenged. As 
explained by one of the participants in the Balkan conferences: ‘the central 
goal of our conferences was to accustom our people to their co-habitation, 
to stop being hypnotized by the moral, political and economic barriers, 
which have divided up this region’.33 

Borders were also considered as a source of conflict, what forced the 
Balkan region in a vicious circle. Borders were, regardless how many times 
they were redrawn, the focal point of continuous strife among the Balkan 
peoples. But to tackle these differences, liberal internationalist ideology 
did not propose a direct resolution, but a tactical evasion. Here is one 
articulation of the problem: 

As we have often remarked, the close rapprochement will not only 
resolve the differences that separate the Balkan states, but it will also 
strip these differences from their importance. When the borders of 
the Balkan states will lose their international character…and will 
become merely administrative boundaries, the differences that stand 
in the way of certain Balkan states will smooth themselves out into 
the easiest of the world.34 

The debunking of national borders was, in other words, a promise of 
peace. 

Liberal internationalist ideology was primarily concerned with how 
space – Balkan space – was already in a process of transformation. From 
the passing political order, the nation-state and its political crutch, national 
borders, would be overcome. In effect, the Balkans were conceived as in 
the process of becoming a unified political entity. The meaning of the 
Balkans, for liberal internationalism, signified the overcoming of the re-
gional nation-state system. It was never clear to what kind of state of 
affairs this change would lead to. But undoubtedly, what liberal interna-
tionalism sought was a model for the Balkan region that would be more 
conducive to the liberal vision of peace, freedom, and prosperity. 

The transformation of Balkan space, the unification of the region were 
understood as complex processes. Ultimately, the mode and outcome of 
these processed were connected to the expression of popular will. Liberal 
internationalism attempted to influence and transform popular views; it 
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strived to empower Balkan people with a radically new view of the future. 
Space, for liberal internationalism, would ultimately be a reflection of the 
peoples’ will: ‘We shall prove today…that the Balkan peoples are and will 
in the future be masters of their own destinies and that we shall work so as 
to develop in this corner of Europe a new and bright civilization which 
will illuminate the world’.35  

An Alternative Political Project: 
Liberal Internationalism and Balkan Union 

The Balkan region formed, for liberal internationalism, a dynamic space 
undergoing deep political transformations. The strategy of liberal interna-
tionalist ideology was predominantly directed to the formulation of practi-
cal proposals rather than to the articulation of grand visions. The point 
was not to imagine what the future of the Balkan region would be without 
the nation-state, but to understand how this political entity could be trans-
formed on an immediate basis. The exact form of the Balkan union re-
mained elusive. Alternatively, the main emphasis was placed on how this 
union might be achieved: its preconditions and the immediate tasks ne-
cessary for its eventual realisation. To understand how this process was 
conceived, we need to dwell on the specific details of the organisation of 
liberal internationalist activities.36 

The Balkan conference convened for the first time in Athens in 1930, 
and following three more annual meetings, the last one was held in 
Istanbul in 1934. These were not merely intermittent events; two perma-
nent organs, the Council and the Secretariat, represented the conference at 
the intervals and were responsible for the preparation and the dissemi-
nation of the work of the conferences. The work that the Balkan con-
ference produced was enormous in volume, a long series of resolutions, 
speeches, recommendations, and articles. The nature of this work was ad-
visory, though the term is not strictly accurate. The Balkan conference had 
a semi-official character; that is, it was not outwardly denounced, nor 
unreservedly sanctioned by the governments of the Balkan states.37 Many 
members of Parliament and of government participated in the confer-
ences, though not in their official capacity, and representatives of all gov-
ernments were invited to (and did) attend as observers. Alexandros Papa-
nastasiou was both the President of the Balkan Conference Executive 
Council and the Prime Minister of Greece for a brief period, though these 
two functions were strictly separated.38 To dare a slight anachronism, one 
might call the Balkan conference, a civil society organisation. But, cruci-
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ally, it was a civil society organisation that enjoyed a privileged access to 
the ear of executive power; resolutions of the Conferences were discussed 
by national parliaments, some were even implemented by the governments 
of Balkan states, whilst others provided a kind of preparatory material for 
their policies.39 

As to the content of these texts, there was an apparent paradox. Al-
though the goal for the creation of a Balkan union was explicitly endorsed 
as the ultimate purpose of all proceedings, there were almost no detailed 
references to the concrete form that the Balkan union might take. It was 
as if for liberal internationalist ideology it was always premature to discuss 
the end goal of such a long-term process, it was always considered to be 
too early to think about it in concrete terms.40 The areas examined by the 
Balkan conferences covered, though, as wide a range of thematic content 
as possible. This initiative was similar in form to the introduction of a 
minimalist shadow cabinet. Six principal commissions were introduced: on 
organisation, on political relations, on intellectual cooperation, on econo-
mic relations, on communications, and on hygiene and social policy.41 

These sectors were not, however, complementary.42 This was not an 
attempt to promote inter-Balkan cooperation in as many areas as state 
policies existed, nor of putting up a show as a respectable organisation. All 
these commissions were conceived, focused on such problems, and work-
ed in such a manner, for the single purpose of attaining Balkan union. The 
plurality of the activities undertaken by the conference illustrated a parti-
cular understanding of the process towards the creation of that union. 
Liberal internationalism imagined this process as gradual, not in any way 
similar to the form of high-level negotiations and subsequent decisions by 
the governments of Balkan countries. It ought to have followed the diffi-
cult, incremental path of overcoming existing obstacles, all connected to 
the divisive tendencies that the nation-state system reinforced. Laborious 
work had to be done in all possible fields; this was a kind of work in 
progress where the benefits of union had to be drawn and then expressed 
in a convincing manner. This was an open project in the making, as re-
flected in the program declaration of the principal publication of the 
liberal internationalist group, the monthly journal Les Balkans: ‘We search 
…the common place and interests among the Balkan peoples, to develop 
the advantages that can spring from their collaboration and to discuss the 
most efficient modes for this collaboration’.43 

Everything had to be investigated; concrete proposals for rapproche-
ment among the Balkan states had to be drafted in all possible areas.44 
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Still, this was not an ad hoc vision but it followed a definite logic. Liberal 
internationalist ideology distinguished areas and issues where the Balkan 
union would face the hardest obstacles, and these, as they termed them, 
were of a ‘political’ character. And it discerned other issues where the 
immediate benefits of close cooperation were thought to be quite obvious 
and easily understood by all parties. These were designated as having an 
‘economic, social, and cultural or intellectual character’.45 

This was a twofold arrangement which remained largely uncontested, 
though from this point on disagreements sprang within the liberal interna-
tionalist position. Two main lines of argument emerged: the one insisted 
that the project of the Balkan Union would immediately falter without 
tackling head on the chronic ‘political’ disputes between the countries of 
the region – though no instant measures were deemed necessary. The 
other proposed that this would not be indispensable, since developing 
cooperation in areas where it was immediately possible to do so would 
create a dynamic that could slowly bypass all political obstructions and 
could lead towards the realisation of the Balkan union.46 But, once more, 
these differences were not decisive or radical in theoretical terms: both 
sides agreed on the gradual structure of the process leading to the Balkan 
union, both identified the same types of obstacles that could potentially 
bar this process, and they only parted on whether existing political dis-
putes were to be superseded through mutual consent or if they could be 
bypassed altogether. To put this unity in discord in theoretical language: in 
favouring a particular process for the creation of the Balkan union, both 
sides endorsed an embryonic functionalist framework.47 

Phrasing it in different theoretical terms, liberal internationalist ideolo-
gy had a strong material character. On the one hand, the material structure 
imposed by the nation-state model was considered as the main target 
against which its energies were directed. On the other, liberal internation-
alism was mainly concerned with institutional innovation. It aimed at 
providing the Balkans with an alternative material structure, one that 
would gradually supplant the nation-state system. 

It would be helpful, here, to quote at some length some characteristic 
excerpts that illustrate more clearly the embryonic functionalist framework 
of the process towards the creation of a Balkan federation. The first one 
was printed in the program declaration of the journal, Les Balkans: 

We will pay special attention to economic and commercial issues 
since we believe that the development of economic relations among 
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the Balkan peoples will create bonds that will significantly facilitate 
their collaboration in the political field.48 

The second one was delivered in a speech by the president of the Yugo-
slav delegation at the opening of the Third Balkan Conference in Bucha-
rest. The immediate concern of liberal internationalism, the speaker claim-
ed, should be 

to tackle the problems that can be easily resolved, waiting for 
attitudes to be sufficiently prepared as to allow us the solution of the 
thorny issues. And if the efforts of the past did not lead to a durable 
solution, that was because they focused only on political issues. The 
day we learn that we should begin with an economic, social, and 
cultural rapprochement, the solutions to all the other problems will 
become easier.49 

Admittedly, these statements do not seem to have sprung from a rigor-
ous theoretical framework. There can be no objection to this observation; 
liberal internationalist analyses were usually penned from men of state-
craft, and even when they were not, they intended to be taken seriously as 
policy proposals. Theory can be found, though, in these writings but 
mostly in the form of theoretical assumptions and presuppositions which 
allowed the formulation of practical proposals. We need then to extract, or 
even fill in some parts, these traces of theory in order to understand and 
locate the specific character of liberal internationalist ideology.  

Reading the two excerpts, along these lines, we observe that they 
attempted to define an integration process based on the identification of 
relatively distinct but permeable policy sectors. These sectors were then 
assessed in relation to the degree to which they touched upon the sensitive 
issues of ‘high politics’. The process (towards Balkan union) could not be, 
in other words, synchronous. Liberal internationalism attempted to locate 
the appropriate starting points: functions where the representatives of dif-
ferent nation-states were not expected to encounter these ‘thorny issues’. 
But this was not sketched as a mono-dimensional process; it flowed in-
crementally, crossed borders, appeared, re-appeared, and progressively ex-
panded into additional spheres of social practice. All different policy sect-
ors were thus permeable, in the sense that the successful example and 
success of cooperation in one and then in additional areas, would facilitate 
the tackling of problems that previously seemed unsolvable. 
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Initially, liberal internationalist ideology envisioned the creation of mul-
tiple flows; inducing close cooperation that would successively mushroom 
into a web of relations through which a regional understanding, the work 
of Balkan organisations, and the devising of Balkan policies would bypass 
the nation-state system. Accordingly, the Balkan conference adopted mul-
tiple resolutions for the creation of: a Balkan postal union, a Balkan Tour-
ist Federation, a Balkan press association, a Balkan Chamber of Comm-
erce and Industry that was later invested with a separate maritime section, 
a regional economic understanding considered as the first step towards a 
Balkan customs union, a convention on the personal status of Balkan citi-
zens, a Balkan Labour office, and these do not exhaust the list.50 It is also 
interesting to note that the first four organisations were actually created 
through the consent or non-obstruction of the governments of the Balkan 
states, although they were short-lived and did not live up to the work that 
was assigned to them. In the statutes of all these different organisations, 
one comes across such rationales and proposed functions as: ‘the Balkan 
countries form a single postal territory’;51 the object of the Balkan Cham-
ber of Commerce and Industry is ‘to strive for the creation of a Balkan 
conscience among the peoples of the peninsula’,52 that of the maritime 
section which was to ‘work towards the adoption of a common Balkan 
commercial and maritime policy’.53 In most cases, one of the principal 
objectives was said to be the proliferation of other, more focused, asso-
ciations that would promote Balkan cooperation in increasingly more 
subfields. 

A logic of continuous extension: liberal internationalism proposed the 
introduction of a veritable web of new institutional formations. Or, to put 
it differently, it envisaged the growth of a new system of governance that 
could replace or supplant the traditional state methods of policy-making 
and policy-implementation. The process towards Balkan union was ima-
gined without having a centre, growing in stages and developing with a 
different pace in different sectors. Certainly the identification of priorities 
was also important; the process towards Balkan union could not develop 
completely unguided. Economic relations were considered, in this respect, 
as the most appropriate field of action.54 There, rapprochement could 
produce the most impressive results and this success could also have an 
immediate overflow onto other forms of cooperation. In the economic 
field, the existing array of methods undertaken by nation-states was widely 
believed to have entered a period of crisis; calls for measures at a supra-
state or substate level were increasingly being heard.55 It was an opportune 
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moment, a moment to show that new forms of cooperation could be 
effective in dealing with the new types of problems. 

Liberal internationalism tried to highlight the effectiveness of practical 
proposals, but in order to direct them to radical conclusions. In a funct-
ionalist framework, this was sketched as a step-by-step process leading to 
a chain of cooperative and integrative measures which would impose a dy-
namic of their own. So, it could never appear enough to limit economic 
measures in the given problem of immediate concern. By founding an 
organisation that bypassed the sovereignty of the nation-state, one would 
have to follow that action by considering similar cooperative measures in 
more and more areas: ‘The Conference has reported that the satisfactory 
protection of Balkan products will not be practical without the organi-
zation of a more general economic rapprochement and a closer coopera-
tion, among the participating states’.56  

This rapprochement would inevitably be unforeseeable; it could even 
necessitate the adoption of a customs union, it could potentially create an 
autonomous dynamic which would have serious repercussions for the 
whole political outlook of the Balkan region. As the president of the 
Yugoslav delegation explained: 

The Balkan states can give a good example of their wisdom and their 
political maturity by creating a customs union. This will be of an 
influence not only on their economic development, but also on their 
political rapprochement…The customs union will weaken the 
rigidity of established borders and it will efface them in the eco-
nomic sphere. It will allow all countries that will participate to re-
duce their armaments and develop freely…The customs union is the 
way to economic progress. In this respect, it represents progress and 
the future.57 

This was a strategy of partial replacement. New integrative organisa-
tions would incrementally take over the functions that were performed by 
traditional state authorities; gradually, in a largely unguided fashion, but 
somehow irrevocably. This process represented the road to development 
for the Balkan region, it would be manifestly beneficial to all peoples.58 
The most classic formulation of this embryonic functionalist logic is to be 
found in a speech by Papanastasiou before the second Balkan conference: 
‘If the future labors of the Conference are pursued with equal success, and 
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if the Balkan organisations which have already been created begin to 
function, we shall achieve union without knowing how we have done it’.59 

We should remember, here, that this more visibly functionalist view of 
the outlook of the Balkan union did not go unchallenged within the liberal 
internationalist camp. There was a strong opposing view sticking to the 
immediate overcoming of political disputes and misunderstandings as a 
sine qua non for union. As an Albanian delegate insisted: a political pact 
would be ‘the very basis of Balkan understanding: it will give our peoples 
and governments the confidence without which all hope of rapproche-
ment becomes vain’.60 Let me briefly discuss how these internal disputes 
were understood and how they could be settled. 

If we were to phrase it with one term, the roots of political destabiliza-
tion in the Balkans were national problems. This should be taken more as 
an umbrella concept that encompassed differentiated phenomena, which I 
will discuss in greater length in the next section. Just a brief sketch will do 
for now: the Versailles and subsequent treaties had not managed to imple-
ment even remotely the principle of nationality in the Balkan region. Bor-
ders were a central theme of contest between nation-states. They were 
some states, especially Bulgaria and Albania, which suffered territorial di-
minution at least in comparison to what their respective national ideolo-
gies laid claim to, while the populations of Balkan states remained largely 
heterogeneous by national criteria. The post-war Balkans presented an 
image too imperfect to be considered stable by any consideration. One of 
the remainders of this failed regional-interstate system were a number of 
groups of people inhabiting within the borders of ‘enemy-states’, built on 
a different ethnic majority. These were increasingly came to be defined as 
‘minority populations’ often perceived as threatening to the very territorial 
integrity of the state that hosted them. The combination of these factors 
produced an explosive mix, often becoming more dangerous through the 
involvement of outside states. The instability of the world system, great 
power antagonisms were continuously being transferred to the Balkans; 
the region was still a place where other people’s interests and projects 
clashed.61 

Instability in the Balkans was located at the nation-state level and one 
liberal internationalist position held that if peace were to be consolidated, 
the immediate causes threatening it should be addressed and hopefully 
eradicated.62 This strategy, however, was not fundamentally different from 
the embryonic functionalism that I have described above. Although it 
might had vowed for a different set of political priorities, these were enve-
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loped in a similar incremental process towards the attainment of a Balkan 
union. Political disputes were not to be addressed for their own sake, but 
so that misunderstandings among states would enter a framework of in-
cremental settlement. And the ultimate goal was not that the rapproche-
ment between governments would induce them to adopt the liberal inter-
nationalist project of integration; Balkan union could not be achieved 
through the actions of state authorities. Instead, political conciliation was 
believed to be essential since it would allow the integration process to dev-
elop unhampered in both ‘political’ and ‘low politics’ areas. This rationale 
was clearly held by the main author of a draft political agreement for the 
settlement of relations among all the Balkan states. This agreement accor-
ding to law professor Yannis Spyropoulos ‘may lead to a series of other 
agreements, political as well as economic, no less important for the deve-
lopment of our relations’.63 A general smoothing of interstate relations 
would be necessary for the expansion of a novel web of social formations 
covering all areas of social life, as those that liberal internationalism hoped 
to introduce in the Balkans. Functionalism, in other words, was expected 
to work, according to this view, only in a framework of stable regional 
political relations.  

Even in cases where the liberal internationalist position seemed to have 
converged with the traditional practice of state diplomacy, radical differ-
ences between the two can be noticed. The exemplary case, in this regard, 
concerned the liberal internationalist proposal for the adoption of a collec-
tive Balkan Pact among all the states of the region. This pact would in-
clude principles such as non-aggression, the peaceful settlement of con-
flicts, mutual assistance, and the protection of minorities.64 That was the 
only proposal of the Balkan conferences which was endorsed so enthu-
siastically by at least some of the Balkan governments. The eventual Bal-
kan Pact that came out of this proposal, had a mutilated form: it was sign-
ed by only four out of the six governments of the Balkan countries, whilst 
it was effectively written as a traditional power-politics multilateral treaty.65  

The draft proposal voted by the Balkan conferences was, however, ra-
dically opposed to the functions of a typical international treaty. The Pact 
drafted by the Balkan conference was not designed to empower state me-
chanisms but to transgress them, to depoliticise political disputes altoge-
ther. All vital political disagreements were to be deferred from the compe-
tition or cooperation among state authorities to the competence of com-
missions of technocrats which would be composed without having a 
national character. Chronic disputes tantalizing the Balkan region would 
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be mediated by inter-Balkan committees of experts, usually comprising of 
professors of international law. Decision over the designing of borders 
and the protection of minorities would be thus lying beyond the realm of 
national ideologies.66 This was an act of de-politicisation par excellence: 
thereby political antagonisms would get translated to problems of essen-
tially technical difficulties.67 Rapprochement in the political field was con-
sidered in this way to have been the spearhead of the general movement 
towards conciliation. As in all areas, differences among the Balkan states 
would not be directly addressed, but would rather be evaded; they were 
expected to gradually lose their importance. The parameters through 
which political disagreements were conceived and addressed would funda-
mentally change. What was ultimately at stake, for liberal internationalism, 
was represented by the system of governance constituted and reproduced 
by the authority of the nation-state. Be it ‘politics’ first, or ‘politics’ never, 
the liberal internationalist conception of the coming Balkan union had 
strong functionalist underpinnings. 

Liberal internationalist ideology was, in other words, embodied in a set 
of institutional arrangements and practices. These were explicitly associa-
ted, whether they were actually founded or merely proposed, with the task 
of bypassing the existing material arrangements which underpinned the 
regional state system. The material dimension of liberal internationalist 
ideology had, therefore, a non-nationalist character: it was directed at the 
substitution of national based institutions. 

Still, the effort to supplant the nation-state system was thought to in-
volve another crucial aspect. Liberal internationalism proposed a monu-
mental project, a radical transformation of existing political, economic, 
and social organisations which could not have a chance of success if it was 
exclusively based on the activities of the few participants of the Balkan 
conferences. Since the project for a Balkan union attempted to challenge 
the centrality of the nation-state in the region, it could not be addressed 
solely to the primary representatives of that institution. As one speaker at 
the third Balkan conference exclaimed: ‘We are not only addressing our 
governments but our peoples who are equally responsible for their 
destinies’.68 

Ultimately, liberal internationalist ideology attempted to engage the 
people, regardless if this might challenge their allegiance to their respective 
government.69 Popular consent was one of the pillars of inter-war libera-
lism; peace and stability in the post-war international system would be 
guaranteed by the inherent desires of the people. Good governance impli-
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ed thus the ability of the people to express their will, providing, in extreme 
cases, a check for potentially deviant governments. There would be no 
(democratic) process towards a Balkan union without the active support 
and involvement of the peoples of the region. Liberal internationalist 
ideology thus recognised that it should become inextricably linked to, and 
get harmonized, with the energies of the people: ‘We know that the suc-
cess of our work depends on two fundamental factors. First, on the free 
and active participation of the peoples themselves in establishing close 
relations with their neighbours. Second, on the creation of a powerful org-
anization…that will popularize all the necessary elements for the attain-
ment of union’.70 

Liberal Internationalism and Nationalism in the Balkans 
Along these lines, we should not view the material dimension of liberal in-
ternationalist ideology as merely invoking the possibility of alternative in-
stitutional arrangements. Instead, the novel institutions and practices that 
liberal internationalism introduced or hoped to introduce functioned as 
interpellative structures. Liberal internationalist ideology aimed at interpel-
lating individuals as particular kinds of subjects. The material manifesta-
tions of liberal internationalist ideology were, in other words, vital ele-
ments of an interpellative process.  

The constitution of a liberal internationalist identification was not an 
effort constrained in the realm of ideas.71 Instead, liberal internationalism 
imagined the building of a new identity springing from a variety of social 
practices, whilst it especially paid attention to the sites were nationalist 
ideology was primarily reproduced. As, for instance, many teachers and 
university professors attended the Balkan conferences, education was ana-
lysed as an open site of potential struggle between the competing nationa-
list and liberal internationalist interpellations.72 Education was considered 
as central to the constitution of subjects, and regrettably as being domina-
ted by the outward propagation of nationalist views.73 The teaching of 
history was carefully studied by the Balkan conference since it was con-
sidered as a test case for the struggle against nationalist ideology. Briefly, 
liberal internationalists proposed the introduction of new history manuals 
that would overcome ethnocentrism; these manuals would devote a larger 
place to the history of the other Balkan peoples and would highlight their 
common stake for peace taking into ‘account the progress made by the 
science of history’.74  

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   122 20/11/2007   10:31:47



THE LIBERAL INTERNATIONALIST CHALLENGE 115
 

Liberal internationalist interpellations were inherently connected to a 
Balkan identification. Apart, from a number of publications openly be-
longing to the liberal internationalist ideological framework, attention was 
given to the introductions of concrete social practices and symbols that 
would propagate the ideal of a Balkan union. A yearly celebration of Bal-
kan week was inaugurated in 1931, organised by all the countries of the 
region, and mainly comprising of cultural events. A Balkan hymn and a 
Balkan flag were adopted. Exchanges of teachers, university professors, 
and students began, and annual Balkan sports games were organised.75 
There were also other similar proposals that were not materialised, such as 
the erection of memorials of the Unknown Soldier for the dead of all Bal-
kan countries in all national territories of the region.76 This set of material 
practices and symbols was seen as a vital step towards the construction of 
a Balkan identification, an identification that would reject any nationalist 
underpinnings. 

But what were the specific attributes of the subject interpellated by 
liberal internationalist ideology? Although the participation of the people 
was solicited in the process towards Balkan union, this assumed a parti-
cular liberal conception of who the people were. Liberal internationalist 
ideology attempted to interpellate individuals as rational agents, endowed 
with a particular kind of rationality.77 Liberal internationalist ideology aim-
ed at the production of a collectivity composed of rational agents, where 
rationality was equalled to an inherent longing for peace. As long as no 
force or a threat for the use of force was exerted, rational subjects were 
supposed to long for peaceful free development.78 Only the gradual 
success of this interpellation, the constitution of liberal-minded rational 
agents could truly guarantee the eventual materialisation of the Balkan 
union: ‘This unity…is realized today at a slower pace but in a more du-
rable fashion, through the free consent of all the interested peoples driven 
by their wish for economic, social, and political development’.79 

In the context of the inter-war Balkans, however, liberal internationalist 
interpellations were viewed as facing tough obstacles. The constitution of 
subjects as rational agents was not favoured by the regional political 
situation. Democratic regimes that would leave the desires of the people 
unrestrained were not well-functioning in the Balkan region. As a result, 
the presence of pre-war aggressive nationalist ideologies had not given 
way to the widespread acceptance of liberal rationality.80 The Balkans 
needed to be freed from these vicissitudes, they needed to banish the 
‘ghosts of their past’. Liberal internationalism recognized that this transi-
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tion would be gradual and that it would require laborious work. Here is an 
original formulation of the problem and of the possible measures that 
liberal internationalism should consider.  

The states of the Balkan peninsula have been, till present, 
surrounded by insurmountable political, social, and intellectual 
barriers. The consequence of this isolation was that the Balkan 
peoples did not know each other or they knew them badly…I think 
that in the Balkan region intellectual disarmament should precede 
political disarmament. The role of intellectuals is to work for 
rapprochement and cooperation in order to gradually create a 
Balkan consciousness.81 

Barriers formed, in this instance as well, the main source of distortion, 
for liberal internationalist ideology. They were the roots of misunderstand-
ings among the Balkan peoples, the cause of an unstable regional system. 
Barriers increased the influence of political identifications which were 
contrary to the liberal conception of human collectivities. Liberal interna-
tionalism judged that nationalist ideology laid at the heart of these prob-
lems. The politics of nationalism involved the erection of borders and the 
legitimization of the presence of barriers; nationalism stood in the way of 
any kind of Balkan rapprochement.82 To override nationalism, liberal in-
ternationalism needed to challenge nationalist interpellations at every point 
where they were constituted. It would essentially have to undo the ‘perver-
sions’ promulgated by nationalist ideology on human understanding, to 
release peoples’ consciousness from nationalism.83 Along these lines, 
liberal internationalist interpellations were aiming at the constitution of a 
supranational Balkan identification. Opposing the presence of national 
identifications, these needed to be based on an array of social practices:  

if the great ideas of the Balkan movement are to conquer the 
masses, we need to ultimately create a Balkan mentality amongst 
them…We need, in the future, to pay attention to individual and 
social education: create healthy political ideas, introduce an 
appropriate curriculum in the schools, cultivate the sentiments of 
toleration, of mutual respect, of confidence, and finally of the 
respect for each other’s moral values.84 
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It is not, however, adequate to merely assert that liberal internationa-
lism treated nationalism with suspicion, as an opposing force to the pro-
cess towards Balkan union. We also need to inquire into why precisely 
nationalism posed such an obstacle and how could this be superseded in 
the Balkan context. Nationalism was generally considered as a central pro-
blem for the attainment of progress.85 Liberal internationalism conceived 
progress, at the historical juncture of the inter-war years, in association 
with the notions of peace as the absence of war, of international order and 
stability, of prosperity and freedom.86 Nationalism was responsible in that 
these goals still appeared like a distant dream for the Balkan peoples. As 
one delegate to the Balkan conferences noticed: ‘We have to note with 
profound regret that misunderstandings have often arisen among the Bal-
kan countries and have led as a result to savage wars. It is the national 
question that we always find behind these conflicts’.87 

Nevertheless, the critique against the detrimental influence of nationa-
lism was not holistic. Liberal internationalism was driven, along these 
lines, by its conception of historical evolution. It accordingly analysed 
nationalism as a complex historical phenomenon. Nationalism was believ-
ed to have been a progressive force in the period when national freedom 
was suppressed. At the time of multi-national Empires, the Habsburg and 
the Ottoman, the emergence and the struggles of national independence 
movements formed a progressive force.88 When national freedom was 
lacking, it was necessary for national independence movements to employ 
aggressive means. With the dissolution of imperial regimes and the attain-
ment of national independence after the First World War, nationalism had 
no role to play in the pursuit of freedom.89 In the post-war international 
system that was heading towards peaceful development, the persistence of 
nationalist politics was ruinous. Nationalists were accused of living ‘in the 
past, in an epoch when the repression of the imperial Ottoman regime had 
forced the Christian populations into a barbarous antagonism…they can 
only be a nuisance’.90 

Nationalism in the Balkans was a remnant of the past; it insisted on not 
dying and thus prevented the new order from being born. ‘What is the 
legacy of the pre-war period’ asked a liberal internationalist writer. And he 
explained: ‘We know them well, the continuing presence of strong na-
tional armies, the survival, and at times even the upsurge of nationalism’.91 
Balkan regional politics were thus differentiated from the progressive 
trends developing in the international scene. The salience of nationalism in 
the inter-war period prevented the Balkans from participating fully, and 
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reaping the benefits of the post-war international system. Papanastasiou 
formulated, in such a depreciating manner, the backward disposition of 
nationalists in contrast to the spirit of the times: 

intransigent nationalists who cultivate dreams of territorial 
expansion, or of hegemony over the Balkans…are harmful. All these 
people have not penetrated the psychological dispositions of the 
post-war international environment, especially of small states, they 
have not been touched by the suffering of the people. They have 
been deprived of the post-war way of thinking, they employ a 
provocative, or even injurious, language, and are still speaking about 
winners and losers.92 

The lessons of the war had not a decisive impact on the Balkan situa-
tion; conflicts, of a mainly national character, were still looming, territorial 
disputes foreclosed regional understanding, the danger of new wars was 
still imminent.93 A wave of instability erected a barrier against the coopera-
tion and the prosperity of the Balkan peoples. These were, in brief, the 
contemporary vicissitudes of the Balkans, and they were interpreted by 
liberal internationalism as definitive signs of the increasing detachment 
and ultimate hostility of nationalism to the aspirations of the Balkan 
peoples.94 The world economic crisis put to a difficult test these aspira-
tions and manifested in a definite manner that the existing political system 
was incapable of responding to international developments. Liberal inter-
nationalism did not attribute this failure to single mishandlings or bad 
management, but blamed the structure that nationalism imposed upon the 
Balkan space. ‘The World War has created in this region many indepen-
dent states…often found in rivalry amongst them. This structure from an 
economic viewpoint is anachronistic. The production of a country should 
adapt to needs of the world economy and not to the necessities of a small 
entity’.95 Nationalist-inspired politics were not only detrimental to the re-
solving of the economic crisis. The world economic crisis showed that 
nationalism could no longer be reconciled to the process of international 
development: ‘Inspired by what the crisis has taught us…between the 
contradictory principles of international cooperation and of economic 
nationalism, let us show our preference for the first’.96 

Nationalism was not only in itself anachronistic, but it also enforced 
structures and policies which unavoidably reflected this anachronistic qua-
lity. Even more threateningly, nationalism permeated every aspect of social 
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life and produced a system of governance that was conflictual with the 
liberal principles of rationality, freedom, and peace.97 In the economic 
field, in particular, policies based on these liberal principles were deemed 
impossible in that Balkan space. As the commission on economic relations 
of the Balkan conference concluded: ‘the practice of economic nationa-
lism, by trying to realize autarchy at any price, is overzealous to bring in 
the forefront political factors that pose an obstacle for the realization of a 
rational economy that can bring about the optimum of well-being in the 
framework of the international economy’.98 

Nationalism was believed to ultimately hinder the well-being and pros-
perity of the Balkan peoples. We should be careful, though, not to persist 
on referring to nationalism in general and discern the type of nationalism 
that liberal internationalist ideology vehemently opposed. Nationalism 
seems to have be connected, by its analysis, to a political project. Nationa-
lism was viewed as inextricably linked to the creation and the reproduction 
of the nation-state.99 The presence of the nation as a primary collectivity 
of people was not a problem in itself for the liberal internationalist posi-
tion. Disturbing occurrences arose when a particular national group as-
pired to statehood or to territorial aggrandizement in the cases when state-
hood had already been realised. This was a historical assessment though, 
not applicable to all periods and states of affairs, but relevant to the post-
war international system. During this period, the nation state was per-
ceived as a regressive, dysfunctional institution; perpetrating irrational eco-
nomic policies, erecting barriers to international development, reinvigora-
ting the threat of a new war.100 What should be combated, therefore, was 
the particular nationalism of there and then, present in the Balkan space 
during the inter-war period. 

It would be helpful to quote in some length the founding resolution of 
the Balkan Conference in order to understand better the liberal interna-
tionalist position on nationalism:  

[The Balkan Conference] approves enthusiastically the idea of the 
Balkan union, on which the firm bases for the prosperity of the 
Balkan peoples will be laid, and, 

Declares that the union must have the character of a grouping of 
independent nationalities, bearing no reflection on the sovereignty 
of the participating states, having no tendency to stifle the existing 
ethnic entities, but only consolidating peace among them, and by a 
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free and more direct relationship, a closer entente, a systematic 
collaboration.101 

The resolution did not challenge the salience of independent, free na-
tionalities; in fact, national groups would form the main bearers of the 
process towards union. Instead, the nation-state, especially its sovereignty, 
was identified as the main focal point for the transformation of the exist-
ing regional system. If we were to push the point even further: the Balkan 
union was imagined as a union of nations with a partial dissolution of their respective 
nation-states.  

This might be thought as the principle that summarised most aspects of 
liberal internationalist ideology. It reflected its central practices: the Balkan 
Conference was composed of individual members elected on an equal 
proportion by national groups. It embodied its mapping of the Balkan 
space as a dynamic territory where national borders were undergoing a 
process of demise. It, finally, encompassed its description of the embry-
onic functionalist process towards the creation of the Balkan union, that is 
the gradual emergence of a novel regional system of governance that 
would be potent to bypass the nation-state system.  

Still, the practical application of the liberal internationalist conception 
of nationalism was complex in the political situation of the inter-war 
Balkans. Nationalism was not merely consolidated in the form of nation-
states. It also inspired militant groups claiming to fight for national inde-
pendence. Nationalism appeared to be at the same time both on the side 
of the oppressors and as a weapon of the oppressed. But, to the liberal 
internationalist movement these struggles were, in essence, false. As long 
as political antagonisms were framed on the basis of the national question 
they became the embodiment of backward forces on all sides of the con-
flict. The most immediate and explosive issue, the Macedonian question, 
was interpreted accordingly, as an obsolete struggle illustrating the back-
wardness of the Balkan region. According to a memorandum presented at 
the second Balkan conference: 

Activity or even the existence of private military organizations called 
Macedonian, which have fostered an ultra-nationalist antagonism in 
the Balkans by the same old barbaric methods employed in Turkey 
under the Sultanate, organizations which have formed a state within 
a state and have presented the greatest obstacle to the friendly 
relations of the Balkan states…the Conference should consequently 
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recommend to the states in which such organizations exist that they 
dissolve them immediately.102 

It is interesting to highlight the ‘state within a state’ description of Mace-
donian nationalist organisations, another illustration of the liberal interna-
tionalist belief in the inherent connection between nationalism and the 
state. Along these lines, the plight of minority populations was also attri-
buted to the influence of the nation-state. Minorities were not only 
persecuted by the ethnically alien state which they inhabit, but their reac-
tion was channelled, even hijacked, by the nationalist policies of bordering 
states. The liberal internationalist project of Balkan union was designed to 
redirect these popular energies to the path of progress, to attune them to 
the realities of the post-war international environment. Accordingly, the 
proposed Balkan Pact adopted as one of its goals to ‘prevent the nationa-
list propaganda to engage minority populations in the service of their 
plans’.103 

Liberal internationalist ideology attempted to impose a logic of substi-
tution. Nationalism and the institutions, the policies, and the mindset that 
accompanied it should be set aside. Although this process represented 
historical progress, it was not seen as given or inevitable in the Balkan 
case. Nationalism occupied a central place in Balkan politics during the 
inter-war period. Liberal internationalism refrained from acting on this 
political terrain; its point was to change it. All the vital political conflicts of 
the era in the Balkans were, therefore, addressed monolithically, as invol-
ving the wrong kind of struggle: they were based on national considera-
tions and all sides participating in them may not have been equally respon-
sible, but they were to be condemned nevertheless. Liberal international-
lism wished to create the conditions for a change of terrain, the adoption 
of a supranational process that would tackle the vital problems of regional 
politics. I will leave the last word to Papanastasiou expressing the liberal 
internationalist strategy against nationalism in a more sanguine tone: 

We want to suppress all sentiment of narrow national egoisms by 
the different Balkan nations, the sterile rivalry that drives each 
people to wish of expanding their power at the expense of others. It 
seems indispensable that national egoism gives way to equality and 
to a harmonious cooperation…We want to simply tear down the 
significance of nationalism and of the homeland.104 
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Conclusion 
The breaking event for liberal internationalism was the adoption of the 
Balkan pact by four Balkan governments (Greece, Yugoslavia, Romania 
and Turkey) in 1934. A Balkan Pact was also one of the main proposals of 
the Balkan Conference but the 1934 intergovernmental agreement did not 
involve many things similar to the liberal internationalist plan. It was a 
straightforward mutual guarantee of the existing territorial borders of the 
four states and not much more than that. Internal divisions within the 
liberal internationalist camp ensued the signing of the Pact; the divisive 
question was whether the Pact should be rejected altogether or whether it 
could form a useful basis for the pursuit of a comprehensive regional 
agreement, involving the two non-signatories (Bulgaria and Albania) and 
expanding to more issues than the preservation of the territorial status 
quo.105 

Unity was never again in place. It was as if nationalism had finally 
stifled liberal internationalist political initiatives. In spite of its eventual 
demise, I have tried to analyse how liberal internationalism managed to 
embody an alternative possibility to the nationalist horizon in the Balkans. 
In a more polemical tone, however, one might even argue that a revenge 
of liberal internationalism has occurred from the 1990s onwards. It would 
be interesting, along these lines, to search for similarities between liberal 
internationalist initiatives and current dynamics in the region in relation to 
the prospective incorporation of Balkan states in the European Union, 
although it has not been the intention of this chapter to push this point 
any further. 

In the context of the book, the aim of the analysis was to represent the 
Balkans as a contested space characterised by ideological struggles. To 
show, in other words, that nationalism has no royal right as the founding 
ideology of the Balkan region, to challenge the images of stasis, repetition, 
recurrence that are often attributed to the Balkans by bringing to light the 
socio-political experimentations that were undertaken in the region. This 
chapter illustrated the moments when liberal internationalism presented an 
alternative possibility to the nationalist horizon in the Balkans 

Liberal internationalism attributed a different meaning to the term 
Balkans. The Balkans were conceived as a dynamic space; they were grad-
ually being redesigned via the transcendence of the nation-state and of 
national borders. The Balkans were, in other words, in the process of be-
coming unified. Liberal internationalism proposed, along these lines, a 
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complex process that would eventual result into a Balkan union based on 
an embryonic functionalist framework.  

In this effort, both material practices and the process of interpellation 
were attributed a key role. Liberal internationalism located its struggle with 
nationalism on the material level. This was sketched as an opposition be-
tween competing institutions and practices, and liberal internationalism 
suggested the introduction of new ones with a more functional character. 
Another crucial aspect was the attempt of liberal internationalism to chall-
enge nationalist interpellations. Balkan union would be impossible if it did 
not express the desires of the peoples inhabiting in the region, and liberal 
internationalism intended to shape who these people were. It thus sought 
the constitution of rational subjects, where ‘rational’ was equated with the 
propensity of endorsing a Balkan identification, to the desire for peace, 
freedom, prosperity and to the opposition against nationalism. 
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5 

THE AGRARIAN CHALLENGE  
TO NATIONALIST IDEOLOGY  

IN THE BALKANS:  
THE INTER-WAR YEARS 

In 1899, at an agricultural congress held in the town of Plevna, the Bul-
garian Agricultural People’s Union (BAPU) was founded.1 Although the 
BAPU developed in the context of Bulgarian politics, it made clear that its 
political programme was not to be constrained by the limits set by Bul-
garian society. The rest of the chapter further discusses this theme; in fact, 
this is the key that singularises the BAPU from other agrarian organisa-
tions operating in the Balkans during the inter-war period and which ex-
plains its selection in the chapter. Other agrarian organisations in the inter-
war Balkans, especially the Croat Peasant Party and the Romanian Peasant 
Party, were possibly as strong as the BAPU, in electoral terms at least, but 
they did not wholeheartedly attack the national political system in which 
they participated.2 The effort to transcend the national context is then 
recognised as the central element of the BAPU’s ideology in this chapter.  

The first section of the chapter shows how agrarianism adopted a parti-
cular understanding of the Balkans during the inter-war period. Although 
the Balkans were undoubtedly a secondary concept of agrarianism, there 
were many indications that agrarianism stood against the preservation of a 
regional map along national lines. Perhaps, the most important use of the 
term the Balkans was made in connection to the agrarian project for the 
creation of a Balkan federation, whose importance is highlighted in the 
second section. Finally, the chapter analyses the tumultuous relationship 
between agrarianism and nationalism, always with particular emphasis on 
the political trajectories followed by the BAPU. 
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Some preliminary comments are needed though in order to put the 
study of agrarian ideology on a sound theoretical footing. First, it is diffi-
cult to discern a unified agrarian ideology as such: in comparison with the 
development of communism or liberal internationalism in the Balkans, 
agrarianism did not occupy a unitary political position. The common focal 
point for agrarian ideology was in all cases its preoccupation with the 
peasants: this was the subject that agrarianism aspired to bring to the 
forefront of politics. It proposed accordingly a theory of society placing 
central attention to the position of the peasantry and its main occupation, 
agriculture. These affinities were not adequate, however, to give rise to a 
common theoretical and political field. Agrarianism, to put it differently, 
did not develop on the basis of a common set of problematics. There was 
never a common set of questions that were considered to be essential for 
the articulation of agrarian theory and that were debated amongst dissent-
ing agrarian factions, nor were diverse agrarian policies designed on the 
basis of how these central questions were answered. 

Unity was never established possibly also because a regional organi-
zation aiming at the coordination or at the fusion of the activities of the 
different agrarian organisations never developed, apart from the founding 
of the Green International a loose grouping of agrarian movements world-
wide, mainly composed though by political organisations originating from 
the Balkans and Central Europe. Agrarianism in the Balkans developed in 
a rather discontinuous fashion. Differences thus persisted among the part-
icular agrarian groups which sprang in the region, not necessarily though 
reflecting divisions along national lines. It would then be better to treat 
agrarianism as a loose term connecting diverse, even adverse, political org-
anisations that were claiming to represent the peasant population rather 
than as a cohesive political ideology.3 To transpose this observation in the 
Balkan context, there was never a shared understanding amongst the diff-
erent agrarian groups that emerged in the region that they were involved 
in a Balkan-wide struggle. In this respect, it would be inaccurate to identify 
a cohesive ‘Balkan agrarianism’ during the inter-war period. 

Selectiveness is then necessary: the chapter focuses on the development 
and primarily on the ideology articulated within the contours of the 
BAPU.4 This choice is made due to convenience, but also since it is help-
ful in elucidating the radical aspects of agrarian ideology. Convenience 
ought to be admitted since it is quite straightforward to trace the ideology 
of the BAPU mainly in the expositions of its main protagonist, Alexander 
Stamboliski, whose writings were determining even after his murder in 
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1923 and in their development by one his followers, G.M. Dimitrov, the 
most prominent political leader of the BAPU in the 1930s.5 More so, since 
the BAPU was in government for more than four years and formed a one-
party administration for more than three years, it had the opportunity to 
focus on foreign affairs and to develop an agrarian political project with 
the international political situation in mind, whereas most of the other 
agrarian parties usually neglected the international dimension. These 
virtues have also had the effect that some aspects of the history of the 
BAPU have earned more attention in academic and journalistic biblio-
graphy in comparison to the otherwise scant attention that peasant parties 
of the inter-war period have received.  

All these reasons might be convincing in that the BAPU’s agrarian 
ideology presents a legitimate object of study but they do not explain why 
it is be suitable for the purpose of this book. This is captured by the radi-
cal agrarian ideology that the BAPU articulated. The radical aspect of the 
BAPU is acknowledged in most texts of secondary bibliography, either in 
a positive or a negative light.6 In these accounts, BAPU’s radicalism is 
predominantly identified with a series of domestic policies implemented 
during its time in government office and more generally with its activities 
during this period. For the purpose of the book, however, what forms the 
central point of the study of the BAPU is what might be termed as its 
non-nationalist character.  

In effect, this chapter provides an analysis of agrarian ideology, focus-
ing on the moments of contestation with nationalism. The opposing rela-
tionship between agrarianism and nationalism is discussed in the light of 
the theoretical concepts of articulation, interpellation, and the material di-
mension of ideology. Agrarianism straightforwardly contested the primacy 
of national spheres and indirectly the conception of the Balkans as an 
aggregate of several national spaces. The Balkans were articulated by agra-
rian ideology in association with the notion of a Balkan peasant federation, 
which indicated the agrarian aspirations for the future organisation of the 
region. In addition, agrarianism initiated a series of institutional inno-
vations which were conceived as models of the coming estatist society. 
Agrarians attempted, in this way, to dismantle the material manifestations 
of nationalist ideology, primarily in relation to the organisation of the 
nation-state. Agrarian ideology, finally, functioned through the interpella-
tion of subjects who would be disengaged from the national community. 
Primarily peasants, but not only them, were interpellated as members of 
estates and of estatist organisations; the estate was conceived as the princi-
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pal source for the identification/constitution of subjects. It is precisely, in 
these theoretical terms, that agrarianism is understood as a non-nationalist 
ideology. 

The Balkans as an Agrarian Concept 
References to the Balkans were relatively few in texts by agrarian writers.7 
Still, we should refrain from instantly relating this observation to the 
charge of parochialism. Although the Balkans did not form a principal 
political category of agrarian ideology, this should not lead us into con-
cluding that this reflected agrarianism’s inability of thinking beyond the 
horizon of agricultural society.8 

Agrarianism in the Balkans engaged with the entire structure of social 
relations; agrarian ideology was articulated on the basis of such wide poli-
tical categories as questions of war and peace, freedom, democracy.9 In a 
foreseeable manner, though, agrarianism sprang from the village; it was 
centred around the plight of the peasantry and set out to devise a concrete 
program for the amelioration of its living conditions.10 This did not imply 
though an autonomous understanding of the village or of agriculture. 
These were considered to be the focal space and the primary economic 
practice for agrarian ideology, but they were perceived as inter-related to 
broader socio-political dynamics. Agrarianism in the Balkans, in this res-
pect, was as holistic or internationally-minded as the ruling political ideo-
logies of the inter-war period aspired to be.11 

The Balkans were more often referred to in agrarian texts in relation to 
the existing political establishment, as a space whose parameters were 
dictated by the contradictions inherent in the old political system.12 These 
were militarism, the alliance of the monarchy with ‘the military caste’, the 
conduct of wars of expansion that aimed to divert attention from the ex-
ploitation of peasants and workers at the domestic sphere. On the basis of 
this perception, the BAPU fought always against the participation of Bul-
garia in this political context: against Bulgaria’s involvement in the First 
and the Second Balkan Wars, against its involvement in the First World 
War and its subsequent occupation of Macedonia. Balkan entanglements 
were inherently connected with the old regime and therefore needed to be 
combated.13 In effect, the existing dynamics that characterised the Balkans 
were to be alleviated; they would follow the path to destruction similar to 
the one taken by the old political system. Agrarianism alluded to the re-
imagination of the Balkans, as captured in Stoian Omarchevski’s predic-
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tion that the Balkan space would be transformed with the ‘spread of esta-
tist ideas and organisations throughout the region’.14 

In spite of Omarchevski’s urge, the Balkans remained a secondary con-
cept within the framework of agrarian ideology. On the one hand, agrarian 
ideology developed on the basis of a series of concepts that were intended 
to express the empowerment of the peasantry, whilst the Balkans was not 
one of them. On the other hand, the articulation of these concepts ex-
plicitly contested the primacy of the national sphere, and implicitly the 
understanding of the Balkans as an aggregate of several national spaces. 
There was thus a definite agrarian conception of politics along non-na-
tionalist lines, but only some allusions were made on how this would also 
involve the radical transformation of Balkan space. 

Agrarianism did not simply intend to place the question of agriculture 
at the centre of the political system. Instead, it attempted to re-define the 
parameters through which this political system was previously cast. Its 
principal difference in comparison to the existing bourgeois parties was 
crystallised in agrarianism’s attempt to promote an understanding of poli-
tics that neglected the primacy of the national sphere. The most pressing 
challenge that agrarian ideology posed is that it refused to unquestionably 
associate the agrarian dimension with the context of the ‘national eco-
nomy’ or of ‘national politics’. In this effort, agrarian ideology combined 
the introduction of new political concepts and the re-articulation of some 
existing ones. Agrarianism’s conceptual innovations resulted in the sketch-
ing of a differentiated political space that considerably diverged from the 
national imaginary. It would be better, therefore, to view agrarianism as an 
ideology that sprang from a limited space, but then developed in such as 
way that it disturbed the wider national spatial context.  

To be accurate, we should note that some of the peasant parties that 
developed in the Balkans did not markedly display these attributes. The 
Romanian peasant party, for instance, followed a more conciliatory path in 
relation to national politics;15 its main effort was of an integrationist char-
acter. It called for the integration of the voice of the peasantry in the exist-
ing parliamentary system. It formed coalition governments with bourgeois 
parties and it generally had a smooth participation in the parliamentary 
system of the country, for as long as this lasted. Or, we might refer to the 
Croat Peasant Party which was deeply enmeshed in the Croatian national 
struggle against the centralist regime of the first Yugoslavia. Although, the 
Croat Party might be considered to have been as radical as the BAPU in 
its antithesis to the existing state institutions, this was done in the name of 
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the creation of some kind of more authentic Croat national space, deman-
ding an independent or an autonomous legal status for Croatia.16 

The BAPU’s radicalism lay, in contrast, in its commitment to the re-
articulation of the political sphere. It is precisely in this guise that agrarian-
ism strived to challenge, albeit not directly, the nationalist conception of 
the Balkans. To bring these tensions to light, one needs to follow the path 
set out by agrarian ideology itself, starting from its microscopic view of 
space. Agrarianism did not foresee that the peasant population would be 
smoothly incorporated in the existing democratic system. The empower-
ment of the peasantry, its appropriation of agricultural space would give 
rise to an ‘inverted process’: instead of viewing the democratic sphere as a 
core in potential expansion, agrarianism claimed that the emancipation of 
agricultural space would change the outlook of the democratic core 
itself.17 This was not, in other words, an evolutionary process of incor-
poration; the peasantry would not become integrated by the existing state 
institutions, but its coming into political significance had the capacity to 
transform the way societal relations were previously structured. 

Agrarianism viewed its own emergence, the growing enfranchisement 
of the peasantry at the beginning of the twentieth century and the acceler-
ation of this process with the coming of the First World War as marking 
the coming of a radically new structure of social relations.18 The organisa-
tion of the peasantry into a political force did not signify then – as far at 
least as it was purely peasant – the expansion of old political forms. It 
would rather be built on a radically differently footing. The political org-
anisation of the peasantry was a new phenomenon that would not remain 
isolated. In a way the peasant population was at the vanguard of political 
developments, since it had the opportunity to be the first to develop as an 
estatist organisation and was obligated in this capacity to struggle against the 
existing backward political formations. 

This new political form was the focus of Stamboliski’s book, Political 
Parties or Estatist Organisations?, published in 1909, that provided the basis 
for the BAPU’s involvement in politics in the inter-war period.19 The 
theoretical basis of this work was captured by the distinction between 
these two types of antagonistic political formations: political parties and 
estatist organisations. Estates were defined as groups of people perform-
ing the same occupation and having similar economic interests, while their 
political expression would naturally be inclined to work for the pursuit of 
these interests.20 Estatist organisations were thus characterised by a unity 
of purpose. ‘Traditional’ political parties appeared, on the basis of these 
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criteria, in the way that Stamboliski termed them, as ‘political towers of 
Babel’.21 Political parties did not have a cohesive social base; they address-
ed diverse strata of the population with differing interests, clumsily group-
ed together under the banner of the ‘people’ or of the ‘nation’. Political 
parties, therefore, could not represent a single political position and con-
sequently their activities were increasingly directed by the will of their 
leadership. They were run by groups of professional politicians, who were 
the embodiment of the malfunctions of representative democracy; they 
did not act as representatives of segments of society, but acceded to diff-
erent parties in order to further their own political career – a usual occur-
ence in inter-war Bulgaria.22 

In effect, the BAPU’s foundation marked the passage from the era of 
the domination of political parties to the rise of estatist organisations. As 
G.M. Dimitrov remarked some years later:  

this new political element was not composed of heterogeneous 
ideological elements interested exclusively in the seizures of power. 
Its primary objective was the unification of the professional agrarian 
syndicates for the purpose of defending the political economic rights 
and interests of agrarian labour.23 

What then became essential, in organisational terms, was to guarantee that 
the BAPU preserved its estatist outlook. Especially, during Stamboliski’s 
leadership, strict measures were taken to ensure that the BAPU be purged 
from all non-peasant elements.24 BAPU’s structure would be based on the 
proliferation of minor-sized village organisations (druzhbi). It would parti-
cipate independently in elections at all levels, its candidates would be nom-
inated subject to a five year period membership to the Union, and repre-
sentatives who did not support the Union’s policies were to be expelled.25 
The BAPU would have to be immune from non-peasant influence, it 
would need to shield itself against any possible infiltration by opportunists 
or by the intelligentsia. These measures were implemented almost to the 
letter; the first all-agrarian cabinet in 1920 was composed of nine mini-
sters, all of peasant origin.26 

Rather than being seen as a sign of exaggerated purism, this rigidity was 
necessary for the accentuation of the coming, pressing struggle between 
the two types of political forces. The struggle was to be better sketched as 
a passage, where estatist organisations embodied the most advanced stage: 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   139 20/11/2007   10:31:48



132 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

The heterogeneous formations of the old political parties which 
have been identified with domination aiming to accommodate the 
exploitation of certain strata by others are yielding in turn to the 
progressive cooperative aggregations which are being created for the 
protection of similar political and economic interests.27 

The logic of the passage from parties to estatist organisations was structu-
ral. It reflected the emergence of qualitative transformations within the 
historical process. The most meticulous Western student of Bulgarian ag-
rarianism summarised it well: ‘political parties had become retrogressive 
not because of particular mistakes or the influence of a few bad leaders, 
but because their very nature made them unfit to cope with the process of 
modernisation and so drove them into opposition to progress’.28  

In this respect, the relationship between the two formations was view-
ed, in that concrete historical juncture, as purely antagonistic: the political 
parties stood in the way of progress. They could not live up to contempo-
rary social demands; they were antiquated in the sense that their very pre-
sence stood in contradiction to the unfolding of synchronous socio-eco-
nomic developments. A good illustration of the nature of this antagonism 
and its potential resolution is provided by one of Stamboliski’s formu-
lations:  

By the establishment of separate professional, political and eco-
nomic organisations, the labouring masses will accomplish success-
fully what the political parties have failed to do, i.e. they will stabilise 
in effect the disputed social and political equality, as their normal 
existence is impossible without it; and also by numerous legislative 
and other actions, they will abolish the economic inequality, which 
has been so brutally established.29 

In this quotation, we come across of yet another aspect of the ideolo-
gical content of agrarianism: its devotion to egalitarianism.30 Agrarianism’s 
diagnosis was that the drive for the emancipation of the labouring masses 
could not be accommodated by the existing political system. This contra-
diction was situated within a broader history of political developments, 
outlined by Stamboliski. Both, political parties and estatist organisations 
represented a particular stage of historical evolution. To sketch it very 
briefly, Stamboliski saw the French revolution as the struggle for the diss-
olution of the absolutist regime and the opening up of the possibility for 
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extended civic and political freedoms. The tactics dictated by the fight 
against absolutism masked the differences of economic interests that lurk-
ed within the anti-absolutist camp. With the demise of the monarchical 
institutions previous unity was shattered and three main strides of political 
formations appeared. These were the ‘liberal’, the ‘conservative’, and the 
‘democratic’. Conservative political parties were largely supportive of and 
supported by the remnants of the old regime; liberal political parties were 
vehicles of the middle strata embracing political and economic freedom; 
and ‘democratic’ forces were the reflection of the emancipatory potential 
of the labouring masses. Only democratic forces, comprised mainly of 
peasants and workers, were moving towards political organisations along 
estatist lines since conservative and liberal parties lacked an economic base 
and they were primarily responsible in the corruption of the existing state 
institutions.31 

To recapitulate: Agrarian ideology viewed the democratic process at the 
historical juncture of the inter-war period as inherently linked to the rise 
of estatist organisations. The old political system revolving around a na-
tional centre was accordingly obsolete; its pillars, the political parties, were 
considered regressive and ‘national’ institutions were seen as detrimental 
to social development. To phrase it differently, agrarian ideology rested on 
the critique of the national imaginary. The BAPU was, of course, com-
posed of Bulgarian peasants’ associations and participated in Bulgarian 
elections, still it did not vie to voice the national interest, and it did not 
unconditionally accept its participation in existing national political pro-
cesses.32 The BAPU’s conception of political space was segmented; in ab-
sence of a unifying principle like the national, space was constructed as an 
amalgamation of distinct estatist outlooks. 

We should not forget of course that this was an agrarian organisation 
addressing and representing peasants. The transformation of the national 
political system, for agrarianism, was only possible through and by the em-
powerment of the peasantry. Here is one of Stamboliski’s most emphatic 
statements of this fact:  

The agricultural estate in society will resurrect and uphold future 
generations. It preserves that invaluable gift of nature, a healthy 
body; it guards that steel thread which binds human society, moral 
purity; it will inherit intellect, that crown of human achievement 
gained at the cost of so much sacrifice and suffering; and then it will 
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proudly and boldly set about resolving those political, social and 
cultural problems bequeathed to the twentieth century.33 

Leaving aside the somewhat messianic character of the statement, we 
should note that the peasantry formed, at the very end, one of many es-
tates. Even though the BAPU was a political organisation by and exclu-
sively for the peasantry – and it has been vehemently accused for that in 
academic texts – its political stance was situated in a broader social theory. 
In a consistent manner with his general theory of society, Stamboliski con-
sidered, for instance, socialist parties to be more legitimate political forma-
tions in that they were representing the industrial workers, i.e. another 
estate rather than the bourgeois parties.34 

Agrarianism’s valorisation of the peasantry might be given secondary 
attention for the moment, since one of the immediate tasks the BAPU had 
to face was the consolidation of estatist organisations. In this effort, the 
national institutions were considered problematic, expressing a misleading 
unity devoid of any economic tangibility. The elements that solidified es-
tates were mainly of an economic character, and in this respect the BAPU 
attempted to provide the conditions through which this might become 
possible. To the accusation – mainly voiced by the communist party – that 
the peasantry was internally divided into haves and have-nots, the BAPU 
attempted to ensure that differences within estates would not be a main 
source of inequality.35  

Some of the principal policies of the BAPU while in government, can 
be seen in this light. Its treatment of property-related issues alluded to the 
conception of a society composed of occupational groups equitable within 
themselves. By the land reform of 1920, the right to property was uni-
versally established, whilst restrictions were applied on owning property 
above a certain amount (30 hectares of land).36 Raiko Daskalov, one of 
BAPU’s leading members and the theoretician of this reform, explained: 
‘No one must have more land than he and his family can work. Everyone 
must have enough land to provide work for his family and to be self-
supporting’.37 This was the acclaimed principle of labour property, articu-
lated in a more polemical manner as ‘the land belongs to those who till 
it’.38 Labour property meant then not only the restitution of those with no 
property, but also the reduction of economic differences to a minimum.39 
Everyone should have land to till but no one more land that he could till. 
To use different concepts, labour property aimed at the redirection of eco-
nomic differences from being quantity-related to becoming quality-related, 
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being depended, that is, on which type of estate a labourer belonged to. 
Economic interest was to be increasingly related to the well-being of one’s 
occupation, of one’s estate. The principle of labour property was intended 
as the basic foundation of the new economy; it was applied apart from 
agricultural land to urban housing and discussions were held also for its 
application to industry, although these were cut short by the BAPU’s vio-
lent overthrow in June 1923.40 BAPU’s prospect was to govern a society 
of estates and it devised its policies around this conception. The agrarian 
mapping of political space resembled a mosaic composed of estates. 

Stamboliski wrote that estates were naturally inclined to transcend na-
tional borders – a theme which will be the focus of the next section – but 
it is important here, to note that the BAPU’s ideological framework chall-
enged the principal concepts that make the imagination of a national map 
possible: national borders, the national territory, national economy, na-
tional politics.41 The foundation of the agrarian understanding of space 
was alternatively the concept of the estate; it accordingly proceeded to a 
mapping of political space that rejected the prominence of the national 
sphere.  

The Balkans did not prominently figure in this non-national dimension 
of agrarian ideology. Nevertheless, the concepts of estate and estatist orga-
nisation were invested with a universal character.42 In this capacity, the 
Balkans were brought back in as a concern of agrarianism, more so be-
cause they formed the close vicinity within which the BAPU had to ope-
rate. The most significant initiative of the BAPU, in this regard, was the 
agrarian project for the creation of a Balkan federation. 

Agrarian Ideology and Balkan Federation 
A dialogue between Stamboliski and the then Italian Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, Carlo Sforza, as narrated by the latter: 

Stamboliski: ‘You are the first Italian not to be terrified by the idea 
of a Yugoslav union’. 

Sforza: ‘And you are the first politician from the Balkans that I have 
met, who thinks of the good of his country otherwise than in terms 
of wars and annexations’.43 

Sforza’s reply testified as to the radical break that the BAPU’s rise to gov-
ernment signalled for Bulgarian foreign relations in the Balkan context. 
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Stamboliski’s repudiation of ‘wars and annexations’ – especially when 
coming from the Prime Minister of a defeated country in the First World 
War – stood against the dominant conception of the structure characteris-
ing relations among the Balkan states. This was an image that captured 
Balkans politics in terms of an incessant struggle among nation-states 
springing from territorial disputes and reaching its apogee in the conduct 
of inter-state wars and other insidious guerrilla tactics supported by res-
pective nation-states. Stamboliski’s government attacked the core of this 
state of affairs in its absolute condemnation of militarism. Stamboliski 
pledged to ‘throw down the gauntlet to adventurists, no matter where they 
come from’ and considered any military adventure on the part of Bulgaria 
as a ‘policy of insanity’.44 Stamboliski was vehement in opposing what had 
been the main principles of Bulgaria’s official foreign policy till then, to-
tally repudiating even its political aspirations for the ‘sacrosanct’ Mace-
donian territory.45 He seems to have been clearly inclined in developing an 
antipodal position to the basic tenets of a nationalist foreign policy, clean-
ing the slate for the introduction of a new framework of Balkan relations. 
But more of this later on. 

The other radical element that emerges from the dialogue between 
Sforza and Stamboliski, is the reference to a Yugoslav union, meaning 
something very different from the support to the newly created Kingdom 
of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, to be later named Yugoslavia. Stamboliski 
referred, here, to the possibility of an eventual union between that state 
and Bulgaria on the basis of their common Slavic origin, a different larger 
Yugoslavia; he alluded, in other words, to a radical redrawing of the 
Balkan map. 

At this point, we move beyond the BAPU’s critical stance on militarism 
and touch upon the prospects for a new type of relations that might 
succeed the previously nationalist-dominated dynamics of inter-Balkan 
relations. A more elaborated formulation of the BAPU’s positive vision on 
Balkan affairs was given in a passage written by one of Stamboliski’s chief 
advisers on foreign affairs, Kosta Todorov: 

The Peasant leader [i.e. Stamboliski] had a clearly defined foreign 
policy, the cornerstone of which was the closest possible under-
standing with the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes, with a 
view to ultimate Balkan solidarity. His aim was a Yugoslav-Bulgarian 
union within a free Balkan federation.46 
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This does not look very ‘clearly defined’, though. As a core statement of 
the general policy orientation of the BAPU, this was more of an indication 
of conceptual fuzziness. Todorov referred, in just four lines, to four diff-
erent concepts as being central to the agrarian project: to a close ‘under-
standing’ with the prospect of the eventual ‘union’ of South Slavs and to 
‘solidarity’ with the rest of the peoples of the region with the prospect of 
the eventual creation of a Balkan ‘federation’. It is difficult to discern what 
this meant concretely. Even by studying agrarian texts of the inter-war 
period or by analysing the BAPU’s foreign policy during its time in office, 
it would still be impossible to completely clear this confusion. 

There are two preliminary observations, I would suggest, that can help 
us to make sense of this confusing terminology adopted by agrarian ideo-
logy. The first is to accept this confusion as a definite feature of agrarian-
ism rather than treating it as a temporary mishap, expressing in a para-
doxical manner a concretely designed approach on foreign affairs. Second, 
to acknowledge that the BAPU’s foreign policy cannot be studied as an 
autonomous dimension, but that it rather inhabited the same ideological 
field with agrarianism. The BAPU’s involvement in foreign affairs should 
then be primarily related to the ideological framework of agrarianism.  

To return now to the theme of Balkan federation, there can be no 
doubt that this formed a genuine proposal on the part of the Agrarian 
Union. One of the articles of the BAPU’s political program stated directly 
that: 

The Agrarian Union favours durable and peaceful relations between 
Bulgaria and her neighbours…It seeks to strengthen these good 
relations by uniting Bulgaria with the other Balkan states on a 
federative basis.47 

‘Balkan federation’ represented more than a programmatic statement 
made by the BAPU. When he was elected Prime Minister, Stamboliski un-
dertook a 100-day tour to ‘introduce the new post-war Bulgaria to the new 
post-war Europe and to put before their governments his plan for a 
federation of all the Balkan countries’, as we are informed by his translator 
in this diplomatic trip.48 Balkan federation was a project that the agrarian 
government aspired to and worked for. More so, when the pressing inter-
state disputes in the Balkan region were considered, that is the status of 
minorities and/or territorial questions, the agrarian stance was to raise the 
constitution of the Balkan federation as the ultimate solution to these 
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problems, as the project that would transfigure the regional setting.49 ‘Bal-
kan federation’ was finally voiced in numerous public speeches by Stam-
boliski as a vital aim of Bulgaria in the post-war international system.50 

Most of the few existing analyses have treated Stamboliski’s proposal 
within a traditional foreign policy analysis framework. Interpretations have 
been mixed, but their common element is that they have contextualise the 
agrarian proposal for a Balkan federation in the general course of modern 
Bulgaria’s foreign policy. There has been a realist camp, where mostly 
Greek authors participate, who have viewed the agrarian project for a Bal-
kan federation as a particular expression of the Bulgarian national interest 
in the immediate post-war years.51 ‘Balkan federation’ exemplified, in these 
accounts, a policy of ‘revisionism by peaceful means’; the actor in question 
was Bulgaria and not the BAPU, that strived to become reintegrated in the 
international system, to regain international support, and to pursue its ex-
pansionist aspirations through a combination of peaceful negotiations and 
international pressure, since it was unable to do so by military means.52 A 
second position has interpreted the agrarian proposal for a Balkan federa-
tion as an original approach aiming to tackle the acute problems that Bul-
garia faced after the First World War. Balkan federation embodied, in this 
respect, a call for the redirection of Bulgaria’s foreign policy in accordance 
with the new international situation and in alignment with the dominant 
ideas that were shaping the international system. The BAPU’s intention 
was not so much to pursue traditional foreign policy aims, but to free Bul-
garia from the tutelage of foreign powers and strengthen its standing as a 
sovereign state.53  

What these interpretations miss though, is the radical character of the 
BAPU in all fields of its activities. Or, to put it differently, the BAPU’s 
conduct of foreign affairs while in government cannot be strictly distin-
guished from its agrarian character.54 It is as if these authors are attempt-
ing to translate BAPU’s political position with the use of old traditional 
concepts, concepts that the BAPU vigorously combated as obsolete. Al-
ternatively, the BAPU rejected thinking about any political issue within the 
existing framework of political concepts; ‘national interest’, ‘sovereignty’, 
etc., did not form part of its conceptual tools. Instead, the BAPU under-
stood its own presence as marking the dawn of a new political system, and 
employed accordingly a new conceptual apparatus. Along these lines, the 
project for the creation of a ‘Balkan federation’ expressed the uneasy posi-
tion of agrarianism within the existing regional state system and its inten-
tion of applying a novel conceptual framework in all of its activities. The 
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question then becomes how precisely was ‘Balkan federation’ formulated 
within the framework of agrarian ideology? 

This question cannot be addressed in its own terms though. This is be-
cause agrarianism did not devise a cohesive project regarding the trans-
formation of international space, and specifically of Balkan space. Balkan 
federation was thus an underdeveloped concept of agrarian ideology; fed-
eration was never directly related to the other agrarian primary concepts. 
Agrarianism did not concretely discuss the content of this new political 
structure, nor did it act systematically to create a path through which this 
might become possible.55 Balkan federation was then introduced as a term 
with practically no positive content. In this sense, it was more of a signifier 
that agrarianism was ultimately not willing to get too deeply involved in 
the workings of the existing regional system and aimed at transcending the 
parameters that constituted it. Balkan federation, in the agrarian mindset, 
was an incitement to political experimentation. 

Agrarian political experimentation was directed at the designing of a set 
of novel institutional arrangements and practices. Agrarian ideology had 
thus a material dimension, which was explicitly associated with the task of 
delimitating the national sphere. Institutional innovations were seen as 
embodying the process towards the coming of the estatist society, al-
though there was never any specific commitment that this would form the 
prototype of the Balkan agrarian federation. 

The character of these trials of political experimentation had to be agra-
rian, the way the BAPU defined it, and in this respect they often faced 
tough obstacles. The conduct of international diplomacy entailed for the 
agrarian government contacts with political forces that not only had no 
sympathy for agrarian ideology but that were also embodying antagonistic 
formations to the agrarian project. In the Balkan setting, the BAPU’s iso-
lation was even more disturbing; it was the only agrarian government in 
power for the 1919–1923 period and even where agrarian parties were 
powerful in electoral terms (Croatia, Romania) there were serious ideo-
logical divergences between them and the BAPU. Consequently, the major 
international initiative undertaken by Stamboliski, the call for the creation 
of an Agrarian International took ultimately an extra-Balkan orientation. 
The establishment of the so-called ‘Green International’ was mainly a re-
sult of Stamboliski’s collaboration with agrarian organisations already in 
power: with the Polish organisation headed by the Prime Minister of the 
country Wincenty Witos and the Czechoslovak headed by Prime Minister 
Antonin Svehla, both participating in coalition governments at the time. 
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The headquarters of the Green International were established in Prague 
and between 1921–25, and the only other Balkan member that acceded to 
the organisation was the Serbian agrarian party.56 During Stamboliski’s life, 
the Green International remained largely inactive, at least in terms of 
forming a tangible agrarian alternative to the existing inter-national order. 
Even when its activities intensified after 1928 and its membership peaked 
to 15 members that represented agrarian parties across the European con-
tinent, the Green International became an organisation distant to what 
Stamboliski had intended. It formed a loose cooperation among agrarian 
parties which participated as national formations and its involvement was 
practically specialised around the role of agricultural economy.57 As Karel 
Mecir, the new secretary of the organisation explained, the Green Interna-
tional aspired to be no more than a loose association of agrarian parties 
around Europe coordinating their activities with the aim of strengthening 
the agricultural sector and the peasant population.58  

In the specific spatial context of the Balkan region, the major initiatives 
of Stamboliski were directed towards the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and 
Slovenes. Stamboliski was successful in overturning the persistence of ex-
tremely hostile and distrustful relations following two recent wars between 
the two states. He first of all renounced all Bulgarian claims on Yugoslav 
territories. He then visited Belgrade and the head of state, King Alexander, 
and undertook a series of efforts on rapprochement culminating at the 
signing of the Niš Agreement in 1933 that provided a joint control of 
borders aiming at the effective suppression of guerrilla groups whose pre-
sence perpetuated animosity between the two countries.59 Stamboliski’s 
policy was described by one of his close collaborators as the support to ‘an 
integral, democratic and pacific Yugoslavia extending from Mount Triglav 
to the Black Sea…in creating an atmosphere of confidence between Bul-
garia and Yugoslavia, where he believed the foundations of a definite 
union of the two peoples could be laid’.60 This was the most visible effort 
that the BAPU undertook in the name of Balkan understanding and 
solidarity. Still, any connections between this bilateral understanding to the 
eventual creation of a Yugoslav union or a Balkan federation were never 
voiced concretely. Stamboliski’s policy of understanding with the King-
dom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes might be viewed as a stepping stone 
in the process of Yugoslav union or Balkan federation, but it lacked any 
specific proposals on how this path might be further pursued.61 We can 
tentatively conclude, then, that in spite of all efforts to overcome the con-
tours of a national foreign policy, the BAPU’s involvement in the interna-
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tional scene never escaped the context of inter-state relations. What was 
left from the BAPU’s conduct of foreign policy were some intermittent 
bombastic gestures that attacked the predominant conceptions of the na-
tionalist determination of inter-Balkan relations. When, for instance, Stam-
boliski spoke in the Bulgarian parliament expressing hope for a Serbian 
victory, a few months before Bulgaria joined the First World War on the 
side of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, another deputy stood up and accus-
ed him: ‘You are no Bulgarian! You are a Serb!’. ‘You are right’, Stamboli-
ski answered. ‘I am no Bulgarian. Neither am I a Serb. I am a Slav of the 
South – a Yugoslav’.62 

All these examples do not reflect a determined agrarian course for con-
sistently promoting some form of a federative structure in the Balkan re-
gion. They resemble haphazard attempts at overcoming the obstacles 
posed by the existing international conjecture, initiatives that got consider-
ably twisted and changed course along the years due to pressures exerted 
by international constraints. Instead, of recognising a feebleness in the ag-
rarian support for a Balkan federation, we need to look elsewhere: at agra-
rian initiatives that do not strictly belong to the sphere of foreign policy. 
In any case, agrarian ideology rendered any distinction between foreign 
policy and domestic policies obsolete.  

The greatest resonance that the project for a Balkan federation had in 
agrarian practices lied in the design of alternative social structures that cir-
cumvented national institutions. The Green International, as conceived by 
Stamboliski, might be viewed in these terms: as an institutional project for 
extending agrarian estatist organisations beyond national borders.63 Or, as 
an organisation designed to give the opportunity to agrarian organisations 
to operate beyond the national context and to alternatively identify with a 
non-national estatist solidarity. The Green International never became that 
type of organisation, but agrarian efforts were not limited exclusively to 
this project.  

The concrete character of the agrarian proposal for a Balkan federation 
also lay in a series of institutional innovations designed for the implemen-
tation of the BAPU’s program. It might be that these did not acquire an 
all-Balkan character; still, they embodied more tangibly what the BAPU 
had in mind when it claimed that a federative structure was the appro-
priate solution for the Balkan region. Not in the sense, that these measures 
and institutions were to be exported in all the other Balkan states, but 
because they were emblematic of how a national society would be trans-
formed when the empowerment of estatist organisations would be achiev-
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ed, and were therefore indicative of the potential transformation of the 
Balkan space as a whole. 

In this sense federation embodied the agrarian belief that the nation-
state gave rise to institutions that were oppressive or were of no use (the 
army being the spearhead, but accompanied also by most branches of the 
state bureaucracy). The attack of the BAPU against national institutions 
took an all-pervasive character. The army was practically dissolved by the 
Treaty of Neuilly, but in its place, the BAPU founded the institution of 
Compulsory Labour Service, whereupon men from the age of 20 and wo-
men from the age of 16 were called to perform labour duties. The opera-
tion of the Labour service was not conducted by the existing bureaucratic 
mechanism and a new General Directorate for Compulsory Labour Ser-
vice was introduced for this work.64 The implementation of law and order 
was partially and unofficially removed from the authority of the state 
police and undertaken by the Orange Guard, the newly formed armed 
wing of the agrarian union.65 In educational matters, the BAPU imple-
mented measures that destroyed the unity of the national education sys-
tem. More weight was given to practical subjects, like agriculture in ex-
pense of the study of national literature and national history and schools 
became subjected to the supervision of the local population: teachers had 
to be confirmed in their positions through local plebiscites in every four 
years.66 The institutions of the judiciary system were also transfigured. 
Lawyers were not given the right to appeal to certain courts. New district 
courts were introduced where judges were elected by the local population, 
professional lawyers did not have the right to appear there and peasants 
represented themselves.67 Finally, the land reform – already discussed 
above – was implemented through the introduction of a new institution, 
the ‘Directorate of Labour Property in Land’. The Directorate was divided 
into district branches, it was independent from the existing local authori-
ties, and its decisions were final and could not be appealed to any court.68 

This was thus a concerted effort to circumvent national institutions and 
foster new social structures aiming at the radical re-organisation of an 
array of social activities. The basis of the new non-national institutions 
was to be economic, in line that is with the agrarian definition of the esta-
tist society. The main organisational principle of all these institutional in-
novations was proclaimed to be the cooperative ideal. G.M. Dimitrov, to 
give one concrete illustration, explicitly linked agrarian ideology with the 
universalisation of the cooperative movement: 
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The ideology of Agrarianism has in view a cooperative society based 
on the principles of social justice and social equilibrium coordinated 
with the requirements of freedom, capable of securing to the 
individual and humanity a harmonious existence and progressive 
development.69 

The enlargement of the cooperative movement was a central tenet of the 
BAPU’s governmental policies. Stamboliski stated that the cooperative 
principle would be the foundation of building a new economic system; 
cooperatives were to be built along estatist lines and accordingly a princi-
pal division was established between agricultural and non-agricultural co-
operatives.70 These were expected to provide the basis for the economic 
and social development of estates: providing credit to individual labourers, 
supervising production, and organising the exchange of the particular pro-
duced goods in both internal and external markets when possible.71 The 
primarily economic character of the cooperatives coupled with its social 
ramifications is, once again, explained by Dimitrov:  

The cooperatives coordinate the economic initiative of the indivi-
dual with the social interest. By means of cooperatives the small 
private economic units coordinate voluntarily their efforts and 
means of production, retaining their own properties and sharing in 
the control over the production, distribution and exchange of the 
produced wealth.72 

If the call for the creation of a Balkan federation was an incitement to 
political experimentation, this was captured by a two-dimensional agrarian 
project: the invention of alternative institutions to those composing the 
nation-state, and the subsequent organisation of these novel structures 
around estatist lines and according to the cooperative principle.73 For agra-
rian ideology, the project of a Balkan federation was, in this respect, a 
secondary concern. Balkan federation indicated, on the one hand, the will 
of agrarianism to dismantle the primacy of national spheres in the Balkans. 
In this sense, agrarian ideology challenged head on the material-institutio-
nal structure that were supported by nationalist ideologies in the Balkan 
region. The rise and eventual preponderance of agrarianism in the Balkans 
was considered as a step towards the transformation of the regional na-
tion-state system. The material dimension of agrarian ideology had, there-

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   151 20/11/2007   10:31:48



144 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

fore, a non-nationalist character: it directly challenged the material founda-
tions of the regional nation-state system.  

Agrarian Ideology and Nationalism in the Balkans 
Agrarianism envisaged the coming of a society where nationalism had no 
place. Still, this assertion needs further qualification, since, as a striking 
contrast, one struggles to find many references to nationalism in agrarian 
texts. Primarily, nationalism was not a concept with which agrarian ideo-
logy thickly engaged with, at least nominally. Nationalism would certainly 
not be a component of the estatist society, but its influence in the pre-
ceding stage of national-based politics was not explicitly analysed within 
the agrarian ideological framework. The main institutions of this state of 
affairs were considered by agrarianism to be the ‘political parties’, ‘absolu-
tism’, ‘militarism’, etc. Only some scattered references in agrarian texts 
attempted to link ‘blind nationalism’ with ‘militarism’, and ‘absolutism’, for 
example, as the real threats to the people in Bulgaria.74 Or, in another case, 
the school system was criticised for the indoctrination of students in a 
nationalist spirit and for breeding hatred against Bulgaria’s neighbours.75 
This should not lead us, however, into concluding that the relationship be-
tween nationalism and agrarianism was rudimentary. 

Nationalist practices were systematically castigated by agrarianism, al-
though they were not named as such, but were categorised under a varied 
terminology. Nationalist forces were in response fervently active in accus-
ing agrarianism as being the most potent adversary of the Bulgarian sove-
reign state. Again, here, the accurate referent of the analysis should be the 
BAPU and not agrarianism in general; all other agrarian movements of the 
inter-war period had ultimately accepted their role as national political 
formations.76  

The point where primarily agrarians clashed with nationalist forces was 
the question of national territorial claims. BAPU’s coming to power meant 
that for the first time in its history, a government of Bulgaria utterly dis-
claimed territorial expansion, at least through military means. This ab-
solute condemnation of militarism was depicted, for instance, in the pre-
amble of the Law on Compulsory Labour Service: ‘Determined to break 
off with the past and to leave the practice of catastrophic military adven-
turism, we must firmly decide to go in a diametrically opposite way – the 
way of peaceful cultural and economic development’.77 The BAPU’s posi-
tion was not simply dictated by the disadvantaged position of Bulgaria 
following the First World War; it did not simply pursue the re-orientation 
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of a defeated state’s foreign policy in the face of an initially hostile interna-
tional environment. It is interesting to juxtapose, in this respect, the atti-
tude of the previous government of Bulgaria in approximately the same 
conditions, when it was invited to participate in the Paris peace confer-
ence. Although quite subservient to the cause of peace, it was building its 
arguments on the basis of concepts such as ‘national rights’ or ‘national 
sovereignty’ and to place the main thrust of its attention in the ‘just solu-
tion’ of the Macedonian question.78 

Agrarianism condemned unequivocally any aggressive action under-
taken in the name of national goals. The BAPU campaigned perspica-
ciously against Bulgaria’s involvement in the wars of the previous years, 
against in both Balkan wars and its intervention in the First World War.79 
Agrarianism’s stance emanated from a rigid distinction between policies of 
war and peace. War was criticised, at least in its manifestations in the Bal-
kan region of that time, as a false source of national unity. War was trigg-
ered by domestic elites, the ‘military caste’ and the ‘monarchy’ in the Bul-
garian case, with ultimate catastrophic consequences for the economies of 
the region and for the peasants that had to do most of the bloody fighting 
as simple soldiers.80 Militarism was ultimately, for agrarians, an obstacle to 
economic development: 

By trifling with the Macedonian question our ‘patented patriots’ 
misdirect society’s attention and divert the productive forces of the 
country from their proper channel. A burdensome military budget 
will again drain our state treasury, and an army of many thousands 
maintained on the war footing will again have to be supported.81 

The agrarian connection of militarism with the Macedonia question was 
the boiling point in the relationship between the BAPU’s and nationalist 
forces in Bulgaria. The designation of Macedonia as a Bulgarian territory 
was a central tenet of Bulgarian national ideology, and continued to be a 
heated issue in Bulgarian political life during the inter-war years.82 The 
‘Macedonian cause’ carried enormous weight in Bulgaria. Macedonian de-
puties were usually elected in the national parliament, Petrich, the neigh-
bouring district to Yugoslav Macedonia was practically controlled by the 
Internal Macedonian Revolutionary Organisation (IMRO), and the IMRO 
was one of the better armed and trained groups in a partially demilitarised 
country.83 
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The BAPU’s outward hostility to the Macedonian cause was an attempt 
to redirect the focus of Balkan affairs from being centred around ques-
tions of national rights and unredeemed territories. Macedonia was in this 
capacity an obstacle to all agrarian initiatives that were directed beyond 
Bulgaria’s borders. Macedonia had been the arch source of conflict among 
Balkan states; it stood in the way of an understanding between Bulgaria 
and Yugoslavia and prevented any sort of Balkan solidarity from even 
being considered. The repudiation of the Macedonian cause by the agra-
rians was a gesture carrying the message of a radical rupture, it embodied 
the agrarian promise of the coming of a new state of affairs in the Balkans. 
Here is a statement to this effect written by Stamboliski before the BAPU 
came to power: 

If the Bulgarian government has allied itself with the side that urges 
Bulgaria on to adventurism, that seeks the occupation of Macedonia 
by Bulgaria…it is our deep conviction that this adventurism will lead 
Bulgaria to the grave. We can assure you that if you ally yourselves 
with this adventurism as your own policy in the future, then before 
you can complete that adventurism you will have to pass over our 
dead bodies.84 

Ultimately, the repealing of all claims on Macedonia was the founding 
stone of agrarianism’s involvement in Balkan politics. It was the gesture 
that allowed agrarianism to act as the herald of new political projects in 
the Balkan space: of a Balkan federation and a union among all Slavs of 
the Balkans. In a sensational act, Stamboliski invited Yugoslav journalists 
covering Bulgarian affairs to persuade them on the importance of good 
relations between the two countries. He told them: 

Since you have taken Macedonia why don’t you take all Mace-
donians who still remain in Bulgaria? You can have them, good 
riddance. They have only been a nuisance to us. Because of them 
Bulgarian people have perished. The Macedonians are harming us as 
much as they can. You take them and make them good Yugoslav 
citizens. I have been an adversary of the Macedonians and have 
fought against them. All political atrocities in Bulgaria are the work 
of these Macedonians. I would never wage war against you [i.e. 
Yugoslavia] for Macedonia’.85 
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These were extremely provocative actions that polarised opposition again-
st the agrarians; they triggered the forging of an alliance among traditional 
political parties which was appropriately named the ‘national bloc’. The 
violent overthrow of the BAPU government by a coup d’état staged by 
the ‘national bloc’ and the sadistic torture and execution of Stamboliski by 
members of the IMRO were justified by designating agrarianism as unpa-
triotic or anti-national.86  

Nationalism came then again into the fore as the chief enemy of agra-
rian ideology. Todorov described accordingly the opposition that the 
BAPU government had to face as taking the form of a nationalist cam-
paign, the communist party excluded of course: 

The right criticised the all too prevalent official graft, but its main 
line of attack was ‘patriotic’. It accused Stamboliski of sacrificing the 
national interest in his efforts for an alliance with Yugoslavia, and 
even charged that he was ready to sacrifice the political indepen-
dence of the Bulgarian people in his desire for the ultimate union of 
the two countries.87 

This accusation carried such weight after the overthrow of Stamboliski 
that unrepentant agrarian activists were accused of being traitors of the 
Bulgarian nation, some were interned and some were even executed on 
the basis of this charge.88 The BAPU was immediately suppressed by the 
new regime. When the BAPU returned to legality it had to forfeit most of 
its non-nationalist positions. It dropped its support for a Balkan federa-
tion, its efforts on the eventual union with Yugoslavia, and adopted a new 
‘policy of rapprochement’ with the traditional political parties that allowed 
for its participation in coalition governments. This drastic re-orientation of 
the BAPU’s program led eventually to the break-up of the agrarian organi-
sation into two groups. The stance of the Pladne group, as it was called, 
was much more in line with Stamboliski’s political programme and the 
estatist conception of society.89 The Pladne group came to occupy the posi-
tion of the old BAPU, at least in terms, of its persecution by nationalist 
circles. Pladne agrarians were often discredited as ‘Serbian agents’, accusa-
tions that strengthened when they were joined by agrarian exiles who had 
fled the 1923 coup against Stamboliski and who were intermittently living 
in Belgrade. About 10 years after Stamboliski’s overthrow, when the ques-
tion of an amnesty for agrarian exiles was raised in parliament, the persis-
tent accusations of anti-patriotism were voiced once more. Agrarian exiles 
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‘had pawned their consciences to our enemies…they will arrive with the 
special mission of stirring up trouble and rebellion and creating new 
storms within our country’, as one parliamentary deputy exclaimed.90 

In stark contrast, agrarianism did not develop an equally violent posi-
tion against ‘nationalism’. Nationalism was conceived as inherently related 
to ‘militarism’ or ‘adventurism’, allowing for both the domination of back-
ward elites in domestic affairs and draining domestic resources by perpet-
uating conflicts in the regional setting. In spite of its presumed extremity, 
nationalism was conceived, in the agrarian ideological edifice, as a second-
ary political concept. Stamboliski’s designation of political struggle as the 
antagonism between political parties and estatist organisations, subsumed 
all other complexities under its edifice. Nationalism was accordingly con-
ceived as a product of the political party system: 

the political parties sought to distract the people from economic 
concerns by promoting hatred towards the country’s neighbours. 
This created a sense of national unity at the cost of poisoned inter-
national relations and rampant militarism’.91 

At this point, however, we can continue the discussion following a more 
complicated path in theoretical terms. Agrarianism’s struggle against na-
tionalism can be related to other forms of agrarian practices that chall-
enged nationalist ideology, both in its material manifestations and in its 
effort of interpellating individuals as national subjects. 

Agrarianism developed practices that directly challenged the prece-
dence of national institutions, practices which formed the core of the 
BAPU’s governmental program. Again, there was never an explicit formu-
lation by agrarians on the inherent connection of nationalism with the 
production of national institutions. Still, agrarian ideology rested on the 
development of institutions along estatist lines, institutions that would no 
longer reflect national unity. Agrarian measures included the devaluation 
of national political parties, the redrawing of the judiciary system, the re-
jection of the utility of a national army, even the devaluation of the mon-
archy as a national symbol.92 These radical reforms were met with hostility 
on the part of nationalist forces. The problem was not simply the sub-
stitution of national institutions with others. But that the agrarian con-
ception of institutions rendered national lines obsolete. Stamboliski’s pro-
posal for the creation of a Green International, at least the way he con-
ceived of this organisation, illustrates the point well. And to pass the word 
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on to one of the students of agrarianism, perhaps the most sympathetic to 
this ideology: 

The possibility of a Green International was actual enough for the 
idea to be regarded as treasonable, from the national point of view, 
by the groups in power. Stamboliski especially believed that by 
uniting the peasants of those countries, in which they formed a 
majority, they could put an end to international rivalry.93 

Another example coming from the agrarian attack against the national 
education system. The BAPU’s Minister of Education tried to change the 
Bulgarian alphabet by omitting four letters, which also the Serbian lan-
guage does not have. The policy was regarded by nationalist forces to be 
treasonous, as a step towards the creation of South Slav federation, and 
led, in combination with other agrarian measures on education, to a long 
heated dispute between the BAPU and the university authorities. The 
letters were ceremoniously re-instituted by the subsequent government, 
while the penalty for their deliberate omission was facing civic punish-
ment.94 

The relationship between agrarianism and nationalism in the inter-war 
Balkans also involved a struggle over the recruiting of individuals as sub-
jects. Agrarian ideology aimed at interpellating peasants as particular kinds 
of subjects. Some of the BAPU’s institutional innovations functioned as a 
principal strategy of interpellating individual supporters, they gave flesh to 
what being an agrarian peasant was. The formation of agrarian coopera-
tives, the autonomous participation of agrarian candidates in all kinds of 
elections, the transformation of the education system to allow for a more 
practical schooling were all initiatives that aimed at solidifying the peasant 
estate.95 The material manifestations of agrarian ideology were, in other 
words, vital elements of an interpellative process. Agrarian ideology attem-
pted to interpellate peasants as members of an estate and of an estatist 
organisation.  

First, the BAPU accentuated their awareness of being foremost pea-
sants and then through this identification it hoped to determine their 
being as political subjects. Agrarian ideology aimed at the production of a 
pure collectivity composed solely of militant peasant.96 Only the gradual 
success of this interpellation, the constitution of like-minded peasants 
could truly guarantee the eventual materialisation of the estatist society. 
Agrarianism, in this respect, was positioned in opposition to nationalism. 
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It directly rejected the constitution of subjects as nationals. Instead, it pro-
posed the segmentation of the national population and endorsed a peasant 
consciousness as the only true source of identification for its supporters. 
Agrarianism, to put it differently attempted to disengage the peasantry 
from the national body.  

Following the agrarian logic but supplementing its vocabulary, we can 
conclude that nationalism was considered to be a detrimental force since it 
acted as a mainstay of the nation-state and its respective institutions. But, 
if we choose to remain strictly within the agrarian ideological framework, 
we see that the BAPU’s position on nationalism was in many ways para-
doxical. Most problematic was the lack of theoretical engagement with na-
tionalism in agrarian writings. This lack looks even more perplexing when 
we observe that the BAPU was consistently labelled as an anti-national 
organisation and suffered severe persecutions by nationalist forces. What 
explains the enmity of nationalist forces against the agrarians is that they 
felt threatened from the BAPU’s challenging of a core of nationalist 
practices. 

Conclusion 
Academic analyses of the BAPU have often tended to revolve around its 
presumably dictatorial methods when it rose to power.97 This move has 
been necessary in order to integrate agrarianism in a particular under-
standing of Balkan politics during the inter-war period. The Balkans have 
been described, along these lines, as a site of perpetual instability where 
democratic processes failed to consolidate. Agrarianism has been viewed 
either as one form of a variety of dictatorial regimes, perhaps distinguished 
for its agrarian character. Or, for well-disposed commentators, agrarianism 
has seemed an aberration: a popular force that reacted against oppressive 
political conditions for a brief period, but that was crucially swept aside by 
the authoritarian, dictatorial flow.98 

This chapter contested these understandings of agrarianism. It attempt-
ed alternatively to situate agrarianism in the context of ideological con-
frontations. These confrontations occurred in the Balkan region during 
the inter-war period, and were pertinent to a particular manifestation of 
agrarianism, springing from the Bulgarian context. Nationalism was dis-
cerned as the primary ideological opponent of agrarianism. Allow me to 
interject here a passage by David Mitrany who has also written on this 
issue: 
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The program and actions of the peasant parties showed a similar 
unorthodox blending in regard to relations with other nations. In the 
peasant countries no other section of the people was so firmly 
attached to transmitted national characteristics and less cosmo-
politan in outlook and habits. Yet no other section was less eaten up 
with the ambitions of political nationalism. In every way the peasant 
groups asserted and proved that they had as much faith in inter-
national cooperation as in social and economic cooperation at home. 
They gave stalwart support to the League of Nations, and in a region 
of many quarrels pressed that all issues, especially with neighbouring 
countries, should be settled by arbitration.99 

In spite of Mitrany’s welcomed admiration for the peasant parties, we 
should still adopt a critical attitude to his presentation at least in relation to 
the Balkan context. The originality of agrarianism – concretely of the 
BAPU – lay not in repeating the liberal formula for the consolidation of a 
peaceful post-war international order: international cooperation, support 
to the League of Nations, indivisible peace, and settlement of international 
disputes by arbitration. The originality of agrarian ideology, or better its 
radicalism, lay in extending the ideological field in the Balkan setting. 
Agrarianism introduced original political concepts, mainly those of the 
estate and the estatist organisation, which formed the backbone of a 
radical political ideology. The radicalism of its ideological framework was 
reflected in the violent reaction of nationalist forces which brought the 
ultimate demise of the BAPU. 

There were two steps that the agrarian understanding of the Balkan 
region followed. It defined political space through the concept of the es-
tate and political struggle as the antagonism between two formations: po-
litical parties and estatist organisations. These new concepts signified the 
determination of agrarianism to stand for a radically different organisation 
of the Balkans. In this respect, the project for the creation of a Balkan fed-
eration signalled, for agrarianism, precisely the passage from the national 
to the estatist. The nationalist logic was, therefore, suspended; there could 
be no national unity, no national sovereignty, no national policies, but a 
series of social, economic, political transformations along estatist lines.  

Agrarian concepts were put to work, in the practice of institutional in-
novation. Especially since the BAPU represented the official government 
of Bulgaria for more than three years, it had the opportunity to design and 
found a new institutional framework which challenged the nationalist one. 
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This presented the primal point of the ideological conflict between nation-
alism and agrarianism. The struggle between agrarianism and nationalism 
had, in other words, a primarily material dimension; it was an opposition 
over two diverse sets of institutional arrangements. Another important 
element of this struggle was the effort of agrarianism to challenge nation-
alist interpellations. Agrarianism strived to shape the peasants as a distinct 
estate and their political activities as an embodiment of an equally distinct 
estatist organisation. It thus sought the constitution of subjects who would 
be disengaged from national identifications. 
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6 

RECONCEPTUALISING  
THE BALKANS:  

THE REALM OF IDEOLOGY 

The book as a whole rests on the premise that the Balkans are here to stay. 
This statement is not intended as a homage to historical immutability. Af-
ter all the image of a fixed Balkan scenery has been chiefly the privilege of 
the Western gaze. The Balkan space is dynamic and ‘the Balkans’ should 
be treated, accordingly, as a dynamic concept that corresponds to the con-
temporary process of historical transformation. Change is not, neverthe-
less, solely the predicament of the region’s present condition, of its pro-
spective integration in the European Union. The Balkan region has been 
perpetually in a process of transformation: the Ottoman period was any-
thing but a lacuna of stagnation,1 the inter-war period did not simply mark 
the growth of perennial Balkan nationalisms, the Yugoslav wars of the 
1990s are not the continuation of the Balkan wars of 1912–13, etc. That 
‘the Balkans’ are here to stay implies that they cannot be simply deleted by 
a policy move, or by the author’s well meaning stroke. To put it diff-
erently, it is not productive to speak today about the Balkans by dis-
regarding or overcoming how ‘the Balkans’ have been framed as an object 
of knowledge.  

The task of this chapter is to transpose the preceding discussion on the 
Balkans in the present tense. I am not implying that the book has been 
lacking thus far any reference to the contemporary state of affairs in the 
Balkan region. Indeed, this has been dominant throughout; the analysis of 
inter-war political ideologies owed much to how the recent literature has 
conceived and studied the Balkans. Choosing to focus on non-nationalist 
ideologies, but also the choice of sources, and the particular angle of rely-
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ing largely on texts written by the main proponents of these ideologies 
were all conceived as a reaction to the main trends of this recent literature. 
More directly, in this chapter, however, I attempt to highlight the inter-
faces between the discussion of the inter-war non-nationalist ideologies 
and the current debates on how the Balkans should be studied.  

Writings that attempt to re-open the question of how to do Balkan 
studies can be broadly termed as critical. This does not mean that the pro-
liferation of the dominant Western images of the Balkans – what has been 
described in Chapter 2 of the book – is dormant or receding lately. This 
chapter aims, however, to develop a critical position influenced by differ-
ent kinds of writings, to outline some directions through which this domi-
nant Balkan imagery can be challenged. In this respect, it is important to 
acknowledge and situate the argument in the context of recent writings 
that have paved the way towards this direction.  

The discussion is organised in relation to how these critical debates en-
gage with the question ‘what are the Balkans’ and then with how they ass-
ess the role of nationalism in relation to the Balkan region. In the first sec-
tion, the analysis attempts to contextualise the book in relation to the 
Orientalist approach as it has been applied in the case of the Balkans. It 
identifies the Orientalist critique as the most promising trajectory towards 
a critical reconceptualisation of the Balkans. The second section develops, 
in turn, a position of critique against the predominant conception of an 
overwhelming association between the Balkans and nationalism.  

How to Study the Balkans: Orientalism and After  
Edward Said’s Orientalism has made it somewhat suspicious, more explicit-
ly in academic circles, to answer the type of question ‘what are the Bal-
kans’ in a straightforward manner.2 Still, debates on how to study the Bal-
kans unfold on the basis of how this question is treated. The main divisive 
line does not necessarily rely on a taxonomy of possible answers, but de-
pends more directly on the issue of to what extent is this question con-
sidered to be valuable. We could tentatively point here to a divisive line 
separating a position that endorses the Saidian critique from another that 
attempts at varying degrees to keep its distance. 

Starting from the second camp, the most refined approach has called 
for the renaming of the region to Southeastern Europe. (I will convention-
ally call its supporters Southeuropeanists). This position has been greatly 
strengthened by political initiatives that have largely endorsed its rationale. 
The signing of the Stability Pact for Southeastern Europe in Cologne, 
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Germany on 10 June 1999 has been perhaps the most celebrated, in this 
respect. This was a typical official document, which enumerated a series of 
policy means in relation to the accomplishment of certain objectives in the 
region. The most pronounced innovation of the Stability Pact – reading it 
somewhat against its declared content – was the emergence of a lack: a 
resoluteness not to mention the B word.3 It was as if the Balkans were 
miraculously erased from being a chief concern of the international com-
munity, or at least they were suitably re-baptised into a neutral and more 
inclusive denomination.  

The denomination ‘Southeastern Europe’ is not new, references in 
western texts to ‘Southeastern Europe’ have appeared from as early as the 
beginning of the nineteenth century.4 It is ‘new’, however, in being enun-
ciated in the present context: following a decade during which the adjec-
tive ‘Balkan’ re-emerged as a powerful symbolic concept. Whether it will 
prove a success story or a failure, this consistent attempt of renaming the 
region betrays a growing apprehension on the part of international institu-
tions to employ the term Balkans as such.5 One could perversely describe 
this phenomenon as a post-Saidian move: the West recognising the unpro-
ductiveness of its Orientalist gaze (or Balkanist in this case) and resolving 
to overcome it, to push it behind. 

All these efforts have been predominantly greeted as a herald of good 
tidings. Taking the distorted ‘Balkan’ lid off would presumably push the 
region in a transitional process of development and might concomitantly 
reconstitute it as a ‘new’ and accessible object of knowledge. Also, and in 
the best of cases, this could potentially signal an opening in the study of 
the region. It might relocate Southeastern Europe beyond any East versus 
West type of dichotomy and hopefully beyond a hegemonic relationship 
where ‘the Balkans’ have been seen as dominated by outside powers.6 It 
might open up, academics hope, the space for researchers to reclaim the 
region as a properly scientific object of study.7  

What concerns Southeastern Europeanist academics is to work on the 
possibilities that will allow the central question of defining the region to be 
addressed in a convincing formulation. Obviously, the ‘invention’ or the 
‘introduction’ – it does not really matter at this point – of ‘Southeast 
European’ studies calls for a radically new beginning. It is radical since it 
urges us to be done with the past. ‘The Balkans’ are to be preferably exor-
cised to the dustbin of history, accompanied, one might expect, by all the 
misrepresentations, the moralising rhetoric, the animosities they were 
associated with. The history of a system of malignant representations of 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   163 20/11/2007   10:31:49



156 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

the Balkan region is on the one hand recognised but the critical exposition 
of this history is, at the same time, treated as no more than a useful correc-
tive. Analyses inspired by Saidian Orientalism are not considered, in other 
words, to be sufficient to tackle the vital question of how to describe re-
gional dynamics in themselves. Still, as long as there is no engagement 
with the Balkans as a geopolitical, or even better as a discursive concept, 
the danger lurks that entrenched approaches and attitudes towards the re-
gion will be left unscathed and will be probably reproduced in some diff-
erent form. The position of Southeastern Europeanists has all the charm 
of a prospective new beginning while it prefers not to substantially settle 
accounts with what it ‘leaves behind’, as far at least as ‘the Balkans’ are 
concerned.  

Indeed, one cannot help but detect in some articulations of this posi-
tion a reiteration of a derogatory, condemning portrayal of the Balkans, 
albeit in a relatively concealed form. In the writings of some Southeastern 
Europeanists, ‘the Balkans’ are conceived as a fixed, problematic geo-poli-
tical space that can be possibly effaced in the present – and one might add 
unique – historical conjuncture. A sustained international – mainly Euro-
pean – involvement is hopefully expected to transform the region so 
drastically that it would no longer make sense to speak of ‘the Balkans’ as 
such. The Stability Pact could then potentially ‘Europeanise the Balkans’.8 
Europeanization, in this respect, means effectively ‘de-Balkanisation’: the 
uprooting of Balkan features that have imprinted the (relative) separation 
of the region from the rest of Europe until now.9 

This type of writings perceives ‘the Balkans’ as once again a fixed con-
ceptual category, enjoying though a limited life line. The process of Euro-
peanization that is envisioned by the implementation of the Stability Pact 
is sketched accordingly as a conflict between ‘Europe’ and the ‘Balkans’, 
where the Balkans are associated with the usual characteristics of other-
ness to the European project. The end goal of this process is to transform 
the region so drastically that it would no longer make sense to call it ‘the 
Balkans’. Accordingly, there are excerpts from writings by the Stability 
Pact’s strong supporters where ‘the Balkans’ are linked with the predica-
ment of endemic violence and incessant conflict. If we follow the line of 
thought of one of these authors: ‘We can consider the recent conflict as 
the extension of the two previous Balkan wars of this century: that of the 
1940s and that of the 1910s or even as far back as the birth of the Balkan 
nation-states…the wars of South-eastern Europe constitute a long conflict 
of nearly a century interrupted by few periods of peace’.10 With a turn of 
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the screw this will not seal the fate of the region: this observation is not 
meant to ‘condemn the region and its people to a sort of war fatalism’, the 
same author continues.11 What makes this line of thought even more dis-
turbing is that de-Balkanisation relies ultimately on external involvement 
and relates primarily to the expansion of European norms in the Balkan 
region. According to this interpretation, the Stability Pact proposes the 
introduction of social, political, economic mechanisms alien to the Bal-
kans, mechanisms that could force them to develop in an unimaginable 
direction: its ‘first objective [is] the democratisation of a region where de-
mocracy has never blossomed’.12 We are back again to the terrain of West-
ern images of a dark Balkan scenery – as these were portrayed in chapter 
2: both understandings are based on certain presuppositions that consider 
‘the Balkans’ to be inimical to the reach of the European project. 

Ending this brief detour here, we should note that this is a somewhat 
facile criticism to mount since one should also engage with a much more 
critical and sophisticated Southeastern Europeanist position. This calls for 
a partial engagement with the Saidian critique and its application in the 
case of ‘the Balkans’ coupled with showing its limitations as a method of 
conducting research. The contribution of Orientalism lies, in this view, in 
that it has acted as a warning against what not to do, and in exhaustively 
describing the particular consequences that a wrong turn like that has re-
sulted to when taken. For the study of the region, this relates to the criti-
que of the popular notion of the Balkans which has been established on 
the basis of a hierarchical relationship between the West and Southeastern 
Europe. In this respect, Orientalism is initially welcomed to facilitate a 
radical clearing of the ground in order to launch a more nuanced study of 
Southeastern Europe. To put it differently, Saidian analysis is applauded 
since it has identified the correct culprits responsible for the present im-
passe, but should then be abandoned for it has no positive way forward to 
lead to. To quote at greater length this rationale: 

If the imputed differences that define ‘the Balkans’ are simply the 
markers or the epiphenomena of power politics, then the implica-
tion can be that there is no reason to single out anything that is spe-
cifically Balkan. If the differentiation of Central Europe from terri-
tories ‘down there’ in the Balkans is basically a matter of establishing 
hierarchies, and the signs of this difference are not important in 
themselves, what if anything does characterise the Balkans as a co-
herent or meaningful entity besides its image in the eyes of others?13 
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This passage suggests that the question of the specificity of the Balkans 
is what should primarily preoccupy the analyst. Saidian types of projects 
are sidelined since they ultimately pose the wrong question, or at least a 
secondary one. Although one should recognise how the Balkan region has 
been misperceived though Western – but not only Western – sources, this 
observation is not inherently connected with the principal purpose of 
productive research. What is at stake cannot only be the delineation of the 
ways through which our object of study has been misconstrued but the 
search for the methods through which we can approach more closely the 
object itself. Thus it all becomes an issue of definition and identification: 
the analyst of Southeastern Europe aims at reanimating the regional map. 
But, her effort – and here lies its sophistication – is weaved with an anti-
essentialist and anti-objectivist outlook. The point is neither to strive for 
general agreement on a common set of objective criteria that would guar-
antee the specificity of the region nor to proceed with a compilation of 
internal characteristics that might account for its homogeneity. The new 
map of Southeastern Europe becomes, at least from this scholarly per-
spective, necessarily provisional. Searching for the definition of South-
eastern Europe becomes enmeshed in a wider debate where its ‘bound-
aries [are] seen as intellectual constructs, provisional, open to question and 
overlapping. This would have the advantage of interrogating definitions, 
traits and boundaries, rather than letting them pass unexamined’.14  

In effect, Southeastern Europe is endorsed as a new object for re-
search, free from the mishandlings of the past; an object that it might now 
be possible to define, identify and account for its specific political features. 
Southeastern Europe is considered as a relatively distinct region.15 In this 
respect, there is a suspicion of the direct importation of ideas, theories, 
models from other and supposedly more developed parts of the world. 
Southeastern Europe is not, in other words, to be evaluated in terms of its 
‘likeness to or deviation from Western Europe’.16 Southeastern European-
ists aim at identifying new analytical categories that would be appropriate 
for the study of the region and they accordingly question the primacy of 
the European model of modernity in the theoretical terrain.17  

What Southeastern Europeanists mistake though as a definite obstruct-
ion should be conceived as simultaneously enabling multiple competing 
articulations of the Balkans. Instead of treating Balkanism, or whatever we 
might want to call it, as an obstacle that should be transcended altogether, 
we might instead define it as a terrain of struggle, where different forms of 
resistance can be, and indeed are, articulated. In this sense, valuable scho-
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larship is not something that we can achieve when all the prejudices, 
distorted views and concepts are definitely overcome, but a work enmesh-
ed in the interplay between political and ideological confrontations.  

Enter Orientalism and its multi-faceted applications in the case of the 
Balkans. This has become in the past few years a proliferating field of 
study involving elaborate theoretical reflections on how, if at all, can Said’s 
conceptual framework be applied in the case of the Balkans. The diversity 
of this field has already resulted in the first attempts of categorisation. In a 
recent article, two main approaches were discerned as characteristic of 
these writings.18 The first adopts without hesitation the basic concepts and 
language of Orientalism and directly imprints them in the study of the 
Balkans.19 The second aims primarily at differentiating Orientalism from 
the system of western representations of the Balkans and coins a new 
name for the latter: ‘Balkanism’.20 ‘Balkanism’ is subsequently defined as 
embodying a series of representational mechanisms distinct from those 
employed by Orientalism. The second approach does not make ‘explicit 
use of the Saidian critique’, but incorporates part of its theoretical frame-
work in writing about the Balkans.21 It might be helpful to abide by this 
categorisation and while my intention is not to side exclusively with one of 
these positions, I will contend that both have the capacity to challenge the 
dominant representations of the Balkans as long as they are seen in a wid-
er context of engaged critique. I am not claiming to speak in defence of 
any author in particular, but to discuss some general directions inherent in 
the Orientalist theoretical framework that can effectively deal with the 
problem of how to study the Balkans.  

Let me take issue head on with the most pressing critique of the 
Orientalist approach: it is accused of not being ultimately concerned with 
the conceptualisation of the Balkan region as such. That is the primary 
objection against the critique of Orientalism (as applied in the Balkans) is 
that it ‘focuses on Balkans as the Other to the west, not on the Balkans as 
Self’.22 This objection is partly accurate, but it somewhat misses the point.  

It is by all means accurate to note that the Orientalist position proble-
matises the role of the observer, the analyst, the researcher. In the case of 
the Balkans, and of the Orient as well, these positions are occupied in the 
first instance by outsiders: by Westerners in general, or by English, Fren-
ch, American, Spanish, and so on in particular.23 The ways through which 
the Balkans are constituted as an object of knowledge are inherently re-
lated to the position of enunciation of the outside observers themselves. 
This should not be misplaced as merely a problem of biased analysis or of 
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insufficient knowledge. Instead, writing about the Balkans becomes self-
revealing, where the self is usually anchored in a collective identification. 
In this sense, the analysis of ‘the Balkans’ is inherently relational: the claim 
of knowledge about the region’s history, politics, economics, culture is 
already juxtaposed, compared, contrasted to a canonical set of character-
istics that ultimately defines the writers’ sense of belonging to a qualita-
tively different world from that of the Balkans. 

An ideal type of features associated with the western project: civility, 
rationality, democracy are then contrasted with their state of lack in the 
Balkan case. The Balkans are then defined by Western writers in relation 
to how they fare on the face of these canonical attributes; concretely, the 
Balkans are the place where these attributes are barred. Concomitantly, 
there is the underlying belief that the lack in the Balkans derives not from 
their distance to the Western world but from their proximity to it. The 
Balkans are conceived, in other words, as an internal part of Europe, but 
occupy the place of an internal other, a ‘resident alien’;24 they are con-
stituted as an ‘incomplete self’, European but not quiet, as Todorova has 
suggested.25  

At this point, it is easier to face the main challenge raised by South-
eastern Europeanists against the Orientalist approach, namely that it ‘re-
marginalises the Balkans’.26 Or, to the phrase the objection differently: 
that it is predominantly concerned with the West rather than with the Bal-
kans as its object of study. The Orientalist approach, it should be clear by 
now, does not aim to separate two different objects, the West and the Bal-
kans, and then focus on the one while simultaneously ignoring the other. 
Balkan critics do not simply transpose the issue of Western knowledge 
about the Balkans to a matter of the internal constitution of the West.27 It 
would be useful, here, to make an analogy with Said’s reply to a similar 
misinterpretation of his work. In the 1995 afterword to Orientalism, he 
lamented the widespread interpretation of the book as perpetuating the 
Orient versus Occident opposition and claimed that it is this ‘sense of 
fixed identities battling across a permanent divide that my book specifi-
cally abjures, but which it paradoxically presupposes and depends on’.28 

Said, alludes in this passage to the complexity of the Orientalist criti-
que. Although it invites the critique of a Western essence which is imma-
nent in the Orientalist frame of mind, this cannot be articulated in an ex-
ternal relation to the Orientalist discursive framework. In a similar vein, 
the Balkans are not to be conceived as simply an effect of how the West 
manages to come to terms with its own internal process of self-recogni-
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tion. Instead, the initial question posed by the Orientalist critic of how the 
Balkans are being constituted as an object of knowledge becomes inter-
twined within a wider problematique. This problematique has real effects, 
in terms of framing concrete possibilities of how this encounter between 
the West and the Balkans might be carried out. It forms a variety of possi-
ble scenarios through which ‘Western’ and ‘Balkan’ are positioned in rela-
tion to one another, while it also affects the internal dynamics of each. 
Again going back to Said’s work, we should note that the continuation of 
Orientalism was Culture and Imperialism where he attempted to show how the 
binaries set out by the Orientalist language are not all there is. In this book 
one of his goals was to portray several modes of active cultural resistance 
sketched in such writings as The Black Jacobins by C.L.R. James, The 
Wretched of the Earth by Franz Fanon, and The Arab Awakening by George 
Antonius.29 In a similar fashion, the presence of derogatory Western ima-
ges of the Balkans is not all. The orientalist critique engages, instead, with 
an array of incomplete internal constitutions and conflicting relations, 
where both the notions of the West, the Balkans and their contrasting jux-
taposition are problematised. The interplay of these forces ultimately de-
lineates a horizon within which the Balkans are situated within the wider 
international environment. 

Writers from the Balkans have admittedly followed this direction with 
restraint. To revert the question of what the Balkans are to the problem of 
‘how we know what we know about the Balkans’ should not result in 
recounting a mono-dimensional hegemonic relationship, where the West 
is seen as simply dominating the Balkans.30 We have to view, first of all, 
the reaction of the inhabitants of the Balkans as multiple and multi-facet-
ed. In this respect a variety of processes for the creation of resistances 
have been and are today possible for those being designated as Balkan. 
Most scholars have so far centred their research on the issue of whether 
the Western images of the Balkans have been internalised in the region it-
self. Attempting to address this question, Todorova observes varying atti-
tudes among the different Balkan countries. Some peoples reluctantly re-
cognise their belonging to the Balkans, others vehemently deny it. There is 
a consensus among all though on an unease about their ‘proximity’ or 
their ‘belonging’ to the Balkan region and a desire to ‘prove that they do 
not belong to the repellent image’ of the region that has been established 
in the West.31 With a more specific focus, others have shown how, for 
example, in Romania a prevalent concern is to shake off attempts – that 
have been many – to identify the country with any Balkan predicament, 
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geographic or of another kind. One of the general strategic guidelines dur-
ing the post-communist era has been that Romania needs to ‘escape’ from 
the Balkans if it is to become re-united with the rest of Europe.32 

The most refined approach with respect to the question of interna-
lisation, however, has developed around the notion of ‘nesting orienta-
lisms’.33 Nesting orientalisms refer to a gradation of orients: the attempt to 
differentiate between varying degrees of Orient by utilising the very struc-
ture of the Orientalist language. In the Balkans this amounts to the con-
struction of internal hierarchies by the inhabitants of the region them-
selves which claim to establish difference between that space or that 
people who are more European in contrast to those designated as more 
‘eastern’, more ‘oriental’, or truly ‘Balkan’. With reference to the former 
Yugoslavia, Orientalist language has been ‘appropriated and manipulated’ 
by those who have been designated as ‘other’ in the Western imagery.34 
And this process unfolds in the articulation of a series of competing re-
presentations among the Balkan peoples: regarding who is in closer prox-
imity to Europe, i.e. Slovenia in relation to Serbia, who is defending Eu-
rope in the face of the true ‘Easterners’, i.e. Serbia facing the Islamic on-
slaught embodied by Bosnian Muslims, etc.  

It is no longer possible then to describe this process by using the no-
tion of internalisation, at least if the term means the passive acceptance by 
a particular subject of a series of images that has been ascribed to him/her 
by an authority. The Orientalist framework is then not merely concerned 
with the modes through which the West looks at the Balkans. Not even if 
we add to this problematic the dimension of how the inhabitants of the 
Balkans view themselves in response to how Western writings imagine 
them. Instead, it is already involved in the political processes through 
which the West and the Balkans and the relation between them are all 
constituted. We could go further by exploring, for instance, how Orien-
talist representations function as a mechanism of domination within the 
societies designated as ‘Balkan’. Let me use as an example a statement by 
former Slovenian Prime Minister Janez Drnovšek: ‘This is the choice be-
tween Europe and the Balkans’.35 Drnovšek’s phrase does not betray the 
extent to which the binary Europe/Balkans has been internalised in Slo-
venia. Regardless the specific content with which the statement is connect-
ed to, it is a political move par excellence, directed at the domestic political 
game in Slovenia. Be it the modernisation of the state apparatus, the liber-
alisation of the economy, the restructuring of the pension system, the 
binary opposition between Europe/Balkans is invoked to legitimise extra-
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ordinary political measures that would have otherwise resulted to intense 
social reaction.36 

To recapitulate the discussion so far: the Orientalist approach in the 
Balkans provides for a wide framework where a variety of questions and 
prospective directions can be thought. I am not suggesting that there is 
some kind of theoretical and political convergence among all the writings 
associated with this approach, except perhaps an array of similar starting 
points. Nevertheless, the general framework of their theoretical project 
allows the type of reading which I have pursued without associating it with 
any author in particular. This reading has attempted to unpack the Orien-
talist approach so that it would not merely involve the modes of know-
ledge of the Balkans in Western writings. Nor is the Orientalist approach 
primarily interested in identifying how the Western project consolidates its 
own self-definition by encountering and then claiming to analyse the 
Balkan peoples. Instead, it should be seen as a benchmark on the basis of 
which the Balkans participate in the international scene, a Western system 
of representations that the inhabitants of the Balkans might internalise, or 
react against, repeat, manipulate, oppose or resist. 

An additional step in this direction must also be taken: to question the 
notion that the setting of the West/Balkan binary is a smooth process in 
itself. This strategy is more central in another book, The Sultan’s Court 
published one year after Orientalism appeared. The Sultan’s Court deals in a 
similar manner with Western images of the Orient, although its subject is 
confined to the issue of ‘Oriental despotism’, treating mostly sources on 
the Ottoman Empire. To paraphrase a – somewhat cryptic – observation 
of its author, Alain Grosrichard: ‘Thus, while [the Balkans] are indeed the 
Other held up for us to see, it is also the one that regards us, in every sense 
of the word’.37  

Let me repeat Grosrichard: how do ‘the Balkans’ regard us then (i.e. the 
West)? They regard the West not only in the form of an external relation. 
Western involvement does not merely limit itself at establishing difference 
and subsequently wondering how to deal with this alien Balkan substance: 
the question of what the West should do with the Balkans, framed in 
terms of intervention, containment, or sustained engagement targeting 
their transformation. The relationship between the West and ‘the Balkans’ 
is instead internal. ‘The Balkans’ repeatedly appear as a potential erosion 
from within, as a virus threatening to unravel Western liberal societies, a 
virus springing from the flesh of these liberal societies themselves. If one 
listens to Harold Bloom, literary studies are being balkanised at present as 
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they are increasingly influenced by ‘marginal’ political demands: gender, 
queer, or racial related.38 Indeed, western institutions of all sorts are often 
diagnosed as facing the danger of balkanisation: the world wide web, the 
US electricity grid, the San Francisco transit system, even America itself in 
the face of increasing waves of immigration – according at least to some 
right-wing politicians.39 More so, Balkan political forces during the 1990s 
have often been linked to a general fascist onslaught which purportedly 
poses the arch challenge to liberal ideology; this re-emergence of ‘fascist’ 
or ‘totalitarian’ tendencies is explained to be inherently connected with 
similar phenomena at the heart of Western societies, xenophobia, neo-
racism and so on.  

‘The Balkans’ regard the West in so far as they embody the presence of 
its own inherent imbalances. The concept that should be introduced here 
is that of antagonism.40 Not for describing the form of an antagonistic 
relation between the West and the Balkans as two antithetic objects, but 
referring to the antagonism inherent in the Western project itself. ‘The 
Balkans’ embody ‘the point at which the immanent social antagonism 
assumes a positive form and erupts on to the social surface’.41 ‘The Bal-
kans’ prevent the West from being fully itself, from recognising fully itself 
as the West of the institution of unlimited liberal democracy, of unrivalled 
rationality, etc. Once more the notion of antagonism should not be mis-
understood as merely referring to a separate object called the West, but to 
the relation between two incomplete objects the West and the Balkans. 
Social antagonism pertains, for example, to the process of modernisation 
as it has been pursued in the Balkan region; social antagonism surfaces in 
the positive form of the ‘Balkan past’ or of ‘Balkan mentality’ that are 
thought to bar the progressive development of the region.  

To refer to one other concrete example, Slavoj Žižek has explained 
how this antagonism is implicated in the Western fascination with the 
post-communist condition.42 Initially a widespread belief in the West was 
foreseeing the unhindered democratic conversion of these societies once 
the communist regimes had collapsed. It was as if the democratic ideal 
which was increasingly facing signs of fatigue in Western societies became 
suddenly recognised as being authentically re-created in post-communist 
states. It was as if post-communist states were eager to emulate the ways 
of Western liberal democracies. Western enthusiasm soon though turned 
sour. The rise of particularist nationalisms, especially destructive during 
the Yugoslav wars, meant that initial enthusiasm was quickly replaced by 
horror and perplexity. The Balkans were ‘returning to the West the “re-
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pressed” truth of its democratic desire’.43 What has since become more 
and more visible is how Western liberal democratic systems rely on exclus-
ivist authoritarian measures. Žižek views this two-sided process as inher-
ent in the structural imbalance of capitalism, in the inner antagonism with-
in the current social structure. Antagonism then causes imbalances in both 
Western and Balkan societies. In the West, it first effects the phantasmatic 
reinvention of liberal democracy in the post-communist states, then the 
imagining of ‘the Balkans’ as the virus contaminating the Western project 
from within. In the Balkans, antagonism gives rise to nationalism which 
functioned as a ‘shock absorber’ of the introduction of liberal capitalism: 
nationalism embodied a popular desire for capitalism together with org-
anic community.44 

In the next section of the chapter the conceptualisation of nationalism 
in the context of the Balkans will be explored in depth. For now, it will be 
helpful to state precisely how the discussion so far has addressed the ques-
tion of ‘how to study the Balkans’, first regarding its principal concern, the 
Balkans – how to approach the Balkans? I have been using until now two 
terms to refer to my object of study, the Balkans and ‘the Balkans’ and I 
admit that it has been impossible to apply this distinction in a thoroughly 
legible and consistent manner. A productive way forward will be to dis-
card this distinction altogether; to refrain from differentiating between ‘the 
Balkans’ and the Balkans, between an imaginary and a real cartography. In 
his recent book on the history of the Balkan region, Stevan K. Pawlowitch 
hopes to solve it in a traditional manner when he explains that: 

What I deal with in this book is a framework in which I see geo-
graphy and history combining to link regions to one another…and I 
use ‘Balkan’ as a neutral toponym.45 

Pawlowitch’s effort is to salvage the good reputation of traditional his-
torical research; to try in spite of all the misnomers, the misrepresenta-
tions, the misgivings about the Balkans to find a way to see regional dyna-
mics as they have unfolded in historical time. His treatment marks a slight 
return in Balkan historiography that calls for new unbiased approaches, 
attempts to see in a new light the history of the region. Here is another 
example taken from the introduction of The Balkans by Mark Mazower:  

It is hard to find people with anything good to say about the Bal-
kans, harder still to discuss it beyond good and evil. Whether it is 
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possible to take a fresh look at the Balkans, without seeing them 
refracted through the prism of ‘the Balkans’ we have lived with for 
so long, is the main challenge of this work.46 

Mazower does not substantially distance himself from the Southeastern 
Europe project. They both see the vitality of a radical new beginning, the 
need to discard the old concepts, the frozen images, the West/Balkans 
binary, though Mazower does not think it is necessary to change the name 
of the region. In a way I have been trying to show that we cannot afford 
to throw away the prism. We have nothing but this prism to help us locate 
the Balkans on the political map. The prism is evidently ideological, but 
the critique of ideology cannot dispense with it altogether. The prism cer-
tainly refracts anybody’s vision, not though towards a single direction. The 
onlookers’ vision gets refracted in a kaleidoscopic way. The Balkans, with-
out quotation marks and without the potential of the quotation marks 
being added, are multiple. The Orientalist approach applied in the Balkans 
has shown that these multiple constructions are not arbitrary. Instead, they 
are implicated in a hegemonic political process where the relation between 
the Balkans and the West or Europe is played out. The Orientalist approa-
ch has opened the way to conceive the Balkans as ultimately a site of 
struggle, a terrain where ideological antagonisms are formulated. 

The Critique of Balkan Nationalism Today 
The reality of the Balkans as a site of ideological antagonisms is what is 
missing from a wide range of accounts today: be it from outside observers 
or by analysts coming from the region. What primarily occludes this un-
derstanding is the conception of nationalism as an overarching force shap-
ing the Balkans. In this respect, the ideological space in the Balkans is seen 
as virtually mono-dimensional, explained by the domination of nationalist 
ideology. It is often a liberal gaze that is to be found behind this observa-
tion; a liberal gaze fascinated by the sight of ‘virulent Balkan nationalism’: 
repelled and attracted at the same time.  

The Balkans and nationalism are seen as inextricably intertwined in a 
explosive circle. They are conceived as a concrete duality that accounts for 
the perils and the mysteries lurking in the Balkan region. Nationalism is 
viewed as the ordering principle of the history of the region. It is inherent-
ly connected, or rather assumed to lie behind some specific features that 
have characterised Balkan societies: violence, cruelty, perverse sexuality, 
the lack of democratic culture and institutions, authoritarianism. This sys-
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tem of representations has been largely discussed in chapter 2 of the book 
in the form of Western images of the Balkans in a variety of texts written 
since 1990. What should be added though at this point, is a better theo-
retical understanding of these representations and of their relation to other 
non-Western analyses of the region that can subsequently inform the out-
lining of a possible way forward in the study of the Balkans today, in rela-
tion always to the question of nationalism. 

Nationalism in the Balkans is often distinguished through an array of 
special features. In the theoretical terrain these are denoted with the cate-
gory of ‘ethnic nationalism’.47 Ethnic nationalism is a concept signifying a 
wider array of expressions of nationalisms worldwide – although particu-
larly linked to Eastern Europe – and the Balkan type is usually seen as an 
extreme embodiment of these features that preclude the basis for the flou-
rishing of liberal democratic principles.  

Balkan nationalism acquires in this instance the status of an arch 
enemy; it is elevated as a primary challenge to the liberal project. Analogies 
made with totalitarian or fascist manifestations, that have been abundant 
in both western writings and propagandistic pamphlets from the Balkans 
somewhat imitating them, reflect precisely this designation. Making a 
parallel between Milosevic and Hitler, Serbian nationalism and pure 
fascism, or between Slovenian and Croat nationalisms and the continua-
tion of a Nazi-inspired geopolitical map, terming Bosnians as the new 
Jews in Europe, comparing Franjo Tudjman with the Ustaša leader Ante 
Pavelić are all strategies of illustrating the dangerous extremity of nationa-
lism in the Balkans.48 Apart from being a specific form of intervention in 
the conflict: exemplifying the taking of sides, enabling the demonization 
of the enemy, the Balkan nationalism/fascism parallel attempts to instigate 
a polemical reaction coming from the liberal position. The antagonistic 
relation between Balkan nationalism and liberalism is clearly indicated in 
the following statement: ‘the war in Bosnia-Herzegovina should not be 
considered not as a war of peoples, but rather as a war of values; it is fun-
damentally a war between fascism, built on national chauvinism and myth-
ology, and solidarity, democracy, and ethnic pluralism, built on the recog-
nition of the oneness of mankind’.49  

Everything comes together in this passage – though the more up to 
date theoretical concepts are not employed. The anti-democratic character 
of ethnic nationalism is bound with the particular nationalist policies foll-
owed by some or by all of the parties in this ‘Third Balkan war’.50 This is 
perceived as a nationalist war in so far as it was staged for the pursuit of 
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ethnic nationalist goals: the creation of ethnically homogeneous states. 
Balkan nationalism is conceived as being all about ‘blood and belonging’.51 
A series of ensuing strategies are associated with this project for the crea-
tion of homogeneous national communities: war and terror against civi-
lians, ethnic cleansing. And once again we are reminded of the similarity 
of these phenomena to the fascist threat. Or rather, fascism is lived as a 
kind of undead, resurrected this time around in the form of hot-headed 
Balkan politics. We could just as well hear the opinion of the US ambassa-
dor in Croatia: ‘To me a cornerstone of fascism is the creation of ethni-
cally pure or national states of this character. These kinds of population 
exchanges are pure fascism’.52 

Balkan nationalism is then represented as a threatening phenomenon 
which has taken by storm the post-Cold war international system. In the 
persona of Balkan nationalism, the liberalism versus fascism battle arises 
all over again. From this angle, there is only one way for liberal demo-
cracies to address it: to stop it from being.  

When analysts pierce though into the mechanisms that sustain Balkan 
nationalism things become more complicated. Gradually horror of Balkan 
nationalism begins to quiver and is overrun, in a perverse twist, with fas-
cination. It is not only the visible effects of warring nationalist policies that 
become an object of fascination: the suffering bodies, the dead bodies, 
raped bodies, but also the very core of nationalist ideology itself.53 The 
attraction to some aspects of the devastation of nationalist war – and I am 
not only referring to Western eyes – needs no extensive documentation. 
From the influx of Western journalists, photographers, intellectuals to 
Sarajevo, to extensive coverage of stories about rape crimes, rape camps, 
rape victims, the results of nationalist activities in the Balkans were some-
how demanded to be seen everywhere.54 But, even for an audience less 
preoccupied with the spectacle of nationalist conflict, nationalism in itself 
exerts a peculiar kind of fascination. This starts to become visible when 
analysts purport to unravel the mysteries of Balkan nationalism. 

Nationalism is primarily believed to induce a perverted relationship be-
tween past and present. The past purportedly overshadows and prevents 
the flow of current social dynamics in the region.55 Instead of coming to 
terms with the new: the challenges of the post-Cold war era, the Balkans 
have been haunted by their ghosts of the past. All the Balkan states suffer 
at present from an ‘overdose of history’.56 In this respect, nationalism 
enforces the interpretation of present relations through the prism of past 
events and does so in an overtly conflictual manner. So we hear that: 
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The Balkans are undergoing a period ‘sanctification’ of history, used 
as a tool for the accomplishment of political goals…The past still 
dominates present reality and national aspirations determine the new 
power relations, hampering, at the same time, any efforts towards 
liberation and reconciliation.57 

Subsuming present conditions under perceived past collective experi-
ences is the main weapon of nationalist ideology. Most informed analyses, 
at this point, wish rightfully to distance themselves from the perception of 
the Balkans as a cauldron of ancient-old hatreds. They portray, however, 
nationalism as invading almost totally the realm of lived experience and as 
structuring it in a way that hinders the possibility of inter-ethnic concilia-
tion. Accordingly, a quite common perspective invites us to see that ‘Bal-
kan history has been a sequence of battles and wars, instigated by outside 
powers and internal interest groups deliberately exploiting nationalism and 
outright nationalism’.58 

This is very reminiscent of the primordialist-modernist debate in the 
context of nationalism studies. In the Balkan case, however, the vast theo-
retical differences that distinguish the two theoretical schools are some-
how bridged. Be it that it acquires its force as an endemic condition or as a 
manipulative device, nationalism supposedly manages to grip the bulk of 
the population in the region. The only difference is that in the framework 
of the modernist argument a small elite is seen as distancing itself from na-
tionalism, cynically exploiting it in the context of its own quest for power. 
What arises in both cases as a principal question is how it is that nationa-
lism manages to grip the peoples of the Balkans. 

A central mechanism for the working of nationalist ideology in the Bal-
kans is assumed to lie in the importance of myths to a point of extremity. 
The perennial aspirations of the specific Balkan nationalisms are accord-
ingly attributed to the extraordinary influence of national myths: linking 
national rights to the control of specific territories (i.e. Kosovo as the 
cradle of the Serbian nation) and establishing an image of other nations as 
perennial enemies of one’s own (i.e. the Turks as bloodthirsty invaders of 
the Balkans in most national histories of the region).59 As the war in Ko-
sovo has illustrated, the power of nationalist ideologies lies in the present 
existence and propagation of these myths. To quote one explicit formu-
lation of this view: ‘The core elements of [national] ideologies are the 
national myths which justify each group’s claims of control over Kosovo 
and help define its national identity’.60 
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This statement refers to the conflict over Kosovo, but can be easily ge-
neralised to encompass all cases where we are witnessing explicit or 
underground tensions among national peoples in the Balkans. In all Bal-
kan countries the presence of ethnocentric, competing myths is consid-
ered to be a primal facet of nationalist ideologies. Here, again, it is not 
necessary to insist on the perennial vitality of these Balkan national myths, 
but rather to point at their constructed nature, at their being a constructed 
narrative that serves particular political purposes. The new myths of the 
post-Cold war period were thus admittedly invented to replace the com-
munist narratives about community, looking back to the time of the birth 
of Balkan nations, whenever this was presumed to be dated.61 Although 
‘new’ and invented, national myths have been the cornerstone of the na-
tionalist imaginary. One is tempted to see the power of nationalism as 
being carried by the flow of propagation of its accompanying myths. To 
combat the catastrophic influence of nationalism is to efface the power of 
its mythology. In the words of an academic coming from the region but 
living in Australia: ‘to achieve this kind of liberation, the peoples of the 
Balkans would need to be liberated from the very myths of national libera-
tion – such as the ones outlined above – which have for so long justified 
violence, war dispossession and expulsion throughout the region’.62 Note 
the use of the noun liberation. The writer of these lines suggests that the 
liberation of the Balkans from the devastation of nationalist conflict rests 
on the liberation of its inhabitants from their own belief in these myths. 
That they need to be ‘liberated’, no matter when no matter how, assumes 
the obstinate attachment of the Balkan people to these national myths to 
the letter. The inhabitants of the Balkans are seen as being fully and emo-
tively drawn in their narrative web, as being caught up by these myths.63 
And this is where the liberal fascination with Balkan nationalism surfaces. 

Of course the task of the liberal position is usually considered to be the 
dismantling of myths, and for many this involves revealing their distorted 
nature. On a first look, this is after all the task of the social scientist or the 
historian: to move from myth to truth or at least to rational explanation or 
hermeneutic interpretation. More so, in the study of the Balkans this task 
immediately assumes the standing of a political statement since the ex-
treme influence of myths is inherently related to the predominance of na-
tionalism, and the perpetuation of violence, war, and instability in the re-
gion. Noel Malcolm, for one, states his intentions clearly about his book 
on Kosovo, replying also to the charge about his pro-Albanian or pro-
Kosovar leniencies: ‘I hoped that hopeful readers would recognise that my 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   178 20/11/2007   10:31:49



RECONCEPTUALISING THE BALKANS 171
 

research was based on a wide range of Serbian as well as Albanian sources, 
and that it dismantled myths on both sides…my aim in this book was not 
anti-Serb, but anti-myth’.64 

Taking an anti-myth position would serve many writers, though not all 
would equate the status of myths to mere untruth as Malcolm does.65 In 
any case, the liberal intention is to address a subject supposed to believe 
(in myths) and dissuade her from doing so. But here we see that the phen-
omenon occurs also in an inverted form. Although these myths are said to 
be a lived reality in the Balkans, they paradoxically begin to occupy an out-
rageous number of pages in texts about the Balkans. Sources that describe 
Balkan myths – folk songs, epic poems, all kinds of stories – are quoted in 
full or in parts, their content is read many times literally, they are scruti-
nised, linked with recent and present modes of behaviour in the Balkans 
that are thought to be similar. I am not merely referring to travelogues or 
journalistic accounts, genres in which this kind of references are typical 
ingredients, but to all kinds of texts pertaining to all kinds of disciplines.66 
The more archaic and outdated the myths appear, the greater the attention 
they receive, the greater their purported influence on current events: from 
Vladica Petar Njegos’ Mountain Wreath to the epic of the battle for Koso-
vo. It is not their function as testimonies of folk culture that attracts such 
attention, not merely their sometimes graphic descriptions of a pre-mo-
dern warlike honourable ethos. For the liberal gaze is at one and the same 
time puzzled and fascinated. Perplexed at how such ridiculous stories can 
be seriously believed at our post-everything world, but simultaneously cap-
tivated by the fact that these people – the Balkanites – actually do believe 
them. 

Balkan nationalism is spectacular in that it invests this kind of absolute 
belief. Spectacular is not merely that the myths address the emotions or 
that the people of the Balkans act on these emotions, but also the type of 
belief they generate. Nationalists in the Balkans are seen as a community 
of believers, an organic community. It is tempting to raise here Ferninand 
Tonnies distinction of Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft: liberalism being 
‘guilty’ of its excessive reliance on individualism, associated with the emer-
gence of a community of rational actors. In a way the Balkans recover for 
the liberal glance this loss of Gemeinschaft: embodying a closely-knitted 
community based on blood, terrifying but attractive also. This transference 
is precisely at play, partially explaining the huge popularity of Emir Kustu-
rica’s films in Western countries. Kusturica’s characters are considered as 
archetypically ‘Balkan’, experienced as simultaneously attractive and brut-
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ish by Western audiences. In spite of their brutality, of their being cap-
tured by threatening instincts, of their head-blown emotional reactions, 
they are acknowledged to embody an affirmation of life.67 Precisely this 
affirmation of life stuns the liberal gaze. An affirmation exemplified in 
their sticking to irrational belief, in their extraordinary – in every sense of 
the word – behaviour driven by the ultimate sense of belonging in a clos-
ed, even somewhat perverse, community. Explosive nationalism, the zone 
of indistinction between past and present, the all-pervasive presence of 
nationalist mythic narratives bring this organic community into being – as 
long as we are looking through the refractor of the liberal position. The 
point then is not to question the accuracy of the Balkan imagery but to 
insist on how the liberal gaze that arrests this image is already caught in a 
ambivalent fascination with the national cause.68 

To give more credence to the notion of the ambivalence of the liberal 
position let me just briefly mention one last, perhaps the most explicit, 
example. Again with reference to Malcolm’s work – but he is not the only 
one in that respect – the fascination with Balkan nationalism turns into the 
temptation to occupy the place of a Balkan nationalist intellectual per-
haps?;69 by writing himself the history/myth of a national territory that has 
no canonical text through which to imagine its own national history.70 Per-
haps it is better to let Malcolm speak for himself: 

There is indeed something artificial about writing the history of a 
unit of territory, as a unit, when its defining borders have been a 
reality only for the last two decades of that history. But the enter-
prise is not as perverse as it may sound: there are histories of 
eighteenth century Italy, although there was no country called Italy 
at that time; there are histories of Bulgaria which go back many 
centuries; and there are histories of Greece down the ages, even 
though the borders of modern Greece were finalised only in 1947.71 

Showing how the liberal gaze is implicated in the fascination with the 
national object is one tactical move along the direction of the critique of 
Balkan nationalism. A step further would be to address this liberal gaze 
from a position coming from the Balkans. How could we address it then? 
The primary effort should be to untie the link with its object of its fasci-
nation: Balkan nationalism. This amounts to repeating Moses and Mono-
theism all over again.72 I am referring to Sigmund Freud’s treatise that set to 
prove that Moses, the founding father of the Jewish nation, was in reality 
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Egyptian. It is important to repeat that Freud – Jewish himself – addresses 
primarily anti-Semitism: seeing the anti-Semite as actually believing that 
the Jews possess a hidden secret, Freud retorts that the Jews do not really 
have it, that the Jews are not in any way special.  

In a similar vein, commentators have pointed out that the Balkans do 
not possess it, that there is nothing special about their perceived extra-
ordinary nature.73 Referring to the question of violence, Mazower argues 
that there is nothing flamboyant about its applications in the Balkans. 
Challenging the dominant images of extensive war massacres in the Bal-
kans, coupled with the exertion of excessive cruelty, the uniqueness and 
persistence of the strategy of ethnic cleansing, the propensity to criminal-
ity in the region, Mazower compares Balkan violence with other instances 
and contextualises it in the historical dynamics of the region.74 He writes: 

There were no analogues to the racial violence displayed by lynch-
mobs in the United States between 1880s and 1920s or to the class 
violence which labour protests elicited there and elsewhere. Western 
Europe had its own myths of revolutionary violence – from Sorel 
onwards – whose impact was far greater there than in the con-
tinent’s southeastern corner, yet these were regarded as heroic rather 
than barbaric. Political violence between 1930 and 1960 – from the 
Left and the Right – was no greater in the Balkans than elsewhere, 
whether we are comparing post-war Bulgarian and Soviet prisons, or 
Greek and Spanish camps after their respective civil wars. Beyond 
politics, too, Balkan states have not been inclined to kill or incar-
cerate more of their citizens than other countries.75 

This should not be mistaken as simply a corrective based on prudent 
historical comparison. Instead, Mazower, addresses primarily the Western 
gaze and aims to ‘lift the veil of violence’ that they have cast on the Bal-
kans. Pawlowitch does pretty much the same thing when he attempts to 
‘normalise’ the charge of ‘balkanisation’. To put it differently, his argu-
ment is that there is nothing inherent about the connection between the 
Balkans and balkanisation since the region’s history has not succumbed 
disproportionately to the traits denoted with this term. He explains: 

The Balkan peninsula is characterised both by geographical unity 
and a unity imposed by history. The word ‘Balkanisation’ is often 
used to mean fragmentation and turbulence, but historians of the 
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peninsula have pointed out that its history is no more turbulent than 
that of any other part of Europe before the First World War. Frag-
mentation and turbulence are, in any case, the result of its make-up, 
its place on the map, and the struggle for its control.76 

Vesna Kesić refers to the question of wartime rape. She replies to the 
reports about the monstrous numbers of rapes and of their supposedly 
horrifying cruelty in the context of Balkan wars, by seeing behind all these 
distorted images women’s bodies in pain, women that can be found every-
where, irrespective of the Balkan setting. She writes: 

Sometimes I wonder – Without attempting to minimize the harsh-
ness of some women’s situations, or to deny that sometimes social, 
legal, and cultural differences can threaten life – what the so-called 
West is so shocked about. Is the situation for women in Kosova or 
Bosnia really so different from the one in the United States or in 
Western Europe?77 

Admittedly, these responses are not as radical as Freud’s. Freud hopes 
to show that the Jewish nation is decentred, lacking an authentic father. 
Alternatively, the responses from the Balkans insist on the non-extra-
ordinary character of the region. They claim that the Balkans are compara-
ble to other objects of study that are considered as ‘normal cases’, perhaps 
enjoying to a lesser or greater degree a particular quality or vice. To 
Freud’s ‘Jews are a bastard nation’, Balkan authors’ juxtapose the state-
ment ‘Balkan nations are ordinary’. All three authors formulate some types 
of arguments in relation to the Balkans’ banality. They claim that Balkan 
life is not more violent, balkanised, cruel to women, and let me add not 
more nationalist than elsewhere.78 In any case, these responses primarily 
attempt to subvert, in a similar – albeit less effective way than Freud’s – 
the liberal fascination with the Balkans. 

Thus far I have undertaken a reading of non-nationalist political ideolo-
gies during the inter-war period in order to argue that the supposed in-
herent link between the Balkans and nationalism is tenuous. Broadening 
the ideological terrain in the Balkans goes against the grain that considers 
Balkan nationalism as an all-powerful ideological force in every sense: in 
its shaping of Balkan political life, in its grip on the local population. Like 
Mazower’s, Pawlowitch’s, and Kesić’s observations, this discussion has de-
veloped in juxtaposition to the Western images of the region; it has been 
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an effort to show that the Balkans do not have the possessive attachment 
to the national cause, that their inhabitants are not gripped by nationalist 
ideology.  

The discussion, however, can be read both ways: it can also be under-
stood as an intervention in relation to the presence of nationalism in the 
Balkans. This perspective has many similarities with David Campbell’s no-
tion of counter-narratives, which he subsequently applies to his subject: 
the war in Bosnia. Counter-narratives are directed against nationalist con-
ceptions of political organisation, territory, history, identity. They are not 
supposed to reveal the true nature of these concepts; instead they are 
raised to oppose the naturalness, the objectivity, and the political domina-
tion of the nationalist imaginary.79 Campbell’s reading of Bosnia focuses 
on recovering the counter narratives that highlight the struggle undertaken 
through non-state, civic alternatives to the nationalist project, or showing 
the non-essential, non-territorialised character of Bosnian identity before 
the war.80 The book has done something rather different; its own version 
of counter narrative involved the widening of the scope of the realm of 
ideology in the Balkan region. The three respective ideologies that were 
analysed, communist, liberal internationalist, and agrarian, challenge the 
notion of the primacy of nationalism in the social life of the Balkans. 
Balkan nationalism, and consequently the Balkans themselves, are in other 
words, to be located at the intersection of such ideological struggles. 

Conclusion 
Returning to Kusturica, intellectuals from the Balkans have been very 
careful to maintain a critical attitude towards the global success of his 
films. The prevalent view has been that the films are appealing because 
they reinforce the old Balkan archetypes that have been established in the 
West.81 They are entertaining, in other words, for they play with but ulti-
mately reproduce themes of Balkan violence and extravagance. Engaging 
with this critique against Kusturica, Stathis Gourgouris replies: 

No doubt the Western film establishment exoticizes Kusturica’s 
vision. But to measure matters using this Western fetish as a (nega-
tive) standard is indeed to inscribe to a Western semantics of what is 
Balkan – and indeed that the Balkan is an element untouched by the 
force of metaphor.82 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   183 20/11/2007   10:31:49



176 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

This chapter ventured to repeat Gourgouris’ implicit urge. It has located 
the Balkans in a terrain of struggle. 

This was done through an intervention in the debate of the South-
eastern Europeanist versus Orientalist approach. This debate was seen as 
evolving around the central questions of what the Balkans are and how 
one should approach the region. Along these lines, the idea of ‘South-
eastern Europe’ was criticised as offering no more than a simple re-
naming of the perplexing, confusing Balkans, as being no more than a call 
for the re-establishment of a long-lost harmony. Adversely, the Orientalist 
framework as applied to the Balkans was commended for providing the 
most promising way forward, in that it treats both questions as signalling 
sites of political struggle. Struggle cannot be simply constrained within a 
West versus the Balkans schema; instead it should be thought as complex, 
involving multiple resistances and multiple forces of domination.  

The book as a whole has identified the radical critique of nationalism in 
the Balkans as a critical juncture in this endeavour. Nationalism in the 
Balkans does not merely signify the existence of a phenomenon we call 
nationalism occurring in a geographical region we term the Balkans. In-
stead, the question is inherently related to the conception of Balkan na-
tionalism, how that is, this phenomenon is constituted in a general Orien-
talist framework pertaining to the Balkans. Accordingly, I have tried to 
illustrate how Balkan nationalism is also a product of the fascination of 
the liberal gaze and how the spell might be broken. First, by questioning 
the qualities of the object of fascination, by showing how Balkan nationa-
lism is ordinary, then by recovering counter narratives that challenge the 
prevalence of nationalism as the ordering principle of Balkan history. 

To show how nationalism is involved in a series of ideological contesta-
tions implies a reconceptualisation of what is at stake for Balkan politics. 
Let me once more interpose an extended quote by Mazower on how this 
might look like: 

politics there [i.e. the Balkans] has ceased to gravitate around ex-
pansionism and national glory…In other words, the problems and 
perspectives for southeastern Europe today are…familiar in one 
form of another to most European countries: how to reconcile older 
patterns of welfare provision with the competitive pressures of glo-
bal capitalism, how to provide affordable energy while safeguarding 
the natural environment from pollution; how to prevent the total 
decline of rural ways of life, and to build the prosperous economies 
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that alone will reduce the attractions of organised crime and allow 
democracy to flourish.83 

I fully share the rationale of Mazower’s intervention. I do not accept, 
though, Mazower’s identification of the central axes of today’s Balkan pol-
itics as correct but rather as embodying points of contestation. The ‘per-
spectives and problems’ of the Balkans could be formulated as to include 
different issues or similar issues differently put, and this would be fore-
most a political move. Or, even if we stick to Mazower’s list, a variety of 
political ideologies might sew these in various different articulations, com-
peting with the rather liberal horizon that Mazower prefers to stick to. 
Balkan political problems are all about the ideological conflicts for their 
articulation, and here, too nationalism is one, but not the only one, or by 
necessity the dominant force, in the struggle. 
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CONCLUSION 

The book has studied non-nationalist ideologies in the Balkans during the 
inter-war period, problematising the supposedly inherent connection be-
tween the Balkans and nationalism. Contrary to a lot of research on the 
Balkans, it has argued that nationalism does not form the unchallenged or-
dering principle of the modern history of the Balkan region. The analysis 
focused on the ideologies of communism, liberal internationalism, and ag-
rarianism, with the aim of discerning the points of contestation between 
these and nationalist ideology. Thus, we have seen how in the inter-war 
period the Balkan region became a dynamic space, where diverse non-na-
tionalist ideologies were introduced, challenging in multiple forms the pri-
macy of nationalism, and giving rise to confrontations expressed through a 
series of political experimentations. 

The conclusions of this analysis can be summarised in three proposi-
tions which correspond to the principle concepts that informed the book: 
nationalism, ideology, and the Balkans. The ways in which I have attemp-
ted to re-define these concepts might have broader implications for the 
study of the Balkans. Nationalism in the Balkans has been treated as an 
‘ordinary’ ideology, as fundamentally no more extreme, violent, or aggress-
ive with respect to the nationalisms found in other regions. Ideology has 
been conceived as the central terrain, where political contestations were 
expressed, and accordingly the ideological field in the Balkans has been 
described as diverse and multi-dimensional. Finally, the Balkans have been 
defined as a contested concept that comes to surface at the juncture of 
ideological contestations. 

The conclusion is divided into three parts: first, it discusses its position 
of critique against the notion of extraordinary powerful Balkan nationa-
lisms, second, it comments on the implications that the concept of ideolo-
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gy endorsed by the analysis has for the examination of the ideological field 
in the Balkans, and finally, it outlines the possible openings for similar 
studies which would focus on contemporary politics in the Balkans. 

Nationalism 
One of the primary aims of the book was to challenge and move beyond 
the description of Balkan politics within the explanatory framework of na-
tionalism. Chapter 2 has shown how a particular conception of Balkan 
nationalism has been, since the 1990s, the primary lens through which the 
Balkans have been studied and acted upon. Nationalism has accordingly 
been perceived as omnipresent, both territorially and temporally, embrac-
ing the entirety of the Balkan Peninsula and acquiring the status of the cul-
minating feature in the course of the modern history of the region. Even 
though the imminent dangers of reproducing this fixed, derogatory repre-
sentation of the Balkans have now been widely recognised, especially 
through writings that have applied in various ways the tools of the 
Orientalist critique in the Balkan case, the supposedly inherent connection 
between the Balkans and nationalism has not been challenged at its core.  

Thus, I would like to refer to one final example of a text that in every 
other way is full of good intentions, reappraising the existing studies of the 
region and recommending the need for a new approach on the Balkans 
driven by new methodologies and concepts. The authors summarise their 
recommendations for the study of the region as follows: 

Given the function of the national as area-defining in our part of the 
world, differentiation in those terms is probably the starting point, 
but this needs to be understood in terms of the intersection of the 
national with other discourses.1 

The analysis has been, instead, firmly opposed to the consideration of the 
national as the starting point of conceptualising the Balkans.2 The main 
problem of studying the Balkans was not presumed to be one of variety or 
multiplicity, enriching, that is, the already exhaustive analyses of nationa-
lisms in the Balkans with the additional study of other discourses, as the 
previous passage suggests. To re-conceive the Balkans we have, in other 
words, to re-define our conceptual framework.  

The role of nationalism as an object of Balkan studies should be, in 
other words, radically relocated. The first steps that the volume has attem-
pted to take involved the rejection of a monolithic concept of nationalism 
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in the Balkans and the treatment of nationalism in the Balkans as a ‘special 
case’, as different from its manifestations in other parts of the world.3 
Thus the book has discussed and has sided with writings of the Orientalist 
approach to urge for a conception of nationalism in the Balkans as an 
ordinary ideology, one which is not unique or radically different from its 
manifestations in other parts of the world.  

In this respect, the effective challenging of the notion of all-powerful 
Balkan nationalisms was equated with ‘changing one’s mode of thinking’.4 
The book has understood this claim as indicating, in particular, the need 
to approach the Balkans beyond the prevalent way of thinking, by rej-
ecting that is the centrality of the category of nationalism. 

Chapter 1 has located, along these lines, nationalism in the ideological 
field. Defining nationalism as an ideology, immediately led us to situate it 
in the realm of ideological struggles. Nationalism in the Balkans was seen 
as participating in an ideological field where competing political ideologies 
were articulated.5 Nationalism, in general, was understood as recognising 
and accepting the existence of other ideologies. In fact, nationalism ne-
cessarily faced their challenge. At this point, the conceptualisation of na-
tionalism as ideology has opened the way for challenging the assumption 
that the ideological field in the Balkans is mono-dimensional, as if nation-
alism is the sole force in the realm of Balkan politics. 

From this point, the discussion has proceeded upon a paradox. Al-
though, nationalism has been placed at the outset in the ideological field, it 
has not been analysed any further. Nationalism took, instead, the form of 
an ‘absent’ ideological enemy, the main opponent of the non-nationalist 
ideologies under study. The primary aim of the book has been to de-
naturalise the conception of a nationalism-dominated Balkan politics. It 
has urged, along these lines, for multiplicity. Since, nationalism has always 
assumed the role of the One in existing analyses, obfuscating the presence 
of alternative political forces in the Balkans, it was deemed necessary to 
focus on what this presupposition has effaced. Non-nationalist ideologies 
have come into light to challenge the notion of the one force that can 
supposedly account for the essence of the politics of the Balkan region. 
Nationalism has been understood, in this respect, as always already an 
actor in the field of political ideologies. As elsewhere than the Balkans, the 
analysis has urged for studying this ideological field not in terms of 
homogeneity or dominance, but by focusing on its internal divergences, its 
contradictions, and its fissures.  
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Ideology 
In order to disturb the supposed centrality of nationalism in the Balkans 
the discussion has relied on the notion of ideology. It has studied non-
nationalist ideologies that developed in the Balkan region and the ways in 
which these challenged the primacy of nationalism. The ideological field in 
the Balkans has been treated, along these lines, as multi-faceted. The scope 
of the book remained limited, especially in terms of the relevant chrono-
logical framework, which has been restricted to the inter-war period. The 
analysis of non-nationalist ideologies has been confined, as well, to just 
three cases: communism, liberal internationalism, and agrarianism. Each of 
these ideologies has been termed ‘non-nationalist’, in the sense that it stri-
ved to provide an alternative conceptual and political framework through 
which the Balkan were to be radically redrawn.  

The moments of contestation between nationalism and the respective 
non-nationalist ideologies have been theorised via the concepts of articu-
lation, material dimension of ideology, and interpellation. Chapters 3, 4, 
and 5 have analysed in detail these ideological struggles. 

First, these ideological struggles encompassed diverse, competing 
articulations of the term ‘the Balkans’. Communism, liberal international-
ism, and agrarianism rejected in different ways the nationalist conception 
of the Balkans as the aggregate of several national spaces. Communism 
articulated its meaning of the Balkans in association with the notions of 
semi-colony, of the agrarian and the national question, and of federation. 
The communist perspective of the Balkans was intertwined with the ques-
tion of organising a communist revolution in a unified regional space. Lib-
eral internationalist ideology articulated the Balkans as a concept that con-
stituted, in essence, a unified space. Regional unity was conceived as the 
result of the transitory character of the regional nation-state system in the 
inter-war years. Liberal internationalism defined the Balkans as an effect of 
the gradual dissolution of national borders, a process which purportedly 
exemplified the movement of historical progress. Agrarian ideology articu-
lated the Balkans in association with the notion of a Balkan peasant fed-
eration, which indicated the agrarian aspirations for the future organisa-
tion of the region. Agrarianism alluded to the transformation of the Bal-
kan space along estatist lines; along these lines, it initiated a series of insti-
tutional innovations which were conceived as models of the coming es-
tatist society. 

Second, the contestations between nationalism and non-nationalisms 
were analysed as involving a material dimension. Non-nationalist ideolo-
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gies challenged in different forms the institutional structure supported by 
nationalist ideology. Communist ideology analysed the material manifesta-
tions of nationalist ideology in an overtly negative light: its political pro-
gram was based on the goal to transcend the regional nation-state system. 
Although communist writings did not concretely specify what alternative 
institutions and social practices would substitute it, the coming of social 
revolution signified the promise of institutional break-up. Liberal interna-
tionalism vowed, in turn, to combat the material manifestations of nation-
alist ideology, primarily those which constituted the institution of the 
nation-state. Liberal internationalist ideology envisioned a set of functional 
institutions and practices that would gradually substitute national ones; 
this was in fact conceived as a process towards the eventual creation of a 
Balkan Union. Union was conceived as an integration process, as the pro-
jected end result of an evolutionary course that would bypass all respective 
national spheres and would ultimately render them obsolete. Agrarianism 
developed institutions and practices that directly challenged the pre-
cedence of national institutions. Agrarian ideology rested on the develop-
ment of institutions along estatist lines, institutions that would no longer 
reflect national unity. National institutions were suppressed, with regard to 
the education system, the army, the ownership of land, the organisation of 
work, and in their place new social practices that would strengthen the 
estatist character of society were invented and implemented. 

Finally, ideological struggles of the inter-war years were illustrated 
through the process of interpellation. Non-nationalist ideologies combated 
via diverse strategies nationalist interpellations, the constitution of subjects 
identified primarily as nationals. Communism functioned through the in-
terpellation of subjects different from the ‘national man’. Communism did 
not only interpellate social agents as the proletariat, but it also addressed 
peasants and national minorities, in the effort to form a broad revo-
lutionary movement. Revolution, taking into account the concrete Balkan 
social dynamics, would accordingly adopt a plural character, it would 
spring from a united front representing the proletarian, agrarian, and 
national causes. Liberal internationalist ideology functioned through the 
interpellation of subjects as rational agents who would endorse a supra-
national Balkan identification. These rational agents were supposed to be 
driven by an inherent desire for peace and be immune to nationalist views. 
Agrarian ideology, finally, operated through the interpellation of subjects 
who would be disengaged from the national community. Primarily peas-
ants, but not only them, were interpellated as members of estates and of 
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estatist organisations; the estate was conceived as the principal source for 
the identification/constitution of subjects. 

Non-nationalist ideologies were seen to function, in this respect, as the 
carriers of new ontologies. New concepts and new articulations of these 
concepts, new institutions, new practices, and new interpellative structures 
were introduced by communism, liberal internationalism, and agrarianism 
and which resulted to radically different perspectives of the Balkans. The 
point of the discussion has not been to endorse or assess each of these 
ontologies as a monological devise, but to see how each ideology pro-
duced a particular political vision of the region, and to ask whether it 
succeeded or it ultimately failed. Instead, the analysis has been inherently 
relational: the effort has been to describe the ideological field where all 
these ideologies, communism, liberal internationalism, agrarianism, and 
nationalism played out. Nationalism was, along these lines, a party to this 
interplay of ideological forces, but not necessarily the determining factor 
of a possible one-way resolution. To put it in theoretical language, the 
relevant object of study was identified to be the ideological field as a 
whole, and not merely one slice of it, as for example nationalism.  

The primary aim of Chapters 3, 4, and 5 has been to analyse these 
inter-war political ideologies beyond a nationalist horizon. Most of the 
existing bibliography has tended, on the contrary, to narrate the history of 
the Balkans as the sum of the histories of several national spaces, or it has 
focused on the overbearing presence of nationalism. Analyses of other 
political ideologies are either not thorough enough, or are recounted in 
such a way that they do not disturb the rigid framework that these works 
adopt. In this respect, all efforts to rethink the Balkans face the problem 
of sources, the predicament that existing texts of secondary bibliography 
follow predominantly the predictable course of subsuming all social 
dynamics to a national-based understanding. Relying mainly on primary 
sources, publications closely affiliated with communist, liberal interna-
tionalist, and agrarian ideology respectively, the book has focused, instead, 
on the moments that cannot be incorporated in this schema, moments 
that testify to the heterogeneous character of Balkan politics. It has, in 
other words, described a complex ideological field that shaped Balkan pol-
itics during the inter-war years. 

The Balkans 
Rather than a geographical designation, or a neutral object of study, the 
book has proposed the conception of the Balkans as a political concept. 
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Chapter 6 has argued that the Balkans are a political concept, in so far as 
they serve as a central reference term for the articulation of adverse politi-
cal ideologies. The recognition of national or ethnic boundaries as the 
determining divisive lines in the Balkans has brought the accompanying 
mono-dimensional definition of Balkan political dynamics in solely inter-
state or inter-ethnic terms. Instead of accepting the fact that particular 
borderlines became a point of contention among national ideologies in the 
Balkans, the volume has located the central contention in the construction 
of boundaries per se. Boundaries were seen as vital elements of the strugg-
le among conflicting political ideologies. This struggle cannot be captured 
in purely geographical terms: a conflict revolving around the question of 
where to draw sovereign lines. It rather involved the articulation of quali-
tatively different drawings of the Balkan space; it was about radically 
different conceptions of boundaries, of what kind of inclusions/exclu-
sions they should entail.  

The study of ideology led the analysis towards a definition of the Bal-
kans as a contested concept. It has shown how the Balkans were articu-
lated in different and competing modes by three political ideologies during 
the inter-war period. Although, there was no attempt to use this notion of 
ideology in an investigation of the contemporary Balkans, I would like to 
suggest some possible extrapolations along these lines. The key question is 
how the theoretical framework adopted here might inform other analyses 
of the contemporary political dynamics in the Balkans. 

Approaching the Balkans via the concept of ideology buttresses the 
conclusion that they have no inherent meaning.6 The Balkans are never, in 
other words, ‘the Balkans as such’. The meaning of the Balkans is multi-
ple: it changes in relation to how a particular ideology articulates it. On the 
one hand, there is no true or false, accurate or inaccurate definition of the 
Balkans. The question ‘what are the Balkans’ cannot be resolved with a 
single indubitable formulation. On the other hand, the multiplicity of the 
Balkans does not suggest an endorsement of relativism. The question of 
defining the Balkans is not simply a matter of different points of view. 
The different, multiple meanings of the Balkans are alternatively a func-
tion of political ideologies and of ideological struggles. Ideologies are not 
simply viewpoints, but structures that constitute subjects and social 
practices. 

Along these lines, it can be argued that the most important contri-
bution of the book in the current theoretical debates is that it urges for a 
study of the Balkans by fleshing out the realm of ideology. The book has 
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set out a path for the analysis of the ideological realm in the contemporary 
Balkans: its content, its limits, its potential points of rupture. What about 
the purported extraordinary power of nationalism in the Balkan region? 
Nationalism should also be located in the ideological terrain. Nationalism 
should be investigated in relation to the ideological struggles in which it is 
involved. Nationalism should be seen, in other words, as participating in 
an ideological field where competing political ideologies are articulated. 
Nationalism necessarily recognises the contestations by other ideologies, 
and is transformed in order to face their challenge.  

Following the perspective of ideology that the book has endorsed, the 
ideological field in the contemporary Balkans should be appreciated as a 
site of struggles and contestations. First, the very term ‘the Balkans’ does 
not refer to a single determination. The meaning of the Balkans rather de-
pends on the modes of its articulation. The meaning of the Balkans always 
emanates from the ways in which they are conceived in connection with 
other concepts and depends on the meanings that these other concepts 
are attributed. Thus, it is important to examine how the Balkans are articu-
lated with other key political concepts, like for example, Europe, demo-
cracy, globalisation, etc. And, in turn, to appreciate how these other cen-
tral concepts are also points of contestation among different ideologies.7 
Second, the ideological field should be seen as encompassing diverse sets 
of institutions, social practices, and institutional projects. In the given con-
text of contemporary Balkan politics, it is important to trace the differing 
institutional arrangements that exist, but also others that exist only as fu-
ture promises. It is also important to trace their logics and to show how 
these are all underpinned by particular ideological frameworks.8 Third, the 
ideological field in the Balkans should be viewed as characterised by a 
diversity of competing interpellative structures. This acknowledgement 
suggests the investigation of the ways contemporary subjectivities are pro-
duced and reproduced in the Balkan setting. The key question pertains to 
the examination of how subjectivities manifest themselves in inherent rela-
tion to particular ideological structures.9 In other words, the Balkan region 
should not be seen as chiefly inhabited by national subjects. Instead, it is 
important to appreciate the diversity of subjectivities in the contemporary 
Balkans, but to also study the interplay amongst them.  

The original premise of the book has been that it is a reduction to narr-
ate the past and present of the Balkans under the category nationalism. Its 
purpose was precisely to challenge the prevalent conception of the Bal-
kans as the cauldron of nationalism. It sided with the Balkanist critique in 
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order to challenge the negative representations of the Balkans, but then it 
also argued that these representations are not all. It has stressed, along 
these lines, the possibilities for multiple types of resistance that the Bal-
kanist framework allows. Chapter 6 has argued that writings on the Bal-
kans today ought to take into account that, on the one hand, they cannot 
be enunciated independently from this established image of the region, 
but on the other that this image is not immutable. 

The challenge for studies of the Balkans today is to approach Balkan-
ism, or whatever one prefers to name it, as a terrain of struggle, where 
different ideological forms can be, and indeed are, articulated. These will 
not be analyses that overcome once and for all the prejudices, distorted 
views and entrenched concepts about the Balkans, but works enmeshed in 
the interplay between political and ideological confrontations. These will 
be analyses that attempt to illustrate the dynamic, diverse, multi-faceted 
character of contemporary Balkan societies. 
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for Democracy and Reconciliation in Southeastern Europe, 2002), p.26, italics 
added. 
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57  Marilena Koppa, ‘National Minorities in the Post-communist Balkans’, in 
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ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000); Ger Duijzings, Religion and 
the Politics of Identity in Kosovo (London: Hurst, 2000); Branimir Anzulovic, 
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structure of a nationalist narrative: ‘they project back into history – back 
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National Deconstruction, p.94. See also James Gow and Cathie Carmichael, 
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Balkans. (In real terms, Mazower does not come from the Balkans, he is 
British). 

74  Note how, in more sophisticated accounts, the notion of organised crime in 
the Balkans has replaced in a different form the argument about the endemic 
violence of the Balkan region. I doubt whether there is one official document 
by an international institution or one policy-oriented edited volume that does 
not consider ‘organised crime’ as a pre-eminent feature of the post-com-
munist Balkans. 

75  Mazower, The Balkans, pp.132–33. 
76  Pawlowitch, A History of the Balkans, p.1. 
77  Vesna Kesić, ‘Muslim Women, Croatian Women, Serbian Women, Albanian 

Women…’, in Balkan as Metaphor, p.318. 
78  The editor of a recent collaborative volume which focuses on memory and 

identities in the Balkans claims that their effort should be taken as a ‘plea to 
trivialise the Balkans, and thus to normalise them’. Maria Todorova, ‘Intro-
duction: Learning Memory, Remembering Identity’, in Balkan Identities: Nation 
and Memory, ed. Maria Todorova (London: Hurst, 2004), p.17.  

79  Campbell, National Deconstruction, pp.85–88. 
80  See ibid., chap. 7. 
81  See, for instance, Dina Iordanova, Cinema of Flames: Balkan Film, Culture, and 

the Media (London: British Film Institute, 2001). 
82  Stathis Gourgouris, ‘Hypnosis and Critique: Film Music for the Balkans’, in 

Balkan as Metaphor, p.349. 
83  Mazower, The Balkans, p.135. 

Conclusion 
1  Wendy Bracewell and Alex Francis-Drake, ‘South-Eastern Europe: Histories, 

Concepts, Boundaries’, Balkanologie 3, no. 2 (1999): p.64. 
2  Similar efforts have been rare. One notable exception is David Campbell, 

National Deconstruction: Violence, Identity, and Justice in Bosnia (Minneapolis, MA: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1998) and the way Campbell reads an anthro-
pological work: Tone Bringa, Being Bosnian the Muslim Way: Identity and 
Community in a Central Bosnian Village (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1995). Both books focus on Bosnia and not on the Balkans. Still, they 
both attempt to articulate a non-territorial conception of Bosnian identity, 
while they are both aware of the lingering associations of Bosnia with the 
Balkan condition, especially during the 1990s. 

3  Maria Todorova has also argued that the Balkans should not be seen as a 
special case in her introduction to a recent edited volume. ‘We hope to have 
been able to demonstrate that the Balkans can be a normal object of study 
like any other area…Identities in the Balkans…are like identities elsewhere, 
and it is their particularities in time and space that have attracted our attention 
and inspired our exchanges’. Maria Todorova, ‘Introduction: Learning 
Memory, Remembering Identity’, in Balkan Identities: Nation and Memory, ed. 
Maria Todorova (London: Hurst, 2004), p.24. 
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4  Here, I have followed Etienne Balibar, ‘Racism as Universalism’, in Masses, 
Classes, Ideas: Studies on Politics and Philosophy after Marx, trans. James Swenson 
(London: Routledge, 1993), p.200. 

5  Terry Eagleton has phrased it in a similar manner: ‘Ideologies…exist only in 
relation to other ideologies. A dominant ideology has continually to negotiate 
with the ideologies of its subordinates, and this essential open-endedness will 
prevent it from achieving any kind of pure self-identity…forcing it to 
recognise an “other” to itself and inscribing this otherness as a potentially 
disruptive force within its own forms’. Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction 
(London: Verso, 1991), p.45.  

6  I have followed, in this respect, Ernesto Laclau, Politics and Ideology in Marxist 
Theory: Capitalism-Fascism-Populism (London: Verso, 1979), pp.100–11. 

7  This is the way for example that Etienne Balibar approaches the concept of 
contemporary racism. See ‘Universal Racism’ in Etienne Balibar and Imman-
uel Wallerstein, Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous Identities, trans. Chris Turner 
(London: Verso, 1991) and ‘Racism as Universalism’ in Masses, Classes, Ideas. 

8  Althusser examines in a similar manner the presence of religious institutions. 
See ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’, pp.133–37. 

9  Laclau provides this type of analysis in his investigation of populism. See 
Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory, chap. 4. 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   234 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Adorno, Theodor. ‘Beitrag zur Ideologienlehre’, in Gesammelte Scriften: Ideo-
logie (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1972) 

Akharan, Payam. ‘Preface’, in Yugoslavia: The Former and the Future – Reflec-
tions from Scholars from the Region, eds. Payam Akharan and Robert Howse 
(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1995) 

Ali, Rabia. ‘Separating History from Myth: An Interview with Ivo Banac’, 
in Why Bosnia? Writings on the Balkan War, eds., Rabia Ali and Lawrence 
Lifschultz (Stony Creek, CN: Pamphleteer’s Press, 1993) 

Allcock, John B. ‘Constructing the Balkans’, in Black Lambs and Grey Fal-
cons: Women Travellers in the Balkans, eds. John B. Allcock and Antonia 
Young (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 1991) 

Althusser, Louis. For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1970) 

——. ‘Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an In-
vestigation)’, in Mapping Ideology, ed. Slavoj Žižek (London: Verso, 1994) 

Ancel, Jacques. ‘Essai d’une psychologie des peoples balkaniques’, Les Bal-
kans, nos. 8–9 (1933): pp.1–3 

Antoniou, Vasilia. and Soysal, Yasemin. ‘Conceptualisations of the “Na-
tion” and the “Other” in Greek and Turkish Textbooks’, in The Nation, 
Europe, and the World: Textbooks and Curricula in Transition, eds. Hanna 
Schissler and Yasemin Nuhoglu Soysal (London: Berghan Books, forth-
coming) 

Anzulovic, Branimir. Heavenly Serbia: From Myth to Genocide (New York: 
New York University Press, 1999) 

Argyropoulos, P.A. ‘Alexandros Papanastasiou’, Les Balkans, nos 9–12 
(1936): pp.132–40 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   235 20/11/2007   10:31:52



228 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Armstrong, John. Nations before Nationalism (Chapel Hill, NC: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1982) 

——. ‘Nationalism in the Former Soviet Union’, Problems of Communism 41, 
nos. 1–2 (1992): pp.129–33 

Arquilla, John and Ronfeld, David, eds. In Athena’s Camp: Preparing for Con-
flict in the Information Age (Santa Monica, CA: Rand, 1997) 

Augustinos, Olga. French Odysseys: Greece in French Travel Literature from the 
Renaissance to the Romantic Era (Baltimore, MD: The Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 1994) 

Bacevich, Andrew J. and Cohen, Eliot A, eds. War Over Kosovo: Politics and 
Strategy in a Global Age (New York: Columbia University Press, 2001) 

Bakić-Hayden, Milica and Hayden, Robert M. ‘Orientalist Variations on 
the Theme “Balkans”’: Symbolic Geography in Recent Yugoslav Cultu-
ral Politics’, Slavic Review 51, no. 1 (1992): pp.1–15 

Bakić-Hayden, Milica. ‘Nesting Orientalisms: The Case of Former Yugo-
slavia’, Slavic Review 54, no. 4 (1995): pp.917–31 

Balakrishnan, Golan. ‘The National Imagination’, in Mapping the Nation, ed. 
Golan Balakrishnan (London: Verso, 1999) 

Balibar, Etienne and Wallerstein, Immanuel. Race, Nation, Class: Ambiguous 
Identities, trans. Chris Turner (London: Verso, 1991) 

——. Les frontières de la démocratie (The Limits of Democracy) (Paris: La 
Découverte, 1992) 

——. Masses, Classes, Ideas: Studies on Politics and Philosophy after Marx (New 
York: Routledge, 1994) 

Balkan Communist Federation. ‘Resolution on the Question of Nationa-
lities’, Communist International, no. 4 (1924): pp.92–98 

——. ‘Declaration of the Balkan Communist Federation on the Persecu-
tions of the Tsankov Government’, International Press Correspondence, 21 
March 1924, pp.421–22 

——. ‘Declaration of the Balkan Communist Federation on the Murder of 
Aleksandrov’, International Press Correspondence, 10 October 1924, 
pp.1745–46 

——. ‘Events in the Balkans and Prospects of a Workers’ and Peasants’ 
Revolt’, Communist International, no. 10 (1925): pp.74–77 

——. ‘The Resolutions of the VII Party Conference of the Balkan 
Communist Federation’, International Press Correspondence, 10 May 1928, 
pp.492–93 

——. ‘Resolutions of the VIII Party Conference of the Balkan Commu-
nist Federation’, International Press Correspondence, 3 May 1929, pp.461–63 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   236 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 229
 

——. ‘Declaration of the Balkan Communist Federation on the Forth-
coming Balkan Conference’, International Press Correspondence, 2 October 
1930, p.954 

Balkan Conference. ‘III Conférence Balkanique: Discours de M. Sakha-
zov’, Les Balkans, nos. 1–2 (1932): pp.73–74 

——. ‘III Conférence Balkanique: Discours de M. Konitza’, Les Balkans, 
nos. 1–2 (1932): pp.86–88 

——. ‘III Conférence Balkanique: Discours de M.T. Trifonov’, Les Bal-
kans, nos. 1–2 (1932): pp.88–89 

——. ‘III Conférence Balkanique: Discours de M. Papanastasiou’, Les Bal-
kans, nos. 1–2 (1932): pp.92–93 

——. ‘III Conférence Balkanique: Discours de M. Hassan Bey’, Les Bal-
kans, nos 1–2 (1932): pp.93–94 

——. ‘III Conférence Balkanique: Discours de M. Yovanovich’, Les Bal-
kans, nos 1–2 (1932): pp.94–95 

——. ‘Rapport de la Commission de rapprochement politique’, Les Bal-
kans, nos. 1–2 (1932): pp.150–51 

——. ‘III Conférence Balkanique: Discours de M. Ciseo Pop’, Les Balkans, 
nos. 1–2 (1932): pp.166–69 

——. ‘Le mouvement vers l’union: Le pacte d’entente Balkanique’, Les 
Balkans, nos. 1–2 (1934): pp.92–112 

——. ‘Le mouvement vers l’union’, Les Balkans, nos. 3–4 (1934): pp.277–
96 

Banac, Ivo. ‘The Fearful Asymmetry of War: The Causes and Conse-
quences of Yugoslavia’s Demise’, Daedalus 121, no. 2 (1992): pp.152–70 

Barker, Elizabeth. Macedonia: Its Place in Balkan Power Politics (London: 
Royal Institute of International Affairs, 1950) 

Beaumont, Peter and Wood, Nigel. ‘Fragile Peace Shatters as Balkan Hat-
red Overflows’, The Observer, 11 March 2001 at <http://www.observer. 
co.uk/Print/0,3858,4150090,00.html> (10 May 2002) 

Bell, John D. Peasants in Power: Alexander Stamboliski and the Bulgarian Agra-
rian National Union, 1899–1923 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 1977) 

Bianchini, Stefano. State building in the Balkans: Dilemmas on the eve of the 21st 
century (Ravenna: Longo, 1998) 

Billig, Michael. Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995) 
Binder, David. ‘The Ironic Justice of Kosovo’, MSNBC, 19 March 2000 at 

<http://www.msnbc.com/news/382058.asp> (20 March 2000) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   237 20/11/2007   10:31:52



230 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Biondich, Mark. Stjepan Radic, the Croat Peasant Party, and the Politics of Mass 
Mobilization, 1904–1928 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000) 

Bjelić, Dušan I. ‘Introduction: Blowing up the “Bridge”’, in Balkan as 
Metaphor: Between Globalization and Fragmentation, eds. Dušan I. Bjelić and 
Obrad Savić (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002) 

Bjelić, Dušan I. and Cole, Lucinda. ‘Sexualising the Serb’, in Balkan as 
Metaphor: Between Globalization and Fragmentation, eds. Dušan I. Bjelić and 
Obrad Savić (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002) 

Bjelić, Dušan I. ‘The Balkans’ Imaginary and the Paradox of European 
Borders’ at <http://www.eurozine.com/article/2003-12-15-bjelic-en.html> 
(20 March 2005) 

Blake, Robert. ‘Steer Clear of the Balkans’, The Independent, 24 August 
1992, p.19 

Bokova, Irina. ‘Integrating Southeastern Europe into the European Main-
stream’, Journal of Southeastern Europe and Black Sea Studies 2, no. 1 (2002): 
pp.24–38 

Bosnia and the West: A Hearing, 15–16 January 1996, ed. Lars Hedegaard 
(Copenhagen: Danish Foreign Policy Society, 1996) 

Bracewell, Wendy and Drace-Francis, Alex. ‘South-Eastern Europe: Hist-
ories, Concepts, Boundaries’, Balkanologie 3, no. 2 (1999): pp.47–66 

Breuilly, John. Nationalism and the State, 2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1985) 

Bringa, Tone. Being Bosnian the Muslim Way: Identity and Community in a 
Central Bosnian Village (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995) 

Brown, J.F. Nationalism, Democracy, and Security in the Balkans (Brookfield, 
VT: Dartmouth Publishers, 1992) 

Bulgarian National Group for the Balkan Conferences, Bulgaria and the 
Balkan Problems (Sofia, 1934) 

Calhoun, Craig. Nationalism (Buckinham: Open University Press, 1997) 
Campbell, David. National Deconstruction: Violence, Identity, and Justice in 

Bosnia (Minneapolis, MN: Minnesota University Press, 1998) 
Campbell, John C. ‘The Balkans: Heritage and Continuity’, in The Balkans 

in Transition: Essays on the Development of Balkan Life since the Eighteenth Cen-
tury, eds. Charles and Barbra Jelavich (Berkeley, CA: University of Calif-
ornia Press, 1963) 

Carr, E.H. The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939: An Introduction to the Study of 
International Relations (London: Papermac, 1995) 

Carter, Francis W., ed. A Historical Geography of the Balkans (London: Aca-
demic Press, 1977) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   238 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 231
 

Carter, F.W. and Norris, H.T., eds. The Changing Shape of the Balkans (Lon-
don: UCL Press, 1996) 

Castellan, Georges. History of the Balkans: From Mohammed the Conqueror to 
Stalin, trans. Nicholas Bradley (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1992) 

Cigar, Norman L. Genocide in Bosnia: the Policy of ‘Ethnic Cleansing’ (College 
Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 1995) 

Cioroiannu, Adrian. ‘The Impossible Escape: Romanians and the Balkans’, 
in Balkan as Metaphor: Between Globalization and Fragmentation, eds. Dušan 
I. Bjelić and Obrad Savić (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002) 

Claudin, Fernando. The Communist Movement: From Comintern to Cominform 
(London: Harmondsworth, 1975) 

Clinton, William Jefferson. ‘Remarks by the President: On Kosovo’, 27 
October 1998 at <http://www.nato.int/usa/president/s19981027a.html> (10 
May 2002) 

Codresco, Florin. ‘La collaboration economique des Pays Balkaniques’, Les 
Balkans, nos. 1–7 (1935): pp.28–35 

Cohen, Lenard J. Broken Bonds: The Disintegration of Yugoslavia (Boulder, CO: 
Westview Press, 1993) 

Cohen, Philip J. Serbia’s Secret War: Propaganda and the Deceit of History 
(College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 1996) 

Cohen, Roger, ‘…And a Mad, Mad War’, Washington Post, 15 December 
1992, p.A23 

Cohen, Roger. ‘A Balkan Gyre of War, Spinning onto Film’, New York 
Times, 12 March 1995, p.12 

Communist International, Comintern Archive: Congresses (Leiden: IDC, 1994–
1997) 

——. Workers of the World and Oppressed Peoples Unite!: Proceedings and Docu-
ments of the Second Congress, 1920, ed. John Riddell (New York: Pathfinder 
Press, 1991) 

——. Fourth World Congress of the Communist International: Abridged Report of 
Meetings Held at Petrograd and Moscow, November 7–December 3. 1922 (Lon-
don: Communist Party of Britain, 1923) 

——. ‘Manifesto of the Enlarged Executive of the Communist Interna-
tional on the Events in Bulgaria’, International Press Correspondence, 5 July 
1923, p.712 

——. Fifth Congress of the Communist International: Abridged Report of Meetings 
Held at Moscow, June 17th to July 8th, 1924 (London: Communist Party of 
Great Britain, 1924) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   239 20/11/2007   10:31:52



232 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

——. ‘Meeting of the Enlarged Executive of the Communist Interna-
tional: Report on the Peasant Question’, International Press Correspondence, 
20 April 1925, pp.463–66 

——. ‘Meeting of the Enlarged Executive of the Communist Internation-
al: The Yugoslavian Commission’, International Press Correspondence, 28 
April 1925, pp.514–17 

——. ‘Meeting of the Enlarged Executive of the Communist Internation-
al’, International Press Correspondence, 25 November 1926, pp.1534–36 

——. ‘Sixth Congress of the Communist International: Report of Com-
rade Bukharin’, International Press Correspondence, 26 July 1928, pp.692–707 

——. ‘Sixth Congress of the Communist International: Discussion on the 
Report of Comrade Bukharin’, International Press Correspondence, 3 August 
1928, pp.844–50 

——. ‘Sixth Congress of the Communist International: Discussion on the 
Question of War Danger’, International Press Correspondence, 4 August 
1928, pp.1071–74 

Connor, Walker. ‘A Nation is a Nation, is an Ethnic Group, is a …’, Ethnic 
and Racial Studies 1, no. 4 (1978): pp.379–88 

——. The National Question in Marxist-Leninist Theory and Strategy (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984) 

——. ‘When is a Nation?’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 13, no. 1 (1990): pp.92–
100 

Coutsoheras, Jean P. ‘La nécessité de la solidarité économique des Bal-
kans’, Les Balkans, no. 3 (1930): pp.16–18 

Crampton, R.J. A Short History of Modern Bulgaria (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1987) 

——. The Balkans since the Second World War (New York: Longman, 2002) 
Cviic, Christopher. Remaking the Balkans, 2nd ed. (London: Pinter, 1995) 
Cvijić, Jovan. La Peninsule balkanique: Geographie humaine (Paris: Librarie 

Armand Colin, 1918) 
Dagas, Alexandros and Leontiades, Giorgos. Κομιντέρν και Μακεδονικό 
Ζήτημα: Το Ελληνικό Παρασκήνιο, 1924 (Comintern and the Macedonian 
Question: The Greek Background, 1924) (Athina: Troxalia, 1997) 

Danailov, Luben. ‘Mentalité Balkanique’, Les Balkans, nos. 1–2 (1932): 
pp.16–17 

Dimitrov, G.M. ‘Agrarianism’, in European Ideologies: A Survey of 20th Century 
Political Ideas, ed. Feliks Gross (New York: Philosophical Library, 1948) 

Dimitrov, Giorgi. ‘The European War and the Labour Movement in the 
Balkans’, Communist International, no. 5 (1924): pp.99–100 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   240 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 233
 

——. ‘The October Revolution and the Balkans’, International Press Corre-
spondence, 1 December 1927, p.1541 

——. ‘The Fascist Offensive and the Tasks of the Communist Interna-
tional in the Struggle of the Working Class against Fascism’, in Selected 
Speeches and Articles (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1951) 

Diourdievitch, Tcheda. ‘Realisation par étapes de l’union Balkanique’, Les 
Balkans, no. 7 (1931): pp.1–4 

——. ‘Morale Internationale et Morale Interbalkanique’, Les Balkans, no. 
11 (1933): pp.393–99 

——. ‘Une contribution yougoslave à l’historique du mouvement’, Les Bal-
kans, nos. 3–4 (1934): pp.217–25 

——. ‘Le Minimum des Conditions Politiques Préalables pour la Forma-
tion de l’Union Balkanique’, Les Balkans, no. 5 (1934): pp.2–6 

Divani, Lena. Ελλάδα και Μειονότητες: Το Σύστημα Διεθνούς Προστασίας των 
Μειονοτήτων της Κοινωνίας των Εθνών (Greece and Minorities: The League 
of Nations System for the Protection of Minorities) (Athens: Nefeli, 
1995) 

Djilas, Aleksa. The Contested Country: Yugoslav Unity and Communist Revolution, 
1919–1953 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1991) 

Djilas, Milovan. Memoirs of a Revolutionary, trans. Drenka Willen (New York: 
Harcourt Brace, 1973) 

Donald, James and Hall, Stuart. ‘Introduction’, in Politics and Ideology, eds. 
James Donald and Stuart Hall (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 
1981) 

Donia, Robert J. and Fine, John V.A. Bosnia and Hercegovina: A Tradition 
Betrayed (London: Hurst and Company, 1994) 

Drace-Francis, Alex. ‘The Prehistory of a Neologism: “South-eastern 
Europe”’, Balkanologie 3, no. 2 (1999): pp.117–27 

Dragnich, Alex N. and Todorovich, Slavko. The Saga of Kosovo: Focus on 
Serbian-Albanian Relations (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984) 

Duijzings, Ger. Religion and the Politics of Identity in Kosovo (London: Hurst, 
2000) 

Dutu, Alexandru. ‘Small Countries and Persistent Stereotypes’, Revue des 
Etudes Sud-est Europeenes 31, nos.1–2 (1993): pp.5–10 

Eagleton, Terry. Ideology: An Introduction (London: Verso, 1991) 
Economides, Spyros. ‘The Balkans and the Search for Security: From 

Inter-war to Post-Cold War’, Arms Control 13, no. 1 (1992): pp.118–32 
Editorial. ‘Notre revue’, Les Balkans, no. 1 (1930): pp.1–2 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   241 20/11/2007   10:31:52



234 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Editorial, ‘Yugoslavs, United or Not, Need to Talk’, New York Times, 28 
June 1991, p.2 

Elster, Jon. Making Sense of Marx (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1985) 

Emmert, Thomas. Serbian Golgotha: Kosovo 1389 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990) 

Evelpidi, C. ‘La protection des produits agricoles des etats Balkaniques’, 
Les Balkans, no. 1 (1930): pp.13–17 

——. ‘Bloc Danubien ou Bloc Balkanique?’, Les Balkans, nos. 17–18 
(1931): pp.344–49 

Fields, Jason. ‘Historical Perspective: Yugoslavia, a Legacy of Ethnic Ha-
tred’, Associated Press, 19 February 1999 at <http://www.belgradenews.com 
/s/belgradenews/reports_history.html> (20 March 2000) 

Fleming, K.E. ‘Orientalism, the Balkans, and Balkan Historiography’, Ameri-
can Historical Review (2000): pp.1218–33 

Freeden, Michael. Ideologies and Political Theory: A Conceptual Approach 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996) 

Freud, Sigmund. Moses and Monotheism, trans. Katherine Jones (New York: 
Vintage, 1967) 

Gallagher, Tom. Outcast Europe: The Balkans, 1789–1989, from the Ottoman's 
to Milosevic (London: Routledge, 2001) 

——. The Balkans after the Cold War: From Tyranny to Tragedy (London: 
Routledge, 2003) 

Gellner, Ernest. Nations and Nationalism: New Perspectives on the Past (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1998) 

Geshkoff, Theodore I. Balkan Union: A Road to Peace in Southeastern Europe 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1940) 

Ghebali, Victor-Yves. ‘The OSCE and the Stability Pact for Southeastern 
Europe’, in The Operational Role of the OSCE in South-eastern Europe: 
Contributing to Regional Stability in the Balkans, eds. Victor-Yves Ghebali 
and Daniel Warner (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001) 

Glenny, Misha. The Fall of Yugoslavia: The Third Balkan War, 3d ed. (Lon-
don: Penguin, 1996) 

——. The Balkans, 1804–1999: Nationalism, War and the Great Powers (Lon-
don: Granta, 1999) 

Goldsworthy, Vesna. ‘Invention and In(ter)vention: The Rhetoric of Bal-
kanization’, in Balkan as Metaphor, 

——. Inventing Ruritania: The Imperialism of the Imagination (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 1998) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   242 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 235
 

Gourgouris, Stathis. ‘Hypnosis and Critique: Film Music for the Balkans’, 
in Balkan as Metaphor: Between Globalization and Fragmentation, eds. Dušan 
I. Bjelić and Obrad Savić (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002) 

Gow, James and Carmichael, Cathie. Slovenia and the Slovenes: A Small State 
and the New Europe (London: Hurst, 2000) 

Gramsci, Antonio. Selections from the Prison Notebooks, ed. and trans. Quentin 
Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell-Smith (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 
1971) 

Greek Communist Party. Το Τρίτο Έκτακτο Συνέδριο του ΣΕΚΕ(Κ0 (26 
Νοέμβρη–3 Δεκέμβρη 1924): Πρακτικά (The Third Special Conference of 
SEKE: Minutes) (Athens: KKE, 1991) 

Grosrichard, Alain. The Sultan’s Court: European Fantasies of the East, trans. 
Liz Heron (London: Verso, 1998) 

Groueff, Stéphane. Crown of Thorns: King Boris III of Bulgaria (Lanham, MD: 
Madison Books, 1987) 

Gutman, Roy. A Witness to Genocide: The First Inside Account of the Horrors of 
Ethnic Cleansing in Bosnia (Longmead: Elementary Books, 1993) 

Hagen, William W. ‘The Balkans’ Lethal Nationalisms’, Foreign Affairs 78, 
no. 4 (1999): pp.51–59 

Hall, Stuart and Jacques, Martin, eds. The Politics of Thatcherism (London: 
Lawrence and Wishart, 1983) 

Halliday, Fred. Islam and the Myth of Confrontation: Religion and Politics in the 
Middle East (London: I.B. Tauris, 1995) 

Hammond, Neil. ‘Balkans may have been in Conflict in the Ice Age’, The 
Times, 26 December 1994, p.14 

Heraclides, Alexis. ‘Οι Λόγοι Διατήρησης των Ελληνικών Στερεοτύπων για 
την Τουρκία και τους Τούρκους’ (The Reasons for the Persistence of 
Greek Stereotypes of Turkey and the Turks), O Politis, 114 (September): 
pp.18–22  

Hobsbawm, Eric. ‘Introduction: Inventing Traditions’, in The Invention of 
Tradition, eds. Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1983) 

——. Nations and Nationalism since 1780: Programme, Myth, Reality, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) 

Hodza, Milan. Federation in Central Europe (London: Jarrolds Publishers, 
1942)  

Holbrooke, Richard. To End a War (New York: Random House, 1998) 
Hroch, Miroslav. Social Preconditions of National Revival in Europe (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   243 20/11/2007   10:31:52



236 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Hutchinson, John. Modern Nationalism (London: Fontana, 1994) 
Ignatieff, Michael. Blood and Belonging (Toronto: Viking, 1993) 
Inalcik, Halil. The Ottoman Empire: The Classical Age, 1300–1600 (London: 

Phoenix, 1991) 
Inalcik, Halil and Quataert, Donald, eds. An Economic and Social History of 

the Ottoman Empire, 1300–1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994) 

International Labour Office. The Bulgarian Law on Compulsory Labour, Series 
C, no. 3, Studies and Reports (Geneva: International Labour Office, 
1920) 

Ionescu, Ghita. ‘Eastern Europe’, in Populism: Its Meaning and National Cha-
racteristics, eds. Ghita Ionescu and Ernest Gellner (London: Macmillan, 
1969) 

Iordanova, Dina. ‘Conceptualising the Balkans in Film’, Slavic Review 55, 
no. 4 (1996): pp.882–90 

——. Cinema of Flames: Balkan Film, Culture, and the Media (London: British 
Film Insitute, 2001) 

Iorga, Nicolae. Histoire des états balcaniques jusqu'à 1924 (Paris: J. Gamber, 
1925) 

Jackson, George G. Comintern and Peasant in Eastern Europe, 1919–1930 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1966) 

Jelavich, Barbara. History of the Balkans (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1983) 

Judah, Tim. ‘The Cycle of Revenge that Haunts Kosovo’, The Guardian, 4 
April 1999 at <http://www.guardian.co.uk/Kosovo/Story/0,2763,2066 
70,00.html> (20 March 2005) 

——. The Serbs: History, Myth and the Destruction of Yugoslavia, 2nd ed. (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000) 

Julliard, Jacques. Pour la Bosnie (Paris: Seuil, 1996) 
Kabakchieff, Hristo. ‘Critical Comments’, Communist International, no. 28 

(1923): pp.111–18 
Kaldor, Mary. New and Old Wars: Organised Violence in a Global Era (Cam-

bridge: Polity, 1999) 
Kane, Sarah. Blasted (London: Methuen, 2001) 
Kaplan, Robert D. Balkan Ghosts: A Journey through History (London: Paper-

mac, 1994) 
Kedourie, Elie. Nationalism (London: Hutchinson, 1960) 
Kelly, Michael. ‘Surrender and Blame’, New Yorker, 19 December 1994, 

p.44 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   244 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 237
 

Kennan, George F. ‘Introduction’, in The Other Balkan Wars: A 1913 Car-
negie Endowment Inquiry in Retrospect with a New Introduction and Reflections on 
the Present Conflict by George F. Kennan (Washington, DC: Carnegie En-
dowment for International Peace, 1993) 

Kerner, Robert J. and Howard, Harry N. The Balkan Conferences and the 
Balkan Entente (1930–1935): A Study in the Recent History of the Balkan and 
NearEastern Peoples (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1936)  

Kesić, Vesna. ‘Muslim Women, Croatian Women, Serbian Women, Al-
banian Women…’, in Balkan as Metaphor: Between Globalization and Frag-
mentation, eds. Dušan I. Bjelić and Obrad Savić (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2002) 

Kissinger, Henry A. ‘Doing Injury to History’, Newsweek Magazine, 5 April 
1999, p.12 

Kofos, Evangelos. Nationalism and Communism in Macedonia (Thessaloniki: 
Institute for Balkan Studies, 1964) 

Kohn, Hans. The Idea of Nationalism (New York: Macmillan, 1944) 
Kolarov, Vasil ‘The National Question in the Balkans’, Communist Interna-

tional, no. 4 (1924): pp.77–82 
——. ‘Revolutionary Alliance of the Workers and Peasantry’, Communist 

International 6, nos. 9–10 (1929): pp.346–60 
——. ‘How the Fascists “Buried” the Class Struggle in Bulgaria’, Comm-

unist International, no. 8 (1936): pp.993–1003 
Koppa, Marilena. ‘National Minorities in the Post-communist Balkans’, in 

Olympia II: Human Rights in the 21st Century – Proceedings of the 2nd Annual 
Human rights Education Program for Southeastern Europe, eds. Maria Gavou-
neli and Vaggelis Kyriakopoulos (Athens: Sakoulas, 2002) 

Koulouri, Christina. ‘Introduction’, in Clio in the Balkans: The Politics of 
History Education, ed. Christina Koulouri (Thessaloniki: Centre for De-
mocracy and Reconciliation in Southeastern Europe, 2002) 

Kousoulas, D. George. Revolution and Defeat: The Story of the Greek Communist 
Party (London: Oxford University Press, 1965) 

Kubalkova, Vendulka and Cruicksank, A.A. Marxism and International Rela-
tions (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985) 

Kurspahic, Kemel. ‘Is there a Future?’, in Why Bosnia? Writings on the Bal-
kan War, eds. Rabia Ali and Lawrence Lifschultz (Stony Creek, CT: 
Pamphleteer’s Press, 1993) 

Kuusinen, Otto. ‘The National Question in Capitalist Europe’, Communist 
International 8, no. 17 (1931): pp.527–42 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   245 20/11/2007   10:31:52



238 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Laclau, Ernesto. Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory: Capitalism-Fascism-Pop-
ulism (London: Verso, 1979) 

Laclau, Ernesto and Mouffe, Chantal. Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: To-
wards a Radical Democratic Politics (London: Verso, 1985) 

Lampe, John R. and Jackson, Andrew. Balkan Economic History, 1550–1950: 
From Imperial Borderlands to Developing Nations (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 
University Press, 1982) 

Laskaris, M. ‘Les manuels d’Histoire’, Les Balkans, nos. 14–15 (1931): 
pp.1130–34 

Layne, Christopher. ‘US must stop being a KLA Pawn’, at <http://www. 
cato.org/dailys/03-16-00.html> (20 March 2000) 

Lazard, Max. Compulsory Labour Service in Bulgaria, Series B, no. 12, Studies 
and Reports (Geneva: International Labour Office, 1922) 

Lefcoparides, X. ‘Un débat autour de l’esprit Balkanique’, Les Balkans, no. 
10 (1933): pp.271–74 

——. ‘Dixième Anniversaire’, Les Balkans, no. 3 (1939): pp.250–59 
League of Nations. The Complaints of Macedonia: Memoranda, Petitions, Re-

solutions, Minutes, Letters, and Documents Addressed to the League of Nations, 
1919–1939 (Geneva: International Documentation on Macedonia, 1979) 

Lendvai, Paul. Eagles in Cobwebs: Nationalism and Communism in the Balkans 
(London: Macdonald & Co., 1970) 

Lenin, Vladimir. ‘The Rights of Nations to Self-Determination’ at 
<http//:www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1914/self-det/index.htm> 
(19 June 2004) 

Maass, Peter, Love Thy Neighbour: A Story of War (London: Papermac, 1996) 
Maccas, Leon. ‘Le rapprochement politique des etats Balkaniques’, Les Bal-

kans, no. 1 (1930): pp.4–11 
Malcolm, Noel. Bosnia: A Short History (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1996) 
——. Kosovo: A Short History (London: Papermac, 1998) 
Mazower, Mark. The Balkans (London: Phoenix Press, 2001) 
McDermott, Kevin and Agnew, Jeremy. The Comintern: A History of Interna-

tional Communism from Lenin to Stalin (London: Macmillan, 1996) 
Mearsheimer, John. ‘Shrink Bosnia to Save It’, New York Times, 31 March 

1993, p.12 
Mearsheimer, John and Pape, Robert A. ‘The Answer: A Three-Way Parti-

tion Plan for Bosnia and How the US Can Enforce It’, The New Republic, 
14 June 1993, pp.22–24 

Mearsheimer, John and Van Evera, Stephen. ‘The Partition that Dare not 
Speak its Name: When Peace Means War’, The New Republic, 18 Decem-

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   246 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 239
 

ber 1995 at <http//www.bosnet.org/archive/bosnet.w3archive/9512/ 
msg00154.html> (10 May 2001) 

Mearsheimer, John J. ‘The Only Exit from Bosnia’, New York Times, 7 Oc-
tober 1997, p.14 

Mecir, Karel. ‘The International Agrarian Bureau’, in A Systematic Source 
Book in Rural Sociology, 

Mercer, Colin. ‘Fascist Ideology’, in Politics and Ideology, eds. James Donald 
and Stuart Hall (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 1981) 

Meštrović, Stepjan G. The Balkanization of the West: The Confluence of Post-
modernism and Postcommunism (London: Routledge, 1994) 

——. ed. Genocide after Emotion: The Postemotional Balkan War (London: 
Routledge, 1996) 

Mitrany, David. Marx against the Peasant: A Study in Social Dogmatism 
(London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1951) 

——. A Working Peace System (Chicago: Quadrangle, 1966)  
——. The Functional Theory of Politics (London: Martin Robertson, 1975) 
Močnik, Rastko. ‘The Balkans as an Element in Ideological Mechanisms’, 

in Balkan as Metaphor: Between Globalization and Fragmentation, eds. Dušan 
I. Bjelić and Obrad Savić (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002) 

Mojzes, Paul. Yugoslavian Inferno: Ethnoreligious Warfare in the Balkans (New 
York; Continuum, 1994) 

Moser, Charles A. Dimitrov of Bulgaria: A Political Biography of Georgi M. 
Dimitrov (Ottawa, IL: Caroline House Publishers, 1979) 

Muir, Nadedja. Dimitri Stancioff: Patriot and Cosmopolitan, 1864–1940 (Lon-
don: Murray, 1957) 

Nairn, Tom. The Break-Up of Britain: Crisis and Neo-nationalism (London: 
New Left Books, 1977) 

Nelson, Daniel. Balkan Imbroglio: Politics and Security in Southeastern Europe 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1991) 

Nicolaev, N.P. ‘La Bulgarie et la cooperation intellectuelle interbalkan-
ique’, Les Balkans, nos. 13–14 (1931): pp.213–17 

Nikolov, Asen. Obligatory Labor Service in Bulgaria (Sofia: The American 
College of Sofia, 1922) 

Norris, David A. In the Wake of the Balkan Myth (London: Macmillan, 1999) 
Oberschall, Anthony. ‘The Manipulation of Ethnicity: From Ethnic Co-

operation to Violence and War in Yugoslavia’, Ethnic and Racial Studies 
23, no. 6 (2000): pp.983–1001 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   247 20/11/2007   10:31:52



240 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Omelianov, A. ‘A Bulgarian Experiment’, in A Systematic Book in Rural 
Sociology, vol. II, eds. Pitimir A. Sorokin, Carle C. Zimmerman, and 
Charles J. Galpin (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1931) 

Oren, Nissan. Revolution Administered: Agrarianism and Communism in Bulgaria 
(Baltimore, MA: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973 

Owen, David. Balkan Odyssey (London: Victor Gollanz, 1995) 
Özkirimli, Umut. Theories of Nationalism: A Critical Introduction (New York : 

St. Martin’s Press, 2000) 
Papanastasiou, Alexandros. ‘L’Union Balkanique’, Les Balkans, no. 1 

(1930): pp.2–5 
——. ‘La première Conference Balkanique’, Les Balkans, no. 2 (1930): 

pp.1–6 
——. ‘Vers l’union Balkanique’, Les Balkans, no. 8 (1931): pp.1–16 
——. ‘La troisième conférence Balkanique’, Les Balkans, nos 1–2 (1932): 

pp.7–14 
——. ‘Le Quatrième Conférence Balkanique’, Les Balkans, nos. 12–13 

(1933): pp.586–92 
——. ‘La V Conférence Balkanique’, Les Balkans, nos. 3–4 (1934): pp.200–

11 
Pascal, Blaise. Pensées (London: Harmondsworth, 1966) 
Pavkovic, Aleksandar. The Fragmentation of Yugoslavia: Nationalism and War in 

the Balkans, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000) 
——. ‘Kosovo/Kosova: The Land of Conflicting Myths’, in Kosovo: The 

Politics of Delusion, eds. Michael Waller and Bulent Gokay (London: 
Frank Cass, 2001) 

Pavlowitch, Stevan K. A History of the Balkans, 1804–1945 (New York : 
Addison-Wesley Longman, 1999) 

——. Serbia: The History behind the Name (London: Hurst, 2002) 
Paximadopoulou, Miranda. Η Δυτική Θράκη στην Εξωτερική Πολιτική της 
Βουλγαρίας: Το Ζήτημα της Βουλγαρικής Διεξόδου στο Αιγαίο, 1919–1923 
(Western Thrace in the Bulgarian Foreign Policy: The Question of a Bulgarian 
outlet to the Aegean Sea, 1919–1923) (Athens: Gutenberg, 1997) 

Pentzopoulos, Dimitri. The Balkan Exchange of Minorities and its Impact Upon 
Greece (Paris: Mouton and Co, 1962) 

Petrakos, George and Totev, Stoyan, eds. The Development of the Balkan 
Region (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001) 

Pierre, Andrew J. ‘De-Balkanizing the Balkans: Security and Stability in 
Southeastern Europe’, United States Institute for Peace, Special Report no. 
54 at <http://www.usip.org/oc/sr/sr990920/sr990920> (20 March 2003) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   248 20/11/2007   10:31:52



BIBLIOGRAPHY 241
 

Pinson, Mark, ed. The Muslims of Bosnia-Hercegovina: Their Historic Development 
from the Middle Ages to the Dissolution of Yugoslavia (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1994) 

Poulantzas, Nikos. Fascism and Dictatorship: The Third International and the 
Problem of Fascism, trans. Judith White (London: New Left Books, 1974) 

Raducano, I. ‘Les pays Balkaniques et la depression économique mon-
diale’, Les Balkans, no.3 (1932): pp.307–11 

Ramet, Sabrina P. Balkan Babel: The Disintegration of Yugoslavia from the Death 
of Tito to Ethnic War, 2nd ed. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1996) 

Remarcle, Eric. ‘The Co-operation between International Organisations 
and the Management of the Third Yugoslav War’, in The Operational Role 
of the OSCE in South-eastern Europe: Contributing to Regional Stability in the 
Balkans, eds. Victor-Yves Ghebali and Daniel Warner (Aldershot: Ash-
gate, 2001) 

Renan, Ernest. ‘What is a Nation’, in Nation and Narration, ed. Homi 
Bhabha (London: Routledge, 1990) 

Roberts, Henry L. Romania: Political Problems of an Agrarian State (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1957)  

Rosenthal, James. ‘Kosovo and the “Jewish Question”’, Monthly Review 51, 
no. 9 (2000): pp.21–29 

Rothschild, Joseph. The Communist Party of Bulgaria: Origins and Development, 
1883–1936 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1959) 

——. Return to Diversity: A Political History of East Central Europe since World 
War II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000) 

Sadkovich, James L. The U.S. Media and Yugoslavia, 1991–1995 (Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 1998) 

Said, Edward. Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994) 
——. Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient (London: Penguin, 1995) 
Sakasov, Janco. ‘Les problemes de la paix Balkanique’, Les Balkans, no. 3 

(1930): pp.12–19 
Schöpflin, George. ‘Defining South-Eastern Europe’, Balkanologie 3, no. 2 

(1999): pp.67–72 
Schwandner-Sievers, Stephanie and Fischer, Bernd J, eds. Albanian Identi-

ties: Myth and History (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2002) 
Sciolino, E. and Bronner, E. ‘How a President, Distracted by Scandal, En-

tered a Balkan War’, New York Times, 18 April 1999 at <http://www. 
mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/kospol.htm> (10 May 2002) 

Sells, Michael A. The Bridge Betrayed: Religion and Genocide in Bosnia (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1996) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   249 20/11/2007   10:31:52



242 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Seton-Watson, Hugh. Eastern Europe between the Wars, 1918–1941 (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press. 1941) 

Sforza, Carlo. Makers of Modern Europe (New York: Elkin Mathews and 
Marrot, 1930) 

Shoup, Paul S., ed. Problems of Balkan Security: Southeastern Europe in the 1990s 
(Lanham, MA: Wilson Centre Press, 1990) 

Simoska, Emilja. ‘General Problems in the History Textbooks of the Bal-
kans’, in Teaching the History of Southeastern Europe, ed. Christina Koulouri 
(Thessaloniki: Centre for Democracy and Reconciliation in Southeastern 
Europe, 2001) 

Skopetea, Elli. Η Δύση της Ανατολής: Εικόνες από το Τέλος της Οθωμανικής 
Αυτοκρατορίας (West of the East: Images from the End of the Ottoman 
Empire) (Athens: Polis,1992) 

——. ‘Τούρκοι και Βαλκάνια’ (Turks and the Balkans), in Τα Βαλκάνια: 
Χθές – Σήμερα (The Balkans: Yesterday – Today) (Athens: Etaireia Spou-
don Neoellinikou Politismou kai Paideias, 2000) 

Smith, Anthony D. Theories of Nationalism (New York: Holmes & Meier, 
1983) 

——. The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986) 
——. National Identity (London: Penguin, 1991) 
——. Nations and Nationalism in a Global Era (Cambridge: Polity, 1995) 
——. Myths and Memories of the Nation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

1999) 
——. ‘The Sacred Dimension of Nationalism’, Millennium: Journal of Inter-

national Studies 29, no. 3 (2000): pp.791–814 
Sontag, Suzan. Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Strauss and 

Giroux, 2003) 
Souliotis-Nikolaidis, A. ‘La base et la raison d’une Confédération Balkan-

ique’, Les Balkans, nos. 13–14 (1931): pp.24–29 
Stalin, Joseph. ‘The National Question’, in Marxism and the National and 

Colonial Question: A Collection of Articles and Speeches (London: Lawrence 
and Wishart, 1936) 

Stavrianos, L.S. Balkan Federation: A History of the Movement Towards Balkan 
Unity in Modern Times (Hamden, CT: Archon Books, 1964) 

——. The Balkans since 1453 (London: Hurst, 2000) 
Stokes, Gale, Lampe, John, Rusinow, Dennison and Mustow, Julie. ‘In-

stant History: The Wars of Yugoslav Succession’, Slavic Review 55, no. 1 
(1996): pp.143–55 

Swire, Joseph. Bulgarian Conspiracy (London: Robert Hale, 1939) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   250 20/11/2007   10:31:53



BIBLIOGRAPHY 243
 

Todorov, Kosta. Balkan Firebrand: The Autobiography of a Rebel, Soldier, States-
man (New York, 1943) 

Todorova, Maria. ‘The Balkans: From Discovery to Invention’, Slavic Re-
view 53, no. 2 (1994): pp.453–82 

——. Imagining the Balkans (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) 
——. ‘Introduction: Learning Memory, Remembering Identity’, in Balkan 

Identities: Nation and Memory, ed. Maria Todorova (London: Hurst, 2004) 
Topalovic, Z. ‘Les Fondements Politiques de la Confédération Balkan-

ique’, Les Balkans, no. 2 (1930): pp.14–19 
Traynor, Ian. ‘Ghosts of Ethnic Feuding Revive in the Balkans’, The 

Guardian, 26 February 1990, p.7 
Trotsky, Leon. The Balkan Wars of 1912–1913, eds. George Weissman and 

Duncan Williams (New York: Monad Press, 1980) 
Van Berghe, Pierre. ‘Race and Ethnicity: A Sociobiological Perspective’, 

Ethnic and Racial Studies 1, no. 4 (1978): pp.401–11 
Verdery, Katherine. National Ideology under Socialism: Identity and Cultural 

Politics in Ceausescu’s Romania (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1991) 

Vickers, Miranda. Between Serb and Albanian: A History of Kosovo (London: 
Hurst, 1998) 

Vlasidis, Vlasis. ‘Η Αυτονόμηση της Μακεδονίας: Από την Θεωρία στην 
Πράξη’ (The Autonomy Movement in Macedonia: From Theory to 
Practice), in Ταυτότητες στη Μακεδονία (Identities in Macedonia), eds. 
Vasilis K. Gounaris, Iakovos D. Mihailidis and Giorgos B. Aggelo-
poulos (Athens: Papazisi, 1997) 

Waller, Michael. and Gokay, Bulent, eds. Kosovo: The Politics of Delusion 
(London: Frank Cass, 2001) 

Winchester, Simon. The Fractured Zone: A Return to the Balkans (London: 
Viking, 1999) 

Woodward, Susan L. Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution after the Cold War 
(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1995)  

Zimmerman, Warren. ‘The Demons of Kosovo’, The National Interest, no. 
52 (1998): pp.4–5 

Žižek, Slavoj. The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989) 
——. Tarrying with the Negative: Kant, Hegel, and the Critique of Ideology 

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993) 
——. ‘Eastern Europe’s Republics of Gilead’, in Dimensions of Radical 

Democracy, ed. Chantal Mouffe (London, Verso, 1993) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   251 20/11/2007   10:31:53



244 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

——. ‘The Spectre of Ideology’, in Mapping Ideology, ed. Slavoj Žižek (Lon-
don: Verso, 1994) 

——. The Fragile Absolute – Or why the Christian Legacy is Worth Fighting For? 
(London: Verso, 2000) 

——. Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism? Five Interventions on the (Mis)use of a 
Notion (London: Verso, 2001) 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   252 20/11/2007   10:31:53



INDEX

Adorno, Theodor, 26–27 
agrarianism, 2–3, 9–12, 60–65, 
175 

and estatist organizations, 9, 
127–35, 139, 141–49, 151–52 
and federalism, 10, 12, 136–
43, 151 
and nationalism, 144–52, 183 
vision of the Balkans, 128–
30, 135, 151, 182 

Albania, 5–6, 43, 47–48, 53, 56, 
59, 64–65, 80, 93–94, 111, 122 
Althusser, Louis, 2, 9, 16, 34–40, 
191–92n, 195n, 209n, 226n 
Anderson, Benedict, 6, 9, 25–28, 
191–94n 
Andric, Ivo, 50–51, 66 
 
Balibar, Etienne, 9, 15–16, 27, 
35–36, 38–40, 191–96n, 226n 
Balkan Communist Federation, 
80, 83–85, 88, 90–91 
Balkan Conferences, 90, 99–100, 
104–14, 117–23 
Balkan Pact, 112, 121–22 

Balkan wars, 42–44, 46, 48, 50–
51, 56, 77, 89, 128, 145, 153, 
156, 167, 174 
Balkanism 3–4, 7, 47, 158–59, 
186–87 
Balkans,  

violence in the, 1, 10, 13–14, 
42, 45, 49–50, 52–57, 59, 66, 
156, 166, 170–75, 179 
Western images of the, 10, 
41–67, 101, 153–55, 157–68, 
171–76 

BAPU (Bulgarian Agrarian 
Popular Union), 12, 125–51 
Billig, Michael, 14, 22–25, 191n, 
193n 
borders, 3–8, 11, 59, 78–79, 98–
99, 103–4, 108–113, 116, 120–
22, 135, 140–41, 146, 172, 182, 
185 
Bosnia, 

future of, 14–15, 23, 175 
war in, 3, 55, 65, 167 

Bulgaria, 5, 6, 10, 49, 78–79, 93, 
111, 122, 128, 131, 134–41, 144–
47, 151, 172–73 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   253 20/11/2007   10:31:53



246 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Bulgarian Communist Party, 74, 
80, 88 
 
colonialism, 3, 8, 78–79, 87 
Communism, 2–3, 9–11, 181–85 

and agrarianism, 134, 147 
and the Balkan Federation, 
81–85, 93 
and communist rule, 52, 60–
61, 93 
and the national question, 
69–70, 86–93 
and the vision of the Balkans, 
71–80, 93–94 

Communist International, 71–
73, 80, 87 
Communist Party of Yugoslavia, 
62, 91 
Croatia, 4, 15, 24, 65, 129–30, 
139, 168 
 
(de-)balkanization, 156–57, 164, 
173 
Dimitrov, Georgi, 72–74, 83–84, 
87–88, 195n, 201–8n 
Dimitrov, G.M., 127, 131, 142–
43, 216–18n 
 
Europe, 

west vs. east, 13–15, 23–24, 
42–43, 60, 158, 162, 167, 174; 
and the EU, 67, 122, 152–53 
communist analysis of, 76, 
78–79 

fascism, 26–27, 37–38, 93, 167–
68 
Freud, Sigmund, 172–74 
Gellner, Ernest, 9, 17–18, 20–
21, 28–33, 192–94n 

Glenny, Misha, 5–6, 189–90n, 
206n 
Greece, 5–6, 10, 13, 43, 59, 77–
80, 91, 93–94, 105,122, 172–73 
Greek Communist Party (KKE), 
73, 90–1 
Green International, 126, 139–
41, 148–49 
 
Hobsbawm, Eric, 9, 20–23, 28–
33, 192–94n 
 
ideology,  

and false consciousness, 15–
16, 27–28, 30, 33, 36–37 
material existence of, 2, 33–
36, 40, 70, 81–82, 98, 114, 
123, 127, 139, 143, 148–49, 
152, 182–83 
nationalism as, 9, 30–33 

Ideological State Apparatuses, 
34, 36 
ideological struggle, 3, 7–8, 12, 
40, 87,122, 175, 181–86 
IMRO (Internal Macedonian 
Revolutionary Organisation), 
145, 147 
interpellation, 2, 9, 16, 36–40, 
70, 88, 92, 95, 98, 114–16, 123, 
127, 149, 152, 182–83; 
 
Kane, Sarah, 41, 196n 
Kolarov, Vasil, 72–73, 88–92, 
203–7n 
Kosovo, 

battle of, 13, 22, 49, 171 
and violence, 53, 59, 64–65 
war, 43, 47–48, 169–70 

Kusturica, Emir, 171–72, 175 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   254 20/11/2007   10:31:53



INDEX 247
 

Laclau, Ernesto, 9, 16, 37–40, 
88, 191n, 192n, 195n, 207n, 
222n, 226n 
Lenin, Vladimir, 71, 86–87, 
201n, 203n, 206n 
liberal internationalism, 2–3, 8–
12, 97–99, 126, 175, 182–84 

and Balkan Federation, 11, 
102–3, 105–14 
demise and resurgence, 98, 
122–23 
and nationalism, 114–21 
vision of the Balkans, 99–105 

 
Macedonia, 6, 10 
Macedonian question, 61–62, 
84, 88–93, 95, 120–21, 128, 136, 
145–46 
mapping, 3–8, 10, 14, 20, 39, 70, 
73, 75, 98, 103, 125, 135–36, 166 
Marxism, 28, 32–39, 60–61, 86–
87, 93–95 
Mazower, Mark, 5–6, 165–66, 
173–77, 189–90n, 215n, 222n, 
225n 
Milosevic, Slobodan, 18, 65, 167 
Mitrany, David, 150–51  
multicultural communities, 15, 
48, 175 
Muslims (in the Balkans), 14–15, 
48, 55, 102, 162 
 
nationalism,  

Balkan, 17, 24–25, 46, 55–58, 
67, 94, 153, 166–76, 179–81 
critique of, 9, 13, 15–16, 29–
30, 39, 176–77 
ethnic vs. civic, 13–15, 23–25, 
167–68 

national myths, 15, 28–30, 
39–40, 48, 169–72 
theories of, 14–33, 169 

nesting Orientalism, 39, 56, 66, 
162–63, 169–70 
 
Orientalism, 4–5, 154–66, 176–
77, 180–81 
Ottoman period ,44–49, 51, 58, 
75–76, 117, 153, 163 
Owen, David, 42, 55 
 
Papanastasiou, Alexandros, 100–
1, 105, 110–11, 118, 122, 209–
14n 
Pascal, Blaise, 35–36 
post-communism, 23, 49, 162, 
164–65, 170 
 
Romania, 6, 52, 77–78, 80, 93–
95, 122, 139, 161–62 
Romanian Peasant Party, 126, 
129 
 
Said, Edward, 154–61, 189n, 
219n, 221n 
Serbia, 6, 15, 22, 24, 46–49, 56, 
59–60, 62–65, 141, 162, 167, 169 
Slovenia, 4, 39, 72, 91,136, 140, 
162, 167 
Smith, Anthony, 6, 9, 21, 31–32, 
35, 190–95n, 199 
Stalin, Joseph, 71, 86–87 
Stamboliski, Alexander, 126, 
136, 140–9, 215–19n 
 
Todorova, Maria, 3–5, 47–48, 
160–61, 189–90n, 196–98n, 
200n, 221–22n, 225n 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   255 20/11/2007   10:31:53



248 THE BALKANS BEYOND NATIONALISM AND IDENTITY
 

Trotsky, Leon, 69, 201n 
Tudjman, Franjo, 167 
Turkey, 5–6, 10, 43, 79, 120, 122 
 
Ustašas, 62, 65, 167 
 
West, the,  

and nationalism, 14, 23–24, 
163–64 

 
Yugoslav, 

Union, 135–36, 140 
wars, 1, 14 23–24, 41–43, 45–
49, 52, 56, 153, 162 

Yugoslavia, 5–6, 15, 44, 65, 122 
and communist rule, 43, 66 
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, 
Slovenes, 62, 72, 77, 136, 140 

 
Žižek, Slavoj, 32–33, 164–65, 
192–94n, 208n, 222–24n 

hatzopoulos_balkans_beyond_nationalism_FINAL_19112007.pdf   256 20/11/2007   10:31:53




