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ABSTRACT Since Balkan ethnicities are primarily organized along locally-prac-
ticed religious lines, regional monotheistic religions are seen as the source 
of the conflicts there. However, even a brief historical examination shows 
different patterns, where the people of the region lived in long periods of 
peace and solidarity while practicing their separate religious traditions. Sig-
nificantly, the conflicts occurred when the Balkan people followed non-re-
ligious political processes and ideas which originated outside of the region. 
Hence, this paper attempts to observe the extant representations of the Bal-
kans, examine the brief history of the region to reveal patterns of amity and 
enmity, and bring forth a different historical –and possible future– reality.

Balkans: Representations and Possibilities1

This paper will argue that monotheistic religions, which have coexisted 
for many centuries and, in fact, mark the most important axis of the 
human conception of history and individual self, are not the source of 

the exclusivism and particularism in the Balkans which so often led to war. 
Rather, the conflicts are the products of political processes that originated 
outside of the Balkans and which are anti-religious in essence. This becomes 
obvious when we consider that the Balkans, throughout their history, have 
experienced both periods of war and long periods of peace, characterized by 
cross-regional solidarity among the local peoples. Multiple religions have been 
present in the Balkans during all its modern history; therefore, something else 
must have disturbed the cross-regional solidarities and caused those conflicts. 
Thus, religious coexistence should be considered as a natural state of being, 
and viewed as such by all who are looking for solutions to the Balkan issues, 
with the peaceful and continuous complementary existence of the people in 
the Balkans as the final teleology. Since the opposite position has been well ad-
vertised and emphasized among the general public through various hegemonic 
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mechanisms for the production of 
representations, for us to argue oth-
erwise is a tall order, but we have 
to consider the alternative to the 
current perspective of conflict and 
antagonism among different reli-
gions and ethnicities in the Balkans 
and elsewhere.2 This paper is just a 
step in the different direction, as we 
keep in mind that the geopolitical 
production of representations of 
regions and peoples are long-term 
processes3 and, as such, should be 
important considerations for inter-

national relations inquiry.4 Our optimistic approach to the problem at stake is 
not unique. Another similarly aspiring approach to inquiry was suggested by 
Lijphart when he noted regarding democracy that, “if politicians and political 
scientists are convinced that democracy cannot work in the plural societies, 
they will not even try to introduce it or make it work.”5 So the optimism in the 
quest for the ‘conflict solution’ in the Balkans will not only be an underlying 
part of the logic of this paper, but should also be a part of the method of pro-
ceeding in the quest of achieving lasting harmony in the region.6

In our quest, we have to observe two issues: first, the geo-cultural context 
of the Balkans and the normative determination of the term ‘Balkanization’; 
and second, the negative perception of religion in reference to the peace pro-
cess, and with it the implications of such a view vis-à-vis ethnicity in the Bal-
kans.7 This paper will employ a historical approach and will first address the 
intra-European regional representations and then the Balkans’ religious and 
ethnic elements and their history of amity and enmity. In conclusion, this pa-
per will offer an alternative position which argues for a serious and unbiased 
examination of the various political processes based on the different North-
ern European ideas of particularism as a source of ‘vision and division,’ and a 
consideration and emphasis of religious universalism as a way forward in the 
Balkans.

The Balkans as a Close Territory with Distant Peoples 

The Balkans is a well-known region of the world and most of the political con-
structions associated with it carry particularly heavyweight for the countries 
located there. The region was the subject of a Carnegie Endowment report 
originally published in 1914 and reprinted in 1996, which castigated the re-
gion, stating that, the “Balkan civilization was inferior and backward. Com-
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pared to the civilized world, its people had not yet ‘obtained the stability of 
character found in older civilizations’ nor the ‘synthesis of moral and social 
forces embodied in laws and institutions giving stability of character, forming 
public sentiment, and making for security.’”8 These heavy words should make 
us wonder how far the region and its people could move forward with these 
sorts of prejudices and representations circulating about it.9

Although the Balkan region is also designated as Southeastern Europe, in geo-
political language it is often alluded to as a region of instability and war and, for 
this reason, its ‘Europeanness’ is not emphasized; the Balkans are rather seen 
by Northern Europeans as the “other within,”10 or as Europe’s internal Orient. 
This terminology denotes social and cultural distance primarily from the peo-
ples of the Balkans, and less so from the territory itself. Europe’s two-sided 
orientation toward the Balkans can be seen in the fact that the regional coun-
tries Romania and Bulgaria were readily accepted into the ‘northern project’ 
of the European Union as territories, while people of those countries still have 
a number of restrictions about traveling or remaining in most of the Northern 
European countries. Similar duplicitous European attitudes toward the region 
are also observed by Gerolymatos who noted, “It’s called the Balkans when 
it’s at war and Southeastern Europe when it’s enjoying a period of peace.”11 
So the interplay of the Balkans being a part of Europe in terms of geography 
and whiteness,12 but with too little Northern calculus and too much Southern 
passion, determines largely when and what is going to be seen in the Balkans 
and what is not. All of that, not because of some intellectual interest in such a 
culturally rich region, but mainly because “its messes might become ours,” as 
H. Charles Woods noted a long time ago.13

The Balkans owes a lot to the Ottomans –most prominently their name– which 
is of Turkish origin, and signifies a mountain with bare cliffs. The name or 
adjective ‘Balkans’ was not much used until the 1880s.14 It replaced the ancient 
Greek name for the region, “Peninsula of Haemus.”15 The connection with an-
cient Greece and the Balkans as the birthplace of Europe is often forgotten or 
lost among many other designations of the region. Cioroianu reminds us that 
“Europe is a creation of the Balkans… let’s remember that Socrates, Plato, and 
Aristotle were Balkan and it was they who created Europe as a vision of world, 
philosophy, and wisdom. To the extent that it got Balkanized, Europe became 
Europe.”16 Those who produce a socially known reality17 do not point to such 
representations of the Balkans because any process of signification “produces 
truth rather than simply recording it.”18 Remembering the Balkan origins of 
Europe as well as the region’s continuous and distinct ethnic and religious di-
versity, could bring forth some uncomfortable questions such as why the rest 
of Europe lacks such diversity. Obviously, the Northern European myths of 
their own origin involve more forgetting19 and alleviating perceived deficien-
cies in those myths than remembering.20
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The relations between Northern Europe and the Balkans fit common world-
wide north-south patterns, in which the representation of the “South has been 
discursively represented by policymakers, scholars, journalists and others in 
the North.”21 We will note just some of the implications of those representa-
tions to show that the role for the Balkans is preset, and how the region is 
expected to fit in.22 As Slavoj Žižek noted in an interview, the people of the 
Balkans “are not caught up into their own dreams, but into European dreams 
of the Balkans.”23 

The Southern European region is sometimes referred to as the Balkan Pen-
insula, but that geographical orientation does not completely coincide with 
a geopolitical reference. Geographically, the peninsula is widely regarded as 
a European region which bridges Europe with the Middle East and Asia; it is 
delimited by the Adriatic Sea in the west, the Black Sea in the east, the Aegean 
and Mediterranean Seas in the south, and the Alpine-Carpathian mountain 
folds with the Danube, Sava and Krupa rivers serving as the physical boundar-
ies in the north. The countries of the region now are Albania, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Bulgaria, Greece, Kosovo, Macedonia, and Montenegro. However, 
the countries that are considered part of the geopolitical region also include 
states that are largely situated north of those rivers, such as Slovenia, Croatia 
and Serbia, as well as Romania and Moldova, which are located mostly past 
the eastern slopes of the Balkan Mountains. Sometimes geopolitical represen-
tations of the Balkans also include Turkey, though not when it is shrewdly cat-
egorized as a non-European. Many of these states, such as Slovenia and Roma-
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nia, shy away from being referred 
to as Balkan countries, but the re-
gional pull often keeps them within 
the region’s imagined boundaries.

It seems that the Balkans is one of 
those regions which is more than 
a spatial unit; rather, it is an entity 
interlinked with cultural, linguistic, 
economic, and political ties among 
various agents who come and go.24 
Katzenstein notes that geographic 
designations in general often are 
not “‘real,’ ‘natural,’ or ‘essential.’ 
They are socially constructed and 
politically contested and thus open 
to change.”25 Therefore, we can see the possibility for different productions of 
representations of the region, which then can set very different goals and ex-
pectations for their peoples and countries.

The main reasons some countries wish to escape the Balkan designation in-
volve the widely accepted impression of regional instability and the perpetu-
ated notion that the peoples of the Balkans belong to war-prone nations26 that 
resort to particularism and fighting more often than other European regions. 
As we saw, this perception figures into the EU’s policies towards the citizens 
of the Balkan countries that had already become member states such as Bul-
garia and Romania, or the different treatment of Greece’s financial difficulties 
in comparison with northern European countries with the same problems. In 
fact, Orientalists even invented the term ‘Balkanization,’27 which became part 
of the global discourse to describe the division of a state into smaller states 
that are hostile towards each other. As with many other global perceptions and 
terms that are not sufficiently contested and are rather accepted as fact, this 
is an example of a Northern European invention that is difficult to dismantle. 
Since Europe is now in the midst of a new era seeking to remove many of 
divisions among its peoples and regions, it is important to recall that nega-
tive notions of the Balkans are a product of European ideas of particularism 
through the projects of nationalism and nation-states.28 These projects were 
encouraged (sometimes even forced upon the peoples in the Balkans) by other 
Europeans for both their own political agendas and the desire to project and 
multiply their own images elsewhere.29

Despite the influence of those essentially Northern European ideas, the blame 
for the Balkan carnage was usually placed solely upon the Balkans’ religiously 
defined ethnic mosaic.30 Such suggestions imply that the multiplicity of re-
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ligions among the peoples of the 
territory is inherently unnatural 
and detrimental for stability.31 In 
such preposterous constructions, 
‘secular’ Europeans would empha-
size the uncompromising nature of 
religion and the rigidity of religious 
boundaries.32 Those positions then 
create expectations that local actors 
should do whatever they can to sim-
plify realities on the ground, so that 

diplomatic envoys can make sense of it.33 However, presenting these realities 
“as natural … has disastrous consequences.”34 When those simplified realities 
are projected on the ground under the watchful eye of European soldiers, as 
they were in Srebrenica and elsewhere, things are eventually done to stop the 
ethnic cleansings primarily because, for Northern Europeans, the Balkans are 
still seen “as part of ‘us’ and therefore [it is] impossible to let it descend into 
barbarism and cruelty to the degree which the West can accept in Africa”35 or 
the Middle East. No doubt, local actors themselves committed all the atrocities 
to each other and that should never be overlooked; however, the international 
countenance for the local carnage should be kept in mind as well.

History

Ever since the dawn of the Ottomans, the religions of the Balkan people have 
been seen as the building blocks of region’s nation states, and have been (mis)
used by outsiders and insiders for various local nationalism projects.36 More 
importantly for intra-European relations, because of those same locally prac-
ticed religions, the Balkan peoples are seen through the prism of otherness by 
the rest of Europe. This othering is mainly due to the fact that the dominant re-
ligions in the region are Christian Orthodoxy and Islam, with cultural heritages 
rooted in ‘other’ histories, namely those of the southern empires, Byzantine 
and Ottoman. The two states with predominant Catholic population, Slovenia 
and Croatia, accidentally or not, are also the states that sometimes manage to 
escape from the Balkan designations. Most notably, Slovenia quickly became 
a non-Balkan country after residing in the Balkans for a good part of the 20th 
century when it was part of the former Yugoslavia.

The Balkans as a Religious Frontier
Since religions play such a central role in most of the visualizations about the 
Balkans, we should briefly consider local religions and how they –as essentially 
universalist worldviews– strangely morphed to become the most important 
ethnic and national boundary markers and source for particularism among the 
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Balkan peoples. Local people’s national identities should be seen as a depen-
dent variable, which forms as the result of political processes: first as cross-re-
gional cooperative identities as the result of the spread of religious ideas, then 
as narrow, particular, and so-called ‘national identities’ as the product of na-
tionalism, and then as ambiguous identities (opened and closed at the same 
time) as the result of communist globalist ideology, and finally as exclusive, 
particular identities which came as the outcome of revitalized nationalism.37 

By looking at the history one more time, we might be able to shed light on 
some of the less emphasized aspects of religions in the Balkans, and produce 
representations which will allow us to see the people of the region differently. 
We should keep in mind that seeing is a mental act and that a person can possi-
bly see something only after correctly perceiving it, thus knowing and remem-
bering it.38 In a current hegemony, however, knowledge about the Balkan’s reli-
gious and cultural harmony is not being produced and such a situation makes 
perceptions skewed. As noted by Fasheh, “hegemony substitutes one kind of 
knowledge for another in the context of a power relationship. Power, in this 
sense, is almost defined by what is excluded.”39

The Balkans’ contemporary religious regional spatiality and particularism be-
gan with Diocletian’s 285 A.D. decision to separate the Roman Empire into two 
parts. That separation also split the Balkans into two parts; one that turns bu-
reaucratically and culturally northwest to Rome and later Catholicism, and the 
other which looked southeast to Constantinople, which eventually became the 
center of Orthodox Christianity before it was overrun by the Ottomans. Banac 
notes that the Balkans were the frontier zone even before the confessional split 
of the Roman empire,40 with different language zones of Latin and Greek run-
ning across the region. However, the stronger regional divide occurred after 
the full bureaucratic and confessional split in the fourth century, following the 
death of Theodosius I who was the last Emperor of a unified Rome, but with 
his throne in Byzantine’s Constantinople. That regional divide culminated in 
the 1054 Great Schism between the two large Churches over the Eastern out-
look on humanity’s ability to perfect itself and the Western doctrine of original 
sin, and the different approach to Papal supremacy.41 The Great Schism gave 
“added sharpens to [all] future disputes.”42 With the rise of the Ottomans, the 
region finally encountered the monotheism of Ghazi Islam, which many of the 
region’s peoples embraced.

As mentioned earlier, the eastern part of the Empire was eventually overrun 
by the Ottomans, but before the Ottomans, the vast riches to the east provided 
the impetus for the conquest and pillage of Constantinople by Western Euro-
pean knights in the culmination of the Fourth Crusade in 1204. Along with 
their lasting economic consequences, the crusades also set the stage for a lot 
of ‘religious’ hatred among the two Christian groups globally. Not surprisingly, 
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this hatred was primarily expressed in the regions where the two groups met 
head-on, such as in the Balkans, where the strategy of “divide and conquer” 
was often utilized by invaders to help them rule the region. There were numer-
ous invaders in the Balkans, from ancient Romans, to Charlemagne’s Franks, 
the Ottomans, Napoleon, the Russians, the Austro-Hungarians, Italians, Ger-
mans twice, the Soviets, and the Americans. In their wake, they left animosity 
and local divisions. Since there were so many invaders, it is evident that there 
was something valuable in the Balkans. Despite all of these attempts by differ-
ent outsiders to dominate the entire Balkans, however, the region still remains 
divided between the different geopolitical and military interest zones, so we 
can expect that the region’s exclusivism and particularism will continuously be 
encouraged in the future as well.

Another consequence of the split of the Roman Empire was that the territory 
of the Balkans became the periphery and the frontier for both empires.43 The 
designation of a territory as “frontier” usually means it is a place for “natu-
ral” expansions of powerful people and civilizations. Additionally, it often also 
means a place which needs to be tamed and “civilized,” and that is a much 
uglier aspect of a regions’ designation as a frontier.

Perhaps its distance from the center made the region susceptible very early 
on to the development of its own unique expressions of both Catholic and 
Orthodox Christianity. This was the place where one of the early European 
Christian heresies, that of the Bogumils and its cross regional variations like 
Bosnian Christians emerged.44 Interestingly, these religious developments are 
not only cross-ethnic and cross-national, but also cross-regional as well, show-
ing an interesting level of cooperation and solidarity among different linguistic 
and ethnic groups in the Balkans and elsewhere very early on. Some authors, 
like Vasilev, even established the Balkan Bogumil’s late 10th century influence 
on later religious developments in Northern Europe which eventually led to 
the reformation.45 Whatever the case, one thing is undisputed: region-specific 
popular manifestations of religions were initially not well received by either 
church, and were subject to attempts to crush them “with the fire and sword” 
to use words of Pope John Paul II.46 Both Churches eventually took a differ-
ent attitude and co-opted local manifestations in order to preserve the loy-
alty of local peoples and their Churches and to preserve their own canonical 

The intra-Christian canonical wars over 
the souls and hearts of the people in the 
Balkans were eventually interrupted by 

the Ottoman conquest of the region and 
the subsequent introduction of Islam
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turf. Malcolm wrote, “there was strong competition between the Catholic and 
Orthodox Churches to see which could mop up the remainder of the adher-
ents of the Bosnian [heretic] Church.”47 Banac notes efforts of co-option with 
the Church’s consent to the liturgical use of the local Slavonic language, with 
which Saint Jerome of the 18th century “elevated his Slavic language in which 
or with which, but in no other language except Latin, the Catholic church 
allows the divine service.”48 These efforts of mixed coercion and co-option 
eventually succeeded, and the interregional movements were halted and re-
placed by specific national Christian approaches, such as movements by Bul-
garian/Macedonian Cyril, Methodius, and the Serbian local Saint Sava, who 
further fortified Christian schisms in the region.49 The regional outbursts of 
intra-Christian particularism developments could not be overcome by the lo-
cals even in the face of the new, imminent foreign invasion.

The intra-Christian canonical wars over the souls and hearts of the people in 
the Balkans were eventually interrupted by the Ottoman conquest of the re-
gion and the subsequent introduction of Islam. According to the local nar-
ratives, many of the previous heretics over time adopted Islam, particularly 
in Bosnia,50 Sandžak (now part of the Serbia and Montenegro), Kosovo and 
Albania where “between 50 percent and 90 percent of the population changed 
their faith to Islam, retaining certain elements of the Christian tradition in 
everyday life.”51 For one reason or another, Islam also spread slowly and grad-
ually among the peoples of present-day Bulgaria, Romania and Hungary and 
the lands of the former Yugoslavia.52 Later on, after the downfall of the Otto-

Pope Francis 
meets the three 
members of 
Bosnia’s tripartite 
presidency (L-R) 
Mladen Ivanic, 
Bakir Izetbegovic, 
Dragan Covic, 
representing 
Serbians, 
Bosnians, and 
Croatians, 
respectively. 

Vatican Pool 
Getty Images



10 Insight Turkey

MIRSAD KRIJEŠTORACARTICLE

man Empire, many Muslims were 
prosecuted in the name of national-
ism, and their numbers subsided.53 
During the reign of the Ottomans, 
“customs evolved to offer security 
and insurance across the religious 
divide [and] young men of differ-
ent families, and even different reli-
gions swore loyalty to each other.”54

Whatever the case was then, now 
Muslims are an important part of 

the Balkan religious tapestry, most significantly in Albania, where they com-
prise 70 percent of the population;55 47 percent in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(BiH); Bulgaria with about 16 percent;56 Kosovo over 95 percent; Macedonia 
arguably over 37 percent57 while certainly as the country’s second largest re-
ligion;58 Montenegro 17 percent;59 and less so in Serbia 3.2 percent;60 Greece 
about 1.5 percent,61 and Romania about 0.2 percent.62 Both of the recent wars 
of former Yugoslavia and the forceful expulsion of Muslims from BiH, and re-
cent movements of migrants from the Middle East and Asia, caused the num-
ber of Muslims to grow in Croatia to 1.3 percent,63 Slovenia 2.4 percent,64 and 
less than 1 percent in Hungary.65

The regional presence of Islam made some important contributions in terms 
of the revitalization of the universalist goals of monotheism, and the creation 
of new cross-regional solidarities among Muslims, and among Christians.66 In 
fact, Mazower notes that the Ottomans in effect unified the Balkans for the first 
time in centuries,” and provided the possibility for such solidarities. Due to 
the previously mentioned Christian schisms and the Ottoman religious-based 
millet system, regional ethnicities emerged and catalyzed around religious ori-
entations after the influence from North European ideas of nationalism and its 
particularisms.67 There was no room for the cross-regional and cross-religious 
solidarities among those who abandoned the old and accepted the new reli-
gion. However, those new local religious groups which could no longer rely on 
the old societal relations gained a new notion of theological solidarity among 
Muslims in general through religious conception of the Muslim ummah. In 
that way, the idea of religious universalism (of both Christians and Muslims 
since they feed off each other’s ideas) remained alive among locals. All the 
Muslims in the world, including those in the Balkans feel a very strong sense 
of belonging to the same world faith community, ummah, as an entity beyond 
ethnicity and geography and, “the only viable form of voluntary grouping wor-
thy of humanity.”68 As an open society, the Muslim ummah is not restricted to 
Muslims only. Rather, one becomes a member by “confession of faith, or the 
covenant of peace.”69

During the Second Balkan 
War the national liberation 
struggle which was advertised 
as religious rebellion was 
eventually replaced by a 
full-fledged, anti-religious 
nationalism that took the 
struggle to its desired end
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Such notions of a universal human association through faith are reinforced 
throughout Islamic teaching and all Muslims universally receive it. Faruqi 
presents it well when he describes that “even though host and guest may com-
municate with sign language, the brotherhood they share can make them 
marry into each other’s family and act politically as well as juridically in the 
host’s country or community.”70

The End of the Religious World and the Beginning of the Nation State 
In addition to the Ottomans’ religious ethnic policies and the millet system of 
governance, built on a long history of inter-religious coexistence and cooper-
ation,71 the Ottomans managed to capture the hearts and minds of locals by 
honoring rights over private property, and a very clear tax system, with special 
regard and exemptions for the weak and poor regardless of their religion. Yet 
they did emphasize intra-religious solidarity as well.72 The strong intra-Muslim 
solidarity in turn eventually supported the Christian cross-regional solidarity. 
Regional Christian solidarity was used by outsiders like Russia to foment local 
outbursts of nationalism such as the Greek uprisings and the subsequent First 
Balkan War when the Ottomans were first pushed out of the Balkans.73 In the 
words of Fleming, the Greek Revolution “was at the popular level widely re-
garded as a fight for Christian freedom from the ‘joke’ of Islam”74 and as such 
was supported not only by neighboring Christians but wider Europe, particu-
larly Britain, the homeland of Lord Byron, who was one of the most important 
figures of the revolution. The Greek War of Independence was by and large in-
stigated by the educated elites who came from outside of Greece, whether they 
were Greeks or not. Inside of Greece, those better educated outsiders mobi-
lized autochthon Greeks to fight and die along the most emotional elements of 
identity and religion; for them, liberation from the Ottomans was “the triumph 
of Christian good over Muslim tyranny.”75 Fleming finds that large numbers of 
outsiders caused further emphasis on the local version of Orthodox Christian-
ity as a real marker of Greekness and local origin.76 In such a way religion was 
solidified to be the primary marker not only of ethnicity, but of the maximalist 
expansion of the turf under control in the 19th century.77 The lines between the 
religion and territorial expansionism in the Balkans have remained blurred 
ever since, as have the universalist messages of Christian monotheism.78 

Despite those local uprisings, McCarthy notes that, “the Ottoman Empire 
did not constrict or collapse from internal revolution,”79 and then goes on to 
elaborate on the role of Russia and Northern Europe in the Empire’s demise. 
Fleming attests that the main factor was the “external pressure to bring [lo-
cal frictions] to the level of violence.”80 The path of conflict and exclusivism 
could not be stopped at that point, and after the defeat of the Ottomans, local 
Christian groups turned against each other in what later became known as the 
Second Balkan War, during which some of the previous gains of independence 
were reversed. The fog of those two wars made astonishing numbers of peo-
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ple disappear. McCarthy established that a quarter of the Balkan Ottoman-era 
Muslims and other non-Muslims perished.81 But this antagonism was not only 
set along the Christian-Muslim line, “the Turks are fleeing before the Chris-
tians, the Bulgarians before Greeks and the Turks, the Greeks and Turks be-
fore Bulgarians, the Albanians before Serbians.”82 As Fleming notes, “the sons 
of Isaac, and the sons of Ishmael… as on every occasion during the Greek 
Revolution, met with a common fate.”83 Özkan quotes the famous writer Leon 
Trotsky, who was sent as young journalist to report from the Balkans about ‘the 
Balkan Wars of liberation,’ and who reported, “the Bulgarian/Serbian rebels 
began their work the moment the sky grew dark. They broke into Turkish and 
Albanian homes and did the same thing, time and again: stole and slaugh-
tered.”84 Soon after these anti-Muslim outbursts, with the same fury Serbs, 
Bulgarians, Macedonians, and Greeks went after each other during the Second 
Balkan War despite the shared Orthodox Christianity among them.85 Obvi-
ously, religion was neither the motive, nor the cause of the bloodbath; rather 
it was the desire to pillage. What we could note, however, is that the national 
liberation struggle which was advertised as religious rebellion was eventually 
replaced by a full-fledged, anti-religious nationalism that took the struggle to 
its desired end. Therefore, in the case of the Balkan wars, we could see yet again 
that secular nationalism was able to trump and overtake religion in a war of 
national liberation. The Balkan case once more shows that secular nationalism 
as an “ideology of order”86 prevailed over religion in the struggle for national 
liberation. Secular nationalism in the Balkans, driven by the European Great 
Powers, has since prevailed over religion when it comes to the formation and 
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building of modern nation-states in 
the region.87 

Such local expressions of particu-
larism manifested through nation-
alisms and in turn solidified ex-
clusive notions of national identity 
for most of the local groups; the 
dismal spiral of the modern Balkan 
wars was structured around those 
ideas. All that came as a result was a 
change of paradigm: from the Otto-
man paradigm of cultural heteroge-
neity and religious tolerance, to the 
Northern European nation-state paradigm that was based on the Westphalian 
Peace Treaty principle of cuius regio, eius religio when the final subjugation of 
religion by the forces of particularism in Europe gained significant ground.88 
Despite numerous representations of the Ottoman’s Balkan rule as a tumultu-
ous affair, more and more researchers like Greene89 show that the history of 
interactions among peoples of the Balkans with Ottoman rulers was not always 
marked by conflict and warfare, but instead was more often characterized by 
free trade, commerce, and the mutual growth of various communities.

Unresolved issues created in part by the Second Balkan War led the region 
and Europe into World War I, and several decades later into an even more 
deadly WWII. Such nationalism-induced inclination towards fixed, exclusive 
identities made all the regional countries, without exception, to amass very 
well-organized and structured domestic fascist forces which Hitler-led Ger-
mans installed into power locally.90

The spiral of conflict in the Balkans was then again interrupted by a new Eu-
ropean universalistic ideology first formulated by Karl Marx and best known 
by its universalist slogan of “workers of the world unite.” The most effective 
native resistance to the Germans and local manifestations of class-based fas-
cism was spearheaded by homegrown Communists who cooperated among 
themselves in their struggle and spread their ideology across the region.91 They 
often did so by embracing all local religions and ethnicities, which often aided 
each other,92 initially insisting on malleable identities among them.93 As a re-
sult, at the end of the war they emerged as leaders throughout the region. Only 
Greece and Turkey narrowly escaped Communist rule by employing extreme 
measures of military rule.

Communist rule, however, did bring about longed-for peace in the region; the 
main reason for its appeal lay in the initial inclusive, salient identity it offered, 

The history of interactions 
among peoples of the Balkans 
with Ottoman rulers was not 
always marked by conflict 
and warfare, but instead was 
more often characterized by 
free trade, commerce, and 
the mutual growth of various 
communities
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and the possibility of a new socialist-constructed, 
classless, inclusive identity. Local communists, how-
ever, could not effectively resolve their universalist 
ideals with local ethnic realities. The initial, inclu-
sive approach was replaced with the titular, ethnic 
group dominance preferred by previous regimes.94 
In the Slavic-speaking lands of Bulgaria and Yu-
goslavia, the Slavic ethnic group and their cultural 
themes became dominant. The Bulgarian commu-
nist government, for example, continued the poli-
cies of the Christianization (sic) of the Bulgarian Po-
mak Muslim population.95 In Yugoslavia such Slavic 
preferences were signaled by the adoption of the 
musical theme of the Pan-Slavic Polish anthem for 
its own national anthem, with lyrics modified to in-
clude parts of previous national songs. Furthermore, 
the official Serbo-Croatian language was named af-
ter the dominant Slavic-speaking Stokavian group, 
which alienated other ethnic groups, such as Mace-

donians, Magyars and Albanians. Things got even more complicated after 
Stalin’s “top-down” Cominform orientation, and the 1948 resolutions which 
ostracized Tito’s Yugoslavia’s “bottom up,” popular front approach to local 
manifestations of communist party political activity in the post-WWII era.96 
The resolution caused serious tensions between the regional countries of Yu-
goslavia, Bulgaria and Albania. Interestingly, until then, the Yugoslav-led effort 
to unite those three countries in a Balkan union was almost plausible, but such 
a potentially independent powerful constellation could not take hold due to 
innumerable ideological differences, not only between local actors, but also 
among outside powers that feared such a potential union.97

Although the Communist split caused some regional instability, they managed 
to preserve the peace for the whole second part of the 20th century. Eventu-
ally, the paradoxes between Marxist theory and local communist-led parties’ 
praxis caused the collapse of the system,98 and a West-encouraged nationalism 
stepped in one more time to sew destruction and mow down the lives of local 
people.

Once again, the universalist messages of monotheistic, Christian religions 
were bent and (mis)represented through that same prism of particularism, and 
the modern (sic) synthesis of church and nation, to justify local carnages. The 
religion of Christianity was used by some Balkan nationalists to justify notions 
such as ‘ethnic cleansing,’ “whereby God became in effect not a universal God, 
but the God of a particular nation,”99 despite the fact that such policies are 
essentially antithetical to any monotheistic religion, including the Christian 

The supra-national 
and cross-regional 
project of the EU 
provides a new way 
forward and allows 
the diverse peoples 
of the Balkans to 
emphasize their 
commonness and 
strengthen their 
solidarity in spite 
of their ethnic and 
religious differences
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universalist principle of human brotherhood and care for human salvation. 
More recently, similarly strange exclusivist manifestations against autochtho-
nous Muslims emerged in Bulgaria, but they were mainly rejected by both lo-
cal Christians and Muslims.100

The Way Forward

What now? The hope for new peace is not lost. The supra-national and 
cross-regional project of the EU101 provides a new way forward and allows the 
diverse peoples of the Balkans to emphasize their commonness and strengthen 
their solidarity in spite of their ethnic and religious differences. The EU has a 
somewhat ambivalent approach to religion vs. Church, where the position of 
the former is unspecified while the position of the later is specified. The Eu-
ropean (and international) state structure is mainly organized upon the 1648 
Westphalian arrangement, “after which the church and state were to share 
power.”102 The position and power of the Church therefore was not nixed by 
the state, only limited to some undefined station. Therefore, although often 
presented as such, the Westphalian structure did not bring a strict separation 
of Church, religion and state. The same notion is represented by Article 52 
on the status of churches and non-confessional organizations under the terms 
of the now-revised EU treaty (read as ‘the proposed future constitution’) of a 
super-modern creation of Kantian ideas which regulates that “the Union shall 
maintain an open, transparent and regular dialogue with these churches and 
organizations.” Religion, apart from Church, is not specifically mentioned and 
the EU still does not have a clear approach towards it. This opens up the space 
to re-conceptualize religion as a possible ally in building the true EU supra-na-
tional inclusive identities that religion (apart from Church) would have no 
problem with, since it also essentially advocates all-inclusive human solidarity 
above and beyond the old concept of a national state.103 This paper is not trying 
to “question the authority of the authority,” it is just urging those who shape 
public reality to acknowledge the authoritarian voice of religion that speaks to 
millions of willing listeners every day, and conceive a different manifestation 
of it as possible and normal!

That is why all those who are concerned with the productions of representations 
of and about the Balkans should emphasize those possibilities. For that project, 
the universalist messages of local monotheistic religions could serve well. Per-
haps they should be included into a locally developed compilation of “a con-
stitutional religion” in a manner suggested by Gellner.104 Religious frameworks 
are often flexible enough to allow the emergence of new interpretations of the 
basic concepts to fit and support the new particular circumstances.105 As Istvan 
Deak wrote in a New York Times opinion piece, “Archduke Otto Hapsburg, the 
last pretender to the crowns of Austria and Hungary, warned that economic 
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cooperation alone would not satisfy 
the peoples of Europe and that Eu-
ropean unification could not suc-
ceed unless it was imbued with an 
abstract principle.”106 The universal-
ist appeal of monotheistic religions 
is a good fit for that. So instead of 
looking at religions as a source of 
conflict, the time has come for all 
those concerned to look at the re-
ligions of the Balkans as a potential 
source of peace and cooperation, 
precisely because of the continuous 

coexistence of different ethnicities and their religions over the centuries. It is 
also the time to rethink why the Balkans are perceived as a place of hatred and 
intolerance while the continuous presence and coexistence of various ethnic-
ities and religions for many centuries, uncommon in other parts of Europe, 
testifies to a different reality. As we remember and emphasize that fact, we 
could notice that local religions, as one of the main markers of ethnicity in 
the Balkans, played an important part in that history of commonness as well, 
far more so than other European ideas and movements. Exploring regional 
history in such a way is not intended “to reveal truths that have been obscured, 
but rather to examine how certain representations underlie the production of 
knowledge and identities and how these representations make various courses 
of actions possible” as Doty well observed.107 It is past time to turn the table of 
Balkan representation, “to reclaim and transform what has been made invisi-
ble,”108 and to display the region’s religious and ethnic diversity as an inherent 
quality, and a building block of cooperation and progress. 
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