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BALKANS AND THE PROBLEM OF IDENTITY 

 

Summary: The paper is considering the problem of the Balkan culture that plays an important role in 

the formulation of identity and alterations of the inhabitants living in this setting. The Balkan as a 

consequence of its negative stereotypes created in the past and unrelated prejudices, again (at the end 

of 20 century), was devised or constructed as a horrifying chronotop where cultural identities are 

opposed. Such situation on the Balkan is contrary to the tendencies of the modern world which is 

open for unification, for constructed reality which is to be focused to polyvalent identity characteristic 

for the modern development directions.  In the new conditions of existence the Balkan revolutionary 

coupling of identity as a construct of diverse cultural, and above all universal human subjects is 

unacceptable solution for its further development.  This will bring new quality of life opening the 

prospective to the world civilization and to the progress.  
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In the past the issues of identity were based on the presumption that it‟s about 

identical subjects existing in time as equal, unique and internal coherent, and reserved only 

for the philosophical and psychological approach to the person (for ex. Aristotle in 

Nicomachean Ethics (Aristotle, 1970: 217) uses the term identity recalling the parabola on 

friendship based on the same origin; Plato (Plato, 2000: 79) evokes the myth on split beings 

merging themselves by sharing the same identity; David Hume (Hume, 1983: 70), in his work 

A Treatise of Human Nature states that identity is the most universal relation attributed to 

each being whose existence is lasting).  

The development of social sciences, in particular sociology and cultural science, is 

intended to determine identity through its relation with the others: Erving Goffman 

(Goffman, 2003: 10; Ditton, 1980: 215), one of the creators of micro social relationism, uses 

the notion “presentation”, to note the symbols (stigmata) through which the individual is 

introduced to others establishing interpersonal communication; Wilson McLeod (McLeod, 

2004: 1624) discusses historical identity; William Bronwyn (Bronwyn, 2007: 680) associates 

identity with education. Modern concept of identity is closely connected to the cultural 

development of an individual as well as to the entire society system: Patricia Curtin and 

Kenneth Gaither (Curtin and Gaither, 2005: 91) emphasize relational approach to identity; 

Michael Bassand (Bassand, 1974: 142) considers cultural identity as dynamic; for Raya 

Jayaraman (Raya Jayaraman, 2005: 476) identity not only alters its constituent parts but also 

survives solely on the basis of that ability. 

The impression from the above is that modern researchers place identity in cultural 

and social context. They are aware that culture plays important role in society occurrences 

and in people‟s life in general, in shaping their identity and alterity.  On the basis of 

authenticity it is determined that culture as a sum of the total way of life and people‟s 

achievements establishes and shapes the matrix of social and psychological life, in the same 

manner as genetic heritage formulates and shapes the matrix in biological terms. It is a 



complex body of norms, symbols, motives and pictures entering the individual, shaping 

instinctive impulses, and focusing emotions. Such penetration is realized by way of psychical 

processes, projections, empathies and connections of symbols and pictures appearing in 

folklore and customs as well as in existence of mythological and real persons. Culture offers 

both practical viewpoints on life as well as imaginary support for settling the most essential 

problems. As a result its topics have always been connected with what is of most importance 

for people, that is: life, death, fear, diseases, changes etc. It is closely connected with man and 

his activities and its impact on him is so apparent that no additional prove is necessary in 

relation to the role of the cultural development in certain social community members‟ 

behavior. 

In the narrow Balkan region numerous different understandings, models of culture are 

concentrated that they scarcely know each other. Nations that have much more diversities 

than similarities are scattered in that rather heterogenic area,. People in those areas, since 

enlightenment, are dedicated to the differentiation of their own national and cultural identity 

rather than to the neutralization of the differences. Furthermore, between them are partition 

walls of different ideologies such as religion, Illyrism, Slavophobia, communism, etc. 

 In such inherited environment, rather late (by the end of 19
th

 and the beginning of 

20
th

 century) begun the struggle for establishing Balkan nations - states i.e. political forms 

united around one ethnos, one religion, one language. Accordingly, it is no wonder that in 

this struggle aggressive methods were used for resolving the national genocide issue, from 

ethnic cleansing to violent migrations and rebaptism and renaming. All those occurrences 

have influenced the forming of characteristic features of a Balkan man such as hypocrisy, 

persistence, mistrust, fear of any new thing and movement. All those characteristics that 

turned into the Balkan people‟s character aggravate the process known as habitualization, 

which means that the  unusual, unknown and peculiar became usual, known and homely. 

That process encounters great difficulty in its functioning on the Balkans since it is 

immediately linked with violence. That turned out to be especially true when Balkan people 

found out that their identity is not unique and that the world they had perceived as a whole 

included a range of diverse, even opposed worlds. As a result emerge conflict situations in 

which everyone feels insecure, discontented and resigned. Such claims can certainly be 

supported by a range of examples from the Balkan history. All this human experience has 

been elaborated in the works of the Nobel Prize winner Ivo Andric. Writing about the 

relations among different cultures, religions and nations that lived in Bosnia, he discovers the 

roots of the most modern situations and occurrences in these areas.  The texts of other 

modern authors (Svetlana Velmar-Jankovic, Milenko Jergovic, Nenad Velickovic, Mileta 

Prodanovic, Dubravka Ugresic, Kica Bardzieva-Kolbe and others) consider the bloody wars 

from the latest history of the Balkans, of the crude conflicts based on anachronical 

understandings of the identity as characteristic and recognized entity being defended and 

protected from the Others, with a certain amount of skepticism.  

It‟s due to the rigid understandings cherished in this areas that the inhabitants of the 

Balkans, in the beginning of 21
st
 century, still do not consider the issue of identity as a 

cultural academic issue with required tolerance for the differences; however, for them it has a 

character of one of the key monolithic existential issues, on which depend their life, welfare 

and future. In order to change that position a critical consideration to history is necessary, 

which may be achieved by reconsideration of the notions of cultural differences and cultural 

diversities. Namely, in his book The Location of Culture, Homi Baba explains that 

postcolonial societies, considering confrontation with Otherness, still get support in the 

notion of cultural differences instead of cultural diversities. Criticizing such position, he 

differentiates between the two notions defining cultural diversity as „epistemological subject 



of empirically-based knowledge‟, against cultural difference, which is a „process of uttering 

culture as perception of authoritative form matured for construction of cultural identification 

system‟ (Baba, 2004: 73). Cultural diversity as such is preferential since it is a “category of 

comparative esthetics/ethics, which recognizes the previously given cultural contents and 

leads to creation of liberal notions of multiculture, cultural exchange or single culture of 

humankind”.  On the opposite side, cultural difference is a “process of featuring which makes 

difference and authorization between cultures, existing safe in utopia of insurmountable 

differences”. Until the perspective point of view to cultural identities changes, the Balkans 

will remain pledged to distorted perceptions about it and about insurmountable differences. 

They, according to his persuasion “suspect the binary division between past and future on the 

level of single representation and extraordinary authoritativeness of particular cultures”.  The 

matter of postcolonial cultures and that can be concluded about the Balkans, “begins when 

with defining the present things are repeated, moved in the name of tradition or transferred in 

the name of tradition or remodeled as in the past, which is not an unavoidable true sign of the 

historical memory, but a strategy of presentation of the authority through archaic artifact”.   

The people from the Balkans are victims of the story about them, which comprises of 

artificially maintained myths about people‟s own distinctiveness and ancient origin (for 

instance the antiquity of modern Greeks and Macedonians, Illyrian origin of the Albanians, 

proto-Slavism of the Bulgarians, the heavenly origin of the Serbs, the connection of the 

Romans to the Roman Empire), who strengthen the belief in the so-called “indirect identity”. 

It is inherited, cherished and used in the geopolitical arguments of the great forces even 

today. Western marking of the road of democracy and coexistence on the Balkans through 

pedagogical impact of different study groups that is increasingly promoted lately, cannot be 

understood otherwise than like ambivalent gesture of diplomacy. On the one hand, it initiates 

bursting war conflicts, and is an arbiter of peaceful process among the infuriated emotive 

inhabitants of those areas. Moreover, they feel dependent on the western guardian influence 

that simply does not allow them to emancipate and solve their problems, arising from 

different cultural identities, on their own.    

Each group identity is established through the viewpoint of the Other. It is well 

known that the relation to the Other is built based on prejudices and stereotypes, which a 

priori, are connected with a particular type of judgments that cannot be truthfully determined. 

In spite of the awareness of unproved stereotypical messages, they have astonishing power in 

building general opinion of the environment.  As such, the stereotype becomes dominant 

discourse used for forming distorted opinions that have impact on the process of perceiving 

the Other. In that sense, as a special interest sphere, the area of the Balkans has the leading 

position in the shrewd distortions of the truth about them, thus corresponding to western 

prejudices. The Balkans has difficulties in bearing the problem of determined persistence of 

negative stereotypes about them made as a result of common, generalized discursive practices 

of the western subjects (see Vesna Goldsworthy‟s Inventing Ruritania). The difficulty is 

much greater since with their iterability they influence the shaping of subjects, who are 

reformulated when they take some forms of stereotypical meanings. The Balkan discourse or, 

according to Judith Butler‟s terminology, its body, becomes a location of acting of the 

performing forces, that is, of stereotypical presentations. In fact, as she cleverly remarks in 

her study Problems of Gender “to be viewed through the prism of social performance means 

to be discursively and socially constructed” (Butler, 2002: 56). The Balkans as a consequence 

of the negative stereotypes created in the past and the foreign prejudices, was again (by the 

end of 20
th

 century) justified or constructed as a frightening chronotop in which cultures and 

identities are opposed.    



Such situation in the Balkans is in opposition to the modern world tendencies, open 

for union, for constructing reality that should be focused to polyvalent identity distinctive to 

modern directions of development. Balkans‟ future is surely in the western civilization 

family, because they have always been oriented to it, not only due to geographic position or 

due to the ancient civilization paradigm spreading towards the West but also for economic 

and political reasons.    

 Today at the beginning of the 21
st
 century, it may be concluded that turning the 

Balkans into an integral part of Europe has various dimensions: acquiring European identity, 

giving up narrow national identity policy as well as accepting identity as a construct. The 

balance between those positions is very delicate and hard for the local rough political optics. 

Finding solution will be a real goal and a contribution in the new history of the region. Local 

authorities are aware that adhering to partial study of Southern Slaves‟ cultures and their 

identity assists in easier construction of the universal (composed of different entities) and it is 

the essential source for conflict production. Therefore, the concept of studying intercultural 

traditions in Southeast countries should be supported, and it will assist in understanding and 

respecting cultural diversities; thus leading us to creation of multicultural societies and 

promoting the process of creation of personalities with compatible pluralistic identity. Such 

identity, only by being composed of number of parts, i.e. constructed and subject to 

modeling, would be beyond conflict. In the new conditions of existence on the Balkans, 

revolutionary conception of identity as a construct of different cultural, and above all 

universal human entities, is the most acceptable solution for their further development. It will 

bring new quality of life opening the perspectives towards world civilization and towards 

progress.  

To support the above proposal, I would like to mention the viewpoints of the French 

sociologist, Edgar Moren stated in his essay Thinking about Europe (Moren, 1987: 58). 

According to him culture reflects what is specific in one society, against civilization, which is 

always linked to the universal. Focused on this direction, he further defines culture as 

something that closes society in itself, with its own tradition, of which all people are proud, 

against the civilization that opens the society towards the world, and our views should be 

focused on the former in the future. In fact, I will add that civilization has always stuck to 

something opposite to barbarism, while culture gained its meaning on the background of the 

artificial, on the human product that is never as perfect as the natural one. It is beyond 

question that such Moren‟s views correspond to the today‟s imperative based on the position 

that modern development directions, and the modern concept of educating and raising the 

future generations, favor intercultural examinations of issues (that bring closer different 

identities) and ecological (natural) approaches in all spheres of living as progressive 

civilization efforts.   
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