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In 2023, the 7th International Balkan Studies Con-
ference “Balkan Express” aims to rethink the Bal-
kans through concepts of Orientalism and Occiden-
talism from the 19th century to the present day. In 
a broader sense, at the center of attention are the 
mechanisms of integration and disintegration, the 
social construction of local, national, and European 
identities in Southeast Europe, and the discourses 
that further shaped these processes. 

Orientalism is a term coined by Edward Said, and it 
refers to the asymmetrical Western perception of the 
East (i.e., the Orient). Maria Todorova proposed an 
alternative term, Balkanism, which critically exam-
ines similar attitudes in Southeast Europe. In these 
biased orientalizing perspectives, the East has been 
typically constructed at large as “non-European” and 
as radically different from other parts of the old con-
tinent. It is believed that this region had been deeply 
influenced by the Ottoman heritage and also by ori-
ental religious and cultural norms. 

This is not merely the case of the Western discourse 
and Western representation of this region. The ori-
entalizing prejudices and stereotypes were, since 
the 19th century, shared to a large extent also by 
the elites of the emerging Balkan nations, name-
ly, in relation to the modernization process. The 
attempts of diminishing or even getting rid of the 
oriental heritage have had different forms: starting 
with the Europeanization of local cities, continuing 
with suppressing of the oriental elements in fash-
ion, purification of the regional languages (gener-
ally from the expression coming from Turkish) and 
finishing with the ethnic cleansing of various social 
groups, most prominently the Muslim origin inhab-
itants (e.g., Turks in Bulgaria in the 80s of the 20th 
century, the Bosnian War including the Srebrenica 
genocide in 1995).

Occidentalism, or in other words, the stereotyp-
ical and distorted image of the West (Occident), is 
also present in the Balkans from the 19th century to 
the present day. In this region, occidentalism rep-
resents, to a large extent, unsuccessful moderniza-

tion attempts and also a latent effort to “catch up” 
with a more developed Western Europe. Nowadays, 
occidentalism manifests as the refusal of Europe-
an integration processes and, at the same time, an 
attempt to construct a seemingly independent or-
thodox Christian civilization inclined towards Rus-
sia (prominently in Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Bulgaria, Greece and Montenegro). Uniting motive 
is the opposition against the allegedly “rotten and 
decadent” West and its values, and another motive 
might be “defense” against the spread of radical Is-
lam in the areas with a higher percentage of Mus-
lim inhabitants. 

The 7th “Balkan Express” conference would like to 
revisit the notions, practices, and discourses of ori-
entalism and occidentalism from the interdiscipli-
nary perspective (historical, anthropological, po-
litical, and economic perspectives). The goal of the 
interdisciplinary approach is to improve the com-
munication between the individual disciplines and, 
thus, enable different fields of knowledge produc-
tion. Last but not least, the conference aims to pro-
vide an innovative perspective on the region, which 
at present (as well as in the past) becomes an un-
stable and potentially explosive space where Eu-
rope (West), Russia, and the Islamic world compete 
for political, economic and cultural influences. 

Topics of interest include but are not limited to:

▶ Discourses and concepts of Orientalism and 
Balkanism (asymmetrical Western perception 
of the East/Orient)

▶ The Europeanization of the Balkans
 and processes of Westernization 
▶ The process of formation and purification
 of the regional languages
▶ Ethnic cleansing and discrimination
 of social groups 
▶ Discourses and concepts of Occidentalism
 (stereotypical and distorted images
 of the West/Occident)
▶ Refusal of European identity, the EU
 integration, and anti-Western and anti-EU
 discourses, groups, and practices
▶ Constructing “Orthodox Christian Civilization” 

in the Balkans, Russian influence, pro-Russian 
groups, and discourses

▶ Orientalism and Occidentalism in everyday 
practices – discourses and field research

▶ The Balkans at the defense of the West from
 the real or imagined threat of radical Islam
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