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Abstract
The Crisis of Spirit: Pan-Balkan Idealism, Transnational Cultural-Diplomatic Networks
and Intellectual Cooperation in Interwar Southeast Europe, 1930-1941
Suzana Vuljevic
The present work tells the story of the rise and fall of a pan-Balkan discourse from
the mid-1920s to the eve of the Second World War through an examination of the
intellectual output of southeast European diplomat-littérateurs—a range of intellectuals
and literati who functioned as conduits between the realms of culture and politics—during
the years of dislocation and turmoil following the Great War. It traces the emergence of
transnational networks that coalesced around interwar pan-Balkanism, or the wide-ranging
and diffuse movement that aimed to forge a union out of Yugoslavia, Romania, Bulgaria,
Albania, Greece and Turkey, as well as to build substantive intellectual and cultural links
among these states. Beginning with the Locarno treaties and the attendant optimism for a
united Europe, the Universal Peace Congress of 1929 in Athens, followed by an evaluation
of the consecutive Balkan conferences of the early 1930s alongside the work of its varied
proponents, this dissertation illustrates how the stigmatized regional moniker, “the
Balkans,” was, in fact, re-inscribed and endowed with a new, positively-inflected meaning
in the course of efforts to bring about a rapprochement. Moving beyond the scope of earlier
scholarship that pitted the Balkans against the West, instead this work demonstrates the
interconnectedness of Balkan and European intellectual networks, as well as local actors’
overwhelming subscription to the tenets of cultural internationalism. This work examines

Greek, Yugoslav and Albanian foreign policy, geopolitical agendas, popular press as well
as literature in order to demonstrate that alternatives to the nation-state as a method of statebuilding and intellectual organization were, in fact, under consideration. Ultimately, this
dissertation depicts intellectual life in the Balkans as it unfolds over the course of the
interwar decades and explains why the Balkan idea reemerged during this critical interlude.
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Introduction
Defining Concepts: The Diplomat-Littérateur
My primary stake here is to unearth a lost or at the very least forgotten cohort of
southeast European cosmopolitans, polyglots and itinerant critics who considered
questions of culture to be paramount to the consolidation of lasting peace in the aftermath
of the Great War, individuals who straddled the realms of culture and politics and whom I
call “diplomat-littérateurs.” Almost exclusively male, these intellectuals did not only write,
produce and critique literature, but were highly educated, mobile figures from rather small
national elites whose careers as journalists, diplomats, writers and editors afforded them
immense influence beyond their native locales and countries of origin. With the privilege
of a fine education in European cities and metropolitan centers and the accrued social and
intellectual capital that came with it, they invariably assumed the role of commentators,
critics, spokesmen and intermediaries between cultures and across national divides. They
were powerful men with bourgeois backgrounds whose currency of exchange was ideas;
hence, “idea-men” serves as another apt moniker.
Firm believers in the marketplace or commerce of ideas, they were convinced that
they could build a new world wherein the Balkans did not function as an inconsequential
backwater of Europe, but as a vanguard, a new and vital civilization harkening to the glories
of ancient Athens and Rome. Beyond that, the region would serve as a regenerative force
in a Europe of stagnant decline. Alongside French critic Paul Valéry, these intellectuals
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notably spoke about culture or civilization as a form of capital,1 often refracted through the
notion of Spirit (l’esprit) and debates about civilizational values, decadence and maturity.
Following Valéry’s well-known pronouncement of a crisis of the spirit (crise de l’esprit)
in 1919, these diplomat-littérateurs contemplated the possibilities of contributing to a new
course and offered creative solutions for stemming the tide of postwar decay. Part of the
utility of the term ‘diplomat-littérateur’ is that it signals or calls attention to the relationship
between politics and the world of literature. It is also, however, meant to highlight the
relationship between political and cultural endeavors in the lives of the men who feature in
this narrative. Many of the figures whom I address were vexed by the question of how to
properly engage in and with politics without abusing their position as free-thinking
intellectuals, especially following the publication and wide reception of Julien Benda’s
classic The Treason of the Intellectuals, published in 1927.2
Even so, however, I claim that these figures did not necessarily have to assume
“political” or official diplomatic roles in order to be considered diplomat-littérateurs.
Instead, they could occupy this role simply by using their position as confirmed literary
voices on the world stage in the service of some grander political aim, Balkan or European
integration, for instance. Hence, they tended to see the cultural-literary space as an arena
of politics, of uneven power relations, negotiations, etc. My use of the term, however, also
reflects my consideration of these figures as both literary and political beings, that is, not
as a literary scholar who would tend to privilege aesthetics, or as a historian, who would
consider political personas exclusively, but rather to marry the two and see them as they

1

See Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters, trans. M. B. Debevoise (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 2004): 12-15.
2
The English edition was released a year later. Julien Benda, La trahison des clercs (Paris: B. Grasset, 1975).
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functioned in their own societies, constantly negotiating their place in the world. Thus, in
doing so, I consider these figures on their own terms.
A central or underlying claim of the dissertation is that cultural endeavors take
precedence over ‘political’ ones in the lives of my central figures, generators and
entrepreneurs of concepts and ideas. In this dissertation, I demonstrate the ways in which
cultural practice and a pronounced idealism became a potent force in and of itself in the
interwar years of experimentation, restructuring and rebuilding. The ubiquitous shift
toward culture implied a loss of faith in politics as an agent for societal change and seemed
to lower its rank to that of a secondary enterprise. For this southeast European cohort of
diplomat-littérateurs, the cultural was thus political and their writings, essays, translations
and appeals, were their preferred mode of action.
Using the Croat journalist Bogdan Radica to illuminate this transnational network
of modern, liberal internationalist thinkers, I build an entangled history of pan-Balkan
intellectual thought wherein Radica, a seminal Yugoslav figure, is revealed to be a major
node. Alongside him are a host of others from the wider region, including Serbian journalist
Pavle Jevtić, Greek writers Xenofon Lefkoparidis and Giorgos Theotokas, for instance, and
a range of Albanians including Branko Merxhani, intellectuals who 1. seized on a
circulating discourse of critique about the decadence of Europe, 2. instrumentalized the
notion of the collective (national), or otherwise human, spirit in the service of a
supranational, although ill-defined reestablishment of the liberal-democratic political
order, and 3. articulated and lent credence to a pan-Balkan space, albeit with little success.
Even this notion of the pan-Balkan, however, was variable and fluid, which is to
say that there were competing models that correlated with distinctive iterations of a similar
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project. In the first model, the national construct worked in tandem with the regional and
aimed at forming a Balkan union. In the second, the pan-Balkan space was built through a
diversity-in-unity paradigm, and found expression in Belgrade’s Balkan Institute (19341941). In the third model, however, pan-Balkanism was rooted in an indigenous
primitivism that superseded national divisions and interethnic tensions (and could be
exported to revitalize Europe), which is evident in the efforts of the Yugoslav avant-garde
group, the Zenithists, active in the 1920s, and, to a certain extent, even in the beliefs of
liberal Greek intellectuals like Lefkoparidis and Theotokas. These kinds of integrative
cultural and political projects abounded in the interwar, and included the attempt at
Danubian federation,3 modern Greek poet and writer Angelos Sikelianos’s Delphic idea
and festivals, the communist Balkan “federation” (as opposed to Balkan “union”), and even
Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi’s plan for pan-Europe.
Historiographical Inroads and Interventions
In the early 1960s, Traian Stoianovich, a student of Fernand Braudel, encouraged
practitioners in the field of history to look closely for the transgressive intermediaries, the
free-roaming carriers of ideas who performed functions similar to those of what he
identified as the archetypal “conquering Balkan Orthodox merchant,” who had forged links
between the Ottoman Empire and the West.4 My project has taken up this challenge, and
in doing so, engages with several strains of historiography, including transnational,
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See Chapter Fifteen, “Post-1919 Plans for a Danubian Federation,” of Rudolf Schlesinger’s Federalism in
Central and Eastern Europe (New York: Oxford University Press, 1945), and “Era of Upheavals (1918-98)”
section of Geopolitics in the Danube Region: Hungarian Reconciliation Efforts, 1848-1998, eds. Ignác
Romsics and Béla K. Király (Budapest: Central European University Press, 1999), which includes Gjörgy
Litván’s “Oszkár Jászi’s Danube Federation Theories” and Péter Hanák’s “Why Did the Danubian Federation
Plans Fail?”
4
Traian Stoianovich, “The Conquering Orthodox Merchant,” The Journal of Economic History 20, 2 (1960),
313.
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international, cultural, intellectual and literary history. Alternative approaches such as
comparative, cross-national and entangled history (or “histoire croisée”) have been
particularly instructive in helping me to conceive of this project.5 In addition, however, I
have gleaned a lot from scholarship in cultural studies, in modern Greek studies, Slavic
studies and comparative literature.6 The theme of in-betweenness, for instance, has been a
convenient one for the study of southeast Europe over the longue-durée, and one that is
especially fitting for an investigation of interwar regional or transnational thought that goes
beyond the nation-state as the hegemonic model of spatial and geo-cultural imaginaries. In
my own work, it has led me to dwell on the spaces between nations and between the
Balkans and the West.
While the transnational turn in historiography is a fairly recent phenomenon, it has
given rise to several noteworthy interventions in the history of eastern and southeast
Europe, such as scholarship on alternative modernities,7 borderlands or regions in
between,8 and “national indifference.”9 Within southeast European historiography the turn
toward cultural and intellectual history has been rather slow and hesitant, only really taking
5

See Deborah Cohen and Maura O’Connor, eds., Comparison and History: Europe in Cross-National
Perspective (New York: Routledge, 2004).
6
See Benjamin Paloff, Lost in the Shadow of the Word: Space, Time, and Freedom in Interwar Eastern Europe
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2016), a first contribution to the field of comparative modernism
in interwar Eastern Europe, which examines the literary responses to modernity with a focus on the unifying
theme of in-betweenness.
7
See Isa Blumi’s Reinstating the Ottomans: Alternative Balkan Modernities, 1800-1912 (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2011).
8
See Kate Brown’s Biography of No Place: From Ethnic Borderland to Soviet Heartland (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 2005); Sarah F. Green, Notes from the Balkans: Locating Marginality and
Ambiguity on the Greek-Albanian Border (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Tara Zahra,
Kidnapped Souls: National Indifference and the Battle for Children in the Bohemian Lands, 1900–1948
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008); Holly Case, Between States: the Transylvanian Question and the
European Idea during World War II (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009).
9
See Tara Zahra’s The Lost Children: Reconstructing Europe’s Families after World War II (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press), 2011; Dominique Reill, Nationalists who Feared the Nation:
Adriatic Multi-Nationalism in Habsburg Dalmatia, Trieste and Venice (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2012).
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off within the last two decades or so.10 Scholars in the field have not yet assessed the flow,
exchange or development of ideas within the region or with reference to the rest of Europe.
What work has been done tends to come packaged in a compartmentalized narrative, in
studies of socialism for instance, or in studies of a single figure considered in isolation,11
although the list is meager.12 For example, even as historians and literary scholars track the
influence of idealist philosophy (especially the Hegelian strains) in France in the interwar
period, no one has yet sought to assess the extent of this influence in southeast Europe.13
Beyond this, practitioners in the field have had to reckon with the academic
ghettoization of the Balkans, resulting from a continual casting as backward and
undeveloped, which only worsened during the wars of the 1990s. The novelty of my project
is that it combines transnational history, a very salient trend today that reflects
contemporary processes of globalization, with cultural and intellectual history. Works in

10

See Andrew Wachtel’s Making a Nation, Breaking a Nation: Literature and Cultural Politics in Yugoslavia
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998); Dean Vuletic, Yugoslav Communism and the Power of Popular
Music (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2010); Rory Yeomans, Visions of Annihilation: The Ustasha Regime
and the Cultural Politics of Fascism, 1941-1945 (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: University of Pittsburgh Press,
2013); James Robertson, “Balkan Worlds: Community, Space and Revolutionary Internationalism on the
Yugoslav Literary Left, 1870-1938” (PhD diss., New York University, 2014); Cristina A. Bejan, Intellectuals
and Fascism in Interwar Romania: The Criterion Association (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).
11
See, for instance, Andrew Rigby’s work on Dimitrije Mitrinović, a little-known cosmopolitan Serbian
thinker who moved in London intellectual circles and called for the establishment of a “world
consciousness”: Initiation and Initiative: An Exploration of the Life and Ideas of Dimitrije Mitrinović (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1984), Andrew Rigby, Dimitrije Mitrinovic: A Biography (York: William
Sessions, 2006) and Predrag Palavestra, Dogma i utopija Dimitrija Mitrinovića (Beograd: Slovo ljubve, 1977).
See Paschalis Kitromilides’ chapter on Eleftherios Venizelos, “Venizelos’ Intellectual Projects and Cultural
Interests,” in Eleftherios Venizelos: The Trials of Statesmanship, ed. Paschalis M. Kitromilides
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2006): 376-388
12
See Woodford McClellan, Svetozar Markovic and the Origins of Balkan Socialism (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1964). On socialism in the Balkans, see Augusta Dimou, Entangled Paths Toward
Modernity: Contextualizing Socialism and Nationalism in the Balkans (Budapest: Central European
University Press, 2009), an intellectual history that takes a discrete approach in its analysis of Serbia,
Bulgaria and Greece through a series of case studies.
13
See Bruce Baugh, French Hegel: From Surrealism to Postmodernism (New York: Routledge, 2003) and Lisa
Herzog, Hegel’s Thought in Europe: Currents, Crosscurrents and Undercurrents (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2013).
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the latter mode often take as their objective to revise the master narratives that more
pervasive political histories have yielded. Andrew Wachtel’s book on the Yugoslav idea,
for instance, posits that cultural factors are key to understanding the collapse of Yugoslavia.
Analysis of the concept of the Yugoslav nation, then, becomes a way to address this
historical problem. My attention to the history of ideas, cultural politics and transnational
networks builds on the work of the above-mentioned scholars and opens up new avenues
for future inquiry.
a) European Historiography
Canonical histories of Europe’s interwar period tend to point to the resurgent and
growing tide of nationalism and the failure of post-war agreements, treaties and institutions
to safeguard long-lasting peace throughout Europe in the aftermath of the Great War.14
Historians have often presented the interwar period as a prelude or build-up to the Second
World War, or at least one in which the forces toward destruction were greater, more united
and consistent, than those tending toward the consolidation of peace. In the first chapter, I
focus on the figures who supported internationalist efforts and action, including the
apparatus of the League of Nations and a series of other international organizations and
ventures from there. In this way, I enter a more recent wave in the historiographical debate,
which aims to transcend the nation-state in the interest of gauging the action and influence
of international actors as well as non-governmental and international organizations,
especially with respect to their impact upon regional diplomacy, the middle range between
national and international arenas. Historians have vociferously contested the primacy of

14

See Chapter Six of Derek Hastings, Nationalism in Modern Europe: Politics, Identity, and Belonging since
the French Revolution (London: Bloomsbury, 2018), 157-199. Oliver Zimmer, “Nationalism in Europe, 191845,” in Oxford Handbook of the History of Nationalism, ed. John Breuilly (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2013): 414-435.
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nationalism as a historical driver in central and eastern Europe in the last couple of
decades.15 A growing body of literature consists of work in this new vein, with a concerted
focus on transnational networks, internationalism, cosmopolitanism, pan-Europeanism,
pacifism, and figures on the margins of mainstream politics and society who help to
decenter these hegemonic narratives.16 Zara Steiner’s The Lights that Failed, for instance,
contributed to this wave of scholarship with its examination of the robust efforts at
reconstruction in the 1920s.17
The most obvious backdrop to Balkan efforts at integration was the bourgeoning
interest in a “new Europe.” Gauging the linkages between federalism and the radical right
in “The Strange Politics of Federative Ideas in East-Central Europe,” Holly Case claimed
that two historical factors account for the political eclecticism of European federalist
projects: they “share a common root with nationalism” and tend to be based on a “politics
of (in)security.”18 I introduce this claim because it throws up some of the critical problems
and questions at the heart of this dissertation. While both parts ring true with respect to
interwar southeast Europe and the thrust of pan-Balkan efforts, the subject of this
dissertation—interwar pan-Balkanism—is far too complex to be understood on these terms
alone. The abovementioned article also, however, lays bare another commonly overlooked

15

Tara Zahra, The Great Departure: Mass Migration from Eastern Europe and the Making of the Free World
(New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 2016). Dominique Kirchner Reill, Nationalists Who Feared the Nation:
Adriatic Multi-Nationalism in Habsburg Dalmatia, Trieste, and Venice (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press,
2012).
16
See Katherine Sorrels, Cosmopolitan Outsiders: Imperial Inclusion, National Exclusion, and the PanEuropean Idea, 1900-1930 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016). Glenda Sluga, Internationalism in the Age
of Nationalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013). Derek H. Aldcroft, Europe’s Third
World: The European Periphery in the Interwar Years (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2006).
17
Zara Steiner, The Lights that Failed: European International History 1919-1933 (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005).
18
Holly Case, “The Strange Politics of Federative Ideas in East-Central Europe,” The Journal of Modern
History 85, 4 (2013), 2.
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aspect of federative projects, namely their cultural underpinnings (i.e. cultural diplomacy),
when it defers exclusively to politics. The problem with analyzing this particular movement
for region-wide union—which had its apex in the late 1920s through to the first half of the
1930s—solely through the political lens is that a critical layer of intellectual practice is
consequently lost on us as observers with the privilege of hindsight.
Instead, I have proposed that we reintroduce or superimpose the layer of cultural
maneuverings over the political action with which they were so intricately intertwined. As
such, investigations of the project avoid the risk of being reduced to an overly simplistic
question of earnestness or disingenuousness (e.g. to what extent was each party really
interested in the outcome of union for its own sake?), and in turn becomes more about
assessing the significance and reverberations of a complex political and philosophical
debate of far-reaching proportions (e.g. how did these actors invest themselves in this
project? And why?). This debate originated with a revolutionary and world-changing
event—the First World War—the memory of which was unshakable, and came to define
an entire generation of intellectuals irrespective of national distinction. Likewise the
question of the viability or likelihood of the project’s success ought to be set aside for a
moment so that we may more effectively analyze the project on its own terms, without
letting our understanding of the movement itself be clouded or conditioned by the course
of later events. An open acknowledgment of the obvious—that this story is a history of
failure yet no less worthy of historicization19—is a necessary point of departure. We must
first dispel the belief that these projects, by virtue of how unlikely their success looks to us

19

Disha Jani, “Historicizing Failure,” Journal of the History of Ideas (blog), April 20, 2016,
https://jhiblog.org/2016/04/20/historicizing-failure/.
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now, are insignificant or undeserving of historical inquiry and serious examination, which
unfortunately has been the case for some time.
b) Reconciling Nation and Supra
Pan-Balkanism inaugurated a supranational unity or culture in order to
accommodate national difference. Instead, however, as my research shows, it often ended
up replicating the same hierarchies and power structures that it criticized and ultimately
sought to dismantle. This dissertation explores the relationship between the concept of
nation, region and European continent. My work pushes against earlier scholarship that
used the nation-state as its primary analytic, and instead sheds light on the areas where we
find evidence of cooperative trans-border exchange and supranational aims. As mentioned
earlier, I argue that a certain kind of cosmopolitan intellectual who moved in diplomatic
circles, the “diplomat-littérateur,” became deeply invested in pan-Balkan initiatives,
seeing them as a way to rectify what was considered to be a broad-based spiritual crisis, or
what Valéry termed “la crise de l’esprit.”
The various efforts to define and delimit the concept of Europe were a cornerstone
of key interwar debates.20 There has been a tendency to consider the intellectual elite and
literati within their national contexts, without taking into account their entanglements
beyond national borders. And yet, when works do move beyond national confines, they
make a leap over the intermediary scale of region—i.e. intra-Balkan connections—to
consider the idea of Europe as it was construed by local actors from a single national
community.21 Even so, the historiography of each country has its own narrow tenor and

20

Ariane Bogain, “Jules Romains’ Vision of a United Europe in Interwar France: Legacy and Ambiguities,”
Modern & Contemporary France 21, 1 (2013), 102.
21
See for instance, in the Serbian case, Ranka Gašić, Beograd u hodi ka Evropi: Kulturni uticaji Britanije i
Nemačke na beogradsku elitu 1918-1941 (Beograd: Institut za savremenu istoriju, 2005), Zoran Milutinović,
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focus of interest. For Yugoslavia, it is the Croat-Serbian political rivalry. As Dejan Djokić
has also confirmed, “scholarly works on interwar Yugoslavia have traditionally focused on
the national question, collapse of democracy and introduction of dictatorship.”22 The recent
global and international turns in history have enabled historians to take a much more
freewheeling approach to the study of the past, unrestrained by the old conventions. It is
an approach whereby one follows transnational flows, patterns of migration, intercultural
exchange, networks, etc., the onus being on multiplicities and constellations, all in an effort
to put an end to the over-emphasis on the nation-state and its reification as a real thing-inthe-world to borrow Rogers Brubaker’s terminology, one that he uses to refocus our
attention upon nations as “perspectives on the world.”23
My work contributes to scholarship that has come out of the international turn in
intellectual history as well as the emergent scholarship on post-imperial trajectories of
intellectual thought in the Balkans,24 and does so through a biographical contextualization

Getting Over Europe: The Construction of Europe in Serbian Culture (New York: Rodopi, 2011). In the
Albanian case, see Enis Sulstarova, “Ideja e përkatësisë europeane në debatet intelektuale në Shqipërinë e
viteve 20-30,” Studime Historike 1, 2 (2011): 223-232. Enis Sulstarova, Jam Evropë: intelektualët dhe ideja e
Evropës në vitet 1918-1939 dhe 1989-2006 (Prishtinë: Logos-A, 2012).
22
Dejan Djokić, “A Very Yugoslav Paradox? The Strange Afterlife of Interwar Democracy (and
Authoritarianism),” Journal of Modern European History 17, 1 (2019), 29. Also see sections on interwar
leaders in Balkan Strongmen: Dictators and Authoritarian Rulers of South Eastern Europe, ed. Bernd Jürgen
Fischer (West Lafayette, Indiana: Purdue University Press, 2007).
23
Rogers Brubaker, Ethnicity without Groups, 2. Migration in the Southern Balkans: From Ottoman Territory
to Globalized Nation States, eds. Hans Vermeulen, Martin Baldwin-Edwards, Riki van Boeschoten (Cham,
Switzerland: Springer, 2015).
24
Deborah Coen, Vienna in the Age of Uncertainty: Science, Liberalism, and Private Life (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 2007); Nick Miller, The Nonconformists: Culture, Politics, and Nationalism in a Serbian
Intellectual Circle, 1944-1991 (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2007). Balázs Trencsényi,
Michal Kopeček, Luka Lisjak Gabrijelčič, Maria Falina, Mónika Baár, and Maciej Janowski, A History of
Modern Political Thought in East Central Europe, vol. I: Negotiating Modernity in the ‘Long Nineteenth
Century’ (2016) and vol. 2: Negotiating Modernity in the ‘Short Twentieth Century’ and Beyond, Part II:
1968-2018 (2018); Diana Mishkova, We, the People: Politics of National Peculiarity in Southeastern Europe
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of ideas.25 The international turn in intellectual history, represented in the work of
David Armitrage, Daniel Laqua, Glenda Sluga and Akira Iriye,26 has refocused our
attention away from nations and nationalism and the failures of the League in order to
reveal the advances of internationalism across many fields, most notably for my own
purposes, in the cultural arena. Iriye succinctly defines cultural internationalism as “the
fostering of international cooperation through cultural activities across national
boundaries.”27
I trace the emergence of an intra-Balkan network of intellectuals and elites who
considered Balkan union to be a favorable alternative to the more intense consolidation of
national agendas and fortification of national state economies and borders. The writings of
these men addressed a crisis of values. This group of intellectuals formed new
constructions of nation with recourse to universals. Nationalism itself, then, was
understood as a corruptive force. I ask how these intellectuals and literati, as representatives
of separate nation-states, considered their respective societies to fit together. At the same
time, I show that they considered the Balkans to be decidedly part of Europe, not an
appendix to it. Hence, their theories reflected this. In their writings, they continued to
consider the Balkans as a notable participant and contributor to European civilization.
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c) Ideological Colonization: From Orientalism to Balkanism
The Balkans constitute an understudied area of European studies. Even when
studied in relation to the wider continent, the region is seen and understood exclusively in
unequal terms, as an absolute Other vis-à-vis Europe or as an inferior and ideological
colony thereof, and secondly, as the site of internecine conflict and rampant divisions,
which obscures and muddles much more than it reveals.28 By contrast, my research reveals
that the Balkans were not cut off from Europe as the region is normally perceived, but
deeply engaged in the broader currents of intellectual thought and social change emanating
from its major capitals and centers of power.
A fairly recent wave of scholarship has exposed the chiefly pejorative meaning of
“the Balkans,” prompted in part by the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978).
From the mid-1990s, several scholars produced works that further explored the unequal
relationship between the Balkans and the West, as well as the hierarchies of power and
representation on an intra-Balkan level in the theory of “nesting orientalism” for instance.29
Maria Todorova’s path-breaking book, Imagining the Balkans (1997), describes the way
that the West has constructed and negatively defined the ‘Balkan’ space through genres
such as travelogue, diplomatic writings, and journalism.30 However, this valence fails to
account for the indigenous process of self-definition based upon what were understood to
be laudable liberal democratic ideals that the West could not but praise. While Todorova
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does concede that there were efforts to “hypostatise a Balkan identity” during the interwar
period, she ultimately claims that they were “doomed from the outset both by international
opposition and, more significantly, by outside forces,”31 an assertion that seems to dismiss
the remarkable efforts of local actors to define themselves on their own terms.
As my dissertation demonstrates, this effort to build a Balkan identity or integral
cultural space, was bold and far-reaching, and ultimately became intertwined with the
revision of national programs to accommodate regional aims; hence, elites and ideologues
contributed to a homegrown construction of Balkan identity, separate from those projected
by the Western gaze. In her recent book, Diana Mishkova, too, has focused on a scholarly
vein of pan-Balkan efforts, supplying further evidence of an ‘alternative balkanism’:
Interwar academic balkanism vied to supply the conceptual toolkit and the
authoritative scholarly basis for the construction of a Balkan identification. While
not denying the still-existing power of the nation-state, it pursued a new,
overarching, regionally anchored collective identity. The meaning of ‘balkanism’
was recast within a discourse through which intellectuals and scholars envisaged a
community organized under the affirmative signifier Balkan—an alternative
balkanism flying in the face of the balkanist discourse, a focal point of collective
self-identification, and a powerful frame of reference. In the process the Balkans
gelled into a discrete civilizational sphere, occasionally underpinned by overt
racism and couched in moralizing oratory or cosmic, metaphysical, even mystic
references. Remarkably, a concept envisioning the Balkans as the complex result
of superimposed civilizational legacies, and of the interplay of numerous historical
periods and traditions proved instrumental in shaping a self-reliant (and selfreproducing), exclusive, occasionally transcendental world.32
Hence, local actors built a counter-discourse in their constructions of Balkan culture and
theories of regional coherence.
Structural Rationale
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This dissertation explores several broader issues: the nexus and relationship
between politics and culture, post-imperial legacies and region-building. At the same time,
however, it examines pan-Balkanism and the idea of Balkan unity from several vantage
points, not through exclusivist national lenses that give way to compartmentalized
narratives, but through a focus on transnational networks so as to produce an entangled
history. As such, I follow the personal trajectories and social networks of figures whose
significance has been overlooked, even as I provide greater insight into their intellectual
formation. Hence, through the biographical contextualization of ideas, I provide an
embodied and networked history of ideas.
My frame for the dissertation is institutional, which is to say that it is bookended
by an examination of two counterposing institutions. I deliberately begin and end with a
focus on two seminal institutions, the first being the Carnegie Endowment for International
Peace, and the second, the Balkan Institute founded in Belgrade in 1934. The former
represents an outside, American-Western donor that sought to impose its ideological
objectives and values in cooperation with regional actors, and the latter an indigenous
manifestation of pan-Balkan interests, one that notably was established on the basis of
concerted attempts to expose and destroy Western stereotypes of the region as inherently
backward and artistically and morally bankrupt. It thus introduced a counter-discourse that
was far more dependent on Eastern legacies, the Byzantine and Ottoman traditions, for
instance, turning previous understandings of them on their head.
More broadly, this dissertation begins with a careful analytical overview of the
diplomatic and political thrust of pan-Balkanism in order to set up an important contrast
between the political and economic inflections of this initiative on the one hand, and the
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intellectual and cultural ones on the other. I do so in order to show that the former
considerations broke apart from and developed independently of the cultural ones that
eclipsed them. Chapter One lays the groundwork for the dissertation, introducing the first
significant pan-Balkan initiative of the interwar period—the Balkan conferences, 19301933—and their lead-up, along with a brief examination of other pan-Balkan state-building
frameworks and alternatives. The story begins around 1925 with the Locarno treaties,
Franco-German rapprochement and calls for a united Europe, which prompted a
bourgeoning interest in a “Balkan Locarno.” At the same time, this chapter demonstrates
how pan-Balkanism developed mainly as a response to the broader concerns of the postwar
period—reconstruction, the dangers of revisionism and the maintenance of peace—and
merged with pan-Europeanism and liberal internationalism. Greek ideologue Alexander
Papanastassiou, leader of the pan-Balkan movement, serves as a convenient usher into this
discussion, as he stood as the essential link to the interwar pacifist movement and adhered
to ideas of democratic socialism.
Chapter One of my dissertation highlights the decisive role of the Carnegie
Endowment for International Peace (CEIP) in Balkan integration efforts from the mid1920s onward, even as it demonstrates the varied agendas of individuals who subscribed
to the idea of Balkan unity. This chapter also, however, motions towards the motifs and
language of spirit and soul, namely in Nicholas Murray Butler’s anthropomorphizing of
the state as a moral individual (as well as his support for federative state schemas). Lastly,
this chapter tracks the lead-up to the Balkan conferences and their unfolding over the early
1930s. In effect, it provides the foundational context for the rest of the dissertation.
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From there, I shift my focus to a singular figure whose personal trajectory and
intellectual preoccupations encompassed twin projects, pan-European and pan-Balkan
integration. In this move from an institution to the realm of ideas, I sharpen my focus in
order to present the network or constellation of individuals who became embroiled in the
work of pan-Balkan cultural diplomacy. Chapter Two focuses on Croat journalist Bogdan
Radica, the lynchpin in my network of diplomat-littérateurs, even as it uses him as a lens.
Here I present an intellectual biography of him as well as a close look at his generation—
its characteristics, concerns and objectives in light of European reconstruction—
irrespective of national extraction. Despite its sustained focus on one intellectual, this
chapter motions toward the wider cohort, the web of the social network, a generation of
like-minded thinkers, united by their common concerns, spiritual guides and even a quite
salient “generationalism,” which Robert Wohl used to “designate the phenomenon of
generational thinking.”33 He used the term ‘generationalist’ to designate someone who was
“inclined to use the generational concept.”34 Many of these figures, in fact, were inclined
to write about the traits of their generation, the young and disillusioned who nonetheless
harbored a deep-seated optimism for the future and a sense of duty to change the course of
the future and to resist the growing threat of totalitarian modes of governance.
Chapter Two demonstrates how existing national cultural models, namely integral
Yugoslavism, became the basis for constructions of Balkan intellectual unity, specifically
through the notion of “synthesis,” a kind of theory of compromise. Radica being the major
node in my network of “idea-men,” I map his itineraries and connections across the region
and beyond, beginning with his hometown of Split in Dalmatia, continuing to Slovenia and
33
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Italy, where he studied history, followed by Paris where he worked as a journalist, and
Athens, where he served as Yugoslavia’s press attaché from 1930-1935. This chapter
reveals the great extent to which his travels informed his theories, of both integral Balkan
culture, and as will be addressed later, of Mediterranean connectivity and regional
coherence, a sort of surrogate for the earlier Balkan project.
Following through on the idea of generational unity and to illustrate its salience,
Chapter Three examines Greco-Yugoslav diplomatic relations and cultural-intellectual
connections through Radica and his Greek cohort, focusing squarely on the time he spent
in Athens in the first half of the 1930s. Chapter Three follows Radica’s relationships and
exchanges with Greece’s Generation of the Thirties, the group of liberal intellectuals and
European-educated modernists who were focused on bringing a cosmopolitan sensibility
to Greek letters and who honed in on Hellenicity or the quality of Greekness, to
demonstrate the ways in which Greek and Yugoslav intellectuals sought to build a strong
bond, crafting translations of poetry, and building the idea of Greco-Yugoslav synthesis,
or a merging of Slavic mysticism with Greek rationalism. As I claim, Radica’s prescription
for Balkan unity isolated Slavic and Greek cultural achievements as superior to others in
the region.
In turn, Chapter Four follows the evolution of Radica’s thought concerning regional
unity and thus follows his reformulation of it along a new axis. I follow Radica’s more
concerted investments in Mediterranean unity as well as his effort to carve out a place for
the Slavs within this schema. This alternative strain of Radica’s intellectual thought, the
idea of Mediterranean unity, brought him in league with his intellectual heroes—Valéry,
Guglielmo Ferrero, Miguel de Unamuno, and others still. Like Valéry, he saw the
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Mediterranean as a region uniquely capable of producing great civilizations through a form
of compromise or ‘synthesis.’ In much the same way he had considered Greco-Yugoslav
synthesis central to Balkan unity, he sought to integrate the Slavic spirit into the
Mediterranean, to show how Dalmatians, in fact, were the intermediaries who brought the
culture ‘of the sea’ to the rest of the ‘Pannonian plain’ or the hinterland region. Hence,
where Mediterranean unity was concerned, he was willing to concede the outsized role of
a minor subculture within the wider landscape of the Slavic world.
Because Albania was largely absent from the newly configured concept of
Mediterranean unity and had a marginal role to play within Balkan unity (as construed by
its ideologues), I treat it as a “minor” culture at pains to determine its own contribution to
the pan-Balkan unit. I also use this case to demonstrate the far reach of neo-idealism in the
region, as Albanian intellectuals also cleaved to a cultural agenda for national gains.
Chapter Five thus looks closely at Albania’s role in the Balkan conferences, the country’s
particular investment in the project with an eye to the cultural and geopolitical landscape.
This chapter focuses on a minor player in the region and demonstrates primarily that
Albania, too, thought seriously about its connections to the wider region, that in fact there
was a group of intellectuals who recognized the significance of regional communion. The
neo-Albanians, a group of intellectuals representing the young generation, were most
receptive to ideas of Balkan unity and considered them beneficial to a new Albanian
national program. At the same time, I demonstrate how the political and cultural realms in
Albania were at odds, lacking a coordinated agenda. In fact, cultural and literary
institutions were much more successful in pursuing relationships with non-Albanian
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interlocutors, through exchanges, translations and a neo-idealist faith in cultural reform and
advancement.
Finally, Chapter Six demonstrates that the Balkan idea continued into the latter part
of the decade through Yugoslav agents. Thus, the chapter introduces a Serbian initiative,
the Balkan Institute, established in Belgrade in 1934, as the last robust forum of pan-Balkan
thought before the onset of war. The Balkan Institute sought to build a scientific
methodology, a ‘comparative science’ for studying the region, focused around folklore,
ethnography, historical studies of antiquity, Byzantium and the Ottoman Empire,
linguistics, etc. and whose idea of Balkan unity was based on a diversity-in-unity paradigm.
Since antiquity, historical periods of particularism alternated with periods of unity,
evidenced in the Byzantine and Ottoman empires, among others. In the latter, for example,
Balkanologists argued that the Ottomans had imposed social and political conditions that
produced a commonly-shared mentality among Balkan peoples. They also supplied the
unifying element of Oriental urbanism and national epics produced during this time.
In conclusion, this project advances an argument that is at odds with the standard
story of interwar southeast Europe. The standard story holds that liberalism was
extinguished following the Great War. As Mishkova claims,
Interwar ‘neo-liberalism’ came to epitomize this mutant form, which pursued
modernity through etatism, economic (occasionally autarkic) protectionism and
centralist nationalism while relegating individual freedom and democracy—the
pillars of the one-time national-liberal project—to the status of abstract and
essentially unworkable obsolete ideals. For all intents and purposes, the ideology,
if not the legacy, of nineteenth-century national liberalism came to an end.35
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Here is where my narrative differs: it demonstrates that, in fact, the last gasp of a form of
nineteenth-century European liberalism could be found among a cohort of well-educated
liberal-minded thinkers or idea-men who seized on this moment as an opportunity to put
the Balkans on the geopolitical and geo-cultural map. My core argument is that the panBalkan discourse began to form around the mid- to late-1920s, crystallized in 1933 in
debates that unfolded in newspapers and journals across the region, and found a final
expression in the Balkan Institute in Belgrade, formed in 1934 and summarily closed by
the invading Nazis in 1941. Finally, I show that the philosophical underpinnings of panBalkanism were to be found in a unique combination of a fidelity to Henri Bergson’s theory
of élan vital, the fundamental concept of spirit defined in various ways, Nietzschean
theories of cultural collapse, declinism, and Hegelian neo-idealism. These theories and
concepts formed the basis of interwar cultural debates and afforded Balkan thinkers the
tools for the creation of a Balkan consciousness or unified culture, which, quite remarkably,
was construed in such a way as to herald the dawn of a new era of stability and progress,
or a way out of the crisis that had taken hold following the Great War.
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CHAPTER ONE: Reconciling Visions of Paneuropa with the
Heady Attempt at Balkan Union: From the Balkan
Conferences to the Balkan Entente, 1923-1934
What we need is a revolution of the soul and the spirit against violence, partisan selfishness
and the decomposition of the state.
—Alexander Papanastassiou1

Will the future of the Danubian region progress in the sequence of the now fashionable
Hegelian dialectics, and pass from the former enforced unity through the present division
on to a stage of free association at last?
—David Mitrany2

This project focuses a little known episode in the history of the modern Balkans,
namely the efforts to forge an equitable union among Balkan states in the aftermath of the
First World War and the Asia Minor Catastrophe. It is also an attempt, however, to shed
light on a critical period of great, yet unfulfilled, potential that has been overlooked in the
historiography on interwar southeast Europe. In order to do justice to the full scope of these
broad-based efforts to advocate for a Balkan rapprochement in the early 1930s, I have
adopted a wider critical lens and analytical frame, which takes into account the work of
representatives and observers of several of the states who took part in the annual Balkan
conferences (1930-1933) to varying degrees. I focus mainly on Greek, Yugoslav and
Albanian intellectuals, with some exception of course. Moreover, I have tread carefully
when extrapolating from the national historiographies, which often present biased and
flawed conclusions, exponents of a quite narrow approach with a more self-serving and
1
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self-congratulatory agenda.3 Only a few monographs have sought to assess the Balkan
conferences of the first half of the 1930s in a systematic and holistic manner and all were
published within a decade following the conclusion of the last Balkan conference.4
Theodore Geshkoff’s Balkan Union: A Road to Peace in Southeastern Europe, published
in 1940, relied on the volumes of official conference documents, whose publication by the
Secretariat of the Balkan Conferences was funded by the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace (CEIP).5
Because these early works sought only to document the work of the conferences
and to chronicle their rapid unfolding over a relatively short period of time, to a
contemporary reader they can seem somewhat one-dimensional, focused primarily on
political diplomacy, memoranda and formal resolutions. Consequently, they ignore the
contingent factors on the ground (i.e. in local environments) and neglect to take into
account the broader intellectual and cultural context of the pan-Balkan movement writ
large, which, in fact, extended into other areas of public life, such as public infrastructure,
social, economic, educational and legal reform, and most importantly for my own purposes,
intellectual exchange. Gaps in the established record remain, which is partly owing to the
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evolution of historiographical agendas since then: our current interest in moving beyond
the fixed frontiers of nation-states and following the often meandering (transnational) flow
of ideas has opened up new areas of inquiry, even as it has made us more sensitive to
absences. As a result, I have set out to go beyond the early expository narratives to tell a
richer and more nuanced story through the simultaneous use of a diverse range and set of
sources, including state, institutional and personal archives, newspapers, periodicals,
literature and memoirs.
This chapter will follow the political initiatives around Balkan union, focusing on
the one hand on Greece, and on the other, on Western liberals, both American and
otherwise. As will become clear in the course of this chapter and this dissertation, the idea
of Balkan unity served individual actors in different ways. It was also pursued through
various channels. In this chapter, I will introduce the principal actors who launched the
pan-Balkan movement in the political arena in the early 1930s via personal channels and
networks tied to international cooperation, European rebuilding and pacifism.
Rather than focus exclusively on the figureheads and prominent members of each
state’s delegation, I have included historical actors, intellectuals—economists,
agronomists, professors, writers, philosophers, etc.—who joined their official state
representatives at the conferences and certainly furthered the movement’s aims, but in more
modest, less evident ways, publishing exposés in local newspapers or preparing
memoranda and studies on one particular aspect or area of the proposed union, whether it
be in the realm of infrastructure, communications, education, or elsewhere. Moreover, I
have set out to produce a multi-layered, actor-driven narrative that brings out the threads
that link the pan-Balkanists to area experts and pacifists in the United States as well as to

24

postwar liberal internationalist thought, agendas and ideas around the establishment a new,
united Europe.
Whereas the American actors featured in the aforementioned early works appear as
more or less incidental participants and sponsors, here they figure as more central to the
Balkan project—as financial backers and ideological patrons with a vested interest in
Balkan unity. They supported Balkan unity not just for its own sake, but as a stepping stone
to what they envisioned as a more just and peaceful world. As such, this chapter will
introduce Nicholas Murray Butler and Alexander Papanastassiou as seminal figures of the
pan-Balkan movement and present them as gateways to a host of important historical actors
who were eventually swept into the effort to 1. conceptualize the region as a contiguous
geo-cultural unit and 2. exact some form of an economic and political union. In this way, I
will follow a motley group of individuals (many unknown and overlooked in the
scholarship) who, whether for a limited or more extended period of time, coalesced around
the pan-Balkan idea. The multiplicity of historical actors owes to the fact that the
movement itself was rather precarious and ad hoc from the very beginning, gaining steam,
garnering enthusiasm, and ultimately fizzling out just as quickly as it had first appeared.
As will be demonstrated, one of the movement’s greatest obstacles was the struggle to
retain a strong sense of coherence throughout.
The Balkans Transformed
As a result of the First World War and the Paris peace conferences that followed,
the map of Europe was radically altered—four empires crumbled under the pressure and
out of the wreckage emerged an independent Albania, the newly minted state of the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, and Kemalist Turkey, whereas the borders of
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Bulgaria, Greece and Romania were redrawn. In 1920-21 the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats
and Slovenes, Romania and Czechoslovakia came together to form the Little Entente,
which was to create a cordon sanitaire against the Bolshevik presence to the east, yet it was
also a shrewd diplomatic move meant to preserve the status quo. Hence, it aimed to block
the possibility of Hungarian revisionism6 and a reemergence of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire in the form of a Danubian federation.7 The Little Entente was also an attempt,
however, to consolidate a central European zone of influence.8
Initially, even Greece and Bulgaria were considered contenders to join the Little
Entente, Alexander Stambulisky having been especially keen on forging links to
Yugoslavia.9 Bulgaria had sustained significant territorial losses and King Ferdinand was
deposed, taking the dream of ‘Great Bulgaria’ with him. Bulgarian intransigence, however,
would prove to be an enduring issue, and a constant detriment to the ensuing Balkan
conferences. Territorial disagreements and discontent over the terms of the postwar treaties
contributed to this tension. Even at the Lausanne Conference of 1922-1923, the Bulgarian
prime minister and radical Peasant Party leader, Alexander Stambulisky, agitated on behalf
of Bulgaria and its claim to territory in western Thrace and a port in the Aegean. Eleftherios
Venizelos, Greece’s representative, in turn, offered Bulgaria access to a zone in the port of
Thessaloniki, something which Yugoslavia already possessed. Bulgaria’s reluctance to
accept the concession revealed the government’s exclusive focus on territorial expansion.10
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For Greece, the catastrophe in Asia Minor proved politically debilitating and
effectively put an end to the country’s long-standing investments in the Μεγάλη Ιδέα (Great
Idea), or the grand scheme to extend Greece’s borders to include all Greek speakers living
in border regions and to revive the state’s former glories harkening to the time of the
Byzantine Empire, with the reinstatement of the old capital in Constantinople. The ensuing
population exchange put a massive strain on the economy and damaged the social fabric of
society. The country remained territorially divided, a rift between “old Greece,” the country
according to its pre-1912 borders, and the “new lands,” acquired subsequently.11
The American Connection: The Genesis of an ‘International Mind’
Penelope Kissoudi’s book on the Balkan games, which offers an account of how
sport became a tool of diplomacy during the Balkan conferences, is the only comprehensive
contemporary work that exists on pan-Balkanism in the early 1930s.12 Her work, however,
implies that all action in pursuit of Balkan integration stemmed organically from locallyled efforts. Absent from her narrative are the major influences of the Great Powers and
other international organizations who sought to impose their influence and accomplish their
own goals through the facilitation of these games; and on the other hand, how local actors
leveraged international organizations to further their own aims. In truth, however, Balkan
integration efforts merged and intersected neatly with American and European liberal
internationalist ideals and agendas. Months after the First World War had broken out,
Nicholas Murray Butler, president of Columbia University, proposed the reorganization of
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Europe along the lines of an American model of federation, seeking to garner support for
his vision of a “United States of Europe.” Sooner or later, he maintained, Europe would
have to restructure itself in such a way, noting that some states were already quite familiar
with the concept of federation—the German Empire, for example, had adopted it fortythree years prior. As he reminded readers, the establishment of a federation had been
proposed as the solution to the Irish question as well as to the Balkan. Since the dual
monarchy had been declared, Austria-Hungary, too, had redistributed power and political
representation more equally, however falling short of forming a true federation.13 Once the
war was over, this prospect became much more palatable to statesmen who hoped to avoid
another such conflict. By the mid- to late-twenties, the “spirit of Locarno” had taken hold
and held promise of moving Butler’s vision forward. The Locarno treaties of 1925 sought
to bring about a rapprochement between France and Germany and to lessen the rift most
likely to divide Europe yet again. Observers lauded it as a historic achievement, the
architects of which—British Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain, French Foreign
Minister Aristide Briand and German Foreign Minister Gustav Stresemann—were
awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace for the strides they had made toward postwar
reconciliation.
Turkey, which would join Balkan integration efforts just a few years later, was
among the first to seize on the idea for a Balkan Locarno. Several newspapers reported on
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the calls for this initiative in the late 1920s. Ikdam and Hakimietti miliet supported calls for
a Balkan federation.14 La republique followed suit.15 Improvements to Italian-Bulgarian
relations worried Turkey and compelled its leaders to pursue and carve out a Balkan bloc.16
Rushdi Bey, who represented the Turkish government in Geneva, keenly accepted Greece’s
proposal to reach a general Balkan agreement. Under this initiative, Greece would
guarantee the European borders of Turkey and the latter would secure Greek borders from
Western Thrace to Thessaloniki.17
Butler and his associates became indefatigable proponents of Balkan federation and
began campaigning as early as 1925, when they sent James T. Shotwell, the director of the
CEIP’s Division of Economics and History, to the region to investigate and report on
conditions in the Balkans, and to stimulate the conclusion of a regional understanding as a
preliminary step to some form of Balkan union.18 Their resourcefulness and systematic
efforts to sway public opinion in favor of a new regional alignment drew the attention of
Papanastassiou and other Balkan peace advocates. David Mitrany accompanied Shotwell
on his trip through the Balkans and contributed his observations to the report that they
submitted to the CEIP. As Balázs Trencsényi notes, Mitrany’s ideas fed into the
fundamental aim of the Green International, which was to build an association of small
nations that would benefit from the complementarity of their economic profiles.19 Mitrany
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was born in Romania to Jewish parents and later became a naturalized British citizen. He
is widely recognized today for introducing functionalism—a theory of international
relations—to the world, which in turn made him one of the first proponents of European
integration. As Lucian Ashworth has explained, the basis of Mitrany’s theory and approach
to international organization was “the argument that the state, as a security system, was no
longer able to contain a self-sufficient social life. Since human society was now
fundamentally global, the security system based on states was a threat to, not a protector
of, human social relations”20 Still, Mitrany is known to have moved beyond the federal
concept, having proffered a new alternative: functional government, or a form of global
governance, which entailed the creation of international agencies tasked with a delimited
and precise function, to be managed by experts.21
Butler introduced the April 1927 issue of International Conciliation—a journal that
had been founded by the American Association for International Conciliation in 1907—
which sought to convince readers of the importance of the contemporary spirit of Locarno,
and grappled exclusively with the Balkan question.22 The French diplomat d’Estournelles
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de Constant had founded the original umbrella organization in order to improve relations
between former rivals—France and Germany, and France and Britain—and recruited
Butler to serve as president of the Association’s American branch, which quickly outsized
its predecessor in influence.23 In his introduction to the issue, Butler was intent on revealing
the importance of the spirit of Locarno—this “noble spirit of good-will and international
cooperation”—to as many readers as he could.24 Shotwell’s original address on the Great
War and the spirit of Locarno, delivered in 1925 before an audience at the Romanian Social
Institute in Bucharest, appeared in English, translated from the original French.25 Hamilton
Fish Armstrong, the editor of Foreign Affairs and the director of the American Yugoslav
Society, supplied a bibliography on the Balkans should readers be interested in learning
more about the region. He himself had just published a book titled “The New Balkans” the
previous year.26 Mitrany’s contribution questioned whether the principles of the Locarno
agreements could be applied to the Balkans and ultimately exhibited a qualified optimism:
it was possible, but required a general understanding built on a common interest and a
democratic form of government.27 Mitrany was sanguine about the likelihood of these
conditions being achieved, claiming that Bulgaria, Yugoslavia and Romania were already
on the path to a democratic awakening. However, he remained wary of the Little Entente,
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the Romanian-Polish alliance and Greek ventures in the Mediterranean, which he
considered hindrances to the eventual establishment of a Balkan federation.28 He also,
however, emphasized that a Balkan Locarno would only be possible if foreign states ceased
meddling in Balkan affairs.
Shotwell, on the other hand, maintained that the Great War had changed the course
of history. It was a watershed event that successfully called into question something that
humanity had long considered second-nature—namely, recourse to war. He noted that the
League of Nations had made great strides in managing inter-state relations. Having
established the principle that “aggressive war [was] a crime,” the League had upended the
international system of law, which for so long had recognized the right of states to declare
war.29 While both Shotwell and Mitrany expended much of their mental energies on
assigning a new definition to the term “aggression” in international conflict, Shotwell noted
that the Locarno treaty had prompted a shift in the understanding of the term. The aggressor
was now defined as the party willing to go to war having refused arbitration: “The formula
of Locarno—that formula which was behind the protocol of Geneva—demands that in
place of going to war we accept the judgment and the sentence of others.”30 This was the
great principle enshrined in the Locarno treaty. Born in Ontario in 1874 to American
Quaker parents, Shotwell completed his undergraduate education at the University of
Toronto and earned his doctorate from Columbia University in 1900. He was then
appointed assistant professor of world history at Columbia University. In 1917, he became
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director of research at the CEIP, where Butler was already serving as director. Shotwell
played an instrumental role in the creation of the International Labour Organization (ILO),
established in 1919. A well-known American peace advocate, Shotwell, however, did not
subscribe to an unequivocally pacifist policy, his understanding being that states retained
an inviolable right to self-defense.31 Shotwell was central to the rise of internationalism in
the United States and was among those who saw the League as the harbinger of peace and
collective security. His opponents in the United States looked to the World Court to
safeguard peace, while others advocated for the outlawry of war and disarmament. Others
pinned their hopes on isolationism.32
Butler, the CEIP’s second president (1925-1945), founded the European Centre of
the organization in Paris, which began publishing the journal L’esprit international
(rendered as “The International Mind” in English) in 1927. Long before this, however,
Butler had begun formulating and advancing his concept of the “international mind.” In
the preface to his book carrying the same title, published on the eve of the First World War,
Butler outlined his aim to change the tenor of public opinion and to agitate toward a
common purpose, to safeguard peace, and to advance the cause of liberal internationalism.
His constant refrain was that justice and pacifism ought to replace the primacy of might
and the exertion of sheer force. He reinforced this claim by pointing out that the whole
realm of politics had shifted, from a system in which governments dictated action, to one
in which public opinion functioned as the common arbiter; hence the need for attention to
public opinion. Alongside this view, however, lay the belief that public opinion was an
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unflawed arbiter of pressing issues. Public opinion was his equivalent of the ‘international
mind’—“There must be a state of public opinion which regards other peoples not as rivals
to be antagonized, but as friends to work with in the accomplishment of a common
purpose,” Butler wrote. “To create such a public opinion there must first be developed
among statesmen, journalists, and men of affairs a true international mind [italics
added].”33 The book itself, a compilation of his addresses, was an effort with that exact
aim. The primary means to this end, however, would be none other than education. In 1907,
in his opening address to the Lake Mohonk Conference on International Arbitration, he
spoke about the progress of “real internationalism,” which he saw as the way of the future,
and diametrically opposed to the era of nationalism. He hailed the second upcoming Hague
conference to further international peace, and believed that even the nation had evolved to
an advanced stage of sophistication, more constitutional, and equipped with the safety
mechanisms—the prevailing force of law and justice—to prevent a situation in which the
entire nation would have to succumb to the will of a single individual. This adherence to
law and justice was the only true mark of a civilized nation. He concluded that this
advancement in the nation’s function presaged a similar advancement in the international
arena. He predicted that it would be transposed onto an international scale very soon:
Like an individual, a nation has a mind and a conscience, and it has them in a very
real sense. As politicians and statesmen have long since found out, the terms Puritan
conscience in America, nonconformist conscience in England, French spirit and
German idealism on the Continent, are not names for empty abstractions, but they
stand in each case for what is terribly real. One of the chief problems of our time is
to bring the nations’ minds and the nations’ consciences to bear on the moral
problems involved in international relations. This is a step in the moral education
of the world.34
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Butler’s speeches were imbued with a sort of cultural and moral imperialism. He often
extolled American virtues and the country’s success at integrating foreigners and protecting
civil liberties.
Elsewhere, Butler defined the international mind more succinctly as “that fixed
habit of thought and action which looks upon the several nations of the civilized world as
co-operating equals in promoting the progress of civilization, in developing commerce and
industry, and in diffusing science and education throughout the world.”35 The CEIP also
maintained a strong commitment to the codification of international law, which went hand
in hand with its aims to maintain peace and make sure justice was served throughout an
increasingly networked world.36 Butler and his circle advocated for United States accession
to the League of Nations, and the CEIP was meant to steer American foreign policy towards
this end. As noted by one scholar, Butler was a prominent member of the philanthropic
elite and a ‘dissenting minority’ who promoted international political cooperation in the
United States.37 L’esprit international, both as a journal and as an institution, foregrounded
the importance of public opinion as an engine of societal improvement:
It is this force of public opinion that, in the interest of international conciliation,
must be directed and controlled. Governments do not ignore it; but the effort of
their propaganda abroad can actually succeed in sowing prejudice among one
people against another to create a task of division for the momentary ends of a
policy. [O]riented toward greater and higher visions, public opinion can instead be
a great moral force that will support the work of peace.38
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The journal was published every three months and set out with the intention to provide
studies related to the problems of contemporary international life and drew material from
a coterie of international experts.39
Several prominent European voices collaborated on the debut issue, including
Nicolas Politis, Greece’s former minister of foreign affairs and the vice president of the
Academy of International Law, Auguste Gauvain, member of the French Academy of
Moral and Political Sciences, and Thomas Mann, the famed novelist, peace advocate and
member of the Paneuropean Union, who contributed a piece on the spiritual tendencies of
contemporary Germany.40 As will become more clear, pan-European, internationalist and
pan-Balkan intellectual networks intersected.41 Many of the early proponents of Richard
Coudenhove-Kalergi’s proposal for pan-Europe would also actively support Balkan
integration efforts. Within Kalergi’s ranks were Albert Einstein, Stefan Zweig, Paul
Valéry, Sigmund Freud, José Ortega Y Gasset, Guglielmo Ferrero, Miguel de Unamuno,
Edouard Herriot (a personal friend of Venizelos), etc.42 For his part, Butler opened the
issue with a consideration of the state as a moral individual. He claimed that the great issue
of the association of sovereign and independent nations raises several problems that all
have a historical and psychological background, which must play a preponderant role in
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their resolution.43 Butler’s work was extremely critical of the concept and practices of the
modern nation-state and its animating ideology, nationalism, and urged readers to think
about the duties of such governments:
What is the raison d’être or the nation’s end? Does a nation have an aim or ideal
above the expansion of its territory and the prosperity of its citizens? If it is so, what
is the goal, what is the ideal? Does this nation have any duty toward humanity and
the general interest of other peoples? Toward education and the recovery of
backward and not yet liberated peoples? Toward the establishment of lasting order,
of hygiene and world peace? In short, does a nation that enjoys its sovereignty have
a moral character or better yet, does it have no impulses or moral obligations of any
sort? That is the important point.44
In his efforts to overturn nationalist isolationism among states, he proposed thinking of
states as individuals, and as he claimed, an individual was only such when becoming part
of a social or political group. This new method of anthropomorphizing the state seemed to
invert national romanticist narratives in order to serve liberal internationalist aims. Hence,
more and more sociopolitical writings referred to the nation as something endowed with a
soul. There was a moralism that became part and parcel of a nation’s existence. Alexander
Papanastassiou would develop this notion in his own writings, which I will discuss later.
Even so, Butler claimed that collaboration among independent nations did not erode a
state’s sovereignty. Rather, collaboration magnified it. A nation-state increased its value
and demonstrated its most noble traits this way. As Butler saw it, in order to satisfy its
economic needs, the modern state had two options: either become a member of an
association and international commercial union or use war as a means to expand its territory
into other climates, like the tropics or glacial regions.
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For his own part, Politis further reinforced Butler’s main argument.45 He considered
the League of Nations to have spearheaded the development of a new form of international
politics that gave rise to the pacifist ideal. In contrast to this system was its predecessor,
characterized by a lack of organization and anarchy, each state responsible for its own
security. Politis saw the root of the problem of the old system in the false notion that each
state could be economically independent of others and satisfy its needs without having to
compete or collaborate with them.46 Like Butler, Politis saw the importance of building
economic relations as a way to safeguard peace. He lamented the fact that international law
had so far ignored questions of inter-state economic relations. Still, he believed that as
peace prevailed, a new mentality would develop, which would gradually overtake the
deeply ingrained spirit of world domination. People would come to realize that there was
no inherent contradiction between national and international interests, that an attachment
to one’s nation did not preclude the possibility of compromises reached with foreign
countries (Politis traced this logic to Platonist philosophy.) For a social unit to be
established, it was necessary to strengthen the individual qualities therein. According to
this logic, individual and collective traits were mutually reinforcing.
Uniting Europe
Given their parallel interests and aims, it was no coincidence that Kalergi chose
Butler to introduce the English translation of his landmark work, Paneuropa, to an
American readership. In the preface of the book, published in 1926, Butler highlighted
three main projects of statecraft, which stood as superior exemplars of political, social and
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economic organization—the Roman Empire, whose central governing authority exerted its
influence into the far reaches of Europe, the British Commonwealth of Nations, which he
noted was moving towards a federated system of governance and further from empire, and
the United States, the most ideal form, which maintained local self-governance even as it
managed to preserve a strong central government and further the common interests of all.
However ill-considered or contradictory these aforementioned observations seem to us in
retrospect, as Butler saw it, there was a latent danger in the very notion of nations and
nationalism. By its own logic, a nation aspired toward full independence, and strove to
become a perfect ethnographic, geographic and economic unit. But, of course, this was
impossible to realize in a modern world, where even a territorially vast country like the
United States had to depend on other countries for necessary commodities like rubber,
sugar, coffee and other goods still.47
In his introduction, Butler endorsed the book’s main premise which was to launch
a discussion around the advantages of reorganizing Europe into an economic federation, in
order to ensure free trade within its limits and instate a tariff barrier between itself and the
rest of the world if need be. He invited readers to consider whether such a federation would,
in fact, make its inhabitants happier and reduce international friction to the end of
safeguarding international peace. It was no coincidence, as far as Kalergi was concerned,
that the most powerful nations of the world were themselves federations: Russia, England
and the United States. Kalergi wrote:
For the individual state, as historically evolved, has become too small to be able
henceforth to lead an independent existence; it must be supplemented and
completed by the establishment of federations. […] The Pan-American League,
now being formed, differs essentially from earlier federations in that it is not
directed against any other state-system, but solely against war, and toward
47
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furthering the cultural progress of all. It furnishes an example which Europe will
have to follow. Europe must needs supplement [sic] its modern science of
communications by a modern science of politics, else it will be in danger of blindly
staggering into another war and of suffocating in a very sea of gas-bombs.48
As Kalergi claimed, “the spatio-temporal rapprochement of neighboring peoples must be
followed by a political rapprochement, if conflicts are to be avoided.”49
The late twenties were a time of relative openness and optimism in European
diplomatic affairs. The Locarno Treaties were signed in 1925 to ensure that borders remain
fixed. That same year Yugoslavia and Turkey concluded a treaty of friendship, which was
renewed and expanded with a commercial convention in 1933.50 The Briand Plan was
becoming more of a reality and there was even talk of a Balkan Locarno to follow upon
the Locarno treaties. These developments, however, represent a braiding of American and
European interests, brought together under the banner of liberal internationalism and
pacifism. The Briand Pact had come as the result of pooled French and American efforts.
Butler and Shotwell used their influence to bring forth an agreement between Briand and
the American secretary of state, Frank Kellogg, whose intent was to outlaw war between
these countries. In fact, Butler had dedicated his book of essays on peace to the French
minister, who he considered the “master builder of that new world of nations whose
cornerstone is peace.”51 Since the conclusion of the war, France was busy securing allies
to protect itself from its neighboring foe to the East. The Briand Pact was signed in Paris
in August 1928, however later expanded to include sixty-two countries, including Poland,
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Czechoslovakia, the United Kingdom, Germany and Italy. It seemed natural that Kalergi
would appeal to small states, as they had the most to gain from such an internationalist
framework in a precarious socio-political climate.52 According to Kalergi’s vision of the
world, it was to be divided into five planetary units or “fields of force”: the American,
British, Russian, Eastern Asiatic and European.
The world economic crisis of 1929 would surely make the idea of Balkan union
much more palatable to the general public. The major European powers each proposed
their own economic bloc, the French for example introducing the Tardieu plan in 1932,
which included an economic reorganization of the five Danubian states, to exert its
influence over Central Europe.53 A competition between the French and Germans ensued
over who would bring the Balkan states into its orbit of influence. Germany sought to
strengthen itself economically, having concluded the German-Austrian Customs Union in
March 1931 and then set its sights on Southeast Europe.54 As Stephen T. Gross notes in his
book Export Empire, by the end of the 1920s cultural diplomacy had become a powerful
“economic tool.”55
Politis, another contributor to the CEIP’s L’esprit international, was a jurist and a
professor of law in Paris and an indefatigable supporter of the League of Nations.56 In
December 1930, Politis wrote to Venizelos to keep him apprised of new developments
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within the League of Nations, and agreed with the latter and Rushdi Bey that the single
most troubling obstacle that stymied the progress of Balkan integration efforts were
unresolved conflicts between Yugoslavia and Bulgaria.57 Foreign minister of
Czechoslovakia Edvard Beneš claimed that a Greco-Bulgarian agreement would prepare
the way for such conciliations to take place. That same month, Politis had the opportunity
to meet with Briand who no longer considered war to be a possible threat but noted that
Russian politics were a cause for alarm, especially as the Russians sought closer relations
with Italy.58 Politis stressed the importance of strengthening commercial relations between
Greece and France, and charged that the latter did not take interest in the consumption of
Greek tobacco, evidenced by the fact that Germany imported half of Greece’s tobacco
product. Briand, in turn, promised to address the issue along with the issue around wine
imports.
Alongside Henry de Jouvenel, some of the French “non-conformists of the 1930s,”
including Denis de Rougemont and Emmanuel Mounier, associated with the journal
L’Esprit, which was founded in 1932, had supported calls for the establishment of a
European federation, and did so along similar lines as Southeast European intellectuals,
contributing essays to the journal funded by the CEIP, L’esprit international.59 In 1930,
Jouvenel considered the ramifications of such a project: will European federation serve the
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individual or combined interests of Europe, the League of Nations or the United States?60
Jouvenel believed that the attenuation of the importance of state borders was absolutely
tantamount to the reduction of the risk of war. An economy of war persisted in peacetime.
In the same issue, Auguste Gauvain evaluated Briand’s project.61 Another way that
proponents of European federation or unification framed their program was through the
concept of a European nation and homeland: Zweig called Europe ‘the shared homeland
of their heart, Benda published a pro-European pamphlet in 1933, Discours à la nation
européene and Spanish writer Salvador de Madariaga called for a ‘nationalisme
européen’.62
Early Greek Proponents of Balkan Union
Despite growing pronouncements of the alleged failures of the League of Nations,
proponents of Balkan union exhibited a deep-seated faith in its mission and potential,
which set off a pan-Balkan movement in southeast Europe, one that sought to contribute to
the wave of peace efforts from the margins of Europe. In his own work, Stavrianos drew
attention to an aspect of the Balkan federation movement that remained
underacknowledged in the scholarship, namely the connections to the Balkan labor and
agrarian parties, who consistently supported the initiative since the early 1900s.63 Pavlos
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Hatzopoulos made the claim that agrarianism was among the three essentially nonnationalist ideologies competing for currency in the interwar period, alongside communism
and liberal internationalism.64
Greek politician Ioannis Sofianopoulos belonged to a small group of interwar
intellectuals who were quick to point out the dangers of continued dependence on the Great
Powers and supplied alternatives in order to improve Balkan relations, having come to their
conclusions after completing tours of the region and carefully observing the situation
firsthand. He was also part of the group that came onto the scene just before Papanastassiou
and his circle. Sofianopoulos was born in 1887 in a small village in the northwestern
Peloponnese and followed in his father’s footsteps with the decision to train in law. He
served as an economic advisor to the Greek government at the Paris peace conference and
as the country’s representative at international labor conferences before ultimately
establishing the Agrarian Party in 1932.65 From his travels through Yugoslavia, Romania
and Bulgaria (he did not visit Albania) and the Soviet Union in the 1920s, he produced a
series of articles where he recorded his impressions and the details of his encounters with
statesmen and politicians, including Stjepan Radić of the Croatian Peasant Party, and
members of the Romanian Agricultural Party, which appeared in Ελεύθερον Βήμα and were
later compiled into a book titled Πως είδα τη Βαλκανική (How I Saw the Balkans),
published in 1927.66 Sofianopoulos stressed the need for a strong state apparatus equipped
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with an improved education system for the young, a pan-Balkan railway network and
minority protections to address the economic problems and social ills that stemmed from
the involuntary exchange of populations.67 The key to the Balkans’ future was tied to the
economy, and thus, it was important for the region to lay the foundations for better
communication and trade, namely as a route to the Mediterranean. Wary of Great Power
interests, Sofianopoulos was convinced that the establishment of a system of economic
interdependence among states in the region would deter and prevent further exploitative
interventions by third parties.68 By 1930, however, he would grow more skeptical, claiming
that Balkan peace could only be consolidated if contracting parties could find a way to
satisfy the losing states.69
Quite early on, the idea of a Balkan union earned the ardent support of one of
Greece’s literary giants, Angelos Sikelianos. While the charismatic poet is renowned and
widely recognized for his efforts in reviving the Delphic idea through his careful
orchestration of the Delphic festivals in 1927 and 1930 along with his wife Eva Palmer, his
interest in Balkan unity, demonstrated quite early on, is largely unknown. As Artemis
Leonis has argued,
Sikelianos believed the festivals would draw people from all over the world to
Delphi, capture their hearts and minds, and inspire them to commit themselves to a
larger vision of shared communality. Art would reach below the surface of their
psyche, where speeches do not take root, and raise them above the fanaticism,
intrigue, and dogma that dogged their relations. Contests of music and dance would
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make them spectators of something non-commercial, non-mechanized, nonregimented.70
In the early 1920s, Sikelianos revealed a deep-seated faith in the Balkan idea, which seems
to suggest an evolution in his thought, which ultimately led to his outlining of the Delphic
idea. In 1923, the same year that he came up with his Delphic idea, Sikelianos presented a
series of lectures with the title “Old and Contemporary Precursors to the Idea of Global
Freedom and the Brotherhood of Nations” to students at the Law School in Athens.71 In
1923, Kostas Tournakis established the Athenian journal Η Νέα Πολιτική (The New Policy)
and began his own survey, which, in addition to soliciting general impressions of a Balkanbased economic and political rapprochement from a host of distinguished pundits, which
included foreign ministers, party leaders and professors, asked to what extent an agreement
among Balkan peoples could be considered a feasible aim, and whether it could be pursued
simply by means of alliance agreements and conventions, external union or a
narrower approach to enlargement of the economic organization of the individual
states (economic approach based on a customs union) or the end of a closer political
and economic partnership through the formation of a trans-Balkan federative
organization.72
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Thirdly, respondents were asked to reflect on what and whom was coming up against the
realization of the idea of conciliation. And lastly, they were asked to consider which
approach to rapprochement would be most beneficial to the Balkan peoples, and especially
to Greece.
Sikelianos’ three-part response meditated on the historical moment and focused on
the “Idea” as a force unto itself, which unspooled through successive stages of evolution.73
The response understood the achievement of Balkan union through Hegel’s dialectic. “The
Balkan Idea,” Sikelianos wrote, “represents a regenerative value for history in its present
hour.”74 It seemed that for Sikelianos, as for some others, this was an all-encompassing
alternative to the Μεγάλη Ιδέα (Great Idea), which had proven bankrupt in recent years.
While the term Μεγάλη Ιδέα was originally coined in 1844 by Ioannis Kolettis, the concept,
associated with a pronounced irredentism, came to represent Greece’s national ideology
for over half a century. In one of the most well-researched and nuanced treatments of the
movement in pursuit of Balkan union, Procopis Papastratis proposed a different theory,
rather that the Great Idea saw a revival in the early 1930s, and during other significant
periods of crisis, and this was thus its latest iteration. Reemerging in conjunction with the
attempt at Balkan cooperation, it grew as a response to the world economic crisis.75 Thus,
following this argument, the movement was a way for Greece to reclaim its lost glories.
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Kostas Tournakis’ brother Ioannis Tournakis came to the question of Balkan
politics and integration as a steadfast proponent of Greek immigration and tended to see it
as an economic safety valve.76 In 1923, he published a book on migration policy, which
argued in favor of Greek emigration and cited the numerous economic benefits that the
state would reap as a result.77 Ioannis Tournakis would later serve as a professor of Applied
Political Economy at the Advanced School of Economics and Business Studies (which later
became the Athens University of Economics) and would become active in the international
labor movement as well. In the 1930s, he would support the adoption of the Italian fascist
corporatist model in Greece.78 In the early 1920s, however, Ioannis Tournakis strongly
supported a Balkan economic union. First and foremost, he believed that it was in the
state’s own interest to allow its neighbors access to the Aegean Sea. Their positive
economic development would bring benefits to Greece. In another response, Georgios
Mercouris, former secretary of the People’s Party, began by explaining that the experience
of war had strengthened the tendency toward materialism and positivism. Mercouris would
go on to establish the National Socialist Party in Greece in 1932. He considered no
interstate ties to be stronger than those of economic solidarity.79 Mercouris explained that
his idea for a pan-Balkan bank had stemmed from his visit to Belgrade a few years earlier,
after which he became more interested in the prospects of a Greco-Serbian bank and a
Greco-Bulgarian bank, and ultimately came up with the idea of a Balkan bank instead.
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“Commercial synchronization and economic interest,” Mercouris wrote, were “the most
secure means of removing the prejudice and present mistrust, the years of friction and
national antagonisms.”80 In practice, his vision translated into a Balkan customs union, for
which he drew inspiration from the German economist Friedrich List, known for his work
in bringing about a German customs union, or the Zollverein, in 1834. Of those who had
submitted responses to the journal in the 1920s, few went on to join in the work of the
Balkan conferences in the early 1930s.
Alexander Papanastassiou at the Twenty-Seventh Universal Peace Congress
In September 1929, the League of Nations met in Geneva for its annual assembly.
There Briand would make his historic call for the establishment of the United States of
Europe. As result of that speech, the European member states of the League asked him to
draw up a “memorandum on the establishment of a EU,” which he presented on May 17,
1930.81 It is worth noting here that Kalergi reportedly exercised a heavy influence over
Briand. Greece was among the small group of four or five nations who accepted the project
without reservations after its initial release as a memorandum.82 In addition, Greece would
proceed to suggest that Turkey also be invited to become a member of the projected
European Federal Union. The Greek press adopted the government’s position on the issue
and the Yugoslavs followed suit from there. Yugoslav Minister of Foreign Affairs Vojislav
Marinković threw his full support behind the Briand Plan, adding that disarmament alone
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was not enough to eliminate the potential for war.83 Overt nationalism operated as another
threat that needed to be kept at bay.
It was through the generous support and patronage of Henri Lafontaine that
Papanastassiou was able to see his vision come together at all, albeit with limited success.
The two had met in Athens at the Universal Peace Congress in 1929.84 Papanastassiou was
given the honor of presiding over the twenty-seventh Universal Peace Congress and
serving as a former president of the council. The third commission of the conference zeroed
in on the question of Balkan union and was composed almost exclusively of representatives
from the region.85 For Papanastassiou, the prospect of building a federation was best
understood according to three main interpretive angles: the moral-philosophical,
sociological and political.86 Papanastassiou’s contemporaries and later scholars alike have
largely written his Balkan ventures as acts of misguided idealism. Alternatively, his
significance has largely come from his central role in the declaration of Greece as a
republic, yet his essays on federation and other related subjects, such as nationalism and
democracy, serve as an entryway into his political philosophy as well as the rationale
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undergirding his alleged excesses. In an address to the delegates of the Universal Peace
Congress, Papanastassiou began by deferring to the philosophical tenets of Immanuel Kant:
from an ethico-philosophical standpoint, the reluctance of individual nations to claim
membership in a wider legal and organizational framework, is not only unwise, but also
barbaric and uncivilized.87 It is worth mentioning here that Butler, too, was a neo-Kantian
who had completed his master’s degree with a thesis on the enduring influence of Kantian
thought.
Ultimately, Papanastassiou advocated for the subjection of states, despite national
and racial differences, to common laws and the synchronization of political will, finding
justification for his view in the system of law that governed free and independent
individuals. In doing so, Papanastassiou sought to transfer the conventional norms of social
ethics to the level of interstate relations, much as Butler had done before him. Hence, in
order to avoid violent conflict, it was necessary for states, as individuals, to develop an
ethical conscience. It was at the Universal Peace Congress in Athens that Papanastassiou
first introduced his idea for the Balkan conferences to the public, which the representatives
of the Universal Peace Congress and the CEIP both greeted with much enthusiasm. The
Congress expressed the wish that the League of Nations create an Institute of Balkan
Cooperation in the manner of the International Institute of Intellectual Cooperation (IIIC),
and authorized the Bureau International de la Paix to propagate the idea of rapprochement
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among the Balkan peoples.88 It is no wonder that the CEIP seized on the Balkan
Conferences as their newest investment, as it was exactly the kind of long-term venture
that would not only further the organization’s cause, but would make foreseeable
improvements to public opinion, which became a major driver of its efforts. The Carnegie
Endowment in Europe demonstrated its dedication to the project and disbursed a subsidy
in the amount of $20,000 to the Bureau International de la Paix, which was among its first
substantial expenditures.89
From a sociological perspective, Papanastassiou explained that modern states,
much as social organizations, were naturally inclined to seek more power, and had a
compulsion toward greater territorial expansion, which had proven to be the root cause of
conflict. Yet, he argued, the very same impulse could be leveraged to build federal states.
To make his point, Papanastassiou cited the success of the United States to this end. From
a political standpoint, Papanastassiou considered the League of Nations and its supposed
failings to be central to this discussion. Originally established in order to safeguard peace
and to facilitate collaboration among states, the League faced great obstacles mainly
because it functioned as an affiliation of states rather than a super state with its own
independent power structure. Thus, the achievement of its obligations was wholly
contingent upon members’ good will. He added that the League’s pact did not
unequivocally prohibit war. Papanastassiou, too, advocated for a united Europe and for
American accession to the League. He believed that a European federation should begin
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from a financial coalition, a considerable reduction of tariffs, if not their full abolition.
Apart from that, he identified the need for the conclusion of a pact of security arbitration
and disarmament, facilitation of greater communication, currency treaties and the creation
of a common organ for mutual understanding.
Papanastassiou was born in a small town in the Peloponnese in 1876. He came from
a family of intellectuals, and his father was a classicist, Freemason and progressive
parliament minister.90 As a middle-aged man, he would reflect on his upbringing in the
region of Arcadia in the Peloponnese as his most politically formative experience and the
impetus for his championing of agrarian laborers. It was there that he witnessed firsthand
the farmer’s toil in the fields.91 In 1895, at the age of nineteen, Papanastassiou enrolled at
the Law School of the University of Athens. Xenofon Lefkoparidis, with whom he would
join forces decades later to realize his vision of Balkan integration, entered that same year.
After receiving his law degree, Papanastassiou continued his education in philosophy,
sociology and economics in Heidelberg and Berlin (1902-1905), where he came under the
influence of Eduard Bernstein, German social democratic theorist and critic of Marxism,
and became a proponent of social democratic reform in his own right. Papanastassiou had
also been a student of Georg Simmel, a German neo-Kantian philosopher and sociologist
who was a member of the first generation in this field in the country.92 Papanastassiou
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regularly attended Simmel’s lectures at the University of Berlin and became a disciple of
Adolph Wagner, a German economist, politician and advocate of agrarianism.93 From 1905
until 1907, Papanastassiou spent a short interlude pursuing his studies in London and Paris.
In London, he studied British agricultural cooperatives and Fabian economics, having
formed connections with the Fabian Society, which would inform his later association with
Venizelos’ Liberal Party and his role as a promoter of Greek social democracy.94 Upon
returning to Greece in 1908, together with his colleagues Konstantinos Triandafillopoulos,
Thalis Koutoupis, Alexandros Delmouzos, Alexandras Mylonas, Thrasivoulos Petimezas
and Panagiotis Aravantinos, he founded the Sociological Society, a discussion group and
political party of German-educated reformist socialists, serving as editor of the group’s
associated journal. In 1910, he was elected deputy head of the People’s Party, which would
merge with the Liberal Party in 1915. As a result of the National Schism, he was forced to
leave Athens to escape persecution by the royalist government and joined Venizelos’
government when the latter returned to Athens in 1917. Sikelianos, Triandafillopoulos,
Spiros Melas, and Kostis Palamas were prominent public figures and members of his inner
circle (all except Triandafillopoulos would join him in pursuing a Balkan union). In 1921,
he formed the political group of Republican Liberals, which later became the Republican
Union (in 1926, they took on the subtitle, ‘Agrarian and Workers’ Party’ and by 1928 had
assumed this as their primary moniker).95 In 1924, he formed his own government, which
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lasted only three months, but became absolutely instrumental to the government’s decision
to pursue a rapprochement with Turkey.96 Papanastassiou was among the group of
intellectuals and politicians who, in the aftermath of the Asia Minor Catastrophe,
tried to offer an alternative both to the Marxism of the Third International and to
those conservatives who tried to promote in the 1920s a version of socialtechnological spirit combined with the worship of the Ancient Greek ancestors
(who were considered by those conservative technocrats as the genuine bearers of
the scientific spirit).97
Papanastassiou’s personal library indicates an eclectic range of interests and focus beyond
history, international relations and geopolitics (Jacques Ancel), which included novels
(Dostoevsky, André Gide, Marcel Proust) and poetry (Palamas, Wordsworth, Paul
Valéry).98 He praised Palamas’ skill as a poet and was approving of Sikelianos’ Delphic
idea.99 Papanastassiou would also later contribute to the new forays into “Balkan” literary
and cultural imaginings. Theonie Dracopoulos (also known as Myrtiotissa), a Greek poet
born in Istanbul, prepared a “Balkan anthology,” which included selections of Albanian,
Bulgarian, Romanian, Turkish and Yugoslav poetry, for which Papanastassiou had agreed
to write an introduction.100
Papanastassiou and Lafontaine maintained correspondence in the months following
the Universal Peace Congress. In response to Lafontaine’s suggestion that each national
delegation at the Balkan conference be comprised of three members, Papanastassiou issued
a rebuttal: to impose such a limitation would diminish the project’s prestige and

96

Νικ. Καστρινός, Ο Αλέξανδρος Παπαναστασίου και η δημοκρατία (Αθήνα: Μπαύρον, 1974), 28.
Kyrtsis, 316.
98
The Papanastassiou Museum in Levidi holds Papanastassiou’s personal library.
99
AAP, φάκελος 12-14, 56-58, “ΑΙ ΔΕΛΦΙΚΑΙ ΕΟΡΤΑΙ.”
100
Georges Pratsica, “Figures Littéraires Myrtiotissa,” Les Balkans IV, 12-13 (Septembre-Octobre 1933),
614-615.
97

55

significance, and more importantly, would do serious harm to public opinion.101
Papanastassiou conceived of his project as one whose fate ultimately rested with the
people. Intent on changing the hearts and minds of the masses, he had hoped to convince
them that they were citizens of kindred nations and sought to compel them to work together
toward common aims. Instead, Papanastassiou insisted that each delegation be composed
of up to thirty members and include a wide cross-section of society: parliamentary
ministers, representatives of the industrial and commercial sectors, experts in agriculture
and labor, and scientists and intellectuals.102 Each delegation, regardless of size, was to
receive equal voting powers. Beyond that, the remaining parameters were simple. Knowing
that the delegates would play a large role in shaping the outcome of the conferences, he
thus sought out individuals with a proven track record in the pursuit of liberal democratic
principles. He sought to recruit pacifists and individuals already steeped in the work of
international organizations. To find qualified members, he consulted the roster of the most
recent sessions of the International Conference of Commerce, the Parliamentary Union, the
League of Nations, the International Labour Organization, the central bureaus of
interparliamentary organizations, the legislative corps of the Balkan states, chambers of
commerce, labor and agriculture, universities and press associations and women’s
societies.
Papanastassiou considered Athens the most suitable location for the seat of the first
Balkan conference on account of its good relations with neighboring countries. Serbia and
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Bulgaria were disqualified on account of recent conflicts, and Istanbul, though presenting
certain advantages, was less favorable because it posed the risk of raising contentious
issues, such as the status of Christian minorities in Turkey, which could thwart the
conference’s aims from the start. Tirana had lesser geopolitical importance, and Bucharest
was out of the way geographically. Athens seemed like an easy choice, given the fact that
the Greek government had already pledged to offer its assistance and support for an office,
which would be tasked with organizing the conference. Papanastassiou submitted a list of
issues to be addressed at the first conference:
1. Statutes of the annual Balkan conferences.
2. A plan for a course of action to be taken to bring about the progressive
rapprochement—political and economic—of Balkan peoples (a Balkan pact
of friendship, arbitration and security; disarmament pact; trade and customs
treaties building toward a customs union; treaties facilitating the circulation
of Balkan citizens from one country to another; treaties establishing a
common policy around certain questions, such as tobacco, labor legislation,
union of railroads, establishment of common currency, etc.), aiming toward
the final outcome of the creation of a Balkan Confederation as part of the
League of Nations and the Union of European States, in the event that it
were to be realized.103
Beyond that, he wished to settle on a set of general principles on which to base the
establishment of a Balkan union, which included attention to its organizational structure,
and to deliberate over the nature of its relationship with the League of Nations and
proponents of European federation.104 In the meantime, Papanastassiou was set to attend
the Interparliamentary Union conference in London in July. He assured Lafontaine that he
would focus his efforts on stimulating interest in the Balkan conference among
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Interparliamentary Union delegates as well as those who would be representing Balkan
countries.105
Léon Maccas
At the Universal Peace Congress, Leon Maccas, a Greek diplomat and the founder
and editor-in-chief of the pro-government liberal weekly review Εργασία (1930-1941),
submitted a memorandum on Balkan entente, where he observed that in order for
foreseeable progress to be made, the emancipatory, military, nationalist and more or less
revolutionary thrust of Balkan cooperation of the era preceding the Balkan Wars would
have to give way to a constructive one with an economic and legal basis that aspired toward
simultaneous pacifist, material and intellectual development.106 Maccas was correct in
considering the lead-up to the Balkan Wars as a period of cooperation fueled largely by
nationalist motives and agendas. The alliances that they achieved were supposed to lead to
the realization of several “Great Ideas” at the expense of what would be the Ottoman
Empire’s great loss.107 The journal, then, sought to carve out a role for Greece at the
forefront of the peace movement. The Greek Society of Friends of Peace, the first of its
kind in Greece, was established at this time, its aim being to strengthen the effort towards
consolidation of peace and the expansion of the work of the League of Nations, in particular
the “realization of the idea of Pan-European and Balkan union.”108 Maccas had completed
a law degree at the University of Athens, after which he went to Paris to continue his studies
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in international law.109 There he founded and managed the journal Les études francogrecques, which sought to build and deepen Greece’s diplomatic ties to France in the final
months of the Great War: “We propose to consolidate and tighten the political, economic
and intellectual links that a long tradition, common interest and similar aspirations have
forged between France and Greece.”110 Maccas also made his case for Balkan
rapprochement in Hungarian historian of Eastern cultures Felix Vályi’s The Review of
Nations, based in Geneva, which billed itself as an international magazine of universal
character:
Universality, Sympathy, Synthesis: these three words express our Religion of
Knowledge, which is the Universal Faith of Progressive Mankind since the
Conquest of Civilization on earth. After sixty centuries of incessant struggle of tribe
against tribe, race against race, religion against religion, economic appetites against
appetites, empires against empires, which constitutes the tragic History of
Mankind, time is ripe for an attempt to attain Purification of the Human Soul, to
attain Synthesis through Knowledge, through sympathy for the human being on
earth, without any prejudice, racial or sectarian, without hatred and without
contempt for anything truly human.111
Maccas’ contribution to the journal argued that Balkan peoples, having achieved
independence, now understood the importance of regional agreements:
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They understand that in the train where the world goes, not only must regionalism
know how to immediately replace nationalism in Europe, but also that the diverse
European regionalisms can merge into a deep Europeanism—liberal and humane—
in order to prevent the dangers of intercontinental wars, inevitably fatal to our old
civilization.112
Pericles Papadopoulos
Pericles Papadopoulos, Papanastassiou’s right hand man and secretary general of
the Balkan conferences (as well as a former consul), submitted another memorandum
where he proposed the establishment of a Balkan Institute of Entente in Athens, which
would revolutionize the relationship between Balkan states, dispelling prejudice and
suspicion and fostering a willingness toward collaboration and peace.113 Papadopoulos first
presented his idea at the Universal Peace Congress, where he served as a director, and
suggested that it be modeled on the League of Nations’ International Institute for
Intellectual Cooperation based in Paris. The creation of a Balkan Institute was considered
a cornerstone of the initiative to build a Balkan union. Papadopoulos envisioned an institute
divided into several departmental units, including one on education (primary, secondary
and post-secondary) that would be tasked with coordinating the efforts of intellectuals and
forging regular contact among professors and teachers of Balkan states.
Those individuals would be asked to participate in exchanges and contribute to the
creation of an international culture and mentality, something which was already exhibited
by the Institute of Higher International Studies in Paris and another in Geneva. Other
projected sections of the institute included an ecclesiastical one, and others which
organized the press, propaganda, political endeavors and women’s groups. The
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ecclesiastical section would consider churches and clergymen to be another means of
propagating world peace and the cause of Balkan integration. Recognizing the power that
the press had over the minds of the masses, Papadopoulos had a vision of a press section
that would publish special bulletins and organize congresses of journalists in each Balkan
country. Much of his vision entailed building a networking scheme that would cross the
entirety of the region. An outline and slight expansion of the plan appeared in Εργασία the
following year.114 There Papadopoulos predicted the mobilization of agrarian laborers and
the workers, and foresaw the importance of reaching out to athletic organizations in the
Balkans, and writers’, theater, film and art circles. Papadopoulos’ proposal was approved
by all members of the Balkan subcommittee at the Universal Peace Congress, but
disagreements over the location of the institute stymied progress; instead, a new draft
resolution was drawn up.115
After the convention, Henri Golay (1867-1950), general secretary of the
International Peace Bureau, congratulated Papanastassiou on the success of the event, what
he considered one of the greatest demonstrations of pacifism following the Great War.
Optimistic for the future of their project, he claimed that the mere memory of the
conference would forge ties among the participants, which in turn would obligate them to
work in the service of peace.116 While it had been customary to consider the question of
federation in relation to issues of state sovereignty, economic viability and peaceful
coexistence among nations, Papanastassiou’s theoretical engagement with the topic went
beyond these three important, yet well-worked points. Certainly the defense of national
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sovereignty remained a priority, along with the eradication of factors with the potential to
lead to open conflict among countries with a history of violence, but in order to ensure that
these standards be realized, Papanastassiou pushed discussion toward regional politics,
cultural synchronicity and self-sustainability, and sought to fuse the then budding project
of pan-European union with that of Balkan unification. In addition to the popular slogan,
“the Balkans for the Balkan peoples,” was another one that captured the essence of the
movement, in its inspiration and animating force. The message was essentially this: Balkan
union for a more prosperous, peaceful and just Europe.
Kalergi, the mastermind of the dream of a united Europe, reached out to
Papanastassiou in 1929, in the groundswell of enthusiasm for a Balkan Locarno. Kalergi
grew up in the Austro-Hungarian Empire and was the child of a Habsburg diplomat. Having
sent Papanastassiou a Greek translation of his recently published book Paneuropa,117
Kalergi had hoped to win the support of the Greek government or elements within it. In his
letter of response, Papanastassiou mentioned having discussed the matter with Agis
Tambakopoulos, whom he had urged to visit Kalergi during his upcoming trip to Vienna.
The two had concluded that it would be best to create a section within the Pan-European
Union tasked with campaigning for the unification of the Balkan peoples. In the winter of
that same year, Kalergi presented Papanastassiou with an invitation to join the honorary
committee of the Pan-European Union, which the latter warmly accepted. Papanastassiou
wrote back with the promise that his article contribution would be in the mail in the coming
days. Venizelos, too, pledged support for Kalergi’s pan-Europe.118 Kalergi’s ideas were
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well received by Bulgarian scholar Ivan Shishmanov as well, who founded the Bulgarian
section of the Pan-European Union,119 and by Pavle Berkeš in Zagreb. A Romanian section
had also been established (of which Alexandrina Catacuzino, who would also participate
in the Balkan conferences, was a member).
Lafontaine and Golay issued an invitation to the ministers of foreign affairs of the
Balkan countries in May 1930. Apart from laying out the aims and objectives of the first
Balkan conference, they provided a rationale for their effort. They had reached out to the
League of Nations to ask them to establish a Balkan Institute like the International Institute
of Intellectual Cooperation. They proposed October fifth as the date of the opening day of
the conference, which was meant not to interfere with the League of Nations’ assembly
(set to be gathering for the better part of September).
As soon as it became clear that the first Balkan conference would take place,
Papanastassiou took to the Greek press to begin disseminating his idea for Balkan union
among the public. His introductions and defenses appeared in the Athens-based journals
Εργασία (Labor), Πειθαρχεία (Discipline), Le messager d’Athènes, which represented the
views of the government, and the daily newspaper Ελεύθερον Βήμα. The first issue of
Εργασία featured a long list of leading Greek center-left thinkers: Venizelos considered
how to solve the “Greek problem,” Giorgos Theotokas addressed recent Greco-Turkish
negotiations, and Evelpidi wrote about Balkan agriculture.120 Papanastassiou’s three-part
series on Balkan union explained how the idea for the Balkan conferences emerged in the
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first place, pointing out that the Universal Peace Congress concentrated its efforts on the
creation of a federation of peoples.121 Papanastassiou wrote about his idea for Balkan
federation in Νέαι Χώραι (New Spaces), a journal newly established by Georgios
Papathanassiou to raise the quality of Greek life, especially in the northern regions, and
also supported every effort toward Balkan rapprochement.122 Whereas the nineteenth
century had been defined by the principle of nations, the twentieth, he maintained, would
be defined by the federal coalition of peoples.123
In June, Papanastassiou went before parliament to reiterate that the effort toward
Balkan union would facilitate the realization of a European federation, which the League
of Nations was already aiming toward. Venizelos confirmed that the Greek government
could not officially take part in the conference as the issue or question of Balkan
rapprochement was not yet ripe and thus did not warrant government intervention just
yet.124 By this time, Venizelos’ historic government had made several strides in
negotiations with neighbors, including treaties of friendship with Yugoslavia, Turkey and
Italy. Several members of parliament of various political leanings supported the initiative
in the name of their parties: Georgios Kafantaris in the name of the Progressive Party,
Tsaldaris, on behalf of the conservative and pro-monarchist People’s Party, Konstantinos
Zavitzianos, of the Progressive Union, Kondylis of the National-Democratic Party,
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agrarian Socrates Anthrakopoulos and Ioannis Tsirimokos, president of the parliament and
member of the Liberal Party.125
Papanastassiou supplied the introduction to the book of official proceedings, which
the Carnegie Endowment published. In it, he reiterated the final proposition of the subcommission on the Balkans at the Universal Peace Congress, where members had first and
foremost identified the necessity for a federation of peoples and foregrounded the utility
and significance of the League of Nations in achieving this aim. The League of Nations, as
they saw it, was still an imperfect institution, but nonetheless uniquely qualified to
influence the course of politics and change in the direction of federation. To this end, they
identified four objectives. It was necessary that
1. It unites all of humanity in its bosom.
2. It acquires sovereign authority at least on questions of peace and all the
proper means of imposing its decisions.
3. It expands its efforts in order to achieve a more equitable and rational
global organization of economic life.
4. It evolves in a more democratic manner, notably in welcoming into its
fold representatives of the people and not exclusively government
officials.126
In addition to these pronouncements, the Congress requested that the League of Nations
establish an Institute for Balkan Cooperation, similar to the Institute for Intellectual
Cooperation, which was established under its auspices.
Students Abroad Support Balkan Integration at Home
Balkan integration efforts extended to students who had left to pursue their studies
abroad. The Association des étudiants pour la fédération balkanique was established in
December 1929 (just months after the Universal Peace Congress convention in Athens) at
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the initiative of an enterprising Greek student named Dimitri Caritato.127 Over the course
of the first year of the organization’s existence, Romanian, Greek, Albanian, Yugoslav and
Turkish student expatriates gathered in Parisian cafés each week to discuss current events
and a range of pressing issues bearing upon their families back home.128 Within mere
months, their ranks had swelled to three hundred. The association aimed to stimulate
contact and exchange among Balkan students, to better acquaint them with the countries of
the region, and to work toward rapprochement among Balkan peoples in order to create an
atmosphere favorable to the creation of a Balkan federation.129 One of the first issues the
group was called to address was a pragmatic one of organization: should new members be
identified on the basis of their ethnic identity, or according to national affiliation (i.e.
country of citizenship)?130 Even as the latter seemed the more sound criterion from an
objective standpoint, and was considered the more favorable option by the Albanians,
Greeks, Turks, Romanians and Yugoslavs, the Bulgarian contingent called for a system
based on ethnic grouping. In addition, they demanded the creation of a Macedonian section,
along with the appointment of a representative to serve in the directing committee.131 The
organization’s statutes indicated that any student who accepted the principle of a Balkan
federation could join irrespective of their religion or political beliefs.132
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In November 1931, a Greek delegate from Paris named Michel Matsoukis founded
an affiliate in Montpellier. The organization’s president, Nicolas Stroumzi, and Stevan
Petrović gathered seventy new members of the Association of Greek students in
Montpellier. Other student organizations were established in university towns in France,
including Strasbourg, Lyon and Bordeaux. More were set to be established in Romania,
Yugoslavia and Turkey.133 Michel Alexandresco explained that the postwar treaties were
incapable of settling Balkan differences—the questions of minorities and of borders
continued to be sources of conflict in the region, which was quite clear even from the issues
that the organization itself faced.134
Delegates at the Balkan conferences would later agree that targeting the younger
generations matriculating through the national school systems and those pursuing higher
education at home and abroad would prove beneficial to their project in the long run. The
hope had been that exchanges among students and professors would bring them closer to
making the necessary changes to state curricula and would also enable them to inculcate
greater openness to neighboring cultures, where universal humanism would be enshrined
as the guiding principle in education.135 The student organization’s manifesto expressed
contempt for war and joined other liberal internationalists in the quest for world peace,
with a Balkan alliance as the means to that end.136 The achievement of a European
federation was also a stated goal.
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Soon after the association’s founding, members went to work on organizing a series
of conferences, which were held at the Sorbonne. Nicolae Iorga, professor of History, was
invited to give the first lecture. His lecture ultimately concentrated on early attempts at
federation and provided a taste of the ideas that would come to define him as an eminent
theorist steeped in Byzantine studies, but also, quite notably, in universal history. While
Iorga declined the invitation to represent Romania in the Balkan Conferences for reasons
that he went on to explain in his presentation, he noted that he had the great pleasure of
meeting Papanastassiou during his brief stay in Athens for a meeting of the Congress of
Byzantine Studies. In his address to the students, Iorga gently dismissed “the Balkans” as
an inept designation because it had become so freighted with Western prejudice and was
invariably accompanied by a tendency toward hypercriticism, which he considered unfair
and unwarranted.137 Even as Iorga made orientalism an important part of the discussion
over what he preferred to call “Southeast-European” unity, he believed that the conferences
should address two main points: common economic interest and the legacies of the
Byzantine and Ottoman Empire. To his mind, they were inextricably linked. The
organizational apparatus of the Byzantine Empire had consolidated the region and turned
it into a networked economic unit, complete with trade routes and a transportation grid, all
of which had vanished with the establishment of small nation-states.138 According to
Iorga’s reading of history, the advent of nations seemed to represent a sudden and
unfortunate break with the past, a swift undoing of centuries of progress. On the heels of
the Balkan wars, Iorga had founded the Institute of Southeast-European Studies in
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Bucharest, the very first institution to be invested in studying the region as a contiguous
unit.
The student association advocated for Balkan federation as a means to a greater
end: European federation. The organization had been active in pursuing this goal, holding
private conferences and organizing debates. Caritato spoke on the work of the Balkan
conference in Athens, Janočević about the political history of contemporary Yugoslavia,
and Naçi on the conference in Thessaloniki.139 The following month Aleksandar
Arnautović (1888-1982), a specialist in nineteenth-century French literature and editor-inchief of Revue yougoslave, directed a conference at the Sorbonne on the linkages between
Balkan peoples. Mircea Lepadatesco spoke on Romania, and M. Matsoukis on the Balkans
as seen through Hermann Keyserling’s eyes. Vespasian Pella, professor of Law at the
University of Jassy and the Academy of International Law in the Hague, as well as
Romanian representative to the League of Nations, was invited to give a lecture on the
prospects of a Balkan Locarno at the Sorbonne.140 Janočević, president of the association,
explained that the organization wished to demonstrate the unity of views among Balkan
youth on how to solve the region’s problems through conferences, concerts, soirees,
gatherings, etc.141 The organization wished to achieve a union, even as they opposed all
forms of war, prohibitive customs barriers and selfish nationalism. The series of events,
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however, had put a strain on the organization’s budget, and thus it was forced to slow down
its efforts thereafter.142
As has been demonstrated, Butler’s enduring interest was in affecting public
opinion. Growing concerned about developments in the Balkans in October 1930, he
confided in Earl Babcock, the new director of the CEIP’s Paris office, that “the Balkan
situation continues to trouble me…we should never be forgiven if, should anything happen
in the Balkans in a year or two, we had done nothing to smooth the path of those who are
trying to strengthen the movement for international understanding and international
cooperation.”143 In June 1930, Butler reached out to Charalambos Simopoulos, Greece’s
ambassador to the United States, to thank him for his response to his previous letter, where
he had proposed that the CEIP undertake a new study of Balkan problems, much like the
well-known report it had produced on the heels of the Balkan Wars in 1914, with “special
reference to those which have to do with religious, racial and economic relations and
differences.”144 Although Simopoulos considered the study unnecessary and unadvisable
given the exploitation of the 1914 report by third parties, he promised to solicit a response
from Venizelos on Butler’s request. As far as Greece was concerned, he believed that there
were no outstanding problems to address at the moment, considering that Greece had
become the most homogenous country of the Balkans as a result of the population
exchanges with Turkey and Bulgaria, and thus no longer had a minorities question to
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address, nor a religious one for that matter.145 Simopoulos argued that the questions Butler
cited were already being addressed by the League of Nations commissions and peace
treaties previously put in place. As he reiterated, Prime Minister Eleftherios Venizelos had
established friendly relations with his neighbors, which included Turkey. The only issue
that remained unsolved was the economic one of Bulgaria’s petition for access to the
Aegean Sea, but he faulted Bulgaria for its intransigence and failure to accept several
propositions already made.
Živko Topalović
As mentioned earlier, proponents of the idea of Balkan unity adopted it for a variety
of different reasons. Like many of his resourceful colleagues, Živko Topalović (18861972), general secretary of the Yugoslav delegation at the first Balkan conference, took to
the press to defend the aims of the conferences before the Yugoslav public. As a socialist
politician, he saw the Balkan integration movement as an opportunity to improve the
position of the working classes, whose plight he never ceased to recognize. His “In Favor
of an Accord among Balkan Nations,” headlined the October 4, 1930 issue of Belgrade’s
daily newspaper Politika, and was written in anticipation of the first Balkan Conference,
which was set to convene in Athens the following day. Unlike the Apennine and Pyrenean
peninsulas, which seemed to be cut off from Europe, and more closely tied to Africa,
Topalović claimed, the Balkans were much more linked to the center of Europe, and thus
served as a secure link to the Asian continent. As general secretary of the Yugoslav
delegation, Topalović joined the ranks of professor Velibor Jonić, a journalist who taught
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at the Military Academy in Belgrade and at the Yugoslav royal court,146 Cvetko Gregorić,
secretary of Belgrade’s Chamber of Industry, Ivan Mohorić, General Secretary of the
Ljubljana Chamber of Commerce, Professor Milica Bogdanović of Zagreb, Vojislav
Đorđević, head of the Association of Agricultural Cooperatives in Belgrade and journalist
Pavle Jevtić of Belgrade (he had been working with Radica on an issue of Nova Evropa
that foregrounded Greco-Yugoslav connections).147 Čedomir Đurđević explained that the
project of Balkan union did not aspire toward uni-national unification of the French or
German kind, but rather to a political union akin to Switzerland or Belgium, which
accommodated several existing nationalities and languages.148
Topalović explained that the first aim of the inaugural Balkan conference was to
determine the principles on which a Balkan alliance could be based, its organs of function,
competence and relationship with the League of Nations and an eventual European
federation.149 Moreover, in the pages of Les Balkans, Topalović articulated a political basis
for the proposed Balkan confederation, which to him was an opportunity to right the
wrongs of the past, namely the brazen political blunders of the Yugoslav state. Most
flagrant among them was Yugoslavia’s violation of Albanian sovereignty. Yugoslavia’s
encroachment upon Albanian territory with the intention of gaining access to the Adriatic
Sea, Topalović explained, was precisely the kind of political agenda that would prove
detrimental to these talks and flew in the face of the spirit of the conferences: “It is hardly
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necessary to violate the national sentiments of the Albanians under the pretext of an
economic necessity that no longer exists.”150
By the same token, he proposed a solution to the Macedonian problem that would
effectively invalidate Bulgaria’s independence. Topalović argued that the Bulgarians
constituted another south Slav tribe. Macedonians stood halfway between Serbs and
Bulgarians, and thus recognizing them as a minority within Yugoslavia would be as absurd
as recognizing any other south Slav tribe within Yugoslavia as a minority (i.e. Serbs, Croats
or Slovenes). In fact, he went as far as to claim that there was a greater linguistic
(dialectical) difference between Serbs and Slovenes than there was between Serbs and
Bulgarians.151 Topalović was a prolific writer whose repertoire of work was wide-ranging,
and included a book on Turkey, a history of Yugoslav social democracy, labor politics and
the economic problem.152 Topalović saw Svetozar Marković, founder of Serbian socialism,
as the original thinker who realized the importance of Balkan diplomacy to the peaceful
development of these nations.
In 1931, he published a brochure, Za Balkanski Sporazum (Toward Balkan
Understanding), in order to present the main objectives and interests of the first Balkan
conference in Athens. While Topalović went with the intent to deal solely with
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sociopolitical questions, he changed his mind after being pleasantly surprised by the
breadth of the conference. For the same reason, he assembled a brochure for public
consumption, so that the conference’s work would not be lost in the daily newspapers.
Topalović’s work on Balkan agreement garnered criticism from Bulgarian philosopher and
diplomat Dimitar Mihalchev (1880-1967), who came out as a proponent of a supranational
political entity that would include Bulgaria within a Yugoslav federation, which would
then claim membership in a Balkan union.153
Where the two disagreed, however, was on the notion of Yugoslav unity, Topalović
being an integral Yugoslav and the former wanting to keep all of the national identities
subsumed in Yugoslavia intact. Topalović claimed: “Only integral Yugoslav national unity
solves the problem of national consciousness of Macedonian Slavs.”154 Moreover, the
common interest of all Balkan nations, as Topalović saw it, was the stabilization of Turkey
in the Balkans, whereas for the Turks, security lay in a large Balkan union.155 Aware of the
dangers of Italian imperialism, one of the most potentially divisive factors with the power
to drive Albania from an alliance with its neighbors, he stressed the importance of
recognizing the independence of the relatively new nation.
Topalović was born in 1886 in the town of Užice in western Serbia, and would go
on to study Law in Belgrade and earn his doctorate in Germany. His studies were
interrupted by the outbreak of the Balkan Wars and the First World War, both of which he
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took part in as a reserve officer.156 In 1929, he became head of the Socialist Party of
Yugoslavia (SPJ), which was founded on December 18, 1921, a few months after the
Communist Party was banned in the country. By this time, he had already spent over two
decades pursuing Balkan union under various auspices, having participated in the First
Balkan Social Democratic conference organized by Dimitrije Tucović in Belgrade in 1910.
As Ivo Banac has demonstrated, he belonged to the minority group of “centrists” at the
Second Congress of the Communist party in Vukovar in 1920 and was expelled for
proposing a more moderate program, which entailed “more cooperation with the
government, a milder revolutionary tone and a greater distance from the Comintern.”157
Still, Topalović saw the Balkans as a severely exploited region. Topalović’s
openness to political rapprochement with Albania is not surprising given his close working
relationship with Tucović, whose book Srbija i Arbanija (Serbia and Albania), published
in 1914, acknowledged Serbian atrocities committed against Albanians during the Balkan
Wars.158 Tucović founded the Serbian Social Democratic Party in 1903 and joined the
Serbian army on its incursion into Albanian-inhabited lands of the Ottoman Empire during
the Balkan Wars. His abovementioned book was largely based on his wartime experience
and critiqued Serbian policy vis-à-vis the Albanian population writ large, especially with
reference to Kosovo, but also toward the Albanian state. Topalović ended the piece with
the claim that Albania, as the youngest Balkan nation, stood to gain a long-term guarantee
of its newfound and fragile independence from union.
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A couple of days following Topalović’s appeal in Belgrade’s Politika, another
appeared, which introduced readers to Papanastassiou and included an interview between
him and the newspaper’s correspondent, Bora Antić. Papanastassiou believed that a Balkan
union would benefit Balkan agriculture, allowing for states to rationalize their processes
and reduce risk.159 That same week, an interview with Venizelos appeared in Politika as
well, where the former stressed that strong commercial ties were essential to building a
future Balkan alliance. Greek exports to Yugoslavia were at a miserable low. As Venizelos
advised, Yugoslavia, in turn, should make an earnest effort to consume Greek products
whenever possible.160
In the early 1930s, the Balkan states sought the support of the British and the
French,161 yet their interest in Balkan affairs seemed to wane. In 1930, the British observed
developments spurred on by international organizations and tried to gauge the seriousness
of these endeavors. In the post-war years, Britain’s main aim was to reach an agreement
with France, Germany and Italy, an aim it considered central to the preservation of its own
security and the maintenance of European stability.162 Patrick Ramsay, a British diplomat
and minister to Greece from 1929 to 1933, released a dispatch in February 1930 in which
he summarized an interview that Greek Foreign Minister Andreas Michalakopoulos had
given to the Belgrade newspaper Yougoslavie. There he paid lip service to plans to integrate
the Balkans into a union. While the foreign minister claimed that Greece had built healthy
diplomatic ties with Yugoslavia, Romania and Italy, its relations with Albania and Bulgaria
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were still a cause for concern. The most progress, however, had been made with
Yugoslavia, with whom it had organized intellectual exchanges and visits, as well as
associations. Athletics gave their countries’ citizens the opportunity to build cultural
connections. There was also talk of plans for a possible Bulgarian-Greek railway line.163 A
couple of months later, Prime Minister Venizelos spoke with the Chicago Daily News,
where he confirmed much of what Michalakopoulos had said about Greece’s aims moving
forward alongside its neighbors.164
The third issue of Les Balkans, published in Athens with support from the CEIP,
marked the historic achievement in Greco-Turkish diplomatic relations, a treaty of
friendship which guaranteed the reduction of naval armaments, as well as commercial and
shipping agreements.165 Papanastassiou was one of the most outspoken supporters of
Venizelos’ policy of Greco-Turkish rapprochement. Like others who sought to move
beyond Greece’s outdated reliance on the Μεγάλη Ιδέα, he chided those who remained
focused exclusively on territorial expansion. In an address to the Greek parliament, he
considered it not only a misguided aim, but an inherently unfair idea that detracted from
the new efforts of states to build a new national consciousness, and for the consolidation
of peace in the region. He also identified the need to revise economic policies and to amend
tariff rates, especially for neighboring states.166 This philosophy was one that he had held
for a long time already. He first began developing these theories in 1916, when he wrote
one of his more well-known essays on nationalism, where he demonstrated the many facets
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and types of nationalism: defensive, intellectual (an example of which included linguistic),
religious, economic, etc.167
The First Balkan Conference: 1930
Convincing the Yugoslavs to participate in the conferences had been difficult, and
the Greeks, recognizing Yugoslavia’s status as a major influence in the region, thought the
attempt to be useless if they were to abstain from joining.168 In the months leading up to
the first Balkan conference, Papanastassiou worked to secure Bulgarian participation
through his own personal contacts: Stephan Kyroff, Boris Petkoff and Ivan Penakoff.169
Kyroff, a graduate of Robert College in Istanbul, was a jurist and director of the University
of Sofia. Penakoff had written quite extensively on the Bulgarian minority in Dobrudja and
was affiliated with the Association bulgare pour la paix et la Société des nations.170 At the
start of the conference, Papanastassiou had distributed a memorandum outlining ten golden
principles, which animated the upcoming initiative. At the top of the list was an
acknowledgment of the importance of preserving existing ethnic groups:
1) Balkan union will not aim to suffocate the particular ethnic entities, but simply
to multiply the common elements of their civilization and suppress the
differences that separate them. […] The differences among nations are not an
obstacle for the harmonious collaboration of Balkan peoples. Switzerland is a
striking example. It suffices that the idea of every particular nationality is
refined by the interior synthesis that created the attribution to it of an absolute
sense, which has as a result the negation of other nationalities, and that it
organizes the manner of peacefully regulating their differences.171
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Following from there, Papanastassiou enumerated the absolute equality between states, the
protection of existing national minorities, a ‘peculiar form’ of federation, the prohibition
of war, the erection of a union modeled on the League of Nations, the preservation of the
“personality” of states in international law, economic cooperation and solidarity, cultural
unification and finally, dedication to the fair representation of peoples and their
governments.172
One hundred and fifty delegates, experts and observers from Albania, Bulgaria,
Greece, Romania, Turkey and Yugoslavia descended on Athens for the occasion, which
overlapped with the Balkan Olympic games.173 The Balkan hymn of peace played at the
opening ceremony and a Balkan flag of six golden stars and six variously colored stripes
raised. Papanastassiou had begun making projections for a Balkan hymn months in advance
in July. The hymn solicited from the general public through a juried competition for which
the winner would receive a cash prize. The committee’s requirements specified that the
hymn be written in the form of a poem with short lines which would lend easily to a
melody, and was supposed to promote the idea of Balkan solidarity and union.174 After
receiving hundreds of submissions, the committee chose Greek poet Atanasiadis’ poem
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and the Greek composer Lablète to compose the musical accompaniment.175 Kostis
Palamas produced a separate hymn to peace.176
Papanastassiou gave the opening address at the first conference, which included a
brief retelling of the historical genealogy of the very idea of Balkan confederation reaching
back to antiquity:
The achievement of our ideal will mark a new era of prosperity and progress. It has
been the custom to consider [the Balkans] as a center of misunderstandings and
conflicts. But this is the first time in our history that we have assembled of our own
free will, determined in spite of all obstacles to cement a solid and durable
understanding among ourselves. Today, by our attitude, in the Conference and by
its continuation, we prove that we, the Balkan peoples, are to become the masters
of our destinies and are to develop again in this corner of Europe a new and glorious
civilization which will illuminate the world.177
The notion of a shared, collective destiny would prove to be a resonant one in the years to
come, as observers would weigh in on the ongoing question of Balkan union and often
frame their positions by invoking this trope as well as others. The Commission on
Intellectual Cooperation led discussions on the prospects for establishing substantive
connections among intellectual institutions through means of improved communication,
making the issue of language paramount.
Among the proposed programs were professor and student exchanges, the
opportunity for instruction in a Balkan language other than the one spoken by the majority
at all existing national universities, and translation of Balkan folk songs. Participants
discussed the possibility of erecting a single institute to handle friendly initiatives of this
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sort. A commission on communications was headed by an Albanian delegate and charged
with the improvement and execution of railway trunk lines, highways, telephone and
telegraph communications, and air routes.178 In addition to the commission on intellectual
cooperation and the commission on communications, there were commissions on social
policy, economic relations, political relations and organization. The closing session of
these proceedings was held in the old Greek theater at Delphi, the seat of the Amphictyonic
League, the Balkan federation of the fourth century B.C.179 The choice of location alone
amounted to a heavy-handed symbolic gesture meant to hold sway over the participants.
Angelos Sikelianos held his festivals at this site in 1927 and 1930, lavish events meant to
stage a revival of the ancient Greek ‘Delphic Idea.’
Each state had a national delegation; this was the basic unit of the conferences, and
contact and exchange among them was highly encouraged. The principle of equal
representation was the animating spirit of the conference. Being that the Yugoslav
delegation had only seven members, they were still given thirty votes, per Papanastassiou’s
earlier prescriptions. Under the banner of intellectual rapprochement, educational reforms
were proposed, one of which included the revision of history curricula in primary and
secondary schools.180 Among those who had expressed regret for not being able to attend
the conference were Greek foreign minister Michalakopoulos, who was still in Geneva
working with the League of Nations, Đurđević, head of the Yugoslav delegation, Kalergi,
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Panagis Tsaldaris, head of the right-wing, pro-monarchist Greek People’s Party, several
Bulgarian deputies and editors of the Albanian journal Demokratia.181
The Opposition
La fédération balkanique, a radical leftist journal based in Vienna, bitterly opposed
the Balkan conferences, alleging that they were organs of imperialism bent on maintaining
current national borders.182 La fédération balkanique billed the movement for Balkan
political integration as an anti-imperialist project, but so did the progressive elite in
Papanastassiou’s ranks. The slogan of the movement had become “the Balkans for the
Balkan peoples,” yet despite the resistance to the meddling of rebounding great powers,
this was a plan that was largely unpopular and transgressive in more ways than one. Those
who came out in opposition considered the project overambitious and untenable, while
others saw it as covertly nationalist, serving the aims of any given state. These two groups,
socialist and communist, however, took distinct approaches to the achievement of Balkan
federation. As L. S. Stavrianos claimed, “the one speaks vaguely of ‘rapprochement among
the Balkan peoples and their union in a federation of independent States’, while the other
specifies a ‘Balkan Socialist Soviet Republic’ established by means of ‘proletarian
revolution and the dictatorship of the proletariat.’”183
The editorial board of La fédération balkanique, which aligned with the latter,
marked the two-year anniversary of King Aleksandar’s declaration of dictatorship with a
front-page denunciation of the “greater Serb” regime, in league with its Italian, Bulgarian,
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and Hungarian counterparts, yet taking the lead in oppression and subjugation of nondominant nationalities.184 Alongside it, the Balkan Committee of National-Revolutionary
Organizations released its own statement in which it pointed to the reorganization of the
banovinas as the most recent tactic of the greater Serb regime to grant itself greater power
in numbers, claiming that six of the nine newly redistricted banovinas held a Serb majority.
The members of the committee addressed themselves to the ‘enslaved nations’ of
Yugoslavia: “Croats, Macedonians, Albanians of Kosovo, Montenegrins, Slovenes,
Germans, Hungarians, Romanians, Bulgarians, and the working class Serbs [radni narode
srpski]!”185
They encouraged armed resistance in the interest of a sort of national selfpreservation and in safeguarding their right to claim a native language, national schools
and organizations. At the same time, they encouraged disciples to voice their demands in
the popular press, and for farmers to support the workers in the struggle and vice-versa.
The same issue instructed readers to brace for a war with the Soviet Union, which they saw
on the horizon.186 In the Balkan conferences, they saw nothing more than a collective effort
of the bourgeois elites to stage a united front against the Soviet Union on the coattails of
the French. Their concern for the minorities question was a cornerstone of the institution.
In the absence of concrete plans for the construction of a federative polity, they continued
to rile their forces for a revolution.
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Balkan Customs Union
While the plight of the working classes and minorities was central to the communist
Balkan federation project, a large part of the Balkan union initiative was to be found in a
push for a customs union. In L’esprit international, French politician Yves Le Trocquer
identified two chief obstacles that stood in the way of peace: militarization and
protectionism.187 Like Butler’s earlier calls for a networked world of common and ordered
exchange, Le Trocquer professed his belief in the law of interdependence as it pertained to
resources and to diplomatic action on a global scale, ultimately advocating for a European
customs union.
Of the Greek contingent, Chrisos Evelpidis, an Asia Minor Greek who attended the
first Balkan conference as a member of the Greek delegation’s coterie of experts was one
of the most consistent advocate of a Balkan customs union. Born in Istanbul in 1895, he
would go on to study agronomy at the University of Montpellier and political science at
the University of Athens. Evelpidis’ chief interest in Balkan union stemmed from his
adherence to an agrarian ideology and his championing of peasant rights and solidarity. In
1923, he had submitted a response to Tournakis’ survey in Η Νέα Πολιτική where he
declared that a rapprochement between Greece and its neighbors ought to begin on an
economic footing along three main axes of coordination: a customs, railway and postal
union.188 As a founding member of the Agrarian Party, which was announced in March
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1923, he focused on bringing greater political representation to the countryside and social
benefits to peasants and farmers.189
Evelpidis was certain that a Balkan federation would yield immediate and abundant
economic benefits—Greece would in turn attain a more economical rate on imported
products from Bulgaria, and Romania, for instance, could rectify its grain deficit more
readily, all the while gaining access to a secure market of export for its olive oil, wine,
fruit, beverages and tobacco in Romania and Serbia.190 He was among the first to give
serious thought to a customs union, which he continued to promote over the course of the
next decade. For him, it was important to note that Balkan economies were more or less at
a similar stage of development, that is to say, agricultural states par excellence—85% of
the working population in Turkey engaged in agriculture and livestock farming, 78% in
Romania, 76% in Bulgaria, 70% in Yugoslavia and 58% in Greece. These two branches of
production also constituted one of, if not the highest, sources of national revenue for these
countries (57.4% in Bulgaria, 56.7% in Albania, 49.9% in Greece, 45.2% in Yugoslavia
and 37.8% in Romania).191
Evelpidis’ advocacy for a Balkan customs union rested on the fundamental belief
that it was the state’s responsibility to further the common cause of peasants and smallscale producers on an intra- and inter-state level, a task that was not to be undertaken by
private initiative. Agricultural production in the Balkan states, he wrote, is “scattered into
small abuses of peasants and these producers in every state in particular are very poorly
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organized to be able to present themselves in the name of national unity in their relations
with other countries.”192 Elsewhere, he argued that a Balkan entente was necessary for two
main reasons: an agricultural crisis had surfaced and threatened the economic well-being
and the very existence of Balkan states, and second, due to the failure of the League of
Nations, which manifested in the Sino-Japanese conflict and the disarmament
conference.193
Evelpidis continued to agitate on behalf of a union, and in 1933 he announced that
an all-encompassing crisis had taken hold and proceeded to discuss its economic
permutations in the pages of Lefkoparidis’ journal Σήμερα (Today).194 As will become
clearer in a later chapter, the journal clung to a center-left agenda. Evelpidis’ journalistic
efforts were wide-ranging. That same year, he announced the rapid spread and dangers of
fascism, which general and dictator Theodoros Pangalos had brought to Greece, and urged
intellectuals to seek allies among the workers, professionals, agrarians and petit bourgeois,
who he urged to come down from their ivory towers and join the resistance in the name of
protecting the freedom of thought, the “defense of the spirit (γιά την άμυνα του πνεύματος),
but also for the sake of social progress.”195
In addition to their participation in the conferences, members of each delegation
worked to advance the project by making their own personal endorsements. In October
1930, D. Michev, former General Secretary of the Bulgarian Exarchate, and Boris Petkov,
an early member of the Académie Diplomatique Internationale in Paris, collaborated on a
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short booklet chronicling the history and development of the concept of Balkan federation,
and spoke for the Bulgarian people and its special claims to the project. Serious economic
woes had made union seem like a critical necessity—the sum of the Balkan countries’
wealth had declined, while debts had risen.196 At the back of the book, they reproduced
several opinions from prominent Bulgarians, which originally appeared fifteen years
earlier in Balkanski Zgovor (Balkan Entente), a daily journal which Michev had edited and
had been forced to close when the war broke out. The journal had immediately followed
the Balkan Wars and represented the efforts of the Bulgarian democrats and members of
the opposition. They outlined the phases that the region had to pass through to achieve
federation, the first of which necessitated a series of preliminary accords, the second and
more important, required the formation of a customs union. They thought that a Balkan
federation would proceed naturally from such an economic union.197
What would result is a union that would allow all peoples access to three major
seas, the Adriatic, the Aegean and the Black, as well as the Danube River, which connects
central Europe to the southeast. They were both convinced that Balkan federation was the
only way to guarantee peace for small states.198 Their concern for small states, however,
was not as deep as their concern for minorities. As they saw it, despite the minority
protections that were granted, their condition had not improved. They called out the
Yugoslav, Greek and Romanian governments for suppressing Bulgarian national, cultural,
educational and political institutions in the Dobrudja, in western Thrace, in the Aegean and
in Macedonia. Ultimately, they foresaw a united Balkans that looked much like
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Switzerland and its cantons, which respected linguistic differences among peoples and
maintained peace despite past political trials.
The Second Balkan Conference: 1931
In February 1931, months ahead of the second Balkan conference set to convene in
Istanbul and Ankara, the CEIP made one of its largest donations to the cause of Balkan
peace, in the amount of 10,000 dollars.199 Mustafa Kemal gave a speech at the closing
session of the second Balkan conference, where he reiterated that Balkan peoples shared
common blood, constituted a single race, and claimed common ancestors from central
Asia.200 Delegates voted unanimously in favor of three resolutions: on the protection of
tobacco in the Orient, the organization of an Inter-Balkan Chamber of Commerce and most
importantly, on the protection of grains.201
In 1931, Tevfik Rüstü Bey’s efforts to secure Britain as a partner in seeking Balkan
union were rebuffed. However interested the British were in Balkan pacification, they were
not willing to enter into one-on-one talks with Turkey or Greece; instead, they focused
their efforts on encouraging Venizelos to reach a settlement with Bulgaria, similar to the
one that it had concluded with Turkey.202 On April 21, 1931, musicians and singers from
the region gathered to stage a concert at the Maison Gaveau in Paris.203 It opened with
songs from Kosovo, and led spectators through a tour of the cultural traditions of the region.
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The pan-Balkan movement was complex and multifaceted, and allied itself with
several progressive initiatives and groups. The roster of figures who took part demonstrates
the extent of its scope. Feminist activists connected to the women’s movement in the region
coordinated their efforts with Papanastassiou. The Greek, Yugoslav, Romanian and
Albanian women delegates contributed memoranda and articles on the terms of divorce,
women’s suffrage, etc. A few years after the declaration of the Little Entente, in 1923,
representatives from Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Greece and Poland
had set up the Little Entente of Women.204 Many of the figures who took part in the Little
Entente of Women would join the efforts at Balkan rapprochement. For instance, Avra
Theodoropoulou, professor of philosophy at the University of Belgrade, asked what benefit
a Balkan union could bring to women specifically.205 Milena Atanacković, head of the
department for the protection of mothers and children at the Ministry of Social Politics and
Public Health,206 prepared memoranda on the law’s treatment of children and adolescents
while Romanian diplomat Alexandrina Cantacuzino reported on the treatment of women
and children.207 At the second Balkan conference, a Turkish delegate called for
improvements to the working conditions of women.208
The Third Balkan Conference: 1932
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The CEIP awarded Evangelos Averoff first prize at the third Balkan conference for
his book Union douanière balkanique. Averoff received his doctorate in political science
from the University of Lausanne in 1932 with a dissertation on the prospect of a Balkan
customs union.209 The former French prime minister and leader of the Radical Party,
Edouard Herriot, wrote the introduction.
For its own part, that same year Εργασία (Labor) launched a survey, which sought
to investigate the possibility of increasing Greece’s rate and volume of export to Balkan
countries. Papanastassiou was invited to respond to the editorial board’s charge that
according to foreign trade statistics, in the last two years (1930 and 1931), Greece was on
the short end of a trade deficit whereby it imported 3,145.6 million drachmas worth of
products and exported 223.3 million drachmas.210 Nikolaos Kanellopoulos, an industrialist
who was well-known as a Germanophile, ran Greece’s largest factory and had a monopoly
in chemical fertilizers after 1931, which, as George Mavrogordatos notes, came as the
result of high tariffs.211 D. Zanou, parliament minister and industrialist, Louka Roufou and
P. Rediadi followed with responses.
In the lead up to the third Balkan conference, apart from greater discussions over
the economic dimension of Balkan union, other new initiatives emerged. Writer K.S.
Chantitch-Chandan began publishing Les Balkans, a weekly newspaper based in Paris,
which studied the political, economic, social, artistic and literary dimensions of southeast
European countries. Although short-lived, it constituted another comprehensive effort to
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propagate Balkan integration. The first issue featured an epigraph from Butler on the
meaning of peace:
Peace is not just an ideal, it is a state resulting from an achieved ideal. The ideal is
human liberty, justice and the high conduct held by a well ordered and truly human
society. Once this ideal is achieved, a long-lasting peace follows naturally, as an
established fact. If it is not achieved, there is no peace, there is only the regime of
force until the day when liberty and justice revolt in the pursuit of peace.212
In an impassioned appeal to the young, Chantitch urged his young readers to cling to a
spirit of solidarity:
If our fathers and loved ones had hate for one another, it is up to us, the young, to
get together and unite behind the same ideal, TO LOVE THE BALKANS, TO
WORK FOR THE BALKANS, AND TO GIVE EVERYTHING FOR THE
BALKANS. To this end so that our future is not menaced and so that we can freely
breathe the pure air of the Balkans. So close at heart, it will be possible for us to
open our young chests and to sing the song of liberty of our forefathers in favor of
peace and prosperity in the Balkans. The brave peasants of our villages and who
are the real martyrs who want to hope and turn their gazes on the youth. Would we
betray their hope? The most grave circumstances impose this rapprochement.
Group yourselves around us then, help us, in the calm to create an opinion, responds
to our journal among the youth. Together, let us fight against the intrigues of the
interested powers and work for peace! Count our young forces, and engrave in
history a brilliant epic. Support the only defense of a sacred right, we can
legitimately show pride in our actions.213
Chantitch was a prolific writer whose work was confined to Balkan diplomatic affairs. His
doctoral dissertation, deposited at the University of Rennes in Brittany in 1940, studied the
French influences on Balkan literature from the Middle Ages to the present.
The third Balkan conference took place in Bucharest on the twenty-second of
October and lasted nearly one week. Stefan Cicio Pop (1865-1934), head of the Romanian
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delegation and president of the Romanian chamber of deputies, organized the conference.
In December 1932, following the conclusion of the conference, Leonidha Naçi, a member
of the Albanian delegation, informed D. Diamantopoulos, the Greek ambassador to
Albania, that he had gotten wind of complaints from the Albanian ambassador to Bulgaria
about the reluctance of the Albanian delegation to back the Bulgarian group on the question
of minorities. Naçi defended the actions of the Albanian delegation with the explanation
that no such promises had been made, and that as much as they would like to support the
Bulgarian claims, they were in a different situation as the Albanian minorities were being
recognized by the states in which they lived, which was not the case with the “Bulgarians
in Yugoslavia” (με τους έν Γιουγκοσλαυία Βουλγάρους).214
Rennie Smith, a former member of parliament (1924-31), politician of the Labor
Party, and honorary secretary of the British section of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, made
his appeal in 1932, foregrounding intellectual cooperation as a prerequisite of Balkan
federation. Beyond having to resolve a list of practical issues, among them the need for a
pan-Balkan market for goods, reduction of customs barriers, etc., the Balkan idea needed
to be established on a cultural foundation, which entailed civic education that developed a
federal spirit (l’esprit fédéral).215 By 1933, he was issuing more pressing appeals in the
face of Hitler’s rise to power. The realization of Balkan union had to be immediate.216
In the fall of 1932, the Bulgarian delegation had threatened to postpone the third
Balkan conference. Papanastassiou and Papadopoulos, the general secretary of the Greek
delegation, wrote to Sakasoff to warn and convince him not to sabotage the success of the
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next conference.217 In December 1932, Ivan Sakasoff, the son of Yanko Sakasoff, president
of the Bulgarian delegation, reached out to Babcock, deputy director of the CEIP, on he
and his father’s behalf to express their dismay over the way the talks were unfolding.218 A
conflict had arisen within the political commission of the conference over the preliminary
settlement of the issue of Bulgarian minorities. In the meantime, Ivan Sakasoff had
received confirmations from the Romanian representatives, Cicio Pop and Vespasian Pella,
indicating that they were willing to enter into bilateral negotiations with Bulgaria. Hassan
Bey of Turkey as well had expressed willingness to enter into bilateral negotiations should
his father take the initiative in the process.219 Sakasoff hoped to convince Babcock and his
colleagues at the CEIP that there were other pathways to rapprochement. Even so, Sakasoff
had recognized the importance of an economic rapprochement by focusing on the mutual
interdependence of the Greek and Bulgarian economies, which he supported with the claim
that until the Balkan Wars, Greece’s lands were arid and unfit for farming. Under these
conditions, it imported grains and livestock from Bulgaria. The newly configured map of
the Balkans that resulted from the wars of 1912-13 created an entirely new economic
situation and dynamic whereby Greece, having welcomed an influx of refugees, had many
more mouths to feed. In 1931, Greece’s imports of grain and livestock had exceeded twenty
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percent of its total imports. Bulgaria, on the other hand, needed access to Greek citrus and
olives.220
The Fourth Balkan Conference: 1933
On April 7, 1933, Papanastassiou and Papadopoulos wrote to Babcock to inform
him that they had received and duly distributed funds donated to their cause by the CEIP:
2,000 dollars for Les Balkans, 1,000 for each of the six national delegations, an additional
sum of 1,000 for the Greek group, which was in the process of planning the fourth
conference, and 1,000 for the publication of summaries of the conference.221 In his address
at the fourth Balkan conference, held at the University of Thessaloniki, Papanastassiou
expressed concern over the slackening spirit of internationalism and evident weakness of
peace-keeping organizations. Recent clashes in the far East, the League of Nations’
inability to curb the Sino-Japanese conflict, the withdrawal of Japan and Germany from
the League, the suspension of the international economic conference, etc. all contributed
to this sense of decline.222 Many historians identify the rise of Hitler to power in 1933 as
the moment at which dreams of pan-Europe were effectively dashed.223 However, for their
own part, Balkan integration measures continued despite the obvious and numerous
setbacks. In the early months of 1933, the Greek legation in Italy notified the ministry of
foreign affairs that new amendments had been made to the terms of the Little Entente.224
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By one account, the newly reinforced Little Entente, signed in February sixteenth
in Geneva, raised its status and effectively turned it into a political alliance, and furthered
French interests, which were opposed to Germany, Russia, Italy and Britain aims, all of
whom the author considered to be united in their attempt at arming themselves. In practice,
Czechoslovakia would never be compelled to go to war on behalf of Yugoslavia or
Romania, and neither would the Romanians go into battle against Italy in order to defend
Yugoslav predominance.225
In February, the conservative Bulgarian newspaper Zora (1919-1944), reported on
the new updates to the Little Entente alliance and what kinds of implications they had for
the prospects of a Balkan entente. According to the author, Trifon Trifonoff, the Little
Entente was not only oriented against Hungary and Austria, but against the Balkan states
as well.226 In turn, the author asked whether it was even worth continuing with discussions
toward the establishment of a Balkan agreement or union if the largest nations were already
signed on to the Little Entente. Doubting that any Balkan state would consent to sign a
Balkan pact after it was already known that Romanian and Yugoslavia had joined a
separate alliance which was directed against some of the Balkan nations. How could
Romania and Yugoslavia meet their obligations to other Balkan states without first
consulting with and receiving consent from Czechoslovakia? The position considered the
Little Entente and a Balkan Entente mutually opposed to one another, although this seemed
to be an opinion held only by those who sympathized with the Bulgarian cause. The same
issue of Zora (Dawn) featured another article by Genoff, where he argued that the main
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cause of the cataclysmic Great War were the secret military agreements and the associated
alliances. In the Little Entente, Genoff saw the politics of Bismarck’s era resurrected and
a dark history of secret alliances and reprisals being repeated. The Little Entente thus
constituted a new great power in central Europe and a hostile alliance animated by French
interests; its defining characteristic was an unyielding anti-revisionism.227
Hardly masking the resentment that was a mainstay of the defeated states, the
Bulgarian socialist newspaper Narod (Nation) followed the same trend in announcing the
revisions to the Little Entente as severely menacing and detrimental to the maintenance of
peace, and made the negotiation of secret agreements between Italy and Hungary or
between the former and Germany much more likely.228 The Greek legation in Bulgaria
issued reports in July 1933 about discussions in the Bulgarian press on the recent nonaggression agreement concluded among Russia, the Little Entente and Turkey.229 On July
4th the countries had come to an agreement over the definition of aggression on the state
level.230 Genoff, the vice president of the Bulgarian delegation and radical parliament
minister, published an article in Zaria on July 10th about the newly signed agreement,
emphasizing that it did not do much to change the international standing of Bulgaria, a
nation that would not have been considered a potential signatory due to its status as a small

227

AYE, 1933, A/3/V. Βαλκανικές Διάσκεψεις, φακ. 1ος, Π. Γκένωφ, ΑΠΕΙΛΕΙΤΑΙ Η ΕΝ ΕΥΡΩΠΗ ΕΙΡΗΝΗ, Ζορά
22 Φεβρουαρίου. And Ιζγρεφ 23 Φεβροθαρίου 1933. Georgi Genoff was a professor of international law at
the University of Sofia. In 1935, he published a book arguing that the Treaty of Neuilly was punitive and
detrimental to peace in the Balkans. Specifically, Genov called for a revision of the Paris peace treaties and
the full implementation of article 19 of the League of Nations pact. See G. P. Genov, Bulgaria and the Treaty
of Neuilly (Sofia, Bulgaria: Hristo G. Danov & Co., 1935). He also prepared a summary of the Bulgarian
position at the Balkan conferences, see Georgi P. Genov, La Bulgarie et les conférences balkaniques (Sofia:
Impr. “La Bulgarie”, 1931).
228
AYE, 1933, A/3/V. Βαλκανικές Διάσκεψεις, φακ. 1ος, Κράστιο Παστούχωφ, “Η ΜΙΚΡΑ ΑΝΤΑΝΤ ΚΑΙ Ο
ΙΤΑΛΟΓΕΡΜΑΝΙΚΟΣ ΣΥΝΑΣΠΙΣΜΟΣ,” Ναρόδ 23 Φεβρουαρίου 1933.
229
AYE, A/3/XI, ΚΙΜΩΝ ΚΟΛΛΑΣ πρός το επί τον ‘Εξωτερικών ‘Υπουργείον, ‘Εν Σόφια τη 12η Ιουλίου 1933.
230
Dilek Barlas, Etatism and Diplomacy in Turkey: Economic and Foreign Policy Strategies in an Uncertain
World, 1929-1939 (New York: Brill, 1998), 130.

96

state. As far as he was concerned it sought to restore a balance among four great powers
and to contribute to the consolidation of peace in Europe. Per Genoff, it did not, however,
increase the powers of the Little Entente. In the event of a clash between Yugoslavia and
Italy, Romania would be forced to remain neutral. Yugoslavia would be compelled to
follow suit in the event of a disagreement between Romania and Russia. Genoff claimed
that the renewal of diplomatic and trade relations with the Soviet Union was a
consideration, but given that Bulgaria was a member of the League of Nations and thus
had several diplomatic relationships, there was no need to wait for a great power alliance
in order to maintain relations with the Soviet Union. Bulgaria could pursue a direct
relationship with the Soviet Union as well, although the communist threat was there as
well, as convinced as he was that the former would not take advantage of the opportunity
to spread communist propaganda. Other options included the establishment of alliances
with Greece and Turkey only. This however opened up the danger of being considered a
coalition directed against the Little Entente, which would expose Bulgaria to suspicion
from its northern and western neighbors.
Bulgaria had put its hope in the League of Nations to solve the question of
minorities and to grant them protection guarantees. The fact that Bulgaria had become
diplomatically isolated was a cause for alarm. The former Bulgarian ambassador to
London, Mihail Matzaroff, published a piece in Mir where he explained that the Bulgarian
government tends to talk a lot about neutrality but has not succeeded in convincing its
neighbors that it no longer had the same bad intentions it was known to harbor in 1914.
According to Matzaroff, the new agreement seemed to be directed against a more powerful
Germany. He cautioned that the League would continue to lose power and clout the more
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the tide toward coalition-building would increase. Macedonia, organ of the Macedonian
immigrants living in Bulgaria, reported on July 10th of the growing discontent and worry
in Bulgarian public opinion as a result of the new agreements, which it was not able to be
party to on account of its status as a member of the League of Nations; all the provisions
would have to be examined and approved in Geneva by a majority of votes. Even so, the
journalist charged that the agreement represented a united front of nations who opposed
the revision of the peace treaties following the First World War. It was also Russia’s
attempt to strengthen its position and to protect Bolshevism. Bulgarian public opinion was
racked with worry due to the well-organized press reports issuing from Belgrade and
Bucharest, the author’s implication being that they were intentionally fearmongering and
thus meant to sway public opinion toward a Balkan alliance as a way of providing the
country more security on the world stage. There was also the sense that Bulgaria’s foreign
policy had remained inactive or inert, and was not making enough of an effort to ameliorate
its position.231
For his part, Papanastassiou discounted claims that the Greco-Turkish agreement
and the new form of the Little Entente had created two opposing blocks in the Balkans. He
explained that Romania and Yugoslavia were in no way prevented from signing on to a
wider Balkan agreement, and that this is exactly what Turkey and Greece were equally
interested in realizing.232 The projected location of the fourth Balkan conference also
presented itself as the source of some conflict. Seeing as the council could not agree on the
question of minorities, they considered the proposition to stage the next conference in
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Belgrade unwise. Papanastassiou suggested Thessaloniki instead and this proposition was
unanimously approved.233 It was a shrewd move given that Thessaloniki held host to strong
pan-Balkan sentiments and propaganda. Nikos Kastrinos had chosen it as the site for his
influential newspaper, Εφημερίς των Βαλκανίων (Newspaper of the Balkans), which he
founded in 1918. Kastrinos was born in Lesbos in 1890 and came under Russian influence
as a student in Odessa; he, too, attended the Balkan conferences and joined Papanstassiou’s
party following the Great War. The newspaper professed its support for Kalergi’s panEuropean movement as well, which attests to the close affiliation of this project with the
pan-Balkan.234
B. Simonide, an agronomist and economic expert within the Greek delegation,
produced a special study that sought to investigate the conditions and benefits of a Balkan
customs and economic union. First presented at the third Balkan conference, the project
was universally accepted at the fourth Balkan conference, though with some modifications,
which included the following amendments:
1. an expansion of mutual favors in order to include, apart from preferential
treatment on primary products, the tariff of the most favored nation as far as the
exchange of their products is concerned 2. the method of setting the quota of goods
has been reserved, on which preferential treatment will be applied between the
Balkan countries 3. the central organ, or the ‘Permanent Commission’ of the
customs union being formed, will in the beginning have only a consultative
character with regard to the governments concerned.235
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Čed Đurđević (1866-1940) was a Serbian physician, surgeon and professor at the
University of Belgrade who emerged as a major proponent of a Balkan customs union,
having also served as head of the Yugoslav delegation at the first Balkan conference. Like
his predecessors, Đurđević believed in the pursuit of peace on a global scale, and
considered this as part and parcel of the Balkan integration project. In the realm of
international relations, he proposed that war and the destruction of goods be formally
considered as reprehensible crimes according to the law.236 He and his colleagues wished
to make the nation-state compatible with larger regional state groupings. Seconding Henri
Bergson’s claim that each nation operates on its own interior moral logic, he went on to
claim that it was also true that the founders of major religions, Confucius, Buddha and
Christ, were teachers of a vaster moral schema, a human one, which was tied to Bergson’s
concept of the open society. Đurđević and his followers sought to give birth to an
international morality, and a corresponding inter-Balkan morality alongside it: “It is
necessary to endeavor to cultivate spiritual and moral qualities, to reinforce the sentiments
of a community and the voluntary will to share the same destiny.”237
Đurđević summed up the divergence of opinions at the first Balkan conference as
an ongoing debate between those who believed that the establishment of an economic or
customs union, which represented the view of the Yugoslav delegation. The rationale
behind this view was that it was easier to find common ground on the pressing issues of
the economy, as opposed to political and national questions, which opened up another set
of disagreements. For one, all of the Balkan states were largely agricultural economies. By
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contrast, those in the opposing camp believed that the political pathway was the necessary
one, of which the most ardent supporters were the Romanians and Bulgarians.238
Nonetheless, Đurđević argued that the minimum conditions necessary for success were
regular political relations, or a pact of conciliation and non-aggression with arbitration
among all Balkan states, something which he thought quite feasible considering the fact
that Greece and Turkey had managed as much even when their relationship had been much
more strained. In May 1931, Đurđević wrote that a Balkan customs union would not only
improve Balkan economies, but would “depoliticize the Balkans” and render the region
politically neutral.239
In October 1933, King Aleksandar visited Romania, Turkey and Greece, which
resulted in the final conclusion of a Turkish-Yugoslav treaty of friendship and nonaggression and included the regulation of the question of Turkish properties in
Macedonia.240 During King Aleksandar’s meeting with General Kondylis in Corfu on
October 9, 1933, Croatian journalist Bogdan Radica was asked to mediate the conversation
and act as translator for the latter, who only spoke Greek. King Aleksandar was active in
his pursuit of a Balkan pact having become convinced that war was imminent given Hitler’s
ascent to power as German chancellor.241 The only way to prevent itself and its neighbors
from becoming embroiled in the conflict was to broker an alliance. This fear seems to have
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also been a motivation for King Aleksandar’s willingness to offer his seal of approval to
the establishment of a Balkan Institute to be headquartered in Belgrade just months later.
In November 1933, Greek officials continued to work on reducing the tensions
between Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, and thus sought to coordinate their plan of action with
Romanian foreign minister Nicolae Titulescu on the last stage of negotiation proceedings.
The Romanian government hoped that the Yugoslavs would show a willingness to
compromise on the question of minorities in the interest of making it less likely that the
Bulgarians not join their attempt to bring about a secure peace guarantee in the region.
According to Titulescu, who had recently visited Belgrade, the Serbian government
“categorically refused to make any concession on the minorities question, willing only to
grant ease on other issues.”242 Seeing as this was the position that they were adamant on
taking, Titulescu advised the Greeks to follow suit and thus to avoid making any minority
concessions with the Bulgarians. On the question of Bulgarian minorities in Romania, the
Romanian government, however, had decided to grant limited concessions, yet did not
specify what exactly those would entail. Titulescu explained that the Romanian
government felt compelled to grant protections to its minorities as they were Bulgarian and
not Macedonian (“μακεδονοσλαυϊκαί”) as in Greece and Serbia.243
Meanwhile, on November twenty-second, a Bulgarian contingent in Sofia had
issued an appeal to protect the “Bulgarian Macedonians” who had allegedly fallen prey to
Serbian and Greek designs. The document alleged that these two states had taken active
and persistent measures to diminish their Bulgarian national consciousness, and had just
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about ninety signatories.244 They charged that the Serbs and Greeks did not respect their
cultural rights, a protection enshrined in a series of postwar treaties. Conspicuously absent
from the list, however, were the names of the individuals who comprised the Bulgarian
delegation. Many of the figures who had signed the appeal were members of the arts
community, several affiliated with the national theater and opera, as well as painters,
writers, editors and university professors.
Detractors tended to demonstrate a similar rationale. In November 1933,
Thessaloniki-based newspaper, La Volonté, voiced its skepticism regarding the
developments of the fourth Balkan conference and excerpted a piece originally published
in the liberal daily Ελεύθερον Βήμα (Free Tribune), which argued that the proponents had
achieved no progress on account of the insurmountable obstacles in front of them. The
author claimed that the Balkans, for the most part, lacked a physical and geographic unity,
Yugoslavia being a central European country, the northern half of Greece qualifying as
Balkan and the south being Mediterranean. Turkey followed suit as a state within the
Mediterranean circle of influence. Hence one could explain Greece’s orientation toward
Italy and Britain and Turkey’s toward France.245 Beyond that, the Balkans lacked an
economic unity as they produced almost the same products and thus sold the same
agricultural products. Yugoslavia, Bulgaria and Romania sold to central Europe and
consumed manufactured products from it. Only eight percent of their products were sold
to Balkan states, which was compounded by the fact that a consolidation of the Little
Entente had fortified and intensified commercial relations among Romania, Yugoslavia
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and Czechoslovakia. The chief consumers of Greece’s products were none other than the
industrialized nations of the West.
Following the fourth Balkan conference, Papanastassiou and Papadopoulos
dispatched a full report of the proceedings to Maximos.246 In December the Greek legation
in Turkey issued an update on the negotiations. Bulgaria’s final position was not yet made
clear. Rushdi Bey thought they should wait for clarification from the Bulgarian delegation
until the end of the month, after which there would no longer be any reason to keep
postponing the signing of the Pact.247 In addition, he thought it wise to plan a trip to Rome
very soon after a decision had been made in order to ready the ground and to make
reassurances to the Italians in the name of Greece and Turkey.
Balkan Entente
Over the previous few years, Butler’s L’esprit international held host to proponents
of pan-European and “Danubian” integration, which attests to a reciprocity among Western
and southeast European intellectuals around international cooperation. Diplomat and
politician Carlo Sforza and historian Guglielmo Ferrero stood as Italy’s anti-fascist
representatives who contributed to the journal, French geographer Jacques Ancel among
the French contingent, and Butler continued to write about Balkan issues among others.
Papanastassiou was also given a platform to describe the progress of each Balkan
conference.248 Greece’s Εργασία featured a series on Butler’s idea of the “international
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spirit,” which reinforced the idea that in order to steer public opinion toward a mindset of
international cooperation, states had to systematically cultivate a positive international
spirit among politicians, journalists and professionals.249 As L’esprit international
reported, N. Hatzivasileiou had published one of the finest Greek-produced works
endorsing a European union, which, as was chiefly important to the institution, would help
to sway Greek public opinion in favor of such a development. Michel Lhéritier claimed
that the only problem lay in the book’s language. Because it was published in Greek, it
would be incapable of reaching a wide audience, let alone a French-speaking readership.250
Hatzivasileiou’s study considered the various plans for European union, including
Coudenhove-Kalergi’s pan-Europe, the Briand Plan and various customs union proposals,
along with the potential economic, political and legal difficulties of seeing it through.
As mentioned earlier, the European Centre of the CEIP published the official
documents of the Balkan conferences, but it also published a compilation of
Papanastassiou’s most important articles on the achievements of each conference followed
by a selection of conference delegates’ speeches under the title “Vers l’Union balkanique.”
Babcock considered the Balkan Entente an outgrowth of a series of recent developments
in international relations beginning with the Geneva Protocol in 1924, gaining steam with
the signing of the Locarno treaties, the Paris Pact (more widely known as the KelloggBriand Pact), bilateral treaties of friendship among Balkan states, multilateral treaties
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modeled by the League of Nations, and the resolution unanimously adopted by the
delegates of the six Balkan states at the first and second Balkan conference, which
proclaimed the necessity to grant additional guarantees of mutual security within the frame
of the already operative treaties.251 In his introduction to the volume, Babcock couched
Balkan integration efforts within Briand’s dream of a federally structured European union,
which required a series of sustaining regional agreements. Acknowledging the criticisms
leveled against the Balkan Entente, Babcock went on to explain that two great tasks lay
before them: to prepare the way for economic collaboration and intellectual
rapprochement, and to facilitate the participation and engagement of Bulgaria and Albania
in the process of political and economic cooperation.252 Hence, the Balkan Entente did not
signal an end for the original architects of Balkan union. They hardly considered the
movement to be over.
In a letter to Babcock, Papanastassiou conceded that the terms of the Balkan
Entente did not fully reflect the aims laid out in the draft submitted at the third Balkan
conference. Opposition was also mounting as fears of Italian aggression rose.
Papanastassiou assured Babcock that he had done all that he could to convince detractors
that Italy had no interest in pushing Bulgaria against Yugoslavia, given that it would then
face the hostility of the four signatories of the Balkan pact.253 Babcock was in the process
of preparing a bulletin and thus reached out to Papanastassiou to solicit his thoughts on the
scope of the Balkan pact. To Babcock’s queries concerning the eventual accession of
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Czechoslovakia, Poland and the Baltic states, which represented the CEIP’s ambition to
aid in forming larger European alliances, Papanastassiou responded that he considered such
a prospect ill-advised and unrealizable: “the idea of Balkan union is a realizable one seeing
that it targets related peoples who have the same civilizational traits and common traditions
and for whom economic conditions are similar.”254 Hence, at the very least, a Balkan union
could pursue closer diplomatic relationships with non-Balkan countries, the Little Entente
countries on the one hand, and the Baltic countries, on the other. Babcock, on the other
hand, considered such regional alliances to be instrumental in encircling Germany and
putting a stop to Nazi expansionism.255
Just a few months after the Balkan Entente was officially concluded,
Papanastassiou and Papadopoulos made new appeals to the Greek government for financial
support. Seeking greater subsidies for the journal based in Athens that reported on the
Balkan conferences, Les Balkans (which continued publishing until 1940), they reiterated
the journal’s considerable importance as an institution, even after the Balkan Entente had
been concluded.256 While the journal was founded on private initiative, they were able to
keep it afloat and continue publishing for four consecutive years thanks to the generous
support of the CEIP. However, the American dollar’s precipitous decline in value had made
the organization’s forthcoming support much less likely. Consequently, if the journal were
to lose its financial backers, it would be in imminent danger of another organization or
institution filling the void and the project thus coming under the untrammeled influence of
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another interested government. They supplied the names of the contenders who already
were seeking to fill the void: Revue des Balkans, subsidized by the Yugoslav government,
L’Europe du sud et du sud-est, a beneficiary of Romanian investments, both of which were
published in Paris. In Istanbul, there was the Journal de commerce pour les Balkans,
funded by the Turkish government. There was a bid for a German periodical that studied
Balkan issues to be published in Sofia, and another one under French auspices was
forthcoming in Zagreb.
Political and scientific circles in the United States and Europe followed the work
of Les Balkans with great interest and faith in the objectivity of the reports. Les Balkans
found subscribers across the region and beyond, in Czechoslovakia and Poland, the former
being a Little Entente member state that was surely interested in how new diplomatic
coalitions would affect its already established alliance with Yugoslavia and Romania.257
Just as Greek, Turkish and Bulgarian statesmen had worried about the practical effects and
consequences of the consolidation of the Little Entente, the former Czech ambassador had
also expressed the government’s trepidation and worry about the thrust of Balkan entente
from the very moment it was proposed.258 Papanastassiou argued that the lack of Greek
financial support for Les Balkans would mean that the government would lose a major
vessel for disseminating Greek political opinions and national propaganda. Papanastassiou
and Papadopoulos reminded Maximos that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had provided
limited support in the past, offering no subsidies at all in the first two years of its operation,
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30,000 drachmas during the third year of publication, and 25,000 in the fourth year, sums
that would hardly cover the rising cost of publication, which had reached roughly 400,000
drachmas per annum. Given the financial constraints, they sought a subsidy in the amount
of 75,000 drachmas.259
In late October, news outlets in Ankara reported recent bids for the establishment
of economic ties between the Balkan Entente and Little Entente states, Czechoslovakia
being a dominant partner. Papanastassiou, in keeping with his previously expressed
opinions on the issue, was quick to advise Maximos, the Greek foreign minister, against
pursuing such an arrangement, claiming that it would prove detrimental to Greece’s
economic position and well-being.260 Convinced that it would disrupt economic trade
relations with the Germans and the British, both of whom were heavy consumers of Greek
products, Papanastassiou was careful to avoid having to compete with Czech products.
Conclusion
Over the course of the late 1920s, following the ravages of the Great War, the fall
of four empires and the momentous Greco-Turkish population exchange, the idea of a
Balkan Locarno came to the fore in progressive Balkan circles. The CEIP and the Universal
Peace Congress entered into this effort as a way to fulfill their own liberal internationalist
and pacifist agendas. The effort then grew into a full blown movement to unite the region
along several axes—political, economic, intellectual, and even linguistic.261 For many
reformist Greeks, a Balkan rapprochement was an opportunity to restore Greece’s lost
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glories and was often framed as a surrogate “Great Idea” (Μεγάλη Ιδέα). The innovation of
Papanastassiou’s vision lay in his having capitalized on this historical moment in order to
merge Greek and Balkan geopolitical interests with a federal European solution and future.
The pan-European Movement reached its apex in 1930, just as the Balkan movement was
beginning to take off. The pan-Balkan movement adopted the mode, means and methods
of the CEIP and its associates, which sought to affect change through a concerted influence
over public opinion (hence the immense importance of the journal Les Balkans, which will
be discussed later). In the end, a trinity came together, the American contingent of liberal
internationalists, the European elites who believed in a continental federation, and the
Balkan progressives who considered union beneficial to their future.
While some would suggest that the Balkan integration movement was just a
smokescreen for self-serving, nationalist agendas, the historical record demonstrates that
while national objectives were, indeed, part of the draw of these regional projects, it was
more so an issue of safeguarding newly-attained sovereignties and establishing broader
security structures to prevent war. By coupling the twin projects of Balkan union and panEurope, Papanastassiou effectively made them into mutually reinforcing pursuits. In a rare
exchange with a young Croatian journalist named Bogdan Radica, Papanastassiou, pleased
with his idealism concerning the bourgeoning efforts towards Balkan integration, confided
his belief that pan-Balkanism would eventually give way to a political union once solid
material ties had been established:
The idea of Balkan union, […] if it continues to be mine, as in that of a Greek,
cannot and should not come exclusively from Greece. It is an old idea, which is
being resurrected now, when from everywhere the need for creation of wider
unions, associations and understandings among neighboring nations is felt. It is, as
Mr. Venizelos said once, within the action framework of Briand’s Pan-Europe. In
fact, it ought to be a circuit in the achievement of a higher and more definitive
110

circle. It is an attempt to show that in the Balkans, in the heart of conflict, nations
have an interest in being left alone and striving toward the creation of a single direct
agreement on their own. The foundation of Balkan union lies in the hands of
unofficial politicos, especially intellectuals and economists. […] What is happening
now is that all the Balkan nations are supposed to agree on economic and material
interests, to find a starting point from there, from which they could gradually come
to a political union.262
While this chapter has demonstrated the wide-ranging variety in claims for Balkan
unity among advocates—economic, social and political—it builds and follows the budding
emergence of another strain, the intellectual, which took the form of cultural
improvements, exchange and understanding as a central component of regional solidarity.
This strain will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO: Emerging from ‘European Twilight’:
Bogdan Radica, the Balkan Spirit and the New Balkan
Literature
In Split, they called my lot the generation of war. […] Our fathers, relatives and neighbors
were either on the fronts, or returned from the fronts, and they brought back with them not
only the feeling of having survived war, but war itself in all of its scarcity, misery, hunger
and misfortune.
—Bogdan Radica1

In this chapter, I move from governments and policy makers thinking about
economics, trade and political affairs to intellectuals on the fringes of these diplomatic
efforts who were drawn rather to the language of Spirit. The Croat intellectual Bogdan
Radica represents a key instance of this; his cross-cultural links move in several different
directions of importance—Italy, France and Greece (and ultimately Geneva, where he
would end up working as an attaché to the League of Nations in the late 1930s). As such,
this chapter will address the emergence of a pan-Balkan discourse. As the movement for
Balkan region-wide political and economic integration came under way, a bourgeoning
discourse around a “Balkan spirit” emerged, which followed closely on the notion that
Europe itself had undergone a crisis of the spirit or mind (“l’esprit”) in the aftermath of the
Great War. Hence, in this chapter, I integrate Radica—the man responsible for launching
this debate among southeast European literati—into a larger historical narrative,
embedding him in a wider social network, one that goes far beyond his humble beginnings
and rather provincial birthplace on the Adriatic coast. In short, I place him squarely within
a European narrative, which will also seek to transcend his historical afterlife as a figure
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whose overwhelming significance has been reduced to his role as a political dissident at
odds with Josip Broz Tito’s Yugoslavia and whose most important work, Agonija Evrope
(Agony of Europe), published on the eve of the Second World War, has in recent years
become the object of a nationalist campaign to restore a narrowly Croatian authenticity in
a newly revised edition.2 A gradual shift later in life toward a nationalist position—in favor
of Croatian independence—may also have overshadowed Radica’s interwar persona and
might explain why his work as a liberal, cosmopolitan intellectual has been overlooked in
the existing literature.3 In this chapter, I will consider the vast interpersonal connections
Radica fostered through conversations and exchanges he had over the course of nearly two
decades in a concerted effort to “see ideas” as they are set into motion, as intellectual
historian of Eastern Europe Marci Shore has put it.4 This endeavor will continue into the
next chapter, where I will analyze Radica’s journalistic oeuvre, translations and literary
criticism produced in Greece.
Shore’s methodology instructs that ideas be placed in their interpersonal and social
context in order to see them form, mutate and transmute. In so doing, I follow her lead in
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modeling a biographical contextualization of ideas in this chapter. In this respect,
Konstantina Zanou’s recent work in the adjacent field of Mediterranean intellectual history
has also been instructive.5 Her modeling of historical biography entails the study of the
micro—individual lives—in order to distill broader truths of a macro scale and to
destabilize master narratives; my aim in this respect is to demonstrate the wider intellectual
shifts in southeast European intellectual thought with attention to more circumscribed
debates around pan-Balkanism. As Shore aptly points out, “ideas are ‘always already’
dialogical. They are always already shaped, reshaped, and inflected by encounters with
other ideas from the past and present.”6 Her approach rests on the premise that “the
emotional and the intellectual are always already […] bound up in one another” and thus
require disentangling.7 From the intimate relationships that form among individuals, one
gleans the elements necessary to buttress a history of ideas. In the absence of abundant
sources of direct correspondence among Radica and his interlocutors, I provide a genealogy
of ideas as they travel through social networks (both through close interpersonal and
professional relationships), and through various institutional sites of contact, broadly
construed to include literary, arts-focused journals and newspapers. I do this not only to
discover how ideas emerged, but to illustrate how people used them to effect change in
their own lives and communities.
Within the scope of the Balkan conferences of the early 1930s, this chapter takes a
close look at actors whose work went beyond the practical infrastructural, political and
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economic concerns of the Balkan conferences themselves. They worked primarily on the
associated journal, Les Balkans and had a hand in furthering Balkan union initiatives
primarily through the cultivation and development of intellectual ties among the region’s
elite. This group of actors was, for the most part, younger in age than those who gathered
around Alexander Papanastassiou and other originators of the movement, whom I
discussed in Chapter One. Known as the “young generation,” the vanguard who, like their
predecessors, pursued an education abroad, they would shape the course of the future in art
and even politics. Their worldview differed sharply from the older generation who had
come of age around the turn of the century (and who directly participated in the war effort).
It also, however, set them apart from the distinctly nationalist majority in their midst who
saw little value in their efforts to reimagine the area as an integral region with its own
history and set of characteristics, and to forge strong, meaningful intra-Balkan connections
among these states. Opponents of the pan-Balkan project claimed narrower ethnic and
confessional affinities and clung more closely to the nation as a structure and preeminent
model of state organization. In these cases, the concept of “spirit” (l’esprit or geist) was
imbricated within a self-interested, isolationist and aggressively nationalist system of both
state and cultural organization. The final distinguishing trait that set Radica and his circle
apart was the notion of “synthesis,” a central component of their pan-Balkan schema and
ideology, closely associated with a neo-idealist philosophy.
New Directions in the Post-Imperial Balkans
“Between Nietzsche and Dostoevsky, we chose the former,” observed Radica in the
epilogue of his memoir, published in 1982. “With Hegel and Kant, we followed suit.”8 In
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this shorthand, Radica signaled a generational faith in the possibility of radical renewal
emanating from Europe’s margins—embodied in the new Balkan man, or overman
(Übermensch)—and the subscription to Hegel’s dialectic or neo-idealist philosophy, which
translated into a focused interest in intra-regional cultural synchronization as a way out of
the post-war intellectual, spiritual, political and economic impasse. Born in 1904, Radica’s
birthplace, Split, the stone-walled town nestled on the shores of the Dalmatian coast, bore
vestiges of the eras of ancient Rome and the Quattrocento. The town’s main landmark was
Roman emperor Diocletian’s fourth-century palace, although its real draw lay in the visual
layering of architectural styles: Marmont Street and the buildings lining it harkened to the
Napoleonic Era, while neo-Renaissance Republic Square, designed by Antonio Bajamonti
to resemble St. Mark’s Square in Venice, was erected in the mid-nineteenth century. In old
age, Radica would reflect back on these places as having instilled in him the fundamental
belief that it was only through Latin order that “Slavic rebellion [slavenska pobunjenost]
could be subdued.”9
Radica’s adolescence coincided roughly with the fall of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire and the establishment of the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes in its stead.
In those years he had noticed a rift begin to emerge among his high school teachers,
between those in the majority who stood behind Svetozar Pribićević—a Croatian Serb
politician and founder of the Democratic Party (DS) who subsequently established the
Independent Democratic Party (SDS) in 1924—in championing an integral Yugoslav state,
and their counterparts who favored a federalist one.10 Simply put, Yugoslavs were split
along a double course: separatist nationalists believed that Serbs, Croats and Slovenes each
9
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represented a distinct nation, and integrationists, alternatively, considered them
constitutive tribes of a unitary Yugoslav race and nation.11 As Ivo Banac has claimed, while
unitarists “sought to obliterate all historically derived differences between the Serbs,
Croats, and Slovenes by means of a strictly centralized state, the majority of Serbian
political parties used centralism to further Serbian predominance.”12 The adoption of the
centralist Vidovdan Constitution in 1921 signaled a victory for the latter, as it was largely
based on the old Serbian Constitution and effectively reinforced Serb primacy.13
Meanwhile, corollary models for cultural unification could be reduced to three options: the
selection of an existing culture to serve as the standard, the creation of a new culture out of
the existing ‘tribal’ cultures (which would include Serbian, Croatian, Slovene and possibly
Bosnian Muslim), and the abandonment of the existing ‘tribal’ identities in the interest of
creating an entirely new culture (i.e. a supranational solution).14
By his own account, Radica came from a family of rebels [puntari]. His father was
an artisan and a longtime disciple of Ante Trumbić’s politics of south Slav union.15 Croat
politician and journalist Frano Supilo and Trumbić had joined forces to found the Yugoslav
Committee, which petitioned the Allies for the establishment of a South Slavic state once
the war had begun. “From the earliest days,” Radica reflected, “the Slavic [slavjanski] spirit
had taken hold within the home, followed by Starčević and Party of Right-Trumbić,
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Croatian and anti-autonomist, until at the start of the century the Serbian flags appeared
with some stray Montenegrin and Bulgarian national caps [šajkačima].”16 His father’s panSlavism provided an odd anchor to his youth. News of Leo Tolstoy’s sudden death evinced
solemn respect in his non-literary father, who was compelled to erect a makeshift shrine to
the late writer, whom he touted as a Slavic hero.17 Even so, Radica far surpassed his family
in his professional undertakings and subsequent successes, and would move past their
circumscribed pan-Slavism to embrace an even larger dream of transnational unity. A wellrounded education would prime him for the role of a cultural intermediary or mediator in
a zone of vastly distinct loyalties and attachments.
While Zagreb, Belgrade and Ljubljana functioned as centers of Croatian, Serbian
and Slovenian literary life and intercultural exchange, Split beckoned a small, yet cohesive
group of intellectuals. Radica attended lessons on classical civilizations, learned ancient
Greek and Latin, and in the evenings, would join his friends at the local theater where they
saw plays by Henrik Ibsen, August Strindberg, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Tolstoy and countless
other French, English, Czech, Italian and Polish playwrights.18 Radica soon grew
accustomed to the politicization of ideas and engaged in squabbles with his peers. Among
his schoolmates, there were those who identified as “naturalists”—they were known to read
Nature and openly subscribed to Darwin’s theories of evolution. Their opponents, who
Radica called “spiritualists,” believed in immaterial interpretations of the origins and
mission of man. While Radica had accepted evolution on scientific terms, he did so without
relinquishing his belief in God.19 By the time he had graduated, members of the older
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generation who had come of age under the Austro-Hungarian Empire—avant-garde poets
Tin Ujević (1891-1955) and Vladimir Čerina (1891-1932), and the expressionist novelist
Ulderiko Donadini (1894-1923), author of the 1919 psychological drama Sablasti
(Ghosts)—had arrived in Split; he and several of his peers gathered around them as eager
admirers, anxious to absorb whatever slivers of knowledge they could from the masters of
Croatian letters.
Radica gained access to contemporary Italian literature through a relative, who was
a friend of Čerina. He devoured the works of Giovanni Papini and Ardengo Soffici, both
of whom had contributed to Giuseppe Prezzolini’s radical literary journal La Voce (19081916), and Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, founder of the Italian futurist movement. Radica
was so taken with Papini’s treatment of Catholicism that he was compelled to translate
selections of his wildly popular Storia di Cristo (Life of Christ)—in fact, the most widely
read book on religion in interwar Italy—originally published in 1921, into Croatian, which
appeared in various newspapers in Split. He was so beside himself with joy when he
received a personal handwritten thank-you from Papini in acknowledgement of his
translations that he showed it off to his school friends. Papini’s Storia di Cristo was written
in the aftermath of his conversion to Catholicism. A deeply Nietzschean thinker, Papini
“believed that a vital culture required a strong religious dimension” and sought the revival
of Latin civilization, “rooted in early Mediterranean Christendom.”20 Years later, Papini
would provide financial support for Radica’s studies in Florence.21 By the 1930s, however,
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he would join the fascist camp of cultural purveyors in Italy. A precocious young observer,
in those years Radica had begun writing for various news outlets in Split and Zagreb, the
main questions he wrangled with being “where is the world headed, and which path is my
generation taking?”22 This was a preoccupation of his generation, in an era when historians
increasingly looked to the decline of the Roman Empire for clues on where the crisis of
civilization and the world’s war-weariness would ultimately lead.
Radica initially decided to go to college in Ljubljana. He had begun learning
Slovenian at a young age, and long imagined it to be the “most civilized” part of the
country.23 It was there that his political sensibilities began to take shape, as he encountered
figures of the Catholic movement at the university and through them gained a deeper
understanding of Slovenian clericalism, which he would soon come to disapprove of, citing
its ‘narrowness and divisive nature.’24 Despite his Catholic upbringing, he proceeded to
distance himself from it altogether. As a sort of substitute for his disillusionment, a love
for Russia was rekindled in him when he read France Stelè and Franc Terseglav’s then
widely known book Holy Russia (1920), written by a pair of Slovenian intellectuals who
had returned from a Russian excursion convinced that the Bolshevik Revolution could
never exorcize religion from the hearts of Russia’s countrymen. A year into his studies in
Slovenia, he realized it was not for him and decided to continue his education in Italy. It
may have seemed a natural choice given the country’s overwhelming influence over
Dalmatian and Croatian intellectual life.
Florence to Rome: Radica’s Integration into Italian Intellectual Life
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Italian turned out to be a convenient conduit to major European national literatures
and schools of thought. He read French and German classics in Italian translation, along
with the mainstays of Western philosophy, Goethe, Immanuel Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer,
Renan, Saint-Simon and Auguste Comte. Radica first visited Italy in his youth immediately
following the Great War when he and one of his siblings fell ill and were sent there to
receive treatment. The beauty of the cities and the revolutionary fervor coursing through
them left a lasting impression on him. Radica settled in Florence, where the intellectual
climate was tense and already showing signs of fraying. The Italian historians Guglielmo
Ferrero and Gaetano Salvemini stood with the opposition, and continued to reject nationalfascist claims over Dalmatia and Istria, pointing out the existence of an overwhelming
Croat and Slovene majority in those areas.25 Supilo, organizer of the Yugoslav Committee,
which was established to lobby for the creation of a Yugoslav state, had been the one to
convince Ferrero that the Austro-Hungarian Empire should be toppled to make room for a
South Slavic state.26 The Ferreros soon became persona non-grata in Italy as outspoken
critics of fascist politics and on account of their blatant disapproval of Italian irredentism
pushing forth into the Balkans.
On June 16, 1925, Radica paid Ferrero a visit to his countryside home, the Villa
Ulivello, tucked in the rolling hills of Tuscany’s Chianti valley. He had gone to say
goodbye to his newfound mentor and friend, who, having publicly condemned the fascists
three years after the March on Rome, had come under increasing state pressure to leave the
country. Radica entered to find Ferrero preoccupied in his study, his wife, Gina Lombroso,
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daughter of Cesare Lombroso, the famed father of modern criminology (associated with
Italian positivism and biological determinism), and the children, Leo and Nina, gathered
around their guest, the realist poet Piero Jahier. Ferrero introduced Radica to the others—
“il giovane jugoslavo!”—to which the latter clapped back, “uno Croato!” Unruffled and
eager to hear about political developments unfolding at home, Ferrero fired off questions.
Radica recounted all that he could, about Pašić’s centralist policies, which served a vision
of Great Serbia with its power issuing from Belgrade, the stories of corruption and the like.
From there, the conversation meandered to Radić’s peasant-democratic movement.
Sensing Ferrero’s reservations about Radić’s federalist stance, Radica came to his defense
with the explanation that most Croats were, indeed, satisfied with his demands. At the time,
Croatian-Serbian rivalry dominated Yugoslav politics. That same year Radić would agree
to cooperate with the regime and become minister of education (until 1927).
Ferrero placed his faith in Trumbić and wondered aloud whether a new coalition
could be built among the former, Radić, Ljubomir Davidović, leader of the moderate
Democratic Party, and Korošec, head of the Slovenian clericals. When Radica began to
speak of the opportunities for a Balkan-Belgrade administration, Ferrero could not mask
his surprise and went on to add that Italy was evidently not the only place where one could
encounter nostalgia for the Austro-Hungarian Empire. When Radica confirmed as much,
Ferrero went on to tell him about the people from the previously Austrian-ruled areas that
the Italians had since occupied; when they became drunk, they were rumored to cry out, as
if in a delirium, “Franz Joseph…why did you have to kill him…?”27 In that moment, Radica
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was seized with a sudden epiphany: Guglielmo’s passages on “the change of rulers” and
“people of the last century” took on a new clarity in his mind.28
While in Italy, Radica quickly ingratiated himself with the intellectual elite.
Salvemini, an acclaimed historian and adherent of the Italian Socialist Party, approached
him to propose that he introduce his new book to readers back at home. Radica translated
the introduction to Salvemini’s From the London Pact to the Peace of Rome (1925), which
analyzed Italian foreign policy during the war and the subsequent peace conferences, an
abbreviated version of which was published in Zagreb’s Nova Evropa. In 1918, Salvemini
and jurist Dionisio Anzilotti pooled their efforts with Trumbić and Serbian geographer
Jovan Cvijić to publish the book Italy and Yugoslavia in Florence, which urged Italian and
Yugoslav cooperation against Austria.29 All of this advocacy on behalf of Slavic peoples,
however, garnered backlash within Italian society. Ferrero’s children, Leo and Nina, were
taunted by their classmates at school, who called them “Slavi-Schiavi” and likewise
Salvemini by his students, who would refer to him by the name “Slavemini” for his political
sympathies in support of the south Slavs. As the fascist terror grew, Ferrero and his family
were placed under house arrest and eventually fled the country. At that point, Radica then
moved to Rome, where his social circle widened to an even greater degree, and his financial
situation improved when Zagreb’s daily Obzor (Horizon) named him as its Rome
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correspondent.30 There he met Benedetto Croce, Adriano Tilgher, Luigi Pirandello and
Filippo Marinetti.31 Radica ultimately internalized much of Croce’s philosophy, namely
his aesthetic neo-idealism, which staged an opposition to positivism, empiricism and
historical materialism. Croce introduced his own “philosophy of the spirit,” an absolute
historicism that revised and built on Hegel’s original formulation. Radica followed Croce’s
critiques of historical materialism and proceeded to translate much of Croce’s Elementi di
politica (Elements of Politics), published in 1925, for readers of Nova Evropa.32 The turn
of the twentieth century brought a revival of German idealism to Italy, particularly in its
Hegelian and Fichtian strains.33 Croce, along with his friend Giovanni Gentile, worked to
reverse the prevalent adherence to positivist philosophy in Italy. In 1903, they founded La
Critica and parted ways in the early 1920s to propose radically distinct ways of reforming
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and applying idealism, the former to defend the liberal principle of freedom and the latter
to become the official philosopher of Italian fascism.34
Ferrero’s book L’Europa giovane (Young Europe), published in 1897, which he
dedicated to his father-in-law, Lombroso, and harkened to Mazzini’s “Young Europe”
movement, explored the weakness of the Latins with reference to the Europeans of the
northern regions. The book inverted a conceptual division of Europe inherited from the
Renaissance which operated on a north-south axis, wherein the Italian city states were the
incubators of artistic excellence and financial prowess to a lagging north. By the time of
the Enlightenment, northern city-centers became dominant.35 After he published his series
of lectures on disarmament, Militarismo, the same year, he was invited to join Milan’s
radical newspaper, the Secolo, as an editor.36 As a young man, he co-authored The
Delinquent Woman (1893) with Lombroso, a work of criminal anthropology, which made
the troubling assertion that female criminality had a biological basis.
Ferrero had been Radica’s mentor while he was studying history (as well as the
history of art) in Florence (the two had first met in 1924), and served as his way into the
world of the bourgeois liberal Italian intelligentsia. Ferrero had been an avid traveler and
observer, who had already accrued contacts outside his home country, which would later
prove exceedingly useful to Radica. In 1893, he established contacts within the British
labor movement on a visit to England, a year later was sentenced to two months of house
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arrest for his involvement in socialist organizations, and from there traveled to Berlin and
Moscow, where he met Leo Tolstoy.37 Ferrero had revealed himself to be a historian who
believed that the fundamental driving force of history was “psychologic, and not
economic.”38 He became fascinated with the Roman Empire’s ability to reconcile the West
and the East—“the Occident and the Orient—a problem that Rome succeeded in solving
as no European civilisation [had] since been able to do, making the countries of the
Mediterranean Basin share a common life, in peace.”39 At the turn of the twentieth century,
a conflict ensued among Italian intellectuals who clung to nineteenth-century positivism
and those who increasingly veered toward neo-Hegelian idealism.40 By all accounts,
Ferrero belonged to the positivist camp of historians, and much of his work provided laws
and schemas for understanding history’s grand processes.
Paris: From Henri Bergson to Paul Valéry
After completing his university studies in history in Slovenia, Florence and Rome
in 1927, Radica set off for Paris. It is not clear whether Radica took a degree in 1928, or
whether he decided to terminate his studies; nonetheless, Radica set his sights on Paris
where he would take a position as a journalist and correspondent to a Croatian newspaper.
While rationalism and positivism were in decline, modernists and intellectuals increasingly
experimented with Nietzsche’s theories of the irrational. The ideas of philosopher Henri
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Bergson’s élan vital permeated intellectual life. As Peter Bien rightly claims, Bergson’s
theories descended from idealist modes of thought:
[He] comes out of one of the central streams of European philosophy—not the
Cartesian to be sure, but the Hegelian (the treatment of history as evolving psychic
awareness), Kantian (the limitations placed on reason’s powers), Schopenhauerian
and Nietzschian (will as the prime impetus behind evolution).41
As will become clear, the time Radica spent in Paris was invaluable and formative to his
beliefs, and Bergson’s work became a central influence there. As in Florence, Leo Ferrero,
Guglielmo Ferrero’s son and Radica’s good friend, granted the latter access to the world
of the French literary elite. There he perfected his French and became intimately acquainted
with Paris’ greatest thinkers. It is also where he first met Paul Valéry, another intellectual
hero of his. During those early months in Paris, Radica became acutely self-aware and grew
conscious of the significance of his peripatetic movement and variable position in the
world. Considering Leo Ferrero and his work on Leonardo da Vinci on the one hand, and
Croat writer Miroslav Krleža on the other, he began to draw a contrast between them.42 It
was then that Radica began to develop the idea of Europe in agony—the sense that its
fundamental values were being renegotiated—and to consider it through the prism of
several major players and essentialist roles, the French, the German, the Russian, the West,
etc.
As someone with a Catholic upbringing, Radica was also quite receptive to French
personalism, having met philosopher Jacques Maritain while in Paris. The French Catholic
philosopher Emmanuel Mounier would begin publishing the anti-materialist journal
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l’Esprit, which proclaimed the ‘primacy of the spiritual’ in October 1932. Swiss writer and
cultural theorist Denis de Rougemont and Russian philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev (both of
whom Radica interviewed for his book, Agony of Europe, along with Maritain), contributed
to the journal. Another organ of personalist philosophy, l’Ordre nouveau, founded in 1933,
declared in its manifesto “‘the spiritual first, and then the economic and political at its
service.’”43 Radica’s interest in this movement stemmed from a commitment to Maritain’s
integral humanism, opposition to totalitarianism, interest in a middle-way politics, and its
associations with European federalism. Contributors to l’Ordre nouveau considered
federalism “not simply a form of political organisation […], but a new humanism.”44
Athens: Forays into Cultural Diplomacy
A precocious journalist who had accrued contacts in all corners of Europe, Radica
elaborated on the need for serious soul-searching to overcome the impending threat of
spiritual isolation in a shrinking and ever more fragmented world. In the wake of the
economic depression, tightening national borders, and bitter political clashes, cultural
debates, by contrast, flourished with greater intensity. This reorientation toward cultural
exchange was clearly evidenced in the mushrooming of journals of cultural and literary
criticism. By the 1930s, as Katerina Clark points out, culture would become an arena for
competing states to stake their claim to leadership of the continent.45 The interwar period
was marked by a ripened cultural internationalism, which had far surpassed the economic
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internationalism of the pre-war era.46 Akira Iriye has noted that the cultural internationalists
believed that the novelty of their movement for peace lay in “the stress on cultural,
intellectual, and psychological underpinnings of the international order.”47
Radica had already been living in Paris for several months, working as a foreign
correspondent to the Zagreb-based liberal daily newspaper Obzor (Horizon),48 when he
was offered the post of Athens correspondent to the Yugoslav news agency “Avala.” The
move came at an opportune time for him as King Aleksandar was looking to gain a
semblance of legitimacy on the world stage in the wake of his proclamation of dictatorship.
As he sought to bolster his position as a power player in the region, Aleksandar worked to
improve diplomatic relations with his southern neighbors. By then, things had already
come to a head. Political conflict worsened after the assassination of Croat ministers on the
floor of the Parliament and on January 6th, 1929, King Aleksandar summarily declared the
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes a dictatorship in an alleged attempt to force
stability in the ensuing turmoil and to preserve Yugoslav national unity through the state’s
now officially sanctioned ideology of integral Yugoslavism.49 As Dusan Necak explains,
this was an attempt to “[reduce] the national question to a cultural question” and “to
depoliticize the national question by replacing the recognition of complete national
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sovereignty by a unitary ‘Yugoslavness’.”50 The king proceeded to rename the country
“Yugoslavia” and replaced the thirty-three existing administrative districts with nine
banovinas, which were named after major rivers and were meant to rid them of ethnic
associations. King Aleksandar harbored hopes of strengthening his diplomatic ties with
France, which had been established in the formation of the Little Entente in 1921, and thus
to counteract Italy’s growing influence in Albania (in 1925, Rome had even provided
financial assistance to establish the National Bank of Albania). At the same time, he was
no less suspicious of the Italy’s ambitions for the Dalmatian coast. The pattern of
improving diplomatic relations in the region continued as Greece and Yugoslavia
concluded a Pact of Friendship on March 27, 1929.
Some of this work of cultural diplomacy conceivably rested on Radica’s shoulders.
Overcome with worry in the aftermath of the proclamation of dictatorship, he made a brief
trip to Belgrade on his way to Athens. There he met with Božidar Vlajić, a former
parliamentary deputy, and Ljubomir Davidović, leader of the Democratic Party, in whose
company he was made more aware of the general retreat from politics into the space of
culture, as both were convinced that the dictatorship would be incapable of solving the
national question, let alone any other issue facing the country.51 Alexander’s dictatorship
had put an end to parliamentary politics and prompted a widespread retreat from politics
among public intellectuals.52 On November 26, 1929, newly settled in Athens, Radica
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received a letter from historian Kerubin Šegvić, whose despondence was palpable: “As you
may be able to tell, I have nothing to report, nothing that would interest you while abroad.
I hear that Književnik and Savremenik will soon stop publishing, so it seems that for writers
one whole field of work is falling away, or narrowing…”53 Undeterred by the apparent
setbacks, Radica and his small cohort continued their efforts at cultural diplomacy within
and beyond the country’s borders. Radica was a remarkable publicist who coordinated his
efforts across multiple publishing outlets and social networks, which extended beyond the
Balkans, although for the most part remained within the confines of the Mediterranean
region. That year he published in Split’s Korablja (The Ark) the first of many meditations
on Western literature and culture, which segued into a more narrow summary of
contemporary Yugoslav works: “Nostalgije za redom” (Nostalgia for Order) introduced
the idea of a ubiquitous return to order and a persistent fear of chaos and fragmentariness.54
For the West, Latin civilization (Latinstvo) had provided the “form,” which marked an
underlying Platonist philosophy:
Paris is the perfect ‘milieu’ for the rise of Latin forms, where everything bears upon
the sense of order, in the sense of certain dictates and forms. What is more is that
the Parisian ‘milieu’ is careful not to build dogmas out of that order, which would
transfer to the academy. In the order of the Parisian environment there is an exterior
and superficial disorder, which is somewhat accentuated in an Alexandrian and
Romanic fashion, but only out of a scorn for pedantry and from love for verve, life
and the impulsive spirit.55
Radica implied that Yugoslav writers, academics, poets and artists aspired toward a similar
sort of synthesis: Miroslav Krleža (1893-1981), Croatian expressionist poet Antun Branko
Šimić (1898-1925), the Croatian painters Jerolim Miše (1890-1970) and Vladimir Becić
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(1886-1954), Serbian poet and writer Miloš Crnjanski (1893-1977)—best-known for his
novel Seobe (Migrations), published in 1929—eminent Serbian historian Slobodan
Jovanović (1869-1958) and Serbian diplomat-littérateur Milan Rakić (1876-1938).
Having just turned twenty-five, Radica had been named press attaché to the
Yugoslav legation in Athens. As such, he wasted no time and quickly began establishing
his presence in local intellectual circles. Scornful of the classic model of the diplomat who
moved in small elite circles, attended cocktail parties and remained at a safe distance from
quotidian life, even reading the local news in translation, Radica instead aspired to live
among the locals, to become one of them.56 Despite having learned ancient Greek and Latin
in grade school and attending the classics gymnasium, he relied on his knowledge of French
to communicate with his interlocutors there, all the while continuing to improve his
knowledge of modern Greek. Conscious of his role as a cultural diplomat, he considered
himself an intermediary between Greece and Yugoslavia, as well as a go-between for the
wider Balkan region, and he was most adept at it. As a journalist, he was skilled at
synthesizing and interpreting ideas, and continued developing these strengths through his
translation work. His translations of the work of Constantine Cavafy, Kostis Palamas,
Sotiris Skipis, Spyros Melas (1883-1966), Kostas Ouranis and other Greek writers
appeared in Nova Evropa (New Europe) and Srpski književni glasnik (The Serbian Literary
Herald).57 Radica’s work on “Balkan horizons” appeared in the local press in Ελεύθερον
Βήμα (Free Tribune) and another on Balkan music, art and letters in Πειθαρχία (Discipline).
His credentials were confirmed by many of his contemporaries, and Ouranis, who would
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become a close friend of his, and described Radica as a philhellene of the tallest order:
“[R]adica does not speak to the Greeks as a Yugoslav, but as a man in the Goethean
sense.”58
For much of the reformist and progressive intelligentsia, the interwar decades were
critical for experimenting with alternative socio-political frameworks, redirecting the
course of national mandates to reflect dramatic shifts in the geopolitical landscape, and
most importantly, for trying on collaborative solutions. Some national spokesmen saw the
crisis as a clear opportunity for a new course, namely for improvements in diplomatic
relations. Rapid and wide-scale industrialization, the rise of the masses, the First World
War and the consequent disintegration of massive imperial structures tested the viability of
interwar governments and upset social conservatives who saw their positions threatened
by the widening of franchise. Liberal democracy was thought to have failed. Some of the
most widely read theorists of the time grew cautious and critical of modernity and its effect
on societies and social mores; they were known as the anti-modernists.
The Anti-Modernists
German historian and right-wing thinker Oswald Spengler popularized the notion
of a Western civilizational crisis, while British historian Arnold Toynbee called attention
to the “dwarfing of Europe,” the idea that European influence was rapidly diminishing in
the wake of globalization.59 Both produced histories that mapped the evolution of mankind
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through the cyclical rise and fall of civilizations. Spengler became known for his
biologically determinist view of civilizations, which built on the long-standing debate over
German kultur and French civilisation, the former being understood as the quality that
nations ought to seek, whereas the latter correlated with decadence. Spengler is widely
known and remembered as an inherently pessimistic thinker who believed that elites were
the vanguard of historical change.60
Spengler’s book, The Decline of the West (1918), went through several editions and
was later translated into Serbo-Croatian by Serbian philosopher and expressionist Vladimir
Vujić (1886-1951), whose translations of the two-volume work came out several years
later, in 1936 and 1937.61 The preface of the translation offered a glowing portrait of the
author and dwelled on Spengler’s theory of individual cultures. Vujić was keen to signal
the similarities between Spengler and Bergson, both of whom he saw as diametrically
opposed to Kantian thought. Summing up Spengler’s theory and the life cycle of an
individual culture, Vujić wrote:
[C]ulture, as an organic higher unity, is a spiritual organism, and not a mechanical
aggregate. […] The life of culture is reflected in that primacy of spiritual creations:
it gives birth to them, creates them, brings them to life, and they, with it, live, are
extinguished, and then disappear. Every culture is, therefore, a great-soulfulness
[pra-duševnost], a ‘soul’ in its essence.62
For Vujić, the import of the book lay in the questions it offered local cultural debates, such
as where Yugoslavs stood with reference to this schema, whether they would follow
Europe into the abyss of decline, or might find refuge with an intellectual alignment with

60

Walter Struve, Elites Against Democracy: Leadership Ideals in Bourgeois Political Thought in Germany,
1890-1933 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), 251-252. Spengler became an apologist of German
expansionism and hegemony.
61
Osvald Špengler, Propast Zapada, trans. Vladimir Vujić (Beograd: Geca Kon, 1936 i 1937). He has also
been called a neo-humanist, having published Novi Humanizam (New Humanism) in 1923.
62
Špengler, Propast Zapada, trans. Vladimir Vujić (Beograd: Geca Kon, 1936 i 1937), 11.

134

the East.63 In the early 1930s, he too would join Radica in recognizing the importance of
creating a third cultural-intellectual space, the Balkan, which was understood to offer a
way out of this persistent and reductive binary. As will be demonstrated later, much of the
debate about Balkan spiritual unity worked within the terms of this analysis, or otherwise
was transposed onto it, without however, taking on its political associations with openly
nationalist and exclusionary politics.
Paul Valéry and the “European Spirit”
French writer Valéry would become a very important interlocutor for Radica
throughout the course of the 1930s. In fact, Radica had conducted several interviews with
him while he was in Paris for his book on Europe’s future. Valéry’s most well-known essay
“La crise de l’esprit” originally appeared in London’s The Athenaeum in 1919, and began
with a somber acknowledgement of the destructive power of the First World War not only
in the physical world, but in the immaterial. His epiphany was encapsulated in the
following statement: “We later civilizations…we too now know that we are mortal.”64
From there, he launched into a meditation over the crisis afflicting Europe, considering its
unique circumstances and features, from economic plight to its moral decrepitude. Above
all, however, he was certain that a crisis of the mind—alternately translated and referenced
as a crisis of the spirit—festered beneath the surface, and became the first public voice to
identify a crisis of European civilization.65 It was an idea that would gain much traction in
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the years to come, not least from Balkan intellectuals, who sensed the shift and responded
with their own antidotes.66 No longer was there a clear set of commonly held values for
society to latch onto; rather, modernity had ushered in a world where logic, linearity and
structure were doubted and questioned. For Valéry and others, the crisis had to do with
Europe’s place in the world and with the dislocation of its foundational myths. For Balkan
intellectuals, on the other hand, the situation opened up discussions of where the Balkans
fit into this world, as part of Europe, or decidedly separate from it. There was a discrepancy
between what was construed as reality, which pertained to the plain facts of geography,
and the idea of space, and thus Valéry posed the question: “Will Europe become what it is
in reality—that is, a little promontory on the continent of Asia? Or will it remain what it
seems—that is, the elect portion of the terrestrial globe, the pearl of the sphere, the brain
of the vast body?”67 This loss of global supremacy brought about a new age in geopolitics.
Valéry’s conception of the European psyche was discernible in “an ardent and disinterested
curiosity, a happy mixture of imagination and rigorous logic, a certain unpessimistic
skepticism, [and] an unresigned mysticism.”68 He offered Greece, which had given the
world geometry, as an example of that spirit. All of this shed light on the conception of
Valéry and other European men of letters who saw Europe as constituted on the basis of
culture as opposed to geographically or politically.69 Around the same time, Romain
Rolland joined this discussion. In March 1918, he had published his manifesto “Pour
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l’Internationale de l’esprit” in L’humanité. In January 1919, the French anti-war novelist
Henri Barbusse followed with an appeal for the establishment of an “International of
Thought” in Le Populaire de Paris. By the end of the month, Rolland issued yet another
short manifesto, “Déclaration d’indépendance de l’esprit,” in L’humanité, which was
signed by Croce, Einstein, Zweig, and others.70
Others echoed general concern for the chaos they saw, believing that postwar
Europe lacked stable institutions, not to mention that it was marked by ideological
ambiguity and erraticism. Nonetheless, they seized on the bourgeoning internationalist
discourse to stake a claim to what they considered to be an embryonic new world order and
a New Europe, no longer to be defined on the basis of a collectively shared Greco-Roman
or Christian legacy. Radica was on his way to becoming an important spokesman of selfreflexive critique, a voice who weighed in on Europe’s decline, and who possessed a young
person’s boisterous optimism about the future of his country. This debate had
reverberations in the Balkan context, which will be discussed in the next section, where I
will present Radica’s efforts to overcome national divisions in the region.
Laying the Groundwork for ‘Les Balkans’
In 1930, Radica began to promote Balkan unity in Obzor (Horizon), which
represented the interests of the Croatian liberal intelligentsia, introducing readers to the
Greek agronomist and politician Chrysos Evelpidi, whose book based on his doctoral
dissertation, Les états balkaniques (The Balkan States), had just been published in Paris.71
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The book argued that despite their differences, these states held a lot in common, including
race, a common culture inherited from Byzantium, and the same level of civilization and
economic development (agrarian people who have hardly entered into a period of
industrialization). At the same time, Radica was busy preparing the inaugural issue of Les
Balkans with Lefkoparidis, where he assured readers that the Yugoslav press and
intelligentsia were keenly receptive to the pan-Balkan project, providing Nova Evropa as
an example.72 Meanwhile, Srpski književni glasnik also published an exposé on the work
of the Balkan conferences.73
In 1930, Radica joined Xenofon Lefkoparidis (1898-1972) to found a journal that
would reinforce the grueling political work of interstate negotiations at the Balkan
conferences (1930-34), which culminated in the Balkan Entente. They called it ‘Les
Balkans,’ which signaled an enduring bias towards French literary and cultural influence
in the region and among its contributors, many of whom were educated in French
institutions or otherwise had spent some time in the country. Prior to establishing the
monthly journal, Lefkoparidis had spent several years as a representative of the mixed
commission that facilitated the Greco-Turkish population exchange. An Asia Minor Greek
from Istanbul, he received an education in law at the University of Athens and went on to
participate as an active member of the liberal Greek elite in his capacity as founder of the
publishing house “Flamma” (1930-1940), journal editor, translator and author of numerous
books—Ο Γιασουμής (Yasoumis), a collection of short stories published in 1920; Νιάτα
(Youth) in 1921; Ορίζοντες (Horizons) in 1929—and anthologies on an array of topics
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ranging from modern Greek poetry and aesthetics74 (together with Kleon Paraschos), to the
personal correspondence of Penelope Delta, famed author of children’s literature, and army
general-cum-politician Panagiotis Danglis. As a scholar of Marcel Proust and someone
well acquainted with French literature and philosophy, Lefkoparidis was first and foremost
a man of letters, and as such, it may come as no surprise that he also had a hand in founding
the Greek chapter of the international P.E.N. organization, in concert with the Greek writer
Giorgos Theotokas. Oddly enough, despite his wide-ranging professional endeavors and
broad social network, Lefkoparidis remains an obscure figure to Greek and Anglophone
scholarship even to this day, the only documentary traces of whom are archived in the
Center for Asia Minor Studies in Athens and correspond to a later stage of his professional
career. Few published works make passing mention of him. Even so, his work on Les
Balkans was arguably among his greatest achievements. It is important to note, however,
that within the Greek literary context, Lefkoparidis constituted a ‘dissenting voice’ of the
intellectual establishment.75 He also founded the Greco-Turkish Trade Organization and
Ελληνοτουρκική Επιθεώρησις (Greco-Turkish Review), a journal that published from
1939-1941.
The first issue of Les Balkans introduced the journal’s ambitions to rally for a
Balkan union and chronicled the proceedings of the first Balkan conference. Later issues

74

Κλ. Παράσχου και Ξ. Λευκοπαρίδη, Εκλογή από τα ωραιότερα ελληνικά λυρικά ποιήματα (Αθήνα:
Φλάμμα, 1931). Gregory Jusdanis cites this anthology as one of the first to suppress politics in the interest
of aesthetics, a practice associated with the Thirties Generation. See Gregory Jusdanis, Belated Modernity
and Aesthetic Culture: Inventing National Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 8283. In 1919, Lefkoparidis adapted D’Annunzio’s novel Giovanni Episcopo, published in 1891, to the stage in
a performance in Athens. Ξ. Λευκοπαρίδη και τον Ν. Παρασκευά, Gabriele D’ Annunzio, Επίσκοπο και Σία
(Ολύμπια: Εταιρεία Ελληνικού Θεάτρου, 16/9/1919). Lefkoparidis’ publishing house published works on
various topics, including a bibliography of Bulgarian works in 1937. See Jean G. Kersopouloff, Bulgarie:
ouvrages et articles de revues parus de 1613 à 1937 (Athènes: Flamma, 1937).
75
Vassilis Lambropoulos, Literature as National Institution (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 62.

139

would follow suit in providing space for experts in different fields (including economists,
professors, writers, diplomats and politicians) to weigh in on contemporary issues. A
section on the economy included import-export statistical charts and demonstrated that
each country stood to reap significant material gain from a federation. The brokering of
new economic agreements would help to close the gaps between neighboring states and
thus aid in bringing about a political rapprochement. To its credit, by publishing
exclusively in French throughout its ten-year span, the journal effectively eliminated the
daunting language barrier and thus facilitated a region-wide conversation, albeit among a
narrow, highly educated elite. It also, however, ensured that the dialogues that took place
at the conferences would not end there but could continue indefinitely, and without the
need for cumbersome long-term planning and coordination among state representatives. In
their outline of the journal’s aims, the editors noted that Balkan union was not just a
beautiful utopia or a reaction to the horrors of consecutive wars; rather, they believed that
it constituted “a positive reality, arising from the history of Balkan peoples, supported by
their social and psychic composition and imposed by their economic interests.”76 Being
that it was largely funded by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, the journal
had a section built into each issue that dealt exclusively with the work and development of
international organizations. Aside from its interest in internationalism, each issue of the
journal devoted sections to all aspects of union: politics, economics, social life, arts and
literature, women’s issues, and communications and infrastructure.
The third issue featured a contribution by Angelos Sikelianos, who was rather keen
on supporting his friend Papanastassiou’s new initiative, which bore many similarities to
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his own Delphic idea. In an appeal to Balkan and Turkish intellectuals, he transposed his
Delphic idea onto the Balkans through the prism of the universal history of mankind, or
otherwise continued to equate the former with the idea of Balkan unity.77 Sikelianos’
theories were built on a Nietzschean schema, which united Apollo and Dionysus, the logos
and mania—or rationality and creative impulse—which were localized at the site of
Delphi.78 It was an attempt to manifest Nietzsche’s pursuit of a modern secular religion.
The Delphic festivals drew intellectuals from all over Europe. For instance, at the first
festival, Radica met Thomas Mann, whom he would interview and feature in his book
Agonija Evrope (Agony of Europe).79 Sikelianos’ initiative garnered wide interest outside
Greece. In 1933, the journal L’Esprit français (The French Spirit) recounted the latest
developments in Sikelianos’ Delphic project, foregrounding its emphasis on art over
politics: “And if politics seem to have failed in the superhuman task of reestablishing amity
among nations, will art fare better?”80 By 1934, Sikelianos would secure government
funding to establish a Delphic intellectual center. The Parisian weekly, La tribune des
nations, gave Sikelianos a platform to voice and broadcast his idea, which he had been
developing over the course of twelve years, and amounted to the revivification of Greece’s
most refined traits in the interest of the attainment of a universal ideal.81
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Balkan Literature(s)
In April 1931, Les Balkans published Radica’s piece titled “Towards a Balkan
Literature,” which doubled as an unflinching defense of the Serbian poet, journalist and
novelist Rade Drainac (1899-1943),82 whom Radica praised as one of the most essentially
“Balkan” of Yugoslav writers. Drainac was the founder of a short-lived avant-garde
movement called “Hypnsim,” which he introduced through Hypnos, an internationallyoriented journal that pledged to produce “intuitive art.” The Yugoslav avant-garde drew
from

several

European

aesthetic

currents

including

expressionism,

Dadaism,

constructivism, futurism and surrealism in order to establish its own homegrown and
indigenous art movements. The hypnist manifesto called for a Balkan spiritual renewal and
sought to move past traditional aesthetic anchors and influences of Catholicism, Rome and
Paris. As he stated, “it is time for the Balkans to have a spiritual awakening [da se zapali
duhovno].”83 In his essay, Radica made reference to a controversy that had begun as the
result of a recent letter Drainac had submitted to the prominent Bulgarian literary weekly
Literaturen glas (Literary Voice), which was subsequently reprinted in Belgrade’s daily
Pravda (Justice).84 In it, he had mounted a discussion of the question of the literary
independence of the Balkan peoples. He criticized the vast majority of writers who adopted
a slavish conformity to Western literature. Even those who sought to produce literature
more representative of its provenance did so without any attempt at interpreting the
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psychology of the people [narod].85 Disappointed by the Bulgarian response, which
considered Drainac’s work to be just another example of Yugoslav propaganda with an
ulterior political motive—namely absorbing Bulgaria into Yugoslavia—Radica issued a
rejoinder:
There is a certain way of perceiving life and forming judgments, which does not
belong to anyone but us, Balkan peoples, and which contrasts itself to Western
thought. I only speak from the spiritual point of view, far from any material or
political consideration. We must not confuse the idea of civilization with that of
culture. We gladly take advantage of the material resources of European and
American civilization but this does not stop us from discovering the specific
element that subsists in the depths of the soul of the Balkan peoples. This soul
remains unexplored.86
Radica’s discursive efforts often sought to articulate a Balkan mentality, type, way of
thinking and feeling, and of conceiving of the world, invariably following with the
qualification that it operated on a spiritual plane. Radica’s delineation of Balkan literature
was meant to work as an alternative to the efforts of writers and artists to emulate the West.
It had prompted backlash in the Bulgarian press (Echos de Lettres), and at home. In
Belgrade’s Pravda, Drainac issued a response to Radica’s invitation to build a Balkan
literary program. On February 7th, 1931, Drainac defended his use of the term “Balkan
culture,” explaining that it was buttressed by base level similarities in character and
mentality.87 The Slovenian press followed the controversy with interest as well.88 Vujić,
aforementioned as the translator of Spengler’s work, had also submitted a response in
Narodna odbrana (National Defense), where he claimed that Yugoslav literature either
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followed Western dictates, represented by the group of writers and artists in Zagreb, or
maintained an attachment to the Balkans, which was evidenced in the work of those
gathered in Belgrade.89 Along with Vujić, feminist activist and Serbian philosopher Ksenija
Atanasijević (1894-1981),90 who participated in the Balkan conferences, gave her approval
for the project in the pages of Pravda, with a nod to the work of Drainac in the same
newspaper and Dimitrije Živaljević in the journal Život i rad (Life and Work). Having
defined Balkan culture more narrowly as a necessary unity among South Slavs, she, too,
followed Radica’s lead in making the claim that politics had no place in such discussions:
To us it seems absurd to mix politics with the area of spiritual and ethical culture,
where, once and for all, its place should not be. That is why we believe that the
problem coming to a permanent expression we, Balkan Slavs,—until now unknown
in the wider world of the notable, and enviably rich possibilities and untapped
potential,—could not have been presented more eminently or expediently, except
in a full and systematic division from all political dreams and work.91
The sharp distinction between cultural expression and the political world was a salient one
for Drainac as well, who considered his appeal to have been tainted by political
maneuverings.
Opposition to Balkan Moral and Literary Unity
Zagreb’s Savremenik (The Contemporary) rejected the push for Balkan literature
and instead called for full-scale Westernization. Ante Bonifačić (1901-1986), editor of
Savremenik, opened the March-April issue with a short summary of the debate that
unfolded as a result of the publication of his most recent book. In 1929, Bonifačić published
People of the West: Essays on André Gide and Henry de Montherlant, which prompted
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readers to think more about their relationship to culture writ large and to Western culture
through what he described as two of its most representative intellectuals.92 A Francophile
who had completed his doctorate in philosophy in Zagreb with a dissertation on Gustave
Flaubert, Bonifačić seconded N. Vujić’s insistence on the importance of a national mission,
for it was Dostoevsky who said that “not one people [narod] can exist as an ethnic unity if
it does not believe in its mission in the world or does not consider itself as kind of
messenger of God on earth, one who is solely capable of achieving that mission.”93 Coming
from a place that had acceded to Christianity and nationalism, Bonifačić was hard pressed
to identify a single quality or trait that set it apart from the West. As far as he was
concerned, the West’s influence was absolute, which raised the question: “[H]ow do all of
those influences [utjecaji] adapt to our human type[?] What does Christianity mean to us?
God? Homeland?”94
Nonetheless, Bonifačić held that Yugoslav culture had not yet summoned itself to
meet the West’s cultural achievements. Instead, all it had to show for itself was a
burgeoning movement led by Ljubomir Micić and the Zenithists, an avant-garde literary
group, which began to theorize ways of counteracting the rottenness of the West and its
values. He explained his theory in the following statement:
Today the people of the West are individualists, aesthetes who go through life in
search of new sensations. And they are largely individualists who wish to modify
the old world according to their own whims, that which Montherlant calls ‘la
féerie’. That is why companies that exploit millions are established. Technology is
only a weapon of this mentality. Art becomes this way, too. Ethics become solely
a means by which life forms arrange themselves aesthetically. We kill, conquer,
beg aesthetically. Thought works the same way. Benda is worrying himself and
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calling out the clerics in vain. […] Why do our thinkers irritably deny “people of
the West” and claim that we are something else?95
Savremenik expressed zealous opposition to the idea of ‘Balkan culture’ on the grounds
that they, people of the Balkans, lacked a viable component on which to build such a
culture. Claiming economic backwardness and material underdevelopment, evident in the
agrarian crisis and protective tariffs, the author argued that the region could not even wish
to compete with the West. Bonifačić was much less idealistic than Radica and Drainac, and
thus considered culture a matter of quotidian work and potential material gain. Instead, he
argued, Yugoslavs would be better off aiming to perfect their folk culture.96
In October 1931, Radica continued to push forth with his polemics in an essay
whose title, “Od balkanskog osvita do evropskog smiraja” (From Balkan Sunrise to
European Sunset), was a thinly veiled reference to and play on Spengler’s theory of the
rise and fall of civilizations. Tending to regard human history in a series of naturally
occurring non-linear waves and cycles, he had taken on Spengler’s understanding of
civilizations, which supported the notion that kulturs experienced a rise and fall, dependent
on the race and geist or spirit, and that rational society and science portended an imminent
decline.97 There he was sanguine about the likelihood of a Balkan revival in spite of, and
perhaps at the expense of, European decline. As we know, Radica was Spenglerian in his
understanding of a decline in Western thought, but had not accepted Spengler’s belief in
France’s decline vis-à-vis German ascendance, and was not a pessimist or anti-modernist

95

A. Bonifačić, 2. For an analysis of Radica’s reception of Julien Benda’s work, see Branimir Janković, “‘Vi na
Balkanu to sve znate i čitate?!’ Recepcijska čitanja i upotrebe Juliena Bende i Izdaje intelektualaca,” Split i
Vladan Desnica 1918. - 1945.: Umjetničko stvaralaštvo između kulture i politike. Zbornik radova s Desničinih
susreta 2015, eds. Drago Roksandić and Ivana Javorina Cvijović (Zagreb: FF Press, 2016): 245-263.
96
A. Bonifačić, 3.
97
Peter Watson, The Modern Mind: An Intellectual History of the Twentieth Century (New York: Harper
Collins, 2001), 172-173.

146

as the former has often been described. Nor did he subscribe to Spengler’s politics. Rather,
he considered Paris the exemplar of a perfected, well-rounded society, as his friend Leo
Ferrero had first established. Here he referred to the work of Vujić, who had just published
his book Oslobodjena Misao (The Liberation of Thought), which advanced the theory that
Yugoslavism would be consolidated once it had achieved its own united stylistic and
spiritual expression, a certain way of seeing and perceiving the world. The same stood for
Slavdom in general, which carried a vitality that Europe now lacked.
The Balkan Spirit: Forging a Balkan Consciousness
In this section, I shed light on the peculiar psycho-cultural geographies that Radica
and his interlocutors collectively devised in the course of their ongoing exchanges on
creativity and art, the necessity of education reform, and national and world literature. It is
through these essays and conversations that they gradually arrived at more fine-grained
definitions of common terms and concepts of debate, among them liberty, individualism,
humanism, reality, nation and the collective spirit or soul. With time, they ultimately
formulated an economy of language that brought them into a relevant continental discourse,
which ballooned into a discussion on the perils of Western civilization and how to
circumvent them. The language of spirit was extremely common in the interwar period, as
it went hand in hand with the psychologization of the nation.98
The interwar period, the 1930s especially, marked a renaissance in Balkan thinking,
as the regional moniker itself reemerged to describe not a process of political fragmentation
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and dissolution, but an integrative one, a yoking together of disparate states united by
common economic and political interests, which for Radica and his like-minded
colleagues, was thought to originate with a recalibration of mentalities and concepts. This
movement came to life in a series of distinct supranational projects, including the
communist-led initiative for the establishment of a Balkan federation, which was
reanimated in 1920 with the creation of the Balkan Communist Federation; Balkan union,
backed by American and French liberal internationalists with Nicholas Murray Butler,
former president of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace (1925-1945) among
them, which I discuss in Chapter One; and the emergence of the new science of
“Balkanology,” which found an outlet in the Balkan Institute, established by King
Aleksandar in Belgrade in 1934, discussed in Chapter Six.99 For our own purposes,
however, we will focus on the second here, of which Radica was an active proponent and
promoter.
Radica’s landmark essay, “The Tragic Contrasts of the Balkan Spirit,” appeared in
consecutive issues of Les Balkans in early 1933.100 Originally written in French and
published in Athens, the piece opened with the claim that amid the global crisis that had
preoccupied intellectuals in the last decade, the Balkans had not managed to carve out an
unambiguous position for itself in the world of thought and ideas. While Radica framed
this crisis as a spiritual one—the Balkans as a liminal space eternally lodged between a
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disinterested East and an expiring West—he extended it to mean much more. In an era
when modernity had announced itself on multiple levels and in various fora, with
innovations in communication, transportation, technology, literature and even violence and
warfare, Radica was more concerned with the way that the world’s constitutive
geographical units had been redefined and recoded in the immediate postwar period.
Beginning with the Balkan Wars of 1912-13, southeast Europe had passed through several
important stages of transformation, the final disappearance of the Ottoman Empire bringing
this transition full circle. With old alliances and imperial attachments severed, the region
had not only become geopolitically isolated and vulnerable, but remained intellectually
fragmented. Although at the same time, the region was slowly being consolidated as a
spectral reality. Even as middle-way thinkers considered the Ottoman Empire an unwanted
occupier and the root cause of their cultural retardation, they mourned the loss of this
conglomerate aspect of empire’s organizational framework, which had fostered a base level
awareness and understanding among diverse peoples.101 The idea that empires had been
responsible for a synchronization in attitudes and mentalities was quite common in the
postwar years of disillusionment and anxiety about what would come next. For some, it
was the emergence of nation-states and the Great War, thus, that seemed to have brought
about a crisis of the mind and spirit.
Radica went on to assert that there was an urgent need, under such dire
circumstances, for the intelligentsia of each country in the region to band together to forge
a cohesive spiritual community—an imagined commonwealth—out of the scattered and
isolated national groupings that vied for greater power and supremacy. He offered Soviet
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Russia as a counterpoint and an exemplar of successful transition and consummate
“synthesis,” having turned its back on the West to follow its own individual path.
Outwardly seeking to divorce politics and ideology from art, Radica cautioned his readers
from taking his words as a manifesto. Radica had by then outgrown his fascination with
communism, but only subtly took aim at his political opponents. Despite his disdain for
communism, here he praised Russia’s adeptness at finding its place in the literary world,
coming into its own and overcoming the oscillation between East and West. Russian
“individualism” had achieved its own sublime synthesis because it had abandoned the West
and focused on retrieving and recovering “Asiatic and Mongolian realities” and in so doing,
had consolidated its position as “the second pole of the European world, anti-Europe.”102
Rather than see the world spatially, Radica considered it metaphysically, as an aggregate
of spiritual energies as well as races (with much greater emphasis on the former), each
possessing its own specific quality to contribute to an all-encompassing “spiritual
organism.” And it was erroneous to assume that this artistic contribution or achievement
would necessarily have to be folklore for a non-Western culture. Radica’s prescription was
an inversion of the political Right’s cooption of ‘the spirit’ in an overtly nationalist, racist
and exclusionary discourse, observable elsewhere in Eastern Europe, in Romania, for
instance, among the circle that coalesced around Corneliu Codreanu’s fascist Iron Guard.103
What Radica was after was a new way of thinking together:
For the Balkans to arrive at a universal realization, a change from below is
necessary, at the foundations that we call elementary and that rumble inside of a
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colossal disquiet. We need a spiritual reconstruction, taken directly, horizontally,
from Balkan man toward the rest of the world.104
Among those whom he counted in his ranks was a young European elite, still relatively
unknown, who was already working towards a universalist solution, a motley group of
French, Croatian and Russian writers including Jean Guéhenno, editor-in-chief of the leftist
French literary magazine l'Europe, which was founded by Romain Rolland and promoted
the reconstitution of Europe on the basis of Franco-German reconciliation; Provençal
novelist Jean Giono, a pacifist who espoused a pantheistic view of nature in his novels;
Emmanuel Berl, author of the pamphlet Mort de la pensée bourgeoise (1929); Croatian
Marxist writer Miroslav Krleža, who imagined an anti-colonialist Balkan space in line with
the tenets of internationalism;105 Boris Pilnyak, author of The Naked Year (1921), the work
which catapulted him to fame, and Mahogany (1927), which was set in a post-revolutionary
town and portrayed Trotskyite communism in a positive light, and had been banned in the
Soviet Union; and Valentin Kataev, author of The Embezzlers (1926), a satire of Soviet
bureaucracy. Guéhenno’s Caliban Parle (1928), a rebuttal to Benda’s theories, made its
own effort to speak on behalf of the masses, or common man.106
European Parallels: The International Institute for Intellectual Cooperation
This attempt to give form and definition to the notion of a Balkan spirit (and Balkan
culture) found an ancillary in a debate that was already discreetly unfolding among
European writers, philosophers and intellectuals in the Royal-Palais in Paris. In 1933, on
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October sixteenth, months after Hitler had come to power, Valéry assembled a group to
discuss the future of the European spirit as part of an ongoing initiative of the League of
Nation’s International Institute for Intellectual Cooperation. Established with French
government aid, the Institute celebrated its official opening in Paris in 1926. It began as a
twelve-person committee with French philosopher Henri Bergson at its helm. Prior to that
it was known as the League of Nations’ International Commission on Intellectual
Cooperation. One of its earliest initiatives was to act as a watchdog of academic textbooks
across Europe. By monitoring them for falsity and errors and proceeding to make sure that
the books be properly redacted, they thought that they could eliminate the roots of racial
prejudice.107 At the conference in Frankfurt in 1932, which commemorated the centennial
anniversary of Goethe’s death, Valéry touted him as a trans-historical figure, a model
intellectual and an “homme d’Univers.”108 He was convinced that the assembly of a
“society of minds,” a modern exponent of the republic of letters, could restore the authority
of the League of Nations and better tackle the problems of European division.
Valéry opened the discussion to claim that the current state of affairs made
necessary an examination of the “splendid past of culture,” whose significance he
confirmed in references to it as a form of capital.109 In the decades following the First
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World War, discussions of the European soul were pursued in order to eliminate the risk
of another potential war and to save European civilization from complete ruin.110 The
modes of understanding, scientific and aesthetic theories that they had become accustomed
to over the course of their lives, had begun to falter and change. Such developments
mimicked a similar process in the realm of politics and the economy. This European spirit
took hold and nourished a fundamentally optimistic belief in human progress. Valéry
explained that for many centuries a certain tendency and intellectual way of being had
manifested; whereas before they were known as Christianity or humanism, today it was
known as the “European spirit.”111
What Valéry noticed in the early 1930s, however, was what Radica had described
with reference to Balkan intellectual production and literature, namely, a tendency towards
an island mentality, whereby citizens sought to live off of their own resources and to
establish a hermetic homogeneity, whether ethnic, political or economic. Three main
approaches emerged in debate and discussion around the proper course of action for the
regeneration of Europe. The first sought to reproduce a cultural unity of its past, proffering
Christianity or humanism as the basis of such a program, and drew on the historical
examples of multinational empire as favored political corollaries, the second sought to
prolong the existence of Europe’s culture from the eighteenth century, the golden era of
intellectual achievement, onwards, which confirmed and approved of national differences
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(the “unity-in-diversity” solution), and the third proposed a sharp historical break with the
past and envisioned an entirely new future for Europe, which proponents associated with
federalist schemes that required nations to sacrifice a measure of independence in the
interest of greater unity, and considered modern nations and politics to be the root of
Europe’s ills.112 Julien Benda argued that it was imperative to assure European nations that
a unified spirit would not rob them of their national characters.113 Radica chronicled the
first of these meetings in Nova Evropa.114
Synthesis as Mode of Transcendence
The concept of synthesis, which Radica espoused, had various inflections across
several Balkan contexts and its origins could be found in Hegelian phenomenology. It saw
a subsequent resurgence in the work of philosopher Henri Berr in his scholarly review
Revue de synthèse historique, established in 1900. Berr’s work essentially functioned as an
attempt to move past nineteenth-century positivist approaches to historical inquiry, to fuse
history, a social science, with philosophy, what he called the ‘synthetic stage’, and thus to
produce a unified discipline.115 His early promotion of interdisciplinarity presaged the
attention to structures and totalities characteristic of the Annales school. In 1924, Berr
founded the Centre International de Synthèse in Paris, which was among the academic
organizations of the time that actively promoted international understanding.116 French
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historian Michel Lhéritier, who worked on L’esprit international, discussed in Chapter
One, also contributed to the journal, as did Romanian historian Nicolae Iorga, who became
instrumental to conceptions of the Balkans as a unitary region.117 Synthesis became the
centerpiece of progressive and cutting edge developments in intellectual thought and
historical practice, which found a strong expression in the national and transnational
schemas of Balkan intellectuals.
Nearly all of Radica’s cultural investigations were marked by their fetishization of
“synthesis,” a concept he likely absorbed from his best friend, Leo Ferrero, and his father,
Guglielmo Ferrero. As mentioned earlier, Guglielmo Ferrero had been one of Radica’s
early mentors, who, in 1935, would become his father-in-law. Radica’s terminology
betrayed an affinity for Hegelian idealism and its essential component, the dialectic. Radica
echoed his good friend Leo Ferrero’s admiration for Parisian culture, which encompassed
the “art of compliments, an order of judgment, the role of the female and the feminine, and
a set of commonly held beliefs.”118 As Leo Ferrero saw it, Parisian society had achieved
perfection, having successfully synthesized elements of both ancient Athenian and Roman
civilization. His book Paris dernier modèle d’Occident (Paris the Last Model of the West),
published in 1932, equated ancient Athens with Italy, which exhibited the former’s
characteristic spirit of intellectual inquisitiveness and wonder [l’esprit d’examen et
imagination]. Ancient Rome, on the other hand, exemplified moralism and the
compartmentalization of the mind [l’esprit] into distinct categories, England being the
analogue as the inheritor of such values. For Leo Ferrero, European integration was to be
pursued through literature, and required the production of works that placed nations within
117
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a global context, or drew out the connections with the wider world. Both Radica and Leo
Ferrero admired Stefan Zweig’s work and considered it an exemplar of European literature.
As Luisa Passerini writes,
Leo’s appeal for European integration had a global dimension: ‘[E]very book that
portrays the grandeur of Italy must contain a sense of the world’. This was exactly
what the literature in the service of the fascist regime lacked; it was incapable of
setting Italy within its international cultural context, and could only fulminate about
fascism’s return to the traditions of ancient Rome.119
Still, this process of synthesis manifested in ancillary debates around the
establishment of a unitary Yugoslav culture, and seemed to work hand in hand with them.
Just as Russia had Dostoevsky, Spain had Cervantes, Italy had Dante, and the French had
Voltaire, Montaigne, Descartes and Pascale, the Balkans needed someone to faithfully and
proudly represent it on the world stage. These figures were members of a common camp
of writers and artists whose work had universally recognized value and who came out of
specific national cultures and literatures. Per Radica, no comparable cultural tradition yet
existed in the Balkans; not only was it disjointed, but there was no sense of building on the
past’s achievements. Above all, it was plagued with unresolved contradictions. Balkan
literature was developmentally impaired, not having produced novels and social epics on
par with those of Russia and France. It was also miserably self-reflexive.
Lefkoparidis took Radica to task in the pages of Σήμερα (Today),120 another
Athenian journal that he founded and edited, where he advanced the claim that instead of
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dispensing with national borders, Radica had simply shifted them to accommodate a new,
yet equally reductive pairing: Slavo-Greek synthesis. It was true that Radica had his own
blind spots, and had imposed his own hierarchy, which gave Slavs and Greeks a particular
place of privilege. Elsewhere, in discussions on the Mediterranean space, he cordoned
Albania off as a “dead zone” (mrtva albanska zona)121 for instance, presumably on account
of what he perceived as a lack of a mature intellectual tradition, a protracted political
existence, and ‘spirit’, and thus judging it bereft of vitality (Bosnian Muslims and
Bulgarians were subsumed into the Slavic distinction). Slavo-Greek synthesis, for Radica,
required a melding of Slavic mysticism with clearly delineated Hellenic forms; as he put
it, the two would be “fused into a synthesis that [would] dominate the Balkan spirit
[l’esprit].”122 At its core, it seemed like another iteration of Greco-Roman synthesis
constructed in terms Leo Ferrero had laid out earlier. Radica’s reference to Hellenic forms
or ideas was another way of reinforcing a Platonist and fundamental idealism.
Lefkoparidis sought a more radical solution to diminish the significance of national
peculiarity and idiosyncrasy altogether and to put an end to national chauvinism.
Proceeding within this neo-idealist strain in which reality was construed as a matter of the
mind, as opposed to external and objective, he wrote:
The great problems that our generation is called upon to consider are not national
in character. And nevertheless, if I attempt to confront them, armed solely with the
facts and knowledge of the ‘Greek reality’, I would feel as puny as if I were to set
sail on a boat traversing the length of the ocean. I do not feel determined by the
force of race nor of my environment or milieu for that matter. Torrential forces
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determine me, yet they neutralize others. First, I feel myself to be human, and this
consciousness creates obligations for me so infinite that I no longer have the time
to seek—beneath the human being—the Greek.123
Here Lefkoparidis set up an antithesis between the national and the human universal in
order to demonstrate the narrowness and comparable insignificance of national
constructions. Lefkoparidis disagreed with Radica’s denial of both East and West on
account of its fundamentally isolationist tenor. He also objected to Radica’s theory of
synthesis claiming that it would only give way to a backward and stunted art or one that
was only superficially Balkan, purely descriptive and ethnographic, and peppered with
elements of national kitsch.124 Lefkoparidis, then, wished to move past national tradition
and to abandon the Balkans for an openness to global artistic currents. In this way, he
believed in a kind of organic emergence of the Balkan spirit.
Radica addressed his colleague’s criticisms and defended his original claims in a
letter dated July 21, 1933, which was subsequently reprinted in Les Balkans. His
clarification took the form of a Hegelian idiom and more or less seemed to re-align itself
with Lefkoparidis, with some exceptions:
We have succeeded in creating, or better yet, in imitating an art, a literature, a
science—with rare exceptions to which I have alluded—which, not being our own
did not contribute at all to the spiritual development of humanity. And in this state
of affairs, Balkan synthesis, as an expression of a Balkan reality, I saw as opposed
to the narrow and limited theses of every national particularism; and also as a step
that should ultimately lead us toward humanity itself, which was never omitted
from the basis of my considerations. Conversely, as long as we find ourselves
enclosed and linked to our various delimited realities, we cannot go beyond them
without committing acts that should inevitably be directed at humanity itself.125
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Radica argued that the individuality of the Balkan peoples would only become manifest
when they freed themselves of the burden of the West: by this, he meant, of its hegemonic
dictates in form, aesthetics and content. Hence the reason why he, somewhat paradoxically
given the thrust of his overall argument, considered the national poetry of the Balkan
peoples to be “the most elevated and original expression of [their] spiritual efforts.”126
Alongside Krleža, he cited the Serbian expressionist poet and writer, Miloš Crnjanski
(1893-1977), Slovene modernist Ivan Cankar (1876-1918), Serbian poet Milan Rakić
(1876-1938), and Croatian poet Vladimir Nazor (1876-1949) as Yugoslavia’s spiritual
liberators, as fine artists and writers whose work was original and demonstrated that
Yugoslav art was in a league all its own. Krleža’s The Return of Philip Latinowicz had been
recently published in 1932 and told the story of a modernist painter who, after a successful
career in Paris, returns to his hometown only to become disillusioned and tragically
incapable of reintegrating himself into the society he left behind twenty-three years prior.
Among the most important features of this modernist novel was the characterization of the
protagonist’s provincial hometown in the backwaters of the Pannonian plain, a dystopian
space of backward primitives.
Radica clarified his point on the value of synthesis, elucidating a scaled process of
consolidation of national soul and subsequent synthesis. As Serbian diplomat-littérateur
Branko Lazarević had argued, the Yugoslav soul was the product of synthesis of Slavic
and Illyrian values: of Slavic mysticism, on the one hand, and of rudimentary primitivism,
individualism and heroism on the other.127 Moreover, according to Radica, the Balkan spirit
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would be essentially a Dinaric-Balkan synthesis of Illyrian male energy, a vision of the
hereafter [la vision de l’au-delà] and Slavic emotionality, along with the self-criticism,
rationalism and the philosophical finalism or teleology of the Greeks and Romans, and the
subtlety and sense of reality taken from Byzantium.128 Radica, in fact, was drawing from
Lazarević’s landmark work, loosely translating a passage where he claimed just that.
Lazarević acknowledged that the Dinaric type was not pure in the sense of being
impervious to outside influences. In Dinaric man, he claimed, there is
Illyrian male energy and impetuousness, and Slavic emotionality, a sense of what
lies beyond reality, breadth and love toward mysticism and imaginings, as selfcontrol, criticalness, rationalism and a Greco-Roman sense of finality, and agility
and a connection to reality inherited from the Byzantines—all of this can be found
in the urban type, to a relative degree.129
Radica went a step further in identifying this as the Dinaric-Balkan type.
Alternatively, some figures of the Greek left doubted the import of Lefkoparidis’
theories. Nikos Karvounis was a well-known literary figure and a regular contributor to
Νέοι Πρωτοπόροι (Young Pioneers), the youth journal of the Greek Communist Party,
which he joined in 1933.130 Establishing himself as an incisive critic of the Balkan union
project under the aegis of the Balkan conferences, he argued that the cruel reality of current
politics could hardly be expected to yield foreseeable results, as two countervailing
tendencies were at odds: on the one hand there was a group of states who sought to
formalize the postwar political and territorial regime of the victors, and on the other stood
Bulgaria, whose government was bent on making revisions to the Treaty of Neuilly.131
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Ultimately, however, convinced of the strength and influence of the international
proletariat, Karvounis concluded that a Balkan union was possible and would eventually
be realized, just not under the terms laid out in the Balkan conferences. Instead, he saw
Balkan union as a peripheral segment of a wider union that would come as a result of the
rise of working class masses all over the world. Lefkoparidis, in turn, took issue with
Karvounis’ exclusive focus on class, and by contrast, saw the conflict of tendencies instead
resting in the forces of maintenance and preservation of the conditions of war on the one
hand, and the tendency toward revision on the other.132 He also contested Karvounis’ claim
that the Balkans lacked the economic preconditions necessary to justify such a union, as
this complementarity of consumer needs was a fact established in the numerous
memoranda that experts submitted to the conferences. In the arena of commercial trade and
import-export relations, Lefkoparidis saw the aim of the union as the protection of Balkan
products in foreign markets, to place limitations and restrictions on abusive competition
and the freedom of labor and movement for the working world.133 Lefkoparidis had grown
impatient with the communists and their reluctance to forge alliances with less radical
segments who believed in more incremental and gradual change within existing
structures.134 Here Lefkoparidis was much closer to Radica than one would expect. He,
too, made similar claims with respect to Greek literature, noting that it had not yet made
its own contribution to the European literary canon with works that carried an inherent
element of universality.135
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By June of 1933, a critical summary supplemented by a loose translation of
Radica’s essay into Albanian followed in the Tirana-based Minerva under the penname
“Periskop” (one of the neo-Albanian writer Ismet Toto’s many pseudonyms).136 Citing
Georges Matisse’s Les sortilèges de l’esprit (Spells of the Spirit), published in 1924, the
author echoed the claim that the world was assembled into a hierarchy of races wherein
each had a biologically determined role to play. And if this was true, then no one could
deny the timeless supremacy of ancient Greek civilization. Even so, he continued, “the
Balkans endowed the Western world with the foundations of the Renaissance, with the
Greek mind and the writings of Byzantium. […] But is it not possible to resuscitate this
superiority of the Greeks and render it Balkan?”137 This essentially was a variation of the
Zenithist movement’s solution—an exponent of the Yugoslav avant-garde—which
claimed the worthiness of native values while seeking to apply them to the rest of Europe.
Hence, the plan was an inversion that aimed to Balkanize Europe. This offshoot piece was
in turn re-translated into French and featured in Les Balkans alongside a few other choice
responses condensed from their original form. What resulted from the cross-pollination
was a transnational textual debate that toggled between Athens, Zagreb, Nikšić and Tirana,
tying them into a conversation over the region’s intellectual and cultural future.
In this series of essays on the contrasts or contradictions of the Balkan spirit, Radica
built on the work of Lazarević (1883-1968), a veteran Yugoslav diplomat, who had by then
written a widely-read book on the nature of the Yugoslav national soul. In his book titled
Tri najviše jugoslovenske vrednosti (The Three Most Yugoslav Values: Folk Poetry,
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‘Gorski Vijenac’, Ivan Meštrović), published in 1930, he expounded on the “worldly and
universal”138 elements of the country’s cultural heritage. In his exposé on the values that
go beyond “race, nation and class,” he wished to make a case for the integrity of the
Yugoslav state. Even so, he circled back around to race to make the claim that all three
values that he described—folk poetry, poet prince of Montenegro Petar II PetrovićNjegoš’s epic poem Mountain Wreath (published in 1847), and Ivan Meštrović’s
sculptures—were expressions of the Dinaric strain of the Yugoslav race. Inasmuch as he
cited a Dinaric strain of Yugoslav race, he deferred to geographer Jovan Cvijić’s theories
of the origins of the Yugoslavs, who had presented his claims in La péninsule balkanique
(1918) in order to make a case for the viability of a Yugoslav state before the European
powers. Lazarević studied philosophy in Belgrade as a student of the most influential
Serbian literary critics, Jovan Skerlić and Bogdan Popović, and would become widely
known as an impressionist literary critic and an anti-modernist.139 Even so, he was a prime
example of the diplomat-littérateur. Between the wars he moved frequently, working as a
royal diplomat in the United States, Berlin, Prague, Tirana, Warsaw, Ankara, Vienna and
Brussels. Like Radica, he supported the state’s effort to craft a synthetic or integral
Yugoslav culture and his book was a neatly packaged reflection of this state-sponsored
ideology. In his book, Lazarević sought to give definition to this Dinaric racial facet or
sensibility, which he defined as a “strong and lively sensitivity, imagination, the gift of
invention, a sense for observation, a sense of language, of form, a pretty strong
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individualism and quick grasp and receptivity.”140 Cvijić, too, had been known for his
attempts to build a new Yugoslav civilization out of a synthesis of the three south Slav
tribes, which was largely grounded in race and psychology.141 In his book, Lazarević
lauded Cvijić’s formulation of the Dinaric type, and added to it:
That Slavic-Illyrian mixture, the synthesis of Slavic breadth, sensitivity, mysticism
and magic on the one hand, and Illyrian rawness [sirovosti], self-sufficiency and
heroism on the other hand, with a host of more minor influences from the Pelasgians
in Hvar to the Turks in the Balkans, and all the way through to the most varied
influences of all possible marches of all possible races from the north into the south,
the west and back—all gave a special psychological-aesthetic structure, in which
[…] a distinctive literary-artistic expression and position was made, in its best and
highest expression, and imitated no one; similarly, which, in those expressions,
perfectly synthesizes all of those various race-based, national, historical,
psychological and aesthetic characteristics.142
Lazarević’s formulation of Slavic-Illyrian synthesis not only aligned with Radica’s
prescriptions but also moved laterally in order to subsume Illyrian, Slavic, Greco-Roman
and Byzantine historical traits.
Ujević was last to join this discussion. Ujević knew Radica to be a diligent and
zealous intellectual who had given himself fully to the question of cultural chaos.143 In his
book Making a Nation, Breaking a Nation, Andrew Wachtel introduced Ujević to illustrate
what he saw as a general shift in interwar Yugoslavia from a “multicultural synthetic
culture to a purely Western modernist model.”144 He characterized Ujević as someone who
in his youth had been culturally and politically engaged in the national project for
liberation, unification and synthesis, spent the war years in Paris, and returned with a sense
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of disillusionment, which led him to lose faith in the value of nationally-inflected literature.
Wachtel’s analysis of passages from his poetic oeuvre to demonstrate that Ujević had
abandoned folk and national elements, drawing attention to the modernist devices he
employed in his work, such as free verse. Beyond this, he cited “frequent alliterations,
unconventional poetic lexicon, references to a wide variety of places and figures drawn
from world mythology, as well as ‘futurist’ images of railroads and runaway trains.”145
Yet, in treating this figure as an individual removed from his social network and political
context, using a solely literary approach, he produced a somewhat skewed picture. Ujević,
in fact, was very much engaged with and thinking about the problems that Radica had
brought to light.146 He joined the debate without taking a clear-cut position in a little-known
exposition on three competing Yugoslav perspectives on the spiritual crisis, which came
out in the first issue of the short-lived journal Valjci (The Rollers), published in Nikšić in
western Montenegro. While Wachtel has identified Ujević as a pan-Yugoslav, he neglected
to address the fact that he had also been interested in a supra beyond the Yugoslav, the
Balkan. He was a universal humanist who was receptive Radica’s attempts to articulate a
Balkan spirit, albeit skeptical of the outcome of this application, perhaps even doubtful of
its success.
Ujević, however, did not share Radica’s optimism in recognizing a certain
unparalleled originality in the work of Meštrović and Miroslav Krleža; he considered their
work united in its “savagery, violent dynamics and trick of brutality,” which began with
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St. Jerome, moved through artists of the Italian Renaissance, Niccolò Tommaseo and
through to the present.147 Ujević provided a shorthand for the three main approaches to the
spiritual problem proposed by Yugoslav ideologues:
1. [Ljubomir] Micić wants introversion toward the cult of the spirit and the
cultivation of primitive virtues (=East?);
2. [Boško] Tokin wants extroversion toward sportly [sportskog] antagonism
(=West?);
3. [Bogdan] Radica a synthesis of tradition and originality, depth and clarity,
synthesis of measures (=East-West?)148
Still, despite his respect for Radica, Ujević, forever an iconoclast, seemed unconvinced by
these three solutions, and instead seemed to poke fun at each of them. Ljubomir Micić,
founder of the avant-garde Zenithist movement in Zagreb, advocated for “introversion,
which would lead to a cult of the spirit and the cultivation of primitive virtues.”149 His
theories had gained some currency by this time. Having been an ardent defender of what
he termed the “barbarogenius” since the 1920s, Micić saw immense value and creative
potential in what he considered the primitive (and vital) impulses inherent to the Balkans.
He reversed the conventional, West-to-East direction of influence, turning the traditional
hierarchy on its head, and introduced the prospect of the “Balkanization of Europe.”
Himself a pan-Balkanist of Marxist persuasion, he wrote a manifesto to buttress his
philosophy in 1921. Still, Micić’s “Balkanization” paradigm was a mere stand-in for South
Slavic qualities. His theory, too, seemed to suffer from a certain narrowness. While Boško
Tokin had spearheaded the Zenithist movement alongside Micić, his position diverged
from that of his colleague. Micić warned of the dangers of modernity, the machine and
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urban values. Tokin had proposed sport and the solidarity that came with it as a new form
of internationalism, the Esperanto that could save the world from further division.
Balkanization, according to Micić, implied a controlled resilience in the face of Western
forms of imperialism. His poetics additionally provided a scathing critique of European
bourgeois values.
In his attempt to build a pan-Balkan space, Radica was compelled to defer to a
similar method as those who were already in the process of creating an integral Yugoslav
identity. I argue that integral Yugoslavism and the proposed pan-Balkan culture as outlined
by Radica operated on a common logic of synthesis, the former yielding national unity, the
latter aspiring toward a supranational one that did not necessarily erase national
specificities. In his memoir, Radica explained that he had come up with the idea of forming
a Balkan literary and spiritual unity under the influence of Spanish philosopher Ortega Y
Gasset, who at the time had been writing essays where he argued that a nation, however
small and unknown, could “build its own forma mentis on the basis of its own native
experience [na domaćem iskustvu], avoiding any imitation of already established large
civilizations.”150 Imitation, in fact, was a common concern, which signaled the importance
of the establishment of a unique trait or set of characteristics specific to nationality or
civilization.
Branko Lazarević Has the Last Word
In the winter of 1934, as the Balkan Pact was being concluded among signatories
in Athens, Lazarević would make his most essential contribution to Les Balkans and to the
contentious debate over the Balkan spirit, frontiers and the European spirit. In a longwinded
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and dense essay whose rhetorical strategy and register stood at a sharp remove from the
vast majority of items that appeared in the journal, he offered a schematic picture of
nineteenth-century intellectual life pulsing around binary poles: one in Paris, constituted
by the Latins, characterized by a sense of calm, moderation and reason, whereas the other,
based in Russia, was comprised of the Slavs, who were associated with the inverse
temperament, namely disquiet, impulsivity and a lack of moderation. This schema had
already become a common one in continental discourses, as rival states competed for the
right to dominate and redefine European culture on their own terms. Moving forward from
the tenets laid out in his oft-cited book, Lazarević advanced the claim that the Balkan
peoples, having been subjected to a myriad of foreign (French, Avar, German, Byzantine,
Venetian, Hungarian, Turkish) and autochthonous (Illyrian, Thracian, Dacian) influences,
had thus been drawn together by a common “Balkan-Yugoslav mentality.”151 He, too,
accepted the quite common conflation of Slavdom with mysticism:
[I]f you take mysticism, especially religious and ethical mysticism, as a
fundamental trait of the Slavic soul we find it in ourselves in a whole current of our
creative action. We find it in the Middle Ages, in the convents and in our national
songs and up to [Petar Petrović] Njegoš and [Ivan] Meštrović. Popular folklore is
full of it: songs, stories, fables, witchcraft, the enigmas of religious customs of
Christmas and feast days. The cult of the earth is essentially Slavic. All the Slavs
live from agriculture and this explains why their spirit is so attached to the earth.152
Lazarević’s arguments aligned with the strain of integral Yugoslavism expressed
by those who favored the establishment of a strong national culture comprised of Serb,
Croat and Slovene elements. His cultural claims would have pleased King Aleksandar, who
sought to build a synthetic Yugoslav identity out of the three constituent ‘tribes’ of
Yugoslavia, the Serbs, Croats and Slovenes. At the same time as it sought to overcome
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ethnic differences in the interest of national unity, however, it sidelined minorities who
represented over twenty percent of the population. King Aleksandar, for example, had been
instrumental to Njegoš’s centrality in the Yugoslav myth, having presided over a three-day
ceremony to canonize Njegoš as national artist and have his remains transferred from
Cetinje to Mount Lovćen.153 Lazarević was keen to demonstrate that Yugoslavia could
maintain its unique specificity even as it claimed membership within the Balkan space; in
short, its Yugoslav-ness did not invalidate its Balkan-ness. At the same time, he asserted,
throughout the centuries Yugoslavs had maintained a fundamental humanity and spiritual
freedom. Finally, Lazarević put Balkan man on a pedestal, declaring him a hero—“law and
justice constitute the essence of his expression.”154
Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted synthesis as a fundamental concept of Radica’s panBalkan philosophy, grounded both in neo-idealism as well as the logic of the consolidation
of a Yugoslav national identity. Whereas the previous chapter followed actors who were
focused primarily on political, economic and policy-based solutions, the figures who
gathered around Radica believed that political improvements stemmed from cultural and
intellectual solidarity. Their neo-idealist philosophy was key to this understanding, namely
that a shift in mindset as well as the fostering of collective values and beliefs would lead
to practical diplomatic improvements on the ground, a gradual process that would
ultimately pave the way for a political union. As I have demonstrated, Radica tended to
consider Balkan synthesis—that is to say, the development of a Balkan synthetic culture—
through the lens of Yugoslav national synthesis, which entailed the production of a
153
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supranational cultural paradigm in order to supersede national divisions and move the
region forward toward civilizational advancement in a global cultural space or a world
republic of letters. As Wachtel has argued, the cultural and political realms in Yugoslavia
remained quite distinct and in the former sphere compromise was a unanimously agreed
upon aim.155 I have come to similar conclusions, namely that Radica considered himself to
be doing the work of diplomacy through his petitions in the form of essay, in his
translations that closed the gaps between neighboring cultures.
Radica and his cohort represented efforts to reimagine Balkan space as networked,
connected, unified, and notably part of Europe, even as they worked to find alternatives to
nationalist politics and culture, which they considered to be dangerous and
counterproductive to the health and longevity of small states on the margins of Europe.
Even so, they overlooked several segments of the Yugoslav population (and constituent
nations of the Balkans) in building such a project. Ultimately, this new synthesis rested on
the merits of the Slavs and Greeks, who were considered to have made the most valuable
contributions in the realm of arts and letters. The mechanics of this largescale effort will
be explored in greater detail in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE: Communing Beyond Borders: GrecoYugoslav Parallels, Exchanges and Literary Translation in the
1930s
It was a time of intense debate and dialogue, on those cool summer nights under the
Acropolis in Plaka or on the sea in Glyfada and in the hills of Kifissia, in the company of
Greek writers and intellectuals, we debated all the issues that ran deep under their skin
and mine.
—Bogdan Radica1

By the time Radica had begun filing dispatches from Athens, he had already fallen
in love with all that Greece had to offer to a young journalist with a predilection for travel.
As a newcomer, he was careful to avoid the conventions of the stereotypical, easily-awed
tourist, considering himself much more refined in observational insight. A far cry from the
pedestrian observer who, kodak camera dangling from one shoulder, would produce a
facile account of all of the landmarks and sites that one naturally associated with Greece,
Radica was more interested in Greece on an abstract level, as a “spiritual value, as a
qualitative element in its inner and outer relationship.”2 In that respect, he was most
fascinated by the contradictions that seemed to jump out at him at every turn.
An attunement to the apparent contradictions of modern Greek life would become
a recognizable trope in his essays. In a letter documenting his first impressions of the
country, published in the spring of 1930 in Nova Evropa (New Europe), he admitted having
set out in search of the symmetry of ancient Rome, which sprang from a nostalgia for his
eight years of classical primary school education, and falling short. As a result, his
conception of contemporary Greece was filtered through a fundamental asymmetry—both
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aesthetic and ethical—between the towering prowess of the ancient world and its
humanistic achievements, and the comparative inferiority of the modern. As he was wont
to do, he reduced it to a cataclysmic and unresolvable conflict:
The portrait of Greece, the face of Greece, rests on that tragic disagreement with its
interior, its intimacy, its conscience; on the impossibility of finding harmony
between figures and spirit, between logarithmic tables and Plato’s Symposium,
between today’s disproportion and a former harmony.3
This chapter follows naturally from the previous one insofar as it traces Radica’s
connection to the “Generation of the Thirties,” interrogating his interactions and exchanges
with Greek interlocutors during his diplomatic stint in Athens (from 1930 to 1935),
focusing on his cohort, namely Kostis Palamas, Giorgos Theotokas and Prime Minister
Eleutherios Venizelos, in order to demonstrate the central importance of translation to
Greco-Yugoslav cultural diplomacy. In addition, I demonstrate how the concept and
language of spirit figured into intercultural discussions of national literature and
characterology. This chapter presents Theotokas and Radica as members of a single
generation, sharing common intellectual influences and heroes, as well as cultural-political
orientations. Moreover, both flirted with alternatives to nationalist cultural programs and
thus were drawn to Balkan solutions to the state’s economic woes and cultural dilemmas.
In the early 1930s, as mentioned earlier, Radica worked at the Yugoslav legation in Athens
as a correspondent of the news agency Avala. Other Greek writers who he had come into
contact with during this time, but who do not figure prominently in this chapter, include
the modernist poet Giorgos Seferis and novelist Nikos Kazantzakis.4
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When Radica had arrived in Athens, Prime Minister Venizelos was only a couple
of years into a new term, what has come to be known as the second golden age of
Venizelism. As Dilek Barlas notes, a power vacuum ensued after the economic depression
and until the mid-1930s, as no great power could claim a monopolizing influence in the
region.5 As such, the Germans, French and Italians all competed for a foothold in the
Balkans. While the Germans looked for an economic market for their goods, the French
sought to impose international order by exporting their diplomatic philosophy—the bid for
a united Europe built on Franco-German agreement and various other sub-regional
alliances meant to work hand in hand with it. Lastly, the Italians sought to reclaim the
Mediterranean as its sphere of influence in a revival of the Roman Empire and further
expansion to the East. The Balkan states themselves, however, were well aware of these
ambitions and responded in due course with attempts to build a united front against great
power incursions. Wary of Italian expansionism, Greece and Yugoslavia sought to improve
their diplomatic ties as a way of curbing this growing threat. This effort, of course, would
extend to the world of cultural affairs and diplomacy.
The special May 1930 issue of Nova Evropa, a liberal, multiethnic and proYugoslav journal based in Zagreb, celebrated the centennial anniversary of Greece’s
national independence. Radica and his colleague, Serbian intellectual Pavle Jevtić, edited
the issue, while Prime Minister Venizelos was given the honor of introducing it. He used
the occasion to note the longstanding friendship between Greece and Yugoslavia: “this
friendship, whose origins lie deep in the Middle Ages, has never been denied [ne s’est
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jamais démentie].”6 The two countries had fought side by side to win their national
independence, he added, and now continued to develop their friendship through peaceful
means. Greece’s foremost politicians and professors, as well as a few foreign experts
(British-born medievalist William Miller) and writers (the Spanish philosophers Eugenio
D’Ors and Miguel de Unamuno), made valuable contributions, but Radica seemed to be
the essential link and intermediary who brought the issue together. Without him, its
assembly and conception would simply not have been possible. Seizing the occasion of
Greece’s centennial as an opportunity to lubricate diplomatic and cultural ties between
Yugoslavia and Greece ahead of the first Balkan conference slated to convene later that
year, he translated a series of Greek essays and poems into Serbo-Croatian.
In his own contributing essay, Radica produced a glowing portrait of Venizelos as
a gifted, energetic and generous politician, the third in a trio of Greek political luminaries,
which encompassed Ioannis Kapodistrias (1776-1831), founder of the modern Greek state,
and Charilaos Trikoupis (1832-1896), a former prime minister who served seven terms and
was known for his modernizing policies. Among the poets who he introduced to a Yugoslav
readership were Sotiris Skipis (1879-1952), Constantine Cavafy, Angelos Sikelianos and
Kostis Palamas, Greece’s national poet and head of the Greek Academy, whose oeuvre had
an expansive developmental range and gravity that was unmatched by any single Yugoslav
literary figure. Instead, Radica likened Palamas to a long list of Yugoslav poets: from poetprince Njegoš of Montenegro, the Croatians Ivan Mažuranić and romanticist Petar
Preradović through to Silvije Stahimir Krajnčević, and from Ante Tresić Pavičić to
Vladimir Nazor and Serbian poet-diplomat Milan Rakić.7
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The pan-Balkan movement would confirm Palamas’ position of importance as
national poet and master of his craft, recognized beyond the limits of Greece. In 1930, he
was adopted as its honorary bard. As an introduction to the idea of pan-Balkan
rapprochement, the issue was an impressive feat, which included a long list of both Greek
and international voices. Papanastassiou leapt at the chance to defend his Balkan idea
before Yugoslav readers. Finally, Xenofon Lefkoparidis presented an overview of modern
Greek literature, which Radica duly translated into Serbo-Croatian.8 Radica was
exceedingly proud of the outcome of his efforts. In a letter to his friend Leo Ferrero, he
touted the issue as an unequivocal success and admitted that much of it was geared toward
the cause of Balkan union, which he considered the most important issue facing the region
at the time.9
Translations of Greek Poetry in the Yugoslav Press
A series of literary translations appeared in the May centennial issue, which
functioned as a mode of cultural diplomacy and exchange in and of itself. Both Radica and
Jevtić had prepared translations of modern Greek poetry. Jevtić, like Radica, had received
an education abroad, having completed a doctorate in Sanskrit and philosophy in London
with a dissertation on karma and reincarnation in Hindu religious philosophy in 1927. It is
worth noting here that by the late 1930s, Jevtić would serve as Yugoslavia’s press attaché
in London. For his part, he decided to translate Palamas’ “Hymn of the Centuries”
(sometimes rendered as “Hymn of the Ages”), originally published in a newspaper in 1896,
which later appeared as part of a collection titled The City and Solitude.
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Palamas had been recognized as Greece’s national poet, and was a member of the
older generation, just over seventy years-old. Pierre Baudry translated a selection of
Palamas’ poems into French, which he then distributed at the first Balkan conference later
that year.10 Octave Merlier’s rendition of Palamas’ poetry would appear in French
translation in Les Balkans as well.11 Palamas’ funeral during the German occupation would
become a fixture in the Greek collective consciousness, with Sikelianos delivering a fiery
eulogy that raised the country’s morale in dark times. As a young man, Palamas had been
a student of classical literatures, an admirer of Tolstoy, Ibsen and Nietzsche, and subscribed
to Goethe’s idea of Weltliteratur, seeking to “show the linking forces of humanity as they
are manifested in literature.”12 “Hymn of the Ages” was a good example of his attempt to
do as much in his work. It was an especially interesting choice for this issue of Nova
Evropa, as it cast the Slavs as siblings of a common mother, and depicted Greek history
within a nexus of Slavic, Byzantine and Ottoman experiences. Thus, it served as a poetic
instantiation of the attempt to form a repertoire of Balkan literature, which, in effect, drew
on the historical elements and experiences that linked Greece to its neighbors.
The poem’s first stanza depicted Greece as a mother figure clothed in various
material elements symbolic of these eras: “O mother of ours, long-suffering and immortal
/ The parthenons are not your only ornaments, — / On your ruins, the thrusts of swords /
The centuries have built amulets and wreaths.”13 The original Greek version made use of a
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rhyming pattern throughout, an aural facet that the Serbo-Croatian translation sought to
preserve. The most striking element of the poem in translation, however, was its diction.
In the first stanza, the ornaments (στολίδι in Greek) of mother Greece, are boldly rendered
as adidjari, a Turkish borrowing, and thus a markedly “foreign” term. This was an
important stylistic and hermeneutic element, which replicated the original text’s effort to
embed Greece within its longer history, and not just within a narrowly ancient Greek
tradition. The more neutral Slavic term, “nakit,” could have been used just as well. Jevtić’s
translation amounted to a poetic synthesis or braiding of Slavic and Greek historical
legacies.
The rest of the poem moves swiftly from the Roman to the Byzantine period, the
Venetian to the Ottoman (associated with the symbol of minarets and “traces of the most
bitter slavery”) and lastly presents the Slavic presence in Greece as “foreign blooms in
local soil,” which the Serbo-Croatian translation rendered as “foreign flowers in our native
bosom.” By the end of the poem, all of these remnants and traces (“mismatched
ornaments”) are woven together into the bridal dress of mother Greece, which ends with
the triumphant reveal of “our new great all-harmonious homeland.” Within the poem,
clashing relics of the past conspire to produce a harmonious unity or synthesis of sorts by
the dénouement.
In the same issue, Palamas abandoned his poetic duties to contribute an essay on
Greek palingenesis and visions of Greek cultural rebirth, which Radica had translated into
Serbo-Croatian from the original, where he claimed that European civilization was a
continuation of the political and artistic ideals of the ancient Greeks. Hence, he claimed,
what was known as the Renaissance was more accurately considered the renaissance of the
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“Greek spirit in Europe.”14 Here was another instance of a diplomat-littérateur making the
case for Greece’s cultural relevance within modern Europe. Palamas supplied further
evidence of the relevance of this legacy by drawing a parallel between the way that the
ancient Athenians erected altars to unknown gods, in the same way as people erected alters
to unknown soldiers in the aftermath of the war. Palamas was certain that a Greek rebirth
was coming, and that future historians would realize this, narrating the glories of ancient
Greece alongside modern Greece’s heroic struggle for independence.
In his dispatch to Nova Evropa, Radica, however, was less sanguine. He had
pointed out that contemporary Greece could no longer be considered the exponent of highminded ideas and the center of worldly sophistication. Instead, the production of new
thought and ideas was now the province of a select number of individuals—isolated and
alienated from society—who could not even earn a living from their writing. Several Greek
figures fit this description: Palamas, poet Sotiris Skipis (1881-1952), Spyros Melas (18821966),15 playwright and historian, poet and critic Kostas Ouranis (1890-1953), journalist,
politician, and editor of Πειθαρχία Gerasimos Lichnos (1894-1976), and Greek diplomat
and journalist Leon Maccas (1892-1972).16 All of these intellectuals, in fact, were also
united in their indebtedness to French culture, and many of them admiring of Venizelos’
skill as a politician (Palamas and Skipis).17 Almost of all of them would also go on to
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support pan-Balkan ventures, recognizing a need for cultural openness and earnest
cooperation with neighboring nations in an era of growing political conflict.
Ouranis, for one, had brought Spengler’s theories into Greek public discourse,
describing his theory of the rise and fall of civilizations throughout human history, which
no longer followed a “linear succession of arbitrary events” but a cyclical and biological
pattern of birth, flourishment and death.18 Speaking on behalf of himself and the Greek
people, Ouranis noted a widespread desire for things to return to the way they had been
before the war, which was understood to be a time of greater economic security, but even
more so, a time of superior ethics, not yet plagued by a crisis of the spirit or mind
(“ψυχική”). Born in Leonidio in the southern Peloponnese in 1890, Ouranis was a poet,
journalist and diplomat (he served as a Greek consul in Lisbon from 1920-24) who had
been educated in Nafplio, Istanbul, Paris and Geneva. He is known as one of the originators
of travel writing in Greece, having spent time in Spain,19 and the last of the Greek
romantics, having followed in the footsteps of Edgar Allen Poe and Baudelaire.20
Skipis was another figure, albeit lesser known, whose work Radica valued. In Nova
Evropa, Radica presented his verse in translation. Skipis had studied literature in Paris and
spent much of his life between Greece and France, where he would become closely
associated with Jean Moréas, a Greek-born poet who became a leading figure of the French
Symbolist movement, and the Occitan writer Frédéric Mistral. He translated the work of
Hesiod, Moréas, Omar Khayyām and John Keats, and edited the short-lived literary journal
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Ακρίτας (Frontiersman), published from 1904-1906, of which Palamas and Sikelianos were
avid contributors. For the issue, Radica selected two short poems from Apollo’s Song, a
collection Skipis had published in 1919, including “Salamis, Island of Glory” and
“Greetings to the Great Ionian Sea,”21 both of which celebrated ancient Greek culture.
Nova Evropa: Locus of Balkan Understanding
Nova Evropa was one of the few institutions outside of Greece that offered its
unwavering support to the cause of Balkan integration. The December 1930 issue was
almost entirely dedicated to discussions of a projected Balkan alliance and presented
participants’ and first-hand observers’ impressions of the first Balkan conference. Radica
noted the success of the first conference, especially where questions of agriculture and the
economy were concerned, and admitted that political differences remained a point of
contention.22 The journal had solicited a contribution from Papanastassiou as well, where
he identified the conference’s psychological impact as its main triumph. Nonetheless,
Papanastassiou was eager to address the objections he had encountered in the interim. One
critic ridiculed the conference’s “laughable optimism,” which had failed to take into
account centuries of conflict, or to recognize the bleak political climate that heralded war,
what he considered a biological law of humanity.23 Papanastassiou countered with the
claim that the mere fact that six nations had come together to discuss the possibility of a
future alliance was reason enough to celebrate. He addressed critics who alleged that the
conference—while outwardly furthering pacifist aims—concealed a fundamental
disingenuousness. Detractors alleged that local actors were not the true engines of the
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conferences, but that a third party was pulling the strings for its own gain. Denying that the
conference was the idea or project of an unnamed patron, Papanatassiou pointed out that
not a single representative of a foreign power attended as an official observer. By the same
token, he confirmed that the alliance was not meant as a political weapon to be wielded
against any other country or entity.24 The last point of criticism he addressed was the one
that Radica had, to some extent, already touched upon, namely that the conference had not
made any progress in reducing existing political disagreements. Papanastassiou asserted
that while this had not been a major concern of the first conference, it was something that
would follow in the future; he reiterated that political improvements would result from
psychological shifts and mutual good will and understanding.25
Still, the contents of the issue and the voices given a platform stood as a testament
to what Pella had already known to be true, that the conference had a core group of
participants whose interests and perspectives aligned, alienating the remainder, who saw
themselves routinely marginalized. Pella pointed out that Romania, Yugoslavia and Greece
had already demonstrated their friendship and solidarity at meetings of the League of
Nations.26 Conspicuously absent from the issue, however, were the opinions of Albanian,
Bulgarian and Turkish participants, which confirmed the sense that Greece and Yugoslavia
controlled the tenor of debate and dominated early discussions, united as they were in their
efforts to check Italian imperialism. While such a criticism might seem unfair given the
issue’s implicit focus on Greco-Yugoslav cultural and diplomatic ties, Pella, as a
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representative of Romania, was still offered a platform to voice his opinions, as was
Grigore Gheorghe Cantacuzino, another Romanian delegate.27
Over the years, Radica had been a regular contributor to Milan Ćurčin’s (18801960) Nova Evropa (1920-1941), which featured work from the country’s leading thinkers
and cleaved to a pro-Yugoslav agenda (and supported a federal state model).28 Ćurčin was
a Serbian poet and essayist who studied German and Slavic languages at the University of
Vienna. His doctoral dissertation examined the Serbian folk ballad in German literature.
From 1906 to 1919, he taught at the University of Belgrade and in 1914, he translated
Friedrich Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra into Serbian. Ćurčin introduced Radica to
the sculptor Ivan Meštrović, the foremost propagator of an integral Yugoslav agenda,
whose work was thought to be one of the three main pillars of a unitary Yugoslav cultural
identity. Nova Evropa was explicitly modeled on Ćurčin’s Scottish friend and
distinguished historian R.W. Seton-Watson’s influential weekly political journal, The New
Europe (1916-1920), which had been published in London and became known as a
mouthpiece of the progressive arm of Britain’s elite.29
Apart from leading discussions on Europe’s precarious future, the magazine prided
itself on soliciting work exclusively from area experts. While it was designed to inform
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readers on developments in Austria and Hungary, it maintained support of the principal of
nationality as the basis of a new world order and encouraged, remarkably, the study of
psychology among diplomats and statesmen.30 Ćurčin’s journal had quite literally picked
up where Seton-Watson’s had left off having begun publication just as the latter ceased. It
has been pointed out that Seton-Watson’s journal shut down just as the Little Entente was
declared.31 That same year, a Serbo-Croatian translation of Czechoslovak politician and
statesman Thomas Masaryk’s New Europe (1918), which had advocated for the
establishment of several small nation-states in central and Eastern Europe as the basis of a
new European order, was published in Zagreb.32
It is worth noting the connection between the New Europe group and the cohort
that assembled around the journal of the same name in Zagreb as they ideologically
reinforced one another. In fact, Seton-Watson wrote the introductory note on the editor’s
behalf, where he claimed that their shared aim—“healthy and orderly [uredan]
internationalism”33—was more attainable now that the oppressed peoples of Europe (with
the exception of the Irish) had been liberated. He hoped that the journal would follow the
example of its British predecessor and stir debate among individuals and groups who held
differing opinions. The piece considered whether Europe had a chance of rebuilding itself,
and drew the problem of Europe into regional questions:
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Is Europe with its old and complex civilization—along with it being a civilization
that harbors many vast inconsistencies—capable of regenerating itself, and with its
enormous energies, expended in the war, devote itself in the future to the pacifist
and enlightening progress of humanity? This largest world problem—since upon it
hinges the destiny of the entire human race—finds itself today in the process of
political resolution.34
Seton-Watson and his adherents put their faith in the newly established League of
Nations. As an internationalist, he considered Europe to be on the edge of destruction and
thus in need of protection, redefinition and recalibration along the lines of regional pacts
and agreements that could diffuse the threat that came from aggressive and revisionist
states like Hungary. Seton-Watson noted that the single most pressing problem for
Yugoslavia was the threat of diplomatic isolation. The cultivation of close ties between the
Little Entente states (Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia and Romania), and to a lesser extent,
even Greece, he supposed, would safeguard peace in central Europe.35
Like Radica, Seton-Watson chided Yugoslavia’s urban intellectuals for their
indifference and provincialism, which had contributed to the pressing issue of isolation. By
1930, Ćurćin would continue the work of bringing Yugoslavia closer to Britain, and
consider it a political and cultural model for Yugoslavs to emulate.36 In the same vein of
Balkan integration efforts, the editor hoped to bring Yugoslavia into the orbit of British
influence, the entire February issue being dedicated to the study of the already-established
links and of the state’s political and economic system.
Greco-Yugoslav Parallels and Connections
Aside from his collaboration with Zagreb’s Nova Evropa, Radica worked with
several local Athenian journals and newspapers, which led him to form close and
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meaningful connections with leading members of Greece’s Thirties Generation. Radica’s
essay on Balkan spirit, published in 1933 (discussed in greater detail in the previous
chapter), bore an uncanny resemblance to Giorgos Theotokas’ Free Spirit, published just
a few years earlier in Athens under cover of the pseudonym “Orestes Digenis.” There are
interesting ideological and philosophical parallels between the discursive debates that the
two intellectuals gave rise to in their respective national communities, which is made even
more striking by the fact that the two knew each other personally and worked together for
a brief time in the early 1930s. Hence, the parallels that appear in their work are not a
product of mere coincidence but attest to earnest and valuable exchanges between them.
For one, both Theotokas and Radica adopted the recognizable portrait of a fractured
Europe to argue that their countries were at a loss for native and original articulations of
culture. In fact, the original title of Theotokas’ essay was “European Spirit” and was likely
inspired by Valéry’s aforementioned well-known essay (“La crise de l’esprit”).37
Theotokas drew attention to the proliferating psychic and emotional rifts, and proceeded to
hone in on the intra-national ones as well:
Europe is a cluster of countless contrasts. Different and very often opposing
emotional dispositions are born in the North, the South, the East, and the West.
Different ways of perceiving and reasoning are revealed in the Latins, the AngloSaxons, the Germans and the Slavs. One does not hear the same music on the shores
of the Danube, the Seine and the Thames. Every note of the European concert seems
to be discordant, and every discordant note contains new dissonances. In the British
Isles, Ireland is dissonant. Austria is discordant within the German peoples. In
France, the South contradicts the North. In the Balkans, where for centuries an
almost unified civilization has existed, contemporary Greece is discordant and has
suddenly thrown all its Byzantine and Balkan traditions into the sea, and is seeking
a new direction.38
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Written in 1929 while the young author was living in London (and after an
eighteen-month stint in London), the essay sought to elaborate a coherent agenda for
modern Greek letters in the wake of the Asia Minor Catastrophe, providing inspiration to
an entire generation of writers and poets. Where irredentist politics had failed the Greek
state, associated as they were with ambitious territorial expansion eastward and
(re)conquest of Istanbul, culminating in a massive and devastating population exchange of
some one million Orthodox Christian and Muslim citizens, cultural endeavors were thought
to carry the potential to generate a revival. For this to happen Theotokas believed that Greek
literature had to liberate itself of wooden traditionalism and “narrow realism” and instead
aspire towards an authentic expressiveness, derived from one’s emotional core. “A work
of art, an overflowing of internal life, is the most individualistic phenomenon. But,”
Theotokas added, somewhat paradoxically, “the more individualistic it is, the deeper it
sinks into life and reaches Man.”39
Suffused with lofty idealism, both Theotokas and Radica insisted on a turn inwards,
toward the self, and encouraged readers and literary practitioners alike to cease deferring
to Western literature for inspirational and moral guidance. While few have ventured to
assess the reach and influence of Theotokas’ essay beyond the borders of Greece and its
specific importance to the so-called “Generation of the Thirties,” it begs to be considered
in the context of broader historical tropes of technological advancement and
modernization,40 European postwar transition and modernity, as well as within the context
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of the region of southeast Europe or the Balkans, from which it is often peculiarly cut off
in today’s scholarship.
Evangelos Calotychos, acknowledging the analyses of Free Spirit as an aesthetic
manifesto for the Generation of the Thirties, offers a novel analysis with attention to its
sociopolitical context, pointing out that this generation “undertook the definition of a new
transcendental ethos of Hellenism no longer defined in terms of territory or politics, but
through culture.”41 Within the scope of Greek letters, Free Spirit is an ur-text to which
Theotokas’ successors would routinely refer. Ultimately, it insisted on what Dimitris
Tziovas calls “some form of metaphysics,” and for Theotokas, it was one of “selfmotivation, progress and open frontiers.”42 As such, it is worth considering alongside
similar works produced in the region. Both Radica and Theotokas perceived a problem of
asymmetry or artistic inferiority vis-à-vis the West and shunned the prevalence of mimicry
in southeast European literature, calling it out as disingenuous, artificial and amoral. This
was a problem that captivated an entire generation of writers and artists.
Just as Theotokas had eschewed the wholesale adoption of British, French and
German scholasticism, Radica cautioned his readers against the exclusive consumption of
Western literature. Looking back on his generation’s youth, he noted that the Great War
had occasioned not only a social and political vacuum, but a spiritual-intellectual one.43
Balkan intellectuals’ cavalier and longstanding disregard for the intellectual output of their
neighbors had hindered what both envisioned as the organic emergence of an integral spirit.
While this aspect of Theotokas’ oeuvre—that is to say, his sustained focus on the spirit—
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has been treated more as a poetic flourish, its serious consideration opens a whole new
world of interconnection, not just with reference to Balkan writers but to European ones as
well. This kind of analysis gives us a much fuller and richer understanding of Theotokas,
and seems to more accurately place him within the larger European contextual landscape
to which he belonged.
Free Spirit bore the influence of Austrian writer Stefan Zweig’s ideas of
supranational European culture, and assimilated his belief that personal freedom and
cosmopolitanism were interlinked.44 As Katherine Sorrels notes, there was a sense that the
Great War had imposed ethnoreligious categories on the individual and Zweig, in turn,
sought “a restoration of what he saw as the prewar freedom from such constrictions.”45
Theotokas and Radica were both drawn to cosmopolitan intellectuals who seemed to fit
their model of European man to a tee—Zweig, Valéry and André Gide among them. Both
admired the exponents of French culture in particular. In 1931, Theotokas told Kostas
Kalantzis that he had tremendous faith in the strength and endurance of the French spirit:
“[France] is the country of logic, measure and harmony […] and the only [one] that has an
uninterrupted tradition of five centuries of great intellectual creation behind it.”46 In turn,
the same was true for Zweig himself, who sought to build friendships with Valéry,
Rolland—author of L’Aube (Dawn), what he identified as the first “consciously European
novel”—Rainer Maria Rilke and Léon Bazalgette, whom he considered quintessentially
European.47 In 1929, Theotokas had made his admiration for Zweig publicly known.
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Like Radica, Theotokas singled Zweig out as a true European, “not just capable of
following the intellectual life of Germany, but also of France, Britain, Russia, as a
Frenchman, as an Englishman, as a Russian, and to distinguish, on top of borders, the
international currents of our ethical culture [πολιτισμού].”48 He would later feature
selections from his Struggle with the Daemon (1925) on Nietzsche in the inaugural issue
of his journal Idea.49 Just as it was important for European writers to develop networks of
association on the basis of broader European ideals, Balkan literati sought to build alliances
with these figures, and to make their value-based affinities publicly known. The import of
these quintessential Europeans was their sophistication in transcending national literary
boundaries and drawing out the common threads among outwardly distinct nations.
Both Radica and Theotokas were heavily steeped in European philosophical
traditions, seeking to designate a place for Greek and Yugoslav letters within this grander
schema. Granted, Radica was more persistent in his efforts to foster a Balkan spirit, while
Theotokas largely abandoned this task in order to focus on the national inflection of the
spirit. Yet, insofar as Theotokas’ conception of Greek spirit was in search of a direct
connection to a universal space, both ultimately ended up on a similar wavelength. Both
considered how national, regional, supranational and continental spaces fit together. In his
essays, Theotokas had proposed that the nation be considered a “spiritual reality,” which,
for him, was a way to bring the nation into the realm of the human and away from
traditional associations with violence, aggression and territorial expansionism.

48

Γιώργος Θεοτοκάς, Αναζητώντας τη διαύγεια: Δοκίμια για τη νεότερη ελληνική και ευρωπαϊκή
λογοτεχνία, επιμ. Δημήτρης Τζιόβας (Αθήνα Εστία, 2005).
49
“Τραγωδία δίχως πρόσωπα,” Ιδέα 1, 1 (1933): 46-50.

189

Theotokas had toyed with a Balkan solution as well, accessed through a subaltern
primitivism or vitality and a common experience accrued over the course of centuries. For
his own part, he began advocating for a Balkan union and a European federation in
November of 1932.50 A month later, he issued a response to a survey in Demokratia,51
where he addressed several queries on contemporary domestic issues and the social
problem in Greece, which had resulted from the population exchange and the difficulties
of mass resettlement of refugees.52 Theotokas framed the social problem as one of abject
poverty, stemming from the state’s protectionist economic policy, which threatened to send
Greece into the ‘Middle Ages of economic decline’. Seeking economic improvements,
Theotokas argued in favor of local customs agreements, which would prepare the way for
an eventual European customs union. In doing so, he supported Evangelos Averoff’s plan
for a Balkan customs union—based on his doctoral dissertation submitted at the University
of Lausanne—which the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace awarded with a
prize in 1933.
From an economic and social standpoint, Theotokas did not believe in capitalism
or Soviet-style communism, but rather professed his hope for a new “synthesis” that would
come out of a balance between individualism and socialism adapted to local conditions.
Asked what path foreign policy should take, Theotokas heaped praise on recent efforts by
Venizelos and Papanastassiou to pursue a Balkan union or ‘Eastern confederation’, which,
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once realized, would reveal the “intellectual mission of new Hellenism.”53 As he argued,
Hellenism, then, would follow a Balkan orientation.
Whereas nationalisms had brought down the Ottoman Empire, the new epoch
heralded a novel and more progressive outgrowth of empire: a free confederation. As
Theotokas wrote in 1933 in Idea,
History bends toward empire [θέλει την Αυτοκρατορία]—with whatever type, with
whatever means, with whatever pretext. The ever-lively tendency, indestructible
through the passage of centuries, brings about the Balkan Conferences and reveals
the problems and hopes of union [italics added].54
Theotokas explained that the tendency of the peoples of the Balkans and the Eastern
Mediterranean toward unity began in antiquity with Macedonian unity, followed by the
Pax Romana, the Byzantine Empire, “pan-Balkan and pan-Eastern in its composition,” and
the Ottoman Empire.55 It is important to note here that even the Balkan conferences were
not mere political gatherings. They went far beyond the reaches of politics to re-inscribe
Turkey as Balkan, to wrest it from its negative associations and prejudices or branding as
former seat of the Ottoman Empire and agent of ruthless oppression of Christian subjects.
In the Greek national ethos and for most of the region, this Turkish element was the Other
against which independent national identities had been built, much as Eastern Europe had
functioned vis-à-vis Europe during the Enlightenment.56 Hence, even Theotokas’ positive
assessment of empire as an accommodating political framework or one more “natural” than
the alternative—the nation-state—was an unpopular opinion that can be read as
transgressive and quite progressive at the same time.
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On the other hand, Theotokas subscribed to the narrative put forth by proponents
of Balkan union in singling out the Greek enlightenment figure, Rhigas, as a maverick and
visionary who sought to overthrow the tyranny of the Ottomans to allow the untrammeled
development and cooperation of its peoples. This essay seemed to serve as Theotokas’
contribution to the debate that Radica had begun in the publishing arm of the Balkan
conferences, Les Balkans. Theotokas, in turn, offered a historical analysis, which served to
buttress Radica’s main premise of the need for the consolidation of a Balkan geopoliticalcultural position. He wrote:
We have a vague sense [αισθανόμαστε αμυδρά] that the union of our material forces,
the synthesis of our spiritual contradictions, without abolishing our national
characteristics, will multiply our creative abilities and emancipate us. We are small
and poor and reviled. We will become, all together, something great, something
that is an imperative demand of our history, of our life. But when? And how?57
Both writers had tread the middle way in politics, rejecting nationalism, fascism and
Marxist alternatives in favor of a new idealism, which was liberal and democratic. The
publication of Theotokas’ manifesto, Free Spirit, followed on the institution of a repressive
law against the communists in Greece.58
By the 1930s, the Balkan project had been wrested away from the communists,
whose efforts were thwarted by greater pushback from national governments. After the fall
of the Pangalos dictatorship in 1926, a number of journals were founded, either Marxistoriented like Πρωτοπόροι (Pioneers), or taking a liberal humanist and idealist position,
associated with urban thought and much more literary in character.59 For those in
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Theotokas’ camp, modernization and accession into Europe could be achieved through
means of literary production and a cultural plan that at once preserved Greek characteristics
yet maintained a connection to Europe’s universal values. In personal notes recorded
following the Second World War, Theotokas documented his belief that the Balkans were
united on a cultural basis and identified Rhigas and Papanastassiou as figures who had
sought to foster political allegiances among the region’s constituent nations.60
Far from being curtly dismissive of Western classics and standard influence,
however, Radica and Theotokas instead encouraged others to read widely and to try to
understand the experiences of their neighbors through the fictional narratives they
produced, which was meant to instill a deep level of understanding among them and to
work to the benefit of greater humanity. This spiritual, immaterial exchange, which
occurred through the act of reading as well as the creative work of producing art, was about
achieving peace among nations, a sub-level form of communication and understanding.
This sub-level communication and understanding would play a consequential role in
political deliberations. Beyond that, however, both men foregrounded the spirit as a
fundamental concept that they understood to function as a sublimation of an intrinsic and
collective quality of society, an underlying essence which remained dormant until
strategically dislodged or actively cultivated.
Vernacular Usage of “Spirit” and Its Meaning
For Theotokas, the spirit related to his understanding of the Greek δαίμον or
genie—an inner spirit or driving force—which was closely related to Bergson’s concept of
the ‘élan vital’. He goes on to develop this concept extensively in many of the fictional
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works that he produced from that point on. Quite tellingly, the original title of his first
novel, “Argo,” was The Daemon.61 In a letter to the poet and diplomat Giorgos Seferis, he
revealed that the book was a more serious outgrowth of Free Spirit.62 As he saw it, the new
Greek literature should focus on the development of a new urban novel, which could
present the complexities of city life, as well as its international dimension.63 The novel was
the preferred literary medium for representing the new Greek reality.
In his first novel, which followed the Notaras family, several of whom were
professors of law at the University of Athens, in the aftermath of the Asia Minor
Catastrophe, he sought to capture the essence of contemporary life in Greece. In the grand
scheme of modern Greek literature, it constituted a transitional work possessing
characteristics of two separate genres. It moved laterally and was thus meant to portray the
historical and social changes occurring in Greek society, a preoccupation of the Thirties
Generation, but retained an interest in psychology, which had been a mark of the work of
writers who were associated with the declining genre of ηθογραφία (ethography) or
literature imbued with local color. In a letter to Seferis, he confided his literary agenda for
the book: “I strive to give the air of our contemporary Greek life and to capture certain
types, national, local, but with human values.”64
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Much of the literary output of the 1930s had a cosmopolitan sensibility—these
works depicted Greeks in foreign lands and sought to redefine Greekness through
encounters with non-Greeks.65 In Argo, Theotokas depicted a series of European capitals:
Paris, Rome and London. Argo reads somewhat like a family biography that unspools over
the course of the interwar period, punctuated by the force of historical events that impinge
upon the characters’ lives. The first-born, Nicephorus, not able to stomach the dogmatism
of the German education system, quits his studies in law and decides to move to Paris’
Latin Quarter to begin a career as a writer. This character’s break with tradition becomes
an allegory for Greece’s new course following the Asia Minor Catastrophe. Like
Theotokas, Nicephorus becomes conscious of his Greekness only after having left Greece
and observing it from a distance:
Amid the foolish cosmopolitan crowd with which he had lived, his national
consciousness had slowly developed, and he was convinced of the intellectual
superiority of his race and its mission in the world. He considered the Hellenes as
a unique people with a character of their own and with their own traditions, a people
who belonged to none of the bigger racial families and had no resemblance to any
other, a nation small and poor, but endowed with exceptional mental gifts and one
that, thanks to its spirit, had always found the way to survive the biggest blows in
history; a nation that follows its inevitable destiny, living in the most beautiful and
intellectual country in the world, and seeking in the spirit, and only in it, its outlet,
its deliverance and its glory.66
While the passage may seem self-congratulatory and self-aggrandizing at first glance, it is
undoubtedly an instance of Greece being re-embedded in space and foregrounds the
discrepancy between the nation’s small geopolitical influence and its outsized spiritual or
intellectual gifts. Interestingly, Theotokas recounted having felt the same way while living
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abroad, of having become more in touch with Greekness while away from Greece, in an
interview with Radica a few years later.67
The title of the novel, “Argo,” is a reference to the students’ association that was
founded at the height of the war. A motley group of disaffected students had come together
to push for reform in literature, education and politics. This bunch of students incidentally
mirrored the eclectic philosophical and aesthetic tastes of the Thirties Generation itself. As
Theotokas writes,
Amongst the Argonauts there were disciples of new Kantianism, of Hegel, Bergson,
Nietzsche, Freud; materialists, determinists, fanatical believers in science and
others who loudly proclaimed that science was bankrupt, and many others who
spurned all these creeds and sought for still newer ideas. The literary element
inseparable from any Greek gathering was there, too. It was a meeting-place for
followers of popular traditionalism, of realism, of proletarian art, for lovers of
Dostoievsky, Solomos, Palamas, Kavafis, Valéry, André Gide, Bernard Shaw,
Pirandello, Rilke, for the symbolists, the neo-romanticists, the neo-classicists, the
lovers of antiquity, the futurists and many other schools of thought whose names
evade the memory. Many of the Argonauts admired Venizelos; others decried the
policy of the Western powers and were sure that the salvation of the world lay in
Asia.68
In keeping with the tenets of Free Spirit, one of the protagonists of the novel, Damianos,
likely a play on “daemon,” or “spirit,” is possessed of an idea so powerful that it resolves
the uncertainty and chaos of his intellectual life and the world around him. In Marxism he
finds the key to existence:
But not only did this magic little red book offer to the thrilled young soul who read
it complete intellectual satisfaction; not only did if offer such a precious feeling of
security that he could not possibly conceive of any other way of thinking and was
obliged to consider any conflicting opinion as springing from blind ignorance or
deceit. It gave to his troubled spirit something even more valuable, something that
he had been badly needing—an uplifting of the heart, an ideal. The fatal impulse
that was driving the world on with irresistible force, crushing every obstacle, was
leading it somewhere after all, towards some higher plane.69
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As the quintessential revolutionary and perhaps the archetype of the dogmatic intellectual
whom Theotokas scorns, Damianos loses his life in pursuit of this ideal, in an assassination
attempt against Mussolini.
The journal Theotokas co-edited, Idea, although short-lived, was a forum for the
exploration of a new path in Greek intellectual thought. Mouthpiece of the center, it pushed
against positivism, attempted to reinforce universal values, and stood diametrically
opposed to “materialistic and deterministic theories, which deny freedom, individualism,
[and] the role of the will.”70 It supported the demotic form of the modern Greek as the voice
of the people and introduced a “new humanism.”71 Radica was an avid reader of Idea,
“organ of the free spirit,” which Theotokas led alongside Melas. Melas’ “Nation and
Humanity” programmatically defined the journal’s animating values, which included
personal freedom, individualism, humanist art and demoticism. Melas wrote:
Demoticism, not in the narrow sense of linguistic struggle, but as a spiritual and
ethical movement, denies, with fierce pride, these kinds of humble masquerades. It
sees the nation in the spiritual family of Europe with its genuine, lively character
and with a deeper conviction that it contributes an entirely new note to the common
work [έργο].72
Again, the journal reasserted its disdain for “dry and sterile realism” in art and letters,
which they considered nothing more than a photographic reproduction of an external
reality. Hence, this dichotomy between the internal and emotive, which was associated
with creativity, on the one hand, and the external and calcified, on the other, was a common
point of reference for progressive intellectuals in both Yugoslavia and Greece. In turn, it
mirrored the precepts of Bergsonian thought. Peter Mackridge notes the heavy influence
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of Bergson on Theotokas, namely the theory that “there exists an inner dynamism that is at
odds with external, material reality, and his emphasis on intuition, which captures the more
authentic reality in its durée, its devenir.”73 While Bergson’s philosophical theories never
became mainstream in Greece, they began to take root from the mid-1920s onwards, when
several Greek translations of the philosopher’s work were published.74 Oikonomides, cofounder of Idea, would go on to interpret Bergson’s The Two Sources of Morality and
Religion (1932) for readers of Idea.75 As Mario Vitti has claimed, Bergson’s philosophy
was closely associated with the Generation of the Thirties, especially in their intellectually
formative years.76
Theotokas’ The Daemon, published in 1938, sought to take his notion of the free
spirit to its literary conclusion. The novella bears similarities to Romain Rolland’s classic
masterpiece Jean-Christophe (published in ten volumes in the journal Cahiers de la
Quinzaine from 1904-1912), a thinly veiled tribute to his European literary hero. JeanChristophe followed a German-born composer and creative genius through his
psychological trials. As the translator of Theotokas’ work notes, the daemon in the story is
none other than “creative genius.”77 In a diary entry dated March 16, 1938, Theotokas noted
that the story was a reflection of a national theme, the “oppressed, tormented and still
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unfulfilled creativity of modern Hellenism.”78 The daemon takes hold of Romulus
Christofis, who is unable to control himself in those moments:
‘At certain times I feel that a power takes hold of me and drags me about, a power
greater than my logic or my will. And it’s not just me. It’s my whole family, each
one in his turn. You remember my father in school, when the whim would take him
and he would line up equations on the blackboard as though he were hypnotized?
That’s when the Daemon had hold of him. A Daemon plays with us—funny it really
is! It plays for no purpose: it takes us, leaves us, takes us again, pushes us now here,
now there. The fiend does what it wants, amuses itself. Nothing will come of it all,
I know. We are a group of failures, lost in the depths of the dark province.’
Thomas Christophis, the archetypal cosmopolitan intellectual in the story, grows
up to become a scientific genius, whom the protagonist goes to meet many years later.
Their awkward and stilted encounter lays bare the interiority of a man who has given
himself up to a life of the mind. The protagonist recounts his disappointment following
their encounter:
‘I knew quite clearly that this man had burnt his bridges […] he had abolished
completely his emotional life and every sort of individual joy in order to satisfy
absolutely his Daemon, that voracious love of power that governed him. He had
sacrificed, he had burned, you might say, with fiery sword all his emotions, the
enjoyments of his personal life, in order to serve the spirit and humanity as a free
man—truly, fully absolutely free. […] He did not have time nor energy to devote
to nostalgia, affection, compassion, little individual kindnesses. He had a duty to
his conscience and to the community of mankind, a duty to see and feel only on a
great scale.’
In Theotokas’ particular brand of idealism, spiritual energies take hold of the individual in
a manner that is all-consuming, in such way as to annul personal pleasures and love. Full
adherence to the idea takes on a sort of sublime (and tragic) beauty in and of itself, but
seems to be something that Theotokas warns against. His constant defense of absolute
freedom transposes itself onto the individual who must work to reconcile the personal and
the public sphere, the literary (thought) and the political (action).
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Theotokas’ interwar fascination with the national spirit of Greece only grew, and
in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War, he refined its meaning. In his
personal notes on modern Greece, he drew a tight connection between the Greek genius or
“daemon” and the spirit of the Greek nation:
The sudden flashes of lightning of genius, without any follow-up, have at the same
time given rise to a kind of tradition and legend. They have allowed us to believe
in the existence of an interior daemon, inherent in the body of the nation, always
alive, indeterminate, whose actions are unpredictable and even dangerous if not
taken into consideration. It is the ‘Greek daemon [démon]’, also referred to as the
‘god of Greece’, national and terrestrial divinity par excellence. It is not a
superhuman power. It is, in some sense, the sum of all the intelligent, intuitive and
creative powers of the Greek people, reinforced by the energies [entrainement] of
our ancestors, it is thus essentially a spirit [un esprit]. But it is a spirit to which the
collective imagination has given a malleable [plastique] personality and a symbolic
value, sometimes attached to a certain superstition.79
As Tziovas notes, “[Theotokas] defines modernity and the modern condition as constant
change propelled by an inner driving force (daimonio). People transgress the narrow and
national boundaries in order to participate in a wider cultural European community.”80
It is not pure coincidence that Radica’s principles seem to echo those of Theotokas,
as the two could be said to have been members of the same generation, even though they
grew up in radically distinct locales of bordering empires. Nonetheless, Radica was only
two years older than Theotokas; their coming-of-age experiences were quite similar, both
having observed the fall of empire and the Great War without being old enough to
participate in the war efforts. Their travel itineraries intersected in Paris, where they had
both spent critical years in their early twenties, mingling with French intellectuals,
consuming works of Western culture and critiquing contemporary French literature. They
subscribed to the idea that they belonged to a generation and could both be considered
79
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members of what Robert Wohl has called the generation of 1914, a group bound by its
common spiritual guides (Nietzsche, Miguel de Unamuno, Benedetto Croce and others),
“syntheses of neoidealism and biological determinism,” and the belief that the problem of
European decadence was linked to the crisis of the nation.81 Each of them wrote essays that
sought to define their own generation in plain terms.82
Although Wohl considers the generation of 1914 to comprise European literary
intellectuals born from 1880 to 1900, the fact that he focused on the idea of this generation
and the rise of generational thinking or consciousness seems to give us license to stretch
the demarcation to include Radica and Theotokas, both of whom wrote extensively on the
characteristics, merits, moral imperatives and failures of their generations, sometimes
construed in national terms, and sometimes in non-national ones. While Wohl deals only
with Western European intellectuals, I propose that southeast European intellectuals be
considered part of the generation he describes. The analytic of ‘generation’ is an appealing
one given that it enables us to move away from the alternative lenses, that is, class and
nation, in order to draw new conclusions about interwar intellectual thought and
reconstruction efforts. On the notion of a generation, and the elasticity of this concept,
Wohl wrote: a historical generation is “more like a magnetic field at the center of which
lies an experience or a series of experiences. It is a system of references and identifications
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that gives priority to some kinds of experiences and devalues others—hence it is relatively
independent of age.”83
As mentioned earlier, Radica and Theotokas nurtured a working relationship in
their youth. Radica’s work notebook-cum-diary includes handwritten notes from a brief
interview session the two had in the early 1930s.84 An early outline of Radica’s book
Agonija Evropa (1940) indicates that he intended to include an entire section on Balkan
intellectuals (the Greek contingent of which included Palamas, Ouranis, Melas and
Theotokas), all of whom he was in contact with while living in Athens in the 1930s.85 Tin
Ujević also made mention of having been interviewed on the crisis of the West, but in the
midst of a personal crisis of his own, felt that he had already exhausted this topic in his
published writing and had nothing more to add.
This Balkan section either never came to fruition or never made it into the final cut
of the book, and this did not go unnoticed by critics, including Serbian intellectual Isidora
Sekulić, whose review of the work claimed that the author had brazenly failed to take into
account the views of intellectuals from small nations, namely those from the Balkans.86 A
mere month after Radica’s essay was published in Les Balkans, Theotokas featured
Radica’s piece on Balkan spiritualism in Greek translation in the inaugural issue of Idea,
the liberal monthly journal he founded and edited alongside novelist and playwright Spyros
Melas and Yiannis Oikonomides.87 This, of course, amounted to an endorsement of
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Radica’s theories (the third portion of the essay, which followed the debate between Radica
and Lefkoparidis, was not reproduced in the Greek journal).
Greco-Yugoslav Exchanges
As Radica noted in his memoir, the stronger the diplomatic ties between Greece
and Yugoslavia became, the more Greek journalists would visit Yugoslavia and vice-versa.
When Greek journalists traveled to Yugoslavia, Radica would offer his recommendations
on must-see sights. This was how Yugoslavia’s most esteemed sculptor, Ivan Meštrović,
came into contact with Greek journalist Giorgos Serugios. Serugios, who asked Meštrović
whether he would be interested in erecting a sculpture in Athens, reproduced their
conversation in the pages of the daily newspaper Καθημερινή in 1932: “it would be
absolutely necessary that the world’s greatest sculptor would bring one of his works to the
home of the art of sculpture.”88 The Greco-Yugoslav League, an organization that
promoted closer ties between the two countries, had been lobbying for a tribute monument
to King Karađorđe (Karageorge), the Serbian hero who battled the Ottoman Turks, on the
grounds that he had been a member of the Philiki Hetairia (The Society of Friends), a secret
revolutionary organization that sought to achieve Greek independence. Karađorđe had also
supported the establishment of a united Christian Balkan confederation in opposition to the
Ottoman Empire. In fact, there was already a street named after him in Athens.
While this symbolic gesture was never realized, it stands as a testament to the wideranging efforts at rapprochement. The Greco-Yugoslav League was another magnet for
pan-Balkan intellectuals. Konstantinos Amantos, a Byzantinist and a professor at the
University of Athens, delivered lectures before the group, as did Sv. Petrović. In March of
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the same year, Petrović used the occasion to speak about Yugoslav popular poetry.89 He,
like Radica, made an attempt to distill the qualities of the Yugoslav people: “The Yugoslav
soul, in love with harmony, the ideal and beauty, has been perpetually oppressed and
wounded; this is why our songs are always vague, tender, borrowed from a sacred
soberness, of an infinite melancholy.”90
As is clear, Radica was not the only one who occupied this space between Greece
and Yugoslavia, nexus of one of the most substantive and continuous cultural exchanges
in the region. Following forth with the promise to further Balkan intellectual and literary
exchange, critic and bibliographer Ivan Esih (1898-1966) published a series of articles that
had originally appeared in the Croatian daily Obzor in a short book titled “The Greeks and
the South Slavs” in Zagreb in 1934. Esih was born in Ljubuški, Hercegovina in 1898. After
completing high school in Sarajevo, he pursued Slavic studies in Prague at Karl University
and in Zagreb, where he completed his doctorate in 1923 with a dissertation titled
“Psychology of a Dream.”
The Greeks and the South Slavs contained a long bibliography of articles, studies
and translations on the history, literature and political and cultural life of the south Slavs—
broadly conceived to include the Bulgarians—all of which had originally appeared in
Greece, and mainly around the figure of Michael Lascaris (1903-1965), a prominent Greek
historian who Esih considered the author of the first scientific and unbiased study of
Yugoslav history and culture.91 It began with the claim that the Balkan conferences had
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accomplished very little with respect to the promotion of reciprocal exchange and
familiarization with neighboring cultures and literatures. Esih held that there was a sizable
discrepancy in the intellectual relationship between Greece and Yugoslavia, the latter’s
literature more widely known in Greece than modern Greek literature was to Yugoslav
readers, largely owing to Lascaris’ single-handed efforts to disseminate work on the
subject. This asymmetry of cultural exchange was an issue that translators sought to
mitigate with their work. Esih had also collaborated with Radica to translate a theater play
by Melas, “Une nuit, une vie,” which had been performed several times already at the
National Theater in Zagreb, and published in full in 1932 in Les Balkans.92
Around the same time, a conversation between Radica and Esih on modern Greek
literature was published in the journal Quinzaine based in Zagreb. Esih was a GrecoYugoslav intermediary or cultural diplomat in much the same way as Radica, keeping
readers apprised of his expositions of Greek literature to a Yugoslav readership.93 Esih
admired Radica’s vision and “eminent cultural program” which, to him, held immense
promise.94 Esih was also known for his work on Bulgarian and contemporary Slav
literature, which appeared regularly in the daily Obzor. In 1932-1933, Radica curated a
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selection of Yugoslav poems that appeared in Les Balkans, including work by France
Prečeren, Milan Rakić, Jovan Dučić, Oton Župančič, Milan Čurćin, Milutin Bojić,
Vladimir Nazor, Silvije Strahimir Kranjčević, Sibe Miličić.95 The selection of Croatian,
Serbian and Slovenian writers and poets suggests that Radica was careful to present a
unified picture of Yugoslav letters abroad. Clearly, he also believed that equal
representation of Yugoslav authors was necessary to Yugoslav national unity. Apart from
Esih, however, several others produced literary translations in order to make national
literature, and by extension, national cultures, legible to their neighbors.
The same was true in the Turkish case, as well as the Romanian, Albanian and
Bulgarian. Rushen Eshref, for instance, was a poet and Secretary of the Turkish National
Assembly who had translated the Aeneid, Virgil’s Ecologues and Georgies, and Emil
Ludwig’s The Son of Man, a biography of Jesus, into Turkish. One of his poetry-prose
pieces was published in French translation in the Balkan literature section of Les Balkans.96
He, in turn, would produce translations of the work of his contemporaries for publication
in the same venue.97 All of the Balkan countries, even those that had fallen out of political
talks and negotiations by 1933, participated in intellectual and artistic pan-Balkan efforts
to a high degree, even into the late 1930s.
In 1934, Les Balkans featured Bulgarian playwright Stefan Kostov’s Gold Mine
(1926), a satire of contemporary Bulgarian society, in French translation.98 Nonetheless,
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Radica was much less interested in the Turkish, Bulgarian, Romanian and Albanian
cultural traditions, considering the Slavic and Greek souls or cultural traditions as the only
ones worthy of definition and analysis. Les Balkans served as an important outlet for
intellectual rapprochement, allotting space in each issue for expository works on literary
figures from across the Balkans. With respect to Greece, many of the featured writers and
poets were members of the Thirties Generation. Stratis Myrivilis, author of Life in the Tomb
(1924), one of the most widely read novels in interwar Greece, was spotlighted with a
translation of one of his short stories titled “Sacrifice to the Sun,” published in 1928.99
The Greek Soul
In his writings, Radica defined the Greek soul as the enterprising spirit of the Greek
merchant, an archetypal figure of the Byzantine era. The inconsistencies in his usage of
these twin terms—“soul” and “spirit”—seemed to present an odd melding of German
romanticism along with Enlightenment values associated with the French philosophes’
crafting of universal humanism. German romanticism’s expression of the national soul, an
emotive, intuitive, irrational component, contrasted with the spirit, which seemed to be
sublimated into an anational, even universal element. In 1932, Radica documented his
travels to Mount Athos, which was published in a multi-part series in Belgrade’s daily
Pravda.100 With a critique of Italian philosopher and critic Adriano Tilgher’ book La
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visione greca della vita (The Greek Vision of Life), published in Rome in 1933, Radica
led readers of Nova Evropa through a broadly construed conceptual comparison of the
ancient Greek and modern worldview, the former associated with a preference for sculpture
and the latter with movement and music, in order to provide an antidote to the European
crisis. Motivating much of his work was a bold-faced effort to present, dissect and
understand the machinations of one of Europe’s greatest civilizations, praised for its
“magnificent achievement of peace, harmony and synthesis [italics added].”101
Greek civilization held the key to the future rebirth and revitalization of Europe.
According to Tilgher, every civilization expressed its spirituality and soul through a central
myth; for the Greeks, it was the myth of perpetual return, whereas for capitalist civilization,
it was that of boundless progress, for instance. Attention to myths, Tilgher claimed, was
the sole means of understanding the spirit of these civilizations and others. Radica
explained, relying on Tilgher’s observations:
The [ancient] Greek vision of life did not see perfection in the end but in the
beginning of movement; and that is why it considered every individual’s move as
an alarm, which necessarily has to be tranquilized and appeased in perfection. In
thought, this is the aim of perfection that the dialectic served; it was the means that,
according to Plato, led us to God. – ‘For the Greek soul, to philosophize meant to
die for the world…To melt into mystic ecstasy, that is the secret and constant
principle of all Hellenic knowledge and philosophy.’102
In 1935, Radica’s examination of the nature of Greek soul appeared in Srpski književni
glasnik, one of Serbia’s foremost cultural reviews, and seemed to grow out of these
contemporary meditations over the legacies of ancient Greek civilization and the hints it
could provide to ideologues looking toward the future.
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A pre-publication draft in which Radica substituted the term ‘soul’ for “spirit”
indicates his own vacillations and apprehensions about which discursive associations were
best fitted to the subject; the title was redacted once again when it appeared in his book of
essays on the Mediterranean, published in 1971.103 The essay, titled “The Greek Soul,”
offered a comprehensive survey of Greek literature from sixteenth-seventeenth-century
Crete to the present, and an in-depth investigation of the mores of modern Greek society.
Greece, as Radica considered it, lacked geographical, geopolitical, étatist, national and
spiritual unity. He expanded on these theories in this piece, where he attempted to provide
a more precise definition of the Greek soul. In fact, he had done the same for Italy,104 the
Mediterranean, the Balkans and Europe. This essay, however, fit into Radica’s new mission
of Mediterranean unity, which will be discussed in the following chapter. In the same issue
of Srpski književni glasnik in which his essay appeared, Radica presented several of his
own translations of modern Greek literature, including work by Alexandros Papadiamantis,
Kostas Varnalis and Ouranis.105
That same year, Radica conducted an interview with Palamas. Palamas belonged to
the literary generation of the 1880s and co-founded the New Athenian School along with
several others who were united in their promotion of the use of the demotic in poetry,
assimilation of symbolism and Parnassianism, as well as their anti-romanticism. The
results appeared in Τα Νέα Γράμματα (The New Letters), organ of the Thirties Generation,
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and closed with a question on Greece’s intellectual contributions to Balkan union. In his
response, Palamas apologized for his ignorance of the other Balkan languages and
proceeded to focus on specific Serbian, Romanian and Bulgarian writers whose work had
made an impact on his own thinking, including Vuk Karadžić (1787-1864) and Laza
Lazarević (1851-1891); Vasile Alecsandri (1821-1890), collector of Romanian folk songs,
Mihai Eminescu (1850-1889) and Elisabeth of Wied, whose penname was Carmen Sylva.
Radica’s question prompted Palamas to think of a poem, “The Country that Armed Itself,”
which appeared in his collection The State and Solitude, published in 1912, where he
recounted events of the early stages of the First Balkan War, from October to November.
Palamas reproduced an excerpt in his response to Radica:
Πλατιά είν’ η γή μας γιά το τράνεμα όλων!
Βαλκανική Συμπολιτεία: Ω δόξα
στους κυβερνήτες των Εθνών!..
Δόξα στον κυβερνήτη που το χέρι
σήκωσε πρώτος, όχι για φοβέρα
μα ταντίμαχο χέρι για να σφίξη…
The lands are wide for the run!
Balkan Confederation: Glory
to the governors of nations!...
Glory to the governor whose hand
rose first, not out of fear
but to shake a rival hand…106
In the excerpt, Palamas made his intentions and affinities for intra-regional cooperation
clear, even as he sought closer relationships with spokesmen of non-Balkan cultures.
Palamas’ efforts to integrate Greece into Europe extended to his relations with other writers
in what could be seen as Europe’s modern republic of letters. Like Theotokas, he admired
Rolland so much that he dedicated a poem to him, reproduced in Εργασία, which the latter
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warmly received with the wish that they could meet each other one day and the consolation
that “no matter what happens from here, my spirit has touched yours.”107 Palamas was
instrumental in helping to build the sense that poets were critical to the creation of a
republic of letters. Unlike other intellectuals, he believed that poets had a role to play in
the academy, as advocates of intellectual cooperation, so long as this activism did not
impede upon the quality of their creative work.108 Like Radica, Palamas believed that
Greece had a spirit or an essence that fundamentally set it apart from other countries.
Tied to the question of spirit was the sustained focus on Hellenicity and the related
consideration of where Greece fit in with respect to Europe. This, in fact, was one of the
central questions for this generation of writers. As Dimitris Tziovas has pointed out,
From this Hellenicity [associated with the Thirties Generation] emanates the
romantic, though utopian, vision of resistance to Western culture, expressed
through the ideological concept of Hellenicity, just as in other countries the same
resistance was expressed through concepts such as ‘italianità’, ‘hispanidad’ or
‘negritude.’109
However, he proceeds to make an important distinction regarding this ‘resistance to
Western culture’, which has largely been lost on the existing literature:
This resistance is not a simple refusal to conform, an outright hatred of all things
foreign, as was the case before, but a confrontation on equal terms, a dynamic
challenge and yet a quest for ways for the Greek nation to become a trailblazer.
Thus, the concept of ‘Hellenicity’ in the 1930s, among other things, springs from
the aggravation of the problem of Greek self-knowledge and especially the tense
relations between Greece and the West. From that moment on, the Greek
intelligentsia, tired of the domestic isolation that the language issue and the national
navel-gazing had imposed, enters the European cultural arena as a fierce
competitor, questioning the relationship between nation and humanity, attempting
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to introduce new poetry movements and literary genres (novel, essay) and assuring
that horizons are broadened and the traditional comedy of manners is abandoned.110
Along the same lines, Artemis Leontis argues that “it was in the aesthetic principle of
hellenikoteta, or ‘Hellenicity,’ that Greek modernism managed to combine Western
European Hellenism with a nativizing Romaic Hellenism.”111
In his essay on the Greek soul, Radica had presented the Greek dualism, of ancient
and modern Greek civilization, to Yugoslav readers. He searched for the links between the
ancient and modern, even as he considered this problem of severed cultural legacies and
discontinuity as a mode of thinking about Greece’s contribution to European civilization:
Broken into two halves, opposites, [contemporary spiritual Greece] remains hurled
into this exposed, but magical corner, where two worlds collide and meet. Where
the eternally stimulated but messianic spirit of Asia battles for the conquest of
Hellenic-European form, measure and balance. The restlessness and messiness of
our century, which is outlined in the eternal conflict of Apollo and Dionysus,
Medusa’s head and Hermes’ gaze, deliver to us once again the objectives of its
observations of the Hellenic land, straining, essentially, to find the measure of its
own internal spiritual moods and intense excitement through it.112
Radica considered Greece as split on several bases, including the question of language
(purists versus demoticists). This was an issue that was entrenched in Greek intellectual
life, especially among members of the Thirties Generation.
The most prominent members of this generation of artists and writers found ways
to effectively bridge the gaps and binaries that Radica was so focused on identifying. The
ingenuity of Giorgos Seferis’ modernist collection of poetry, Strophe (Turning Point),
published in 1931, for instance, was that it had expertly melded tradition with the
contemporary Greek experience. Historian Constantine Paparrigopoulos (1814-1891) was
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credited with bringing the ancient, Byzantine and modern Greek legacies into a single
narrative, and had thus brought the Greek experience throughout the Middle Ages out of
darkness.
Conclusion
Radica’s ideals aligned with those of the Thirties Generation. This generation’s
focus on Hellenicity was, in fact, directly related to the idea of Greek spirit and
considerations of how to bring this spirit into the universal realm (i.e. how to square
national qualities with universal ones). This problem held a fundamental tension, between
the local (national) and the supranational (Europe), which was construed as a universal.
Upon Ouranis’ death in 1953, several of the members of this generation penned obituaries,
which emphasized his Europeanness and a cosmopolitanism that made him relevant
beyond his homeland of Greece.113 There is a salient tension and paradox of the
cosmopolitan and modernist Thirties Generation taking up the banner of Hellenicity,
although it is an issue that permeated Yugoslav and Albanian national programs of the time
just as well. Alternatives to isolationist nationalism did not imply the wholesale destruction
of national paradigms, but rather a revisionist take that allowed for a new conception of the
nation within and alongside larger regional frames, both Balkan and European, or
civilizational, Balkan, Mediterranean, etc. In effect, I argue that supranational structures
did not blot out visions of national or cultural uniqueness, but instead worked in tandem
with them.
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Moreover, Greek and Yugoslav exchanges operated among a small group of
intellectuals and writers who sought to disseminate literary and historical works in order to
strengthen diplomatic ties between the two nations. Radica spearheaded these efforts in
1930, but others followed his lead from there. Theotokas and Radica had similar
intellectual backgrounds, philosophical sympathies, concerns and agendas, but they slowly
parted ways as the thirties wore on, the former becoming less attached to Greece’s Balkan
dimension, and the latter more taken with a Mediterranean equivalency. Neither, however,
abandoned the effort to redefine Europe and the basis of its cultural unity (Theotokas would
pursue this as well as the concept of supranationalism following the Second World War
during his travels to the Soviet Union and the United States). The incongruence of Greece’s
internal and external personas would ultimately be resolved, Radica argued, through
spiritual Hellenism.
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CHAPTER FOUR: Idols of the Southern Sea: The Dream of
Mediterranean Unity as Balkan Proxy
I will do no more than specify a notion that is widely known, after all—that the
Mediterranean, by reason of its physical features, has played a role or function in the
formation of the European mind, of historical Europe, insofar as the European spirit has
modified the entire human world.
—Paul Valéry1

And I too, the person writing this, saw the Acropolis-Corinth landscape before anyone else
had: I flew over the dead crests of the Mediterranean like an acrobat on a tightrope, to
join them with the purple-hued melancholy of Homer’s concealed bays and a Dalmatia
hitherto unsung…
—Bogdan Radica2

Historiographical Innovations
In their recent edited volume, Mediterranean Diasporas: Politics and Ideas in the
Long Nineteenth Century, Maurizio Izabella and Konstantina Zanou set out to present new
approaches to the history of the Mediterranean region, which, for them meant abandoning
the facts-based narratives interested mainly in histories of colonialism, economics and
maritime trade, and instead concentrating on the circulation of ideas among people on the
move. In going beyond the temporal axes of the ancient, medieval and early modern
periods, common sites for histories of the Mediterranean, they wished to demonstrate the
versatility of this geographical frame, to show that a history of the modern Mediterranean
is, indeed, viable.3 Insofar as they embrace the model of the Mediterranean Sea as a
capacious one of sub-seas and tributaries, a dynamic space of interconnection and cultural
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and intellectual exchange, they endow Fernand Braudel’s one-dimensional conception of
the space as a “cultural unity” with a layered richness and complexity. In this way, they
also expand the historiographical scope and utility of this spatial analytic, performing a
historical examination through the lens of biography, namely with attention to individuals,
those “micro-lives” that traversed the sea. While their intention to extend Mediterranean
history far into the nineteenth-century seems especially warranted in light of the “oceanic
turn” and the new thalassology, which seeks to recalibrate our perspective, away from a
highly terrestrialized and normative approach to the past, I propose that we take their cues
even further to consider how such an approach could improve our understanding of
southeast Europe in the aftermath of the Great War, when the Mediterranean became
central to debates about civilizational legacies, the future of Europe and colonialism.
In this chapter, I will demonstrate how Mediterranean unity, in fact, became another
alternative to nation-based constructs, an area recognized for its potential in enacting
Balkan unity and “synthesis.” A large part of this project, in turn, was the effort to integrate
the Slavs into the Mediterranean cultural space and tradition. The belief that the original
European synthesis of ancient Athens and Rome, and Christianity—or “Latinity”—was
crumbling gave way to the theorization of new totalities and unities, which were meant to
buttress a new Europe in the process. A new Mediterranean humanism thus emerged.
Theorists framed the region as a porous space uniquely qualified to accommodate subaltern
peoples and nations, and as the generator of great civilizations.
The 1933 PEN Congress in Dubrovnik: A Balkan Hub
On May 25, 1933, the International PEN (the association of Poets, Playwrights,
Editors and Novelists) Congress convened in Dubrovnik. National delegations representing
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all of the Balkan countries except Albania attended the three-day conference. Three
hundred delegates from twenty-three countries descended on the medieval town of
Dubrovnik. Members of the PEN American Center reiterated the principles and values
enumerated at the fifth congress, which had been held in Brussels in 1927. First among
them was that literature, though national by virtue of conception, “knows no frontiers, and
should circulate freely among nations, notwithstanding political or international ups and
downs.”4 Second, “in all cases, and especially in that of war, works of art, humanity’s
common heritage, must be protected from national and political passions,” and third, PEN
members were to use their influence to encourage understanding and mutual respect among
nations.5 Among other resolutions adopted during the congress was the institution of an
international prize in literature, to be administered by League of Nations’ Committee on
Intellectual Cooperation. Not surprisingly, the gathering prompted the production of
numerous travelogues in the form of essay. For many Balkan intellectuals, it was a chance
to visit neighboring countries that had long been altogether foreign and remote to them.
Radica had been waiting for the right time to organize a “literary voyage” through
Yugoslavia for his Greek friends and colleagues and seized on the PEN conference as the
perfect opportunity to do so.6 Radica recognized travelogue as an essential genre of
literature that encouraged the author to leave behind hasty presumptions and inherited
prejudice:
Travel literature ought to be an expression of the moment, a testimony to the times.
And it is in many contemporary authors’ books. The fact of the matter is that people
of letters and ideas run away from themselves, leave their homes, their particularist
feelings and decide to gather their old, separatist, conservative and provincial
European views and freshen them up in the encounter with new landscapes, new
4
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lands, new traditions, new subjects, new perspectives. […]. That is how we partake
in the colossal adventure [događaj] of versatile, hectic, mindless wandering. The
nervous system suffers severely under the intensity of it all. Thoughts come rushing
like blood. Prejudice takes a heavy fall […]. The mind can hardly endure the sudden
and dizzying cinematic string of visions. The talented ones resort to synthesis.7
For Radica, travel was a transformative, edifying and exhilarating experience, one that
roused all of the senses and altered an individual’s system of values all at the same time.
To set out on these journeys was also a kind of duty for those occupying a particular
position of privilege because to discover new vistas entailed a negotiation of space. It was
a worthy pursuit because it provided a chance to find points of common ground, a meeting
of cultures, resulting in a sort of ‘synthesis’ once again.
The Greek coterie, led by Ouranis, boarded ship in Patras, proceeding to make their
journey through cities dotting the Adriatic coastline. Theotokas joined them and recorded
his impressions of Yugoslavia (as well as the Peloponnese) for his new journal Idea, where
he had already begun to adopt Radica’s distinctive understanding of the Balkans as a region
rife with contrasts, transposing this interpretation onto the topographical and physical
landscape. Theotokas began: the Balkans are a peninsula of “abrupt, unbridled […]
contrasts […] contradictions much more intense than you would have imagined.”8
Reflecting on the various empires that had left their mark on the country, Theotokas
proceeded to rank the south Slavs in order of civilizational maturity, beginning with the
Slovenes, whom he regarded as emotionally and artistically refined, followed by the
Croats, peaceful and cultivated, and in last place, the Serbs, excellent warriors drawn to
might and glory. In the Dalmatians, however, Theotokas recognized a worldview similar
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to that of the Greeks. This understanding of contrast and synthesis as bound up together,
however, not only followed Radica’s, but was to be found in his fictional work as well, in
Argo, for instance, which was written in such a way as to approximate a symphony, and
could be considered a polyphonic text. It is also how he perceived Europe in his
foundational text, Free Spirit, where from a bird’s-eye view its many colors blended into
one.
Even so, the PEN conference was not without its problems. Hitler’s rise to power
had occasioned the book burning of German-Jewish playwright Ernst Toller’s works in the
leadup to the PEN conference as well as concern for Germany’s growing influence in the
Balkans. In 1933, Rennie Smith reported on Germany’s new policies and orientation visa-vis the Balkans in Les Balkans.9 Germany’s alternative model for Europe contrasted with
“liberal, individualist, and cosmopolitan cultural values.”10 At the conference, the German
delegation walked out after fellow delegates held them accountable for their failure to
implement the organization’s principles and to protest flagrant acts of intolerance and antiSemitism. As a result of these transgressions, the following year the German Center was
officially expelled from the organization.11 The Greek PEN, on the other hand, had been
formed in anticipation of that year’s congress.
Theotokas founded the Greek PEN club in conjunction with Galateia Kazantzakis,
Ouranis, Constantine Dimaras and others, much to the satisfaction of H.G. Wells, then
president of PEN.12 After the congress, the Greeks wished to visit Dalmatia, the Croatian
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hinterland and Slovenia, turning down the option to see Macedonia and Serbia. The
Yugoslavs had three PEN centers: the Serbian in Belgrade, the Croatian in Zagreb and the
Slovenian in Ljubljana. Tin Ujević quite predictably declined to attend the conference, yet
published his satirical impressions of what he regarded as an inane spectacle, making fun
of the inherent inequalities within international organizations such as the PEN. Sensitive
to the latent cultural hierarchies, he prompted readers to contemplate what the PEN
congress demanded of small nations: “One who speaks a foreign language must show off.
One has to gather autographs and to parade around with photographs. In short: one has to
show how some small provincials are part of the great big world.”13
Nonetheless, the PEN provided an opportunity to small nations to do just that, to
gain currency in the world republic of letters. As literary historian Pascale Casanova
explains, the world of arts and letters has its own system of power, wherein the older
literary traditions take absolute precedence over the newer or more emergent ones, which
was absolutely the case in southeast Europe between the wars:
The literary map that has taken shape in Europe since the sixteenth century […] is
a consequence of the unequal structure (to recall Fernand Braudel’s phrase once
again) of literary space, the uneven distribution of resources among national literary
spaces. In measuring themselves against one another, these spaces slowly establish
hierarchies and relations of dependency that over time create a complex and durable
design.14
Ouranis’ impressions of the congress were published in Σήμερα (Today) and contributed
to this effort to aggrandize Yugoslav cultural capital. Struck by the similarities among the
representatives from various parts of the region, Ouranis noted that he felt that they were
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all united as Europeans with common intellectual curiosities, mentalities, ideas, worries
and tendencies.15 Believing that the gathering went far beyond the scope of the thirty
intellectuals who were in attendance, he claimed that they, in fact, represented thousands
of other intellectuals back at home. At the same time, the congress marked the birth of a
“European consciousness.”
Ouranis reminded readers that he and the other representatives thought and acted
not as citizens of the state or nation, but sought to live up to the great writer and statesman,
Goethe, the paradigmatic model of the diplomat-littérateur. A record of Ouranis’ travels
would appear in Les Balkans as well.16 In his own account, Ouranis emphasized the
successive migrations and multiplicity inherent in the small coastal strip of Dalmatia:
These coasts to the innumerable islands, disseminated over their full length, saw
the Greeks, Illyrians, Celts, Romans, Byzantines, Avars, Goths, Ostrogoths, Slavs,
Hungarians, Venetians Turks, Austrians, French, and the history of Dalmatia
contains almost the entire history of Europe over the long centuries, as a shell hides
and preserves in the hollow of its spirals all the rumors of the ocean…17
While he sensed a close association and visual likeness to Italy, he identified a
distinguishing Slavic spirit that set it apart:
The soul that expresses itself in these palaces, in these churches and in these towers
is not that of Venice. It does not have its patrician splendor nor its brilliance. There
is a soul concentrated in itself, more grave and profound: the Slavic soul,—with, at
the foundation, melancholy without cause. Venetian art and the Latin spirit have
not assimilated Dalmatia; they were what is in a field the fertilizer that multiplies
its yield. Dalmatian artists that elevated these monuments of the past made Venetian
art with its gray stone and with a soul, gray and strong like it. In Venice itself, the
architecture has something picturesque about it. Here, even the picturesque is
profound.18
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As will become more clear, Ouranis, too, had adopted Radica’s interpretation of the
Mediterranean and the Slavic soul that announced itself on the Dalmatian shores in a
peculiar ‘melancholy without cause’.
Radica’s travel account of Dalmatia served as another opportunity to extend his
philosophy of regional conglomerate identities and synthesis. Along with a group of
Bulgarian, Greek and Romanian respondents, he submitted a travelogue after his return
from the PEN congress.19 There Radica identified three figures who exemplified LatinDalmatian values and for whom the ‘Illyrian-Balkan’ element determined the “decisive
moment of their interior personal drama and their dualism”: Roman emperor Diocletian,
Saint Jerome, and Niccolò Tommaseo.20 These were for Radica trans-historical figures who
embodied a Dalmatian character, which amounted to what Radica called a tormented
individuality and a will that was at once eruptive and timid. He considered Dalmatia “the
first successful realization of Balkan contrasts crystalizing in an architectural and civic
form,” or the first instance of consummate synthesis.21 Another such example from the
recent history of the Balkans were the seven Ionian islands, which Tommaseo had
referenced along with Venice and Dalmatia. Among the historical figures who typified the
Mediterranean were Demosthenes, not Alexander the Great, and Pericles, not Caesar.
Radica modeled synthesis by way of Tommaseo, a figure of the Italian unification,
whom he happened upon by accident in his intellectual wanderings. Dismayed that history
had come to consider Tommaseo a vapid philosopher and chauvinistic vagabond, he
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thought it necessary to rehabilitate him and dispel the prejudice and naïve misconceptions
attached to his name. As Dominique Reill notes in her work on nineteenth-century Adriatic
multinationalism, Tommaseo was indeed an unlikely hero, loathed by many of his
contemporaries. And yet, he personified the “national hermaphrodite” as someone who
identified as half-Italian and half-Slavic, meanwhile holding fast to his strong Catholic
beliefs.22 For this reason alone, he seemed to be an ideal hero for Radica.
Mediterranean Pathways
In August 1930, Radica made one of his earliest forays into the theme of
Mediterranean unity, which he would go on to develop in fits and starts over the course of
the following decade. It would come to define his interwar oeuvre and largely overshadow
his abundant efforts to bring about a pan-Balkan union, which began around the same time.
Despite the declining influence of integral Yugoslavism, Radica would readjust his gaze,
ignoring the disappointing failures—both state and foreign diplomatic ones—to go forth
with an even grander vision which seemed to subsume the Balkans in a unified
Mediterranean space. Toggling back and forth between the problem of the Balkans and the
Mediterranean, he ultimately settled on the latter, which seemed to offer a much greater
payoff, especially given the former project’s failure to move past a rudimentary stage of
development among the region’s policymakers and politicians. At the same time, however,
accompanying his critique and theorization on Balkan and Mediterranean unity was a
constant consideration of European cultural destinies.
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In 1930, Radica’s hometown newspaper Novo doba (The New Age) published a
letter he had written to Miguel de Unamuno titled “The Dream of a Mediterranean
Synthesis,”23 where he introduced readers to Niccolò Tommaseo (1802-74), a Romanticera advocate of a Mediterranean spatial mapping. Prompted by Unamuno’s letter from the
previous year, reproduced in the Athens-based Ελεύθερον Βήμα (Free Tribune) and in
Split’s Novo doba, in which he expressed curiosity over Venizelos’s Greece and the
problems that it faced, Radica’s response exceeded the sender’s narrowly framed
expectations. Radica had met Unamuno in Paris, where he had been living in exile from
the dictatorship of Miguel Primo de Rivera. Upon first setting eyes on the Parthenon,
Radica was moved by the historical gravity of this ancient landmark, thinking himself in
that moment to be in league with a coterie of other like-minded thinkers widely recognized
across Europe—among them Paul Valéry, Kostis Palamas, Angelos Sikelianos, Giovanni
Papini, Benedetto Croce and Adriano Tilgher—who understood the Mediterranean as a
viable spatial unity that could be revived through the re-articulation of the qualities that
united its inhabitants.
Unamuno was a Basque philosopher, a professor of Greek and Classics and a
prolific writer with whom Radica had been communicating for several years in a series of
interviews. The former had been interested in the conflict between Serbs and Croats, and
often sought to find common ground with Radica as a European “Other,” pointing out the
similarities between Yugoslavia and Spain. He also proposed that Spain not aspire to
European values, but rather that Europe model itself on Spain—a project that entailed the
‘Hispanization of Europe’—which was an inversion of a traditional West-East hierarchy.
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This project was directly analogous to the program that Micić and the Zenithists had
proposed with respect to the Balkans (i.e. the ‘Balkanization of Europe’). Just as for Radica
the Mediterranean resurgence did not entail a political mode of application, for Unamuno,
the Hispanization of Europe did not entail any “political or ideological imposition, or any
kind of influence or domination.”24 It was understood to function entirely in the realm of
the mind and the spirit, or through cultural practice and mutual understanding.
Radica had introduced Unamuno to the Yugoslav public quite early on. The March
26, 1926 edition of Nova Evropa was dedicated to him alone, and featured translations of
several of Unamuno’s most well-known works.25 A few years later, on August 10, 1928,
the two sat down for the first of a series of interviews. The next day they met in Hendaye’s
Grand Café, and Unamuno began to speak about the struggles of the intelligentsia under
the dictatorship. From there, he spoke about Spain’s national characterology: “The three
most important values created by Spanish genius are Don Quixote, the Society of Jesus and
the discovery of America.”26 He continued to compare the French and Spanish “spirit,”
calling the former sensual and logical, and the latter, passionate and intuitive. The very title
of Radica’s book of interviews with Europe’s most illustrious thinkers, published on the
eve of the Second World War, seems to have come from Unamuno’s understanding of God
and faith as the struggle between body and mind.27
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Unamuno was an important interlocutor to Radica because he helped him to
crystallize his own concept of agony in relation to European intellectual and political life.
Radica, in turn, had introduced Unamuno to the South Slavs and the modern Greeks and
their literature. Unamuno became drawn to Palamas and his particularly tragic sense or
understanding (“osjećaj”) of life, which he also recognized in Croatian poet Ivan
Mažuranić’s epic poem The Death of Smail-aga Čengić, published in 1846.28 The poem
recounted the battles between the Montenegrins and Ottoman Turks, and celebrated the
triumphs of South Slavic heroism. In their attempts to distill a national essence, or a
regional or transnational one, many did so through an attempt to isolate a unifying
transhistorical aesthetic or literary quality. For Unamuno, the essence of the Spanish soul
was “Quixotism.” Unamuno’s Quixotism was what one author has summed up as the
“Spanish nation’s irrational spirituality,” the affirmation of which he believed would bring
about regeneration.29 In 1929, Radica would stand in as an intermediary between Spanish
and Yugoslav cultural exchange, publishing his Serbo-Croatian translation of Unamuno’s
novella Niebla (Fog).30 Radica would also act as an intermediary between Unamuno and
Palamas. On April 16, 1930, Radica received a letter from Unamuno, the latter confirming
that he had been reading much of Palamas’ poetry, which was now riddled with his
marginalia. He had been planning to write on Palamas’ characterization of the gypsy and
of the Greek poet Hesiod. Having suffered a fall, all of this had been put on hold, as well
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as his travel plans: “as for going to Greece, and visiting the Balkans, of which I know only
the desolation of Kast: it would be a splendid dream!”31
Tommaseo’s rendering of Mediterranean spatial unity, as Radica saw it, was astute,
forward-thinking, even clairvoyant. Radica praised Tommaseo’s enactment of synthesis,
his own ‘acrobatic performance’ wherein he had succeeded in marrying Dalmatia with
Slavdom and the Mediterranean:
[T]he intellectual [duhovna] Dalmatian elite linked its Mediterranean temperament
and Slavic consciousness to the entire massive and hazy Pannonian vacuum, the
whole large forest of the somnolent Balkans with the finesse of the cultured South,
creating original linkages, of spiritual communication and intellectual
cooperation.”32
This was the synthesis he identified: Dalmatia, the Mediterranean, Slavic and Balkan world
folded into one to produce something entirely new, infused with vitality. This letter was
later adapted into a separate piece that sought to define the Mediterranean spirit (and also
appeared in his later books, Mediterranean Return and Eternal Split published after the
Second World War). In the essay, Radica considered the region to be the veritable nerve
center of Europe and the source of a potential revival:
As much as there is a division into eastern and western Mediterranean, which
constitute two mentalities built on the foundations of Rome and Byzantium,
nonetheless, climate, environment, destiny, the color of sea and sky, have
succeeded in forming one man, very similar, and at the same time very
contradictory: nature has produced a certain union of temperament […]. All of the
appealing force of the Mediterranean rests in its contradiction and in its unending
variation.33
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Here he went even further to suggest that the physical environment had contributed to
synthesis or the resolution of contradictions (as Theotokas had done in his own travelogue).
The historical accretion of “religious, civilizational and cultural conflict succeeded
in forming a single altogether special vision of life, a shared intuition of objects and shared
ways of thinking, an intuition of perception, feeling and reasoning.”34 The sea, too, was
another one of these geographical features that had endowed Mediterranean peoples with
special qualities, namely of a predisposition to compromise: “The sea tickles intuition,
ceaselessly sustains an awakened intelligence, and, alongside freedom, develops
simultaneously the rare sensibility [osećaj] for compromise and agreement.”35 He went on
to claim that a certain mentality prevailed among those who lived near the sea: “contrarian
[oprečan], assertive and timid, determined and resourceful, irreconcilable and ready for
agreement.”36 Radica supplied Dubrovnik and the Slavic hinterland as exemplars of this
mentality, which one could encounter all along the Mediterranean.
In 1930, Radica examined the nature of contemporary European culture for readers
of Belgrade’s Narodna odbrana (National Defense), and posed the question: “are we, in
fact, witnessing the fall of Western civilization and the gradual disappearance of
Europe?”37 Western humanism had come under scrutiny to the point that commentators
began doubting its longevity.38 In 1930, Radica acknowledged an intellectual crisis in Italy,
evidenced in the rise of fascism.39 Radica’s engagement with the Mediterranean was at a
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sharp remove from Italy’s attempts to instrumentalize the space as a symbol of a ruthless
expansionism. As Franco Cassano reminds, the Mediterranean was the subject of two
radically opposed projects, one fascist and imperial, and one cosmopolitan and universal:
But the Mediterranean is not only the one portrayed by Fascism. To a minority, it
manages to speak in other ways: Small groups of intellectuals, architects, artists,
and writers explore in the thirties another path to the Mediterranean, as they attempt
to discover its culture, its glory, and its Southern myths. The architectonic debate
initiated by Le Corbusier […], and the work of the De Chirico brothers […], lead
us down a different path, where the sea is no longer land of conquest, but master of
intelligence.40
This is precisely how Radica saw it, using it as another way to give credence to a Balkan
unity and broader cultural relevance. Even as he was writing about Mediterranean unity,
he was attending the Balkan conferences, where in 1930-1931, he had the chance to visit
Turkey, documenting those travels in several essays published back at home.41
Radica’s travels increasingly became tinged with an awareness of Mediterranean
interconnection crossing the length of southern Europe and northern Africa. As Vaso
Seirinidou explains, the interwar period “witnessed the emergence of an intellectual
sensibility that recognized a new humanist essence in the region’s past.”42 One forum for
these discussions was the literary review Cahiers du sud, published in Marseilles from
1926. During the second half of the 1930s, the review installed a regular column titled
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“Vers une synthèse méditerranéenne.”43 In 1926, the Académie Méditerranéenne was
founded in Nice, and in 1935 would move to Monaco. In 1933, Valéry, who had declared
a crisis of the European spirit, founded the new Centre Universitaire Méditerranéen there
as well, which “rejected a purely Greco-Roman conception of the Mediterranean,
expressing an inclusive Mediterranean humanism.”44 The Cahiers du sud reported
regularly on the activities of the new center.
Radica’s “Duša Sredozemlja” (Soul of the Mediterranean), especially part five,
titled “Budućnost Sredozemlja” (The Future of the Mediterranean), published in 1936,
entered into direct dialogue with Hermann Keyserling,45 whose essay “On the Future of
the Mediterranean Civilisations,” published the previous year, claimed that even as the
heart of Europe experienced decline, the Mediterranean was ascendant and reemerging
through a unified consciousness. He explained:
The Spaniards are once more rising to their feet; for this is the inmost significance
of the civil war, horrible though it be: after centuries of stagnation and decadence,
the wild vitality of the time of the religious wars is emerging again. The Portuguese
have started on a way leading out of a chimerical narcissism to real importance; the
Greeks are developing towards a new indigenous culture; Catalonia is being reborn, and with Catalonia the characteristic spirit of old Provence. Italy is perfecting
the work begun with the Risorgimento. As for France, she is assuredly becoming
more and more Mediterranean.46
Unlike Mussolini’s plan for mare nostrum, Radica’s support for Mediterranean unity was
built on spiritual and intellectual oneness, not to be confused with a political restructuring.
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His idealist philosophy harbored the belief that political resolutions grew out of cultural
synchronicity and alignment among individuals. This baseline belief that art acted upon the
world to produce beneficial change was not at all unique considering the tenor of
international literary and cultural organizations, such as the International PEN congress
and the League’s International Institute for Intellectual Cooperation. Like his Italian
mentors, Radica condemned Italian fascism, the irredentism intrinsic to it, and its
philosophical implications for the individual and for society. His treatment of Gabriele
D’Annunzio, the poet who presaged this ideological phase of Italian history, reveals a
distaste for his poetics.47 Radica claimed that Italy had rejected its true literary champion,
Luigi Pirandello, who had won the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1934: “Pirandello was the
negation of vitalist synthesis, the negation of every will, the poet of life, for whom the élan
transforms necessarily into form.”48 D’Annunzio’s work, on the other hand, did not bear
the mark of classical Athens and Rome. Instead, Radica saw D’Annunzio as a particular
type of Catholic, akin to the French writer and nationalist Maurice Barrès, “for whom the
cult of the self destroys all of the foundations of true Christianity and passes into a
Dionysian spasmodic cry, asynthetic [asintetičan] and impure, unformed and asymmetrical
[italics added].”49
It is worth noting that Keyserling participated in the 1933 “entretien” or discussion
on the European spirit hosted by the League of Nations IIIC. Radica followed Keyserling’s
speeches there and the publication of his book, Révolution mondiale et la responsabilité de
l'esprit (World Revolution and the Responsibility of Spirit), with an introduction by
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Valéry, on the same occasion. The book argued that the spirit of the contemporary world
was planetary and that man was the product of a synthesis between terrestrial and spiritual
elements:
The crisis of the modern world is in essence the prevalence of terrestrial over
spiritual powers. Vitalism is, in the latest analyses, nothing but a terrestrial revolt
against our planet and against the world of the spirit [globus duha]. Among the
youngest generations, in all nations, there is the feeling of distrust and contempt
toward the value of the spirit.50
Here Keyserling and Radica were in sync, both sensing the need for a resolution of this
essential crisis between the material and the spiritual. In his original essay, Keyserling had
described Europe’s crisis as a fundamental problem of dehumanization, which he
associated with the Nordic way of life, focused as it was around material gains and a
ruthless logic. His conclusions, in fact, were very similar to those of Guglielmo Ferrero,
laid out in his comparison of the inferior ‘quantitative civilization’ and the ‘qualitative’ one
that preceded it.
Keyserling, like Radica, identified the Mediterraneans as the chosen ones who held
the potential to change the course of history. He wrote:
[T]he predestined protagonists of this new age [as opposed to the Nordics who had
dominated in the past] would clearly be the civilised peoples who are best gifted as
sensitive, sentimental and emotional beings, and who are therefore the best fitted
by nature to incarnate in terrestrial life spiritual values which require for their means
of realisation aptitudes other than the intellectual.51
Keyserling explained that the last three centuries of European development were
characterized by ‘objectification’, which is to say, “faculties of an impersonal order aiming
at a depersonalisation of life have more and more gained the upper hand over the others.”52
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The polarization between the Nordics and the Mediterraneans, however, had reached its
peak:
This development has made for an increasing supremacy of the Nordic peoples,
since their special gifts correspond with precisely this tendency, and this trend has,
again, relegated to the background of history those qualities of the European spirit
which cannot be separated from what is essentially subjective—qualities such as
sensitivity, emotional richness, the immediate sense of beauty. Now repression
inevitably produces a tension which leads precisely to a ‘constellation’ of the
repressed qualities.”53
This was Europe filtered through a Freudian lens and understood according to
psychological precepts. Keyserling ascribed the institutions of modern capitalism and
imperialism to the Nordics, “extravagantly dynamic,” imbued with more “kinetic energy”
than their southern counterparts. In the Greeks, he recognized valuable qualities as well,
albeit with a few caveats:
Collectively, the ancient Greeks were always perfidious and cruel. But being on the
other hand gifted with a matchless sensibility, they two [sic] were in the first place
human—the centre of their interest was the soul. Out of the same Mediterranean
humaneness was born Christ’s doctrine of the salvation of the individual soul as the
sole absolute value. That doctrine could never have arisen in the North, where, in
all the indigenous mythology, a massive and impersonal Destiny represents, for the
consciousness, the last resort.54
In 1933, Radica, impatient with Keyserling’s flippant commentary, had supplied
his book as an exemplar of European ignorance.55 However misguided Radica thought
Keyserling’s understanding of the Balkans to be, his theories would grow on him
nonetheless. Besides, despite his seemingly negative conceptions, Keyserling was among
those who believed that an Eastern Mediterranean awakening was, indeed, possible, albeit
at a point far into the future. Elsewhere, in Creative Understanding, there are already hints
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to indicate Keyserling’s faith in Slavic elements of the population to revitalize Europe, or
to replenish its spirit in the aftermath of the First World War and the revolution. In it, he
wrote:
[T]he reason why the Slavs, whose general endowment is by far the richest of all
the European races, find it so difficult to attain cultural perfection is that with them
the emotional qualities predominate over the others to such an extent that their souls
are fluid, as it were, and this circumstance makes them almost incapable of any
fixation; theoretically speaking, European humanity ought one day to find its
highest expression in the Slav, since the emotions are the most direct means of
expression of man; yet practically this will not come to pass before centuries of
education and tradition have somewhat stabilized and solidified the Slavic soul.56
Hermann Keyserling’s book Das Spektrum Europas was originally released in German in
1926.57 The book aimed to convince readers of the inherent unity of Europe at a time when
many were skeptical not only about Europe’s viability, but about the ability of postwar
institutions like the Treaty of Versailles and the League of Nations to prevent national
conflicts from posing a threat to its existence. In his latest work, Keyserling had produced
a compendium of national “portraits,” psychoanalytical assessments of each country and
region of Europe arranged into a schema of complementarity, an approach he dubbed
“spectroanalysis.” His sense was that each nation possessed a soul, and its emotional
qualities were correlated with Europe as a whole.
The book was an eccentric take on the future of Europe—Keyserling even claimed
that it emerged out of “the spontaneous formations of [his] unconscious.”58 It shocked and
offended intellectuals from the margins, who only saw caricatures of themselves in the
book’s purported analyses of them and their national values. Even so, there are some
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inconsistences in Keyserling’s summations, which might indicate some ambivalence on
his part. Despite Keyserling’s assertion that the defining feature of the Balkans was its
“eternal strife,” he singled out the Balkans as Europe’s “truest prototype.”59 Keyserling
revealed himself to be in the camp of resolute anti-internationalists, a man who believed
instead in the power of the supranational idea, from which he drew a sharp distinction.
Keyserling was a German count from the Baltic region of the Russian Empire who
was dispossessed of his lands and inheritance at the time of the Bolshevik Revolution. It
may come as no surprise that Henri Bergson was an early mentor of his.60 Radica first
wrote about Keyserling’s book on Europe for Nova Evropa in 1930, in the issue dedicated
to the Balkan union initiative. There he heaped criticism on the ‘arrogant aristocrat’ and
did the same in Les Balkans. His article was spotted by a German journal the following
year and brought to Keyserling’s attention. He then wrote an apology to correct his
previous misconceptions.61 However bizarre Keyserling may have seemed to his
contemporaries, he had an acute sense of the multitudinous subjectivities nested in a single
individual, which in practice, was antithetical to the prevailing model of identity-fashioning
associated with the homogeneous model of the nation-state, and aligned with a
cosmopolitan frame of thinking. This is precisely why Radica warmed to his ideas. On his
own method of self-identification, Keyserling, calling to mind Lefkoparidis’ similar
reflection on Greekness, wrote:
‘When I analyze my own self-consciousness, what do I find myself to be?’ he
asked. ‘First and foremost, myself, second, an aristocrat, third, a Keyserling, fourth,
59

Europe, trans. Maurice Samuel (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Company, 1928), 363.
Keyserling had embarked on a journey around the world in 1911. He founded the School of Wisdom in
Darmstadt, Germany in 1920, and by the time he published Europe, he had already gained notoriety from
his previous books, Travel Diary of a Philosopher (1919), Creative Understanding (1922), which dealt with
the dissolution of the soul of Western man, and The World in the Making (1927).
61
Radica, Živjeti—nedoživjeti, 384.
60

235

a Westerner, fifth, a European, sixth, a Balt, seventh, a German, eighth, a Russian,
ninth, a Frenchman (yes, a Frenchman, for the years during which France was my
teacher have influenced my ego deeply).’62
For Keyserling, as well as for many of his contemporaries, modern psychology
became an important part of their philosophies and theories, contributing a sense of
ambiguity to identity formation and the newfound sense of an unstable ego. The ideas of
Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung were deeply embedded in his work, which moved from
country to country, ‘the Balkans’ being one of the few exceptions to this organizing
principle, having earned its own chapter. The same year Jung recommended that others
read Keyserling’s book on the grounds that it represented a retreat from pure rationalism
and a plunge into ‘psychological reality.’63 Jung wrote: “Keyserling advocates a return to
a psychological view of the world, where nations are seen as functions, as the various
activities and expressions of the one, great, indivisible man.”64 A proponent of
Lebensphilosophie, Keyserling’s intellectual roots again bring us to German idealism and
Bergsonian precepts. His theories, however, were also alternately marshaled in defenses of
national socialism.65
Leo Ferrero: Death of a Rising Thinker
In August 1933, Radica received word that his best friend, Leo Ferrero, had been
in a fatal car accident in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Radica had been staying with the Ferreros
in Geneva when the news arrived. Ferrero was lively and possessed a sharp mind, his work
on Leonardo da Vinci garnering high praise. But despite his brilliance, to Radica, Ferrero
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was emblematic of the tragedy that beset their generation, not yet thirty years old when he
died. As he had written elsewhere,
the difficult experience of the war had turned things upside down and brought a
new generation to the fore, one conscious of having penetrated and surpassed the
charms of Western revelation and which placed itself resolutely on an opposing
platform.66
A year later, Yugoslavia would lose its leader. On October 9, 1934, King Aleksandar was
assassinated while on an official visit in Marseilles. In his diary, Radica noted that posterity
would soon discover that he had saved the country from ruin, paying for it with his life:
Mussolini’s political dream of Mediterranean unity had been dashed.67 King Aleksandar
resisted Italian encroachments upon Yugoslavia through Dalmatia.
Still, despite his approval of the king’s foreign diplomacy, Radica would embrace
Vladko Maček’s Croat Peasant Party (HSS), “convinced that the Croatian opposition […]
represented the best option for a democratic, federal state.”68 Given the complexity of
Yugoslav affairs, especially in the political and cultural arenas, Radica could at once pledge
support to integral Yugoslavism in cultural affairs and vehemently oppose Serbian
centralism, advocating instead for a federal Yugoslavia, which would allow for greater
Croatian autonomy and political representation in the state apparatus. Radica, however,
never belonged to any political parties, and by his own admission, only cast one vote over
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the course of his lifetime, in Split (along with his father), in favor of Trumbić’s Croatian
Federalist Party.69
Although a liberal-democratic thinker, Radica was coy when it came to his political
vision, which necessitates a closer reading and deeper analysis of his journalism and
essayistic writing. As many of his contemporaries, he seemed unsure of the proper means
of political organization. He was much more of an idealist and a utopian than a pragmatic
thinker, and ultimately seemed to have considered freedom as the ultimate ethical value
worth pursuing, against all forms of totalitarianism. Still, Radica supported an integral
Yugoslav agenda even as he supported a federal Yugoslavia, and even considered King
Aleksandar a unifier, despite his monarchist regime and ban on parliamentary politics,
which he bitterly opposed. Radica was convinced that the immaterial spiritual qualities of
a nation, region or people had a direct influence on their future, their politics and position
in the geopolitical, physical world. This was the crux of all of his writings.
Generational Awareness
Even as matters worsened in Yugoslavia, Radica’s personal life, was on course. In
April 1935, Radica and Nina Ferrero were married at Saint Joseph Church in Geneva. They
traveled to Greece for their honeymoon, and that same year, Radica accepted a job in
Geneva as the press officer attached to the Yugoslav delegation to the League of Nations.
Guglielmo Ferrero, now his father-in-law, had already been living there for several years
and had secured a position as professor of history at the University of Geneva (in 1930).
Adapting to new surroundings, Radica reflected on the last time he had lived in the West,
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in Paris. Thinking back on that time, he wrote about how the Balkans had seemed like a
new haven of potential and opportunity:
The Balkans, in that translucent and refined Western weariness, seemed to be the
great source of new intellectual and especially artistic possibilities, in all directions.
Even if socially fragmented and divided, even if spiritually torn, under the influence
of tragic oppositions [suprotnosti]. The Balkans—near the abyss of European
thought—revealed itself to me as a new signpost and a new starting point. That
which left the biggest and deepest mark was its unusual youth and its good health.
That whole zone of the Balkan continent lived in a great mood of hope and faith,—
in the whole European fatigue, next to all the closed doors, in the Balkans one could
find the port of new possibilities, an end to all oppositions and leading in all
directions.70
This overwhelming vitality, however, no longer seemed so pronounced. In 1936,
still mourning the death of one of his closest friends, Leo Ferrero, Radica published an
essay in his honor where he continued to explore the problem of his generation. He
delineated his generation as those born around the year 1904, who began to think around
1914, and by 1918, had to reckon with the end of life, not having actually contributed to
the destruction of the old world.71 He wrote:
Leo Ferrero carried in him, in his position as man and creator, as almost no one else
among the young men of this generation, a bloodstained understanding of its tragic
fate. He felt and endured it as well as the best children of our generation in Paris,
Singapore, New York or anywhere in the Balkans. To him this problem appeared
vigorously and in a single form, which from personal confessions passed into the
breadth of our whole drama.72
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Radica’s friendship with Leo is exceedingly important, namely because it grants us deeper
insight into the development of his ideas and politics and his commitment to
Mediterraneanism.
Radica had intellectually matured in Italy, in the heart of the Mediterranean. The
two had first met in a college lecture on Byzantine and Italian medieval history and were
members of a small group of students who collaborated on the anti-provincial literary
journal Solaria, which sought to open Italy up to European modernism and confirmed the
superiority of the novel over the aesthetic prosa d’arte.73 Radica would spend his Sundays
at the Ferrero home, which was open to European intellectuals passing through Florence,
as a sort of intellectual salon. Radica’s personal itineraries mapped onto his ideological
theories, which is why Dalmatia, Italy, France and Greece (and Geneva) became so central
to them.
Of National and Collective Souls
In his eagerness to emphasize Mediterranean linkages across space, Radica
introduced his translations of Greek poetry in rather interesting ways. In 1933, Radica’s
translations of Cavafy’s work appeared in Srpski književni glasnik, just a few weeks
following the poet’s death, accompanied by an expository essay on the figure, which placed
him within the Greek literary tradition.74 For the issue, Radica had translated “Myres:
Alexandria, A.D. 340,” “An Old Man,” “The City,” “Candles,” and “Walls.” To him,
Cavafy presented an “Alexandrian-Mediterranean perspective, surrounded by a desolate
solitude and a wholly feminine [ženski] melancholy.”75 Of all of the Greek poets and
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authors Radica had read, Cavafy was the most remarkable, a unique voice that had created
an entirely new aesthetic during the period of “provincial [Greek] Romanticism.”76 Much
like Tommaseo, Radica saw Cavafy as an unsung visionary whose significance would be
grasped in the future. Still, the importance of this exposé was that it essentially framed
Cavafy as a Mediterranean poet and one who distilled a sense of melancholy in his poetics,
which he had foregrounded as a defining feature of a Slavic spirit, mentality or sensibility
as well.
For Radica, Greece had always been another crossroads. Its eternal problem was its
Janus-faced nature—half-Balkan and half-Mediterranean—and the only factor that seemed
to reconcile the two was what he called “spiritual Hellenism.” “The problem of duality [dve
Helade],” he wrote, “is deeply rooted in the Greek soul, which rejects unified political
expression.”77 This duality had many other salient iterations:
The nation of the tihodioktis—people in search of luck,—in the most brilliant sense
of the word,—that found its eternal hero in Odysseus,—could not imagine its
country as an étatist and national unity. Despising the collectivism of the Roman
barbarians and love for land of the Slav zadrugars, this nation of merchants and
pirates always loved its ship, which could take it to all ports. Forever broken into
to two halves, north and south, continental and coastal Greece, Crete and the
Peloponnese, Greece, geopolitically, never existed as a unity or state union,
constantly evading the combinations of international plans and obligations. Divided
into Mediterranean and Balkan, she continues the necessity of her internal psychophilosophical norms, responding only to the common voice of spiritual Hellenism,
in which all the contingent contradictions of Greek life find matches and are
mollified.78
The duality that he referenced in this passage was that of ancient and modern Greece.
Spiritual Hellenism, however, was harder to define, but could have been a reference to
Hellenicity, which the Generation of the 1930s had already been discussing. Radica went
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on to note that the Slavs fundamentally misunderstood the Greeks as a collective and as a
nation, having seen them from a purely economic—and thus, superficial—angle, as
merchants in search of profits and work, associated as they were with the commercial class
of merchants during the Byzantine Empire. According to these terms, then, the Greek
literary republic seemed like an illusion. In actuality though, Radica argued, the Greeks
exhibited characteristics of Mediterranean peoples: they had a tragic understanding of life
and observed the real world with skepticism. The Greek harbored a dark and tragic set of
traits: melancholy, irony, suspicion and distrust. For Radica, the Greek soul lacked any
sense of mysticism, and if it did have any traces of it, he noted, it had come from the
Illyrians. Hence, he judged contemporary Greek man as a rationalist: concrete, cold and
logical.
In effect, Radica served as a cultural diplomat of sorts, insofar as he designated
himself as someone who would help the Slavs to better understand the Greeks on a deeper
level, and to ultimately inscribe them in a common space with recourse to his notion of the
spirit. Radica had read Demetrio Stadi on the psychology of the Greek nation, which had
recently appeared in the French press, his work likely encouraging him to craft his own
theory about the fundamental traits of the Greek nation and its particular role in Europe.79
Stadi, however, seemed much more pessimistic than Radica, considering a Greek
intellectual renaissance unlikely, believing that Greeks lacked the requisite spiritual
grounding and understanding. Unlike the Greeks, the West had gone through the Middle
Ages, which furnished them with a spiritual character and foundational understanding, a
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mysticism and sensitivity to the immaterial aspects of life.80 Theotokas would join this
discussion a few years later with his own evaluation of Keyserling’s theories concerning
Greece. Albanian intellectuals, in fact, would do the same.
Saying Goodbye to a Visionary
In 1936, Theotokas had lost his own visionary statesman, the politician on whom
he had placed his faith for a reformed Greece. Papanastassiou’s dream of a Balkan union
came to a quiet end when he passed away. For Theotokas, Papanastassiou had been the
fount of positive and promising ideas, which included education reform, improvements for
workers and farmers, the implementation of democratic reforms, international cooperation
and a federated union of southeast European peoples. Theotokas remembered him as an
ally of the younger generation in Greece following the war. In 1958, on the occasion of the
publication of a new edited volume of Papanastassiou’s work (prepared and edited by
Lefkoparidis), Theotokas reflected on an illuminating exchange he had with him in 1936,
the year the Metaxas dictatorship had been declared in Greece, which would be their final
encounter. During a short walk into the countryside, Theotokas had asked him what he
reckoned was missing in Greece, to which Papanastassiou responded: thought.
Papanastassiou clarified that what he was referring to was creative thought: “We still do
not have our own way of thinking [δική μας σκέψη]. This is the basic lack that is aesthetic
in all of its manifestations of modern Greek life—in art, at the university, in social action,
in politics.”81 From that point on, pan-Balkan efforts were largely concentrated in the pages
of Les Balkans, which Lefkoparidis continued to direct. The high point of these efforts,
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however, had passed. A Balkan Entente had been declared and the Balkan conferences had
ceased their annual gatherings. For Radica, they had been eclipsed by the Mediterranean.
Mediterranean Reflections
In 1936, Radica wrote “Duša Sredozemlja” (Soul of the Mediterranean), where he
continued his study of the Mediterranean, identifying its unifying character in a particular
vision or perspective on life—dark and melancholic.82 Moreover, as Radica recounted, just
as the Slavs had misunderstood the Greeks, Western literature had completely
misunderstood and grossly misrepresented Mediterranean man. While it portrayed a
Mediterranean mentality full of hope and pleasure, the truth, in fact, was the exact opposite.
From his very first encounters with the Mediterranean, in places like Venice, Padua,
Florence, Naples and Ancona, he had been struck by the similarities with Dalmatia. In
seeking to tie together the Mediterranean, which then “belonged to contrary [oprečnim]
and opposing [suprotnim] ethnic wholes,” he presented the figure of the traveler (using the
Greek term τυχοδιώκτης) who he had identified as the exponent of the Greek national soul,
once again:
As a typical “tihodioktis” (one who chases after happiness) man from the coast of
the Mediterranean Sea carries in him the feeling of bitterness, which life experience
has carved into the face of the wanderer, disappointment and pain caused by the
persistent search for happiness, tihi.83
As literary examples of this, he offered an array of Spanish, Italian and Croatian poets and
writers: Pirandello, early Vicente Blasco Ibáñez and Unamuno, Alexandros Papadiamantis
(1851-1911), Sibe Miličić, Niko Bartulović and Ante Cettineo (1898-1956), namely his
Meštar Ivan (1932). Echoes of this vision of life could be seen in the work of Vladimir

82
83

Bogdan Radica, “Duša Sredozemlja,” Srpski književni glasnik XLVIII, 4 (16 Juni 1936).
Radica, 290.

244

Nazor, which, as he noted, did not take the same path of nationalistic imperialism as
D’Annunzio’s poetry, and, in fact, stood opposed to it. He added that Unamuno’s quixotism
was of a purely Mediterranean root, based on a tragic vision of life, founded on “μοίρα
(destiny), ανάγκη (necessity), τύχη (luck).” Njegoš, too—whose epic poem had been
identified under King Aleksandar’s regime as the contributing element of Serbian culture
to the integral culture of Yugoslavism—followed this Mediterranean pattern in his
encounter with Slavism.
As was to be expected, Radica resented Keyserling’s dismissal of the Slavic
element in his understanding of the Mediterranean. As he saw it, Keyserling had focused
too heavily on the Iberian or Spanish element of this civilization, singling them out as the
carriers of the most sensitivity and emotional charge. Keyserling’s understanding of the
potential for a Mediterranean renaissance was such that it allowed for the reemergence of
a single consolidated region. If the Mediterraneans failed to join the Spaniards in their rise
above the Nordics, perhaps the role would fall to South America, Japan, or some other
Asiatic nation. Underlying this conception was the sense that the if the Spaniards did not
rise to the occasion, the opportunity for spiritual revival would be lost to some other nation
or region. The implication in many of these writings that addressed the spirit was that it
functioned as a disembodied power that took hold in different places over the course of
history. In fact, Theotokas presented this notion using the figure of the daemon in his
fictional works. Radica, in turn, wrote:
Far from every practical and political precaution, this question of Mediterranean
awakening was presented exclusively with a platform of purely spiritual and
metaphysical maturation, which stemmed from the feeling of a higher ethical
agreement of the Mediterranean spiritual unity.84
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Radica supplied a long list of thinkers who demonstrated their understanding of this maxim
in their work: Unamuno, Ortega Y Gasset, Eugenio D’Ors, Valéry, Valéry-Nicolas
Larbaud, Jacques de Lacretelle, Georges Duhamel, Guglielmo Ferrero, Benedetto Croce,
Adriano Tilgher, Palamas, Sikelianos and Ouranis. Here the figures he identified
encompassed an even larger swath of the Mediterranean, from Spain, France and Italy to
Greece. As he claimed, in all of their works, one could find the tragedy of Mediterranean
loneliness and narcissism, which served to prove the survival of a Mediterranean unity to
the present day. Moreover, Keyserling had emphasized that the Mediterraneans “must
create a new high culture of humaneness on the basis of the new mechanised world formed
during the North-American period.”85
By 1937, Radica was, of course, fully convinced of the moral and spiritual
superiority of contemporary Mediterranean civilization and the concomitant ruin of
Western civilization. His most comprehensive essay, “Katarza evropske duše” (Catharsis
of the European Soul), appeared in Srpski književni glasnik and declared the death of the
European city, the decay of the Greco-Latin and Christian soul of Europe, along with the
triumph of an island mentality (“psychology of the island”).86 At the heart of this essay lay
Guglielmo Ferrero’s idea about the opposition between quantitative and qualitative
civilization, according to which he claimed that European society had experienced a
decline after the latter was finally replaced by the former. This opposition was expressed
in the battle between mechanization and technology on the one hand, and the spiritual life
of man on the other. In response, Radica advanced French Catholic philosopher Jacques
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Maritain’s theory of integral humanism as an antidote to the death of thought, love and
longing—the interior life.
In 1938, Radica continued to suggest that the Mediterranean was the site of a new
revival: “The soul of Italy and Spain, Egypt and Morocco, Arab and Muslim worlds are
being resurrected and move towards a new formation.”87 Whereas previously the Balkans
had been associated with a youthful vitality, now it was the Mediterranean that Radica
considered in such a manner, supplying Gabriel Audisio’s Jeunesse de la Mediterranée
(1935) as a work that confirmed as much. Audisio was known for his own efforts to
integrate subalterns into the Mediterranean: “all the peoples of the sea, including Jews,
Arabs, Berbers and Moors, are citizens of this ‘liquid continent.’”88 In a lengthy three-part
essay, “Mediteranski povratak” (Mediterranean Return), published in 1938, Radica
claimed that all of the great Mediterranean civilizations had managed to do three things: to
form national individualisms, to achieve a regional unity and to build cities, which he
considered havens of personal freedom. The key to these civilizations, he claimed, was
“the broadest individualism and the most unrestricted regionalism.”89 Hence, the success
of these civilizations stemmed from their unique ability to reconcile the local and the supra
and to stage a synthesis that accommodated both at once.
Radica wrote “Mediterranean Return” as an examination of unifying elements of
the region, which then took Provence—a place that bore the mark of Western GrecoRoman civilization and the Middle Ages—as an early example of regionalism, in this case
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in an agreement [sporazum] with Catalonia. Radica cited an odd assembly of characters to
support his theory: the work of Provençal poet Frédéric Mistral, a founder of the Félibrige
movement, founded in 1854 and committed to the promotion of the Occitan language and
culture, and the establishment of regional independence; the monarchist Charles Maurras’
Athinéa: d'Athènes à Florence, a collection of travel essays published in 1901; and Gabriel
Audisio, whose work, including Jeunesse de la Méditerranée, published in 1935, presented
the Mediterranean as the site of ethnic and cultural exchange and rehabilitated north
African Arabic culture.90 And finally, Albert Thibaudet, a student of Bergson whom Radica
had met in Avignon, whose works La Renaissance Provençal, published in 1917, and
Mistral ou la république du soleil (1930), also reinforced his vision.
Theotokas Responds to Keyserling
As has become increasingly clear, Radica and Theotokas engaged with similar texts
and interlocutors over the course of the 1930s. While Theotokas did not join the debate on
Mediterranean unity directly, in 1938, he did so in a roundabout manner by responding to
Keyserling’s latest work on the Greek soul and Hellenism, where he had argued that the
single most catastrophic event that captured the Greek psyche was the conversion to
Christianity.91 This tendency to consider nations as transhistorical essences could be found
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in almost all of the works examined here. Theotokas countered Keyserling’s argument with
the claim that the Greeks
never truly departed from their ancestral paganism and that, accepting the Christian
religion as an extension, perhaps, of the ancient mysteries and of Platonism, they
adapted especially those elements of it which could somehow coexist in a harmony
with their pagan traditions.92
Hence, Theotokas perceived continuity where Keyserling had seen rupture. He went on to
reveal his rationale, again, with recourse to Hegel’s theory of spirit:
No sudden break with tradition took place. The ancient sprit fused with the
Byzantine civilization. The spirit of Byzantium was preserved alive in the Greece
of the Turkish domination, which lived under the influence of the East.
Contemporary Greece, which from the time of the French Revolution came back
into the orbit of the West, incorporates both the Greece of the Turkish Domination,
and Byzantium, and Antiquity, and expresses in its own way the living continuity
of Greek history, a continuity achieved by ceaseless fusions, interactions and
compromises.93
Theotokas still believed in the possibility of another Greek renaissance, or Greece’s
ascendance to the center of the world. He continued:
In more recent years, and especially after the spiritual revolution of demoticism,
one might say that the chances of a Greek renaissance had increased considerably.
But from now on it is no longer possible to divide the fate of Greece from the fate
of Europe, on the spiritual plane as well as one the plane of political, social and
economic life. If the future has in store a general restoration of the continent, a new
equilibrium of the conflicting elements of which it is composed, a new and wider
spiritual emancipation and a new flowering of thought and art, then we may
positively hope that Hellenism will not be unprepared to take its part in this
festivity. The Greek renaissance which would take place in such circumstances
would probably be something at once ancient and very youthful, it would form a
part of the European renaissance, an individual motive in the general symphony.94
As Theotokas claimed, Greece’s fate was inextricably linked to that of Europe. Ultimately,
the essayistic oeuvre of Radica and Theotokas ascribed to a particular philosophy of history
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that itself enshrined the concept of synthesis. In his series on Yugoslavia, Theotokas had
reiterated his agreement with Radica’s understanding of the Balkans, reading from the
visual landscape multiple contradictions that became sublimated into an aesthetically
harmonious panoramic synthesis. That same year, Theotokas responded to another
important interlocutor in the French press. A great admirer of Benda, who had declared the
betrayal of the intellectuals, Theotokas responded with an open letter in l’Ordre de Paris
(Benda’s original piece, “Les démocraties devant l’Allemagne” appeared in La nouvelle
revue française), which entreated the French—what he called the ‘Athens of the modern
world’—not to relinquish their role as leader of Europe.95
This was in itself another instance of the ‘subaltern’ speaking to the center. Yet, at
the same time, it was an instance in which Theotokas formed common bonds across the
Mediterranean. Theotokas claimed that Europe had reached a stage of economic and social
evolution that made continental unity a necessity. German aggression had reached new
heights. In his appeal to the French, he warned that the consequences of French capitulation
would have grave consequences for the future: “if one day France admits that its historic
role is over, the world would lose its value.”96 Theotokas was culturally associated with
the French insofar as his work was deeply inspired by French literature.
Dalmatia: A Slavic Exemplar
Finally, Radica focused his energies on integrating Dalmatia into the
Mediterranean. In 1939, Radica published a new essay about Dalmatia’s role in the
Mediterranean where he asserted that Dalmatians served as the essential links to
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Mediterranean space for the Slavs. In fact, Dalmatia could not be fully understood outside
of a Mediterranean frame. A long-time disciple of Valéry, Radica approved and reinforced
his understanding of the Mediterranean as a machine for the creation of civilizations.97
Valéry had made this assertion in an essay titled “Freedom of the Mind,” where he “defined
the Mediterranean as the matrix of the European spirit,” which he had published the same
year.98 Radica made the case for Dalmatia’s relevance and place within the Mediterranean,
despite its marginality in Yugoslavia and southeast Europe by drawing parallels and
comparisons to peripheral Greek regions that were later integrated into the national psyche.
Moreover, he identified its cultural foresight:
The predominance of Dalmatia over the rest of Slavdom rests in the dramatic
moment of its age long cooperation with the Mediterranean. The role of Dalmatia,
in that respect, was that which Crete and the Peloponnese are to contemporary
Greece: fragments of countries and nations that in crucial moments had the
foresight and discernment to look horizontally into the future and with the accent
of a unitarist temperament. […] Dalmatia, with its historical-artistic value does not
go in the line of Mediterranean countries such as Greece, Italy, Spain, without
which one cannot fathom the Mediterranean, or even our Western-European,
Greco-Roman and Catholic civilization. Dalmatia was on the periphery of the
aforementioned springs and carries in it pure and perfect insignia of a province that
lives and functions on the periphery of civilization. But, it still fits into the frame
of civilization, lives with it and sympathizes fully with it. From the vantage of
creation, Dalmatia in its étatist [državnom], artistic, literary and productive
complex remains on the periphery: its creative results are of peripheral value; they
have an important value for us, insofar as they bear witness to our ethnic
consciousness, and our notion of accommodation.99
Radica was attuned to the special relationships between center and periphery. As someone
from Split, and from the Balkans, he had always been aware of his status as provincial in
Western Europe, and even in Greece. Cultural hierarchies existed. Nonetheless, in a
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manner that was now typical, he found a way to bring what had always been considered
minor into the realm of a major civilization. Dalmatians had a special role to play in the
Mediterranean, which was to transfer civilization to the Illyrian and then the Slavic
continent.100
Things Fall Apart
By the time the war had begun, Radica was still living in Geneva, and in his
persistent aim to defend European liberalism, had tried his hand at a new genre. In 1939
and 1940, he wrote what seem to be his only works of fiction, short imaginative prose
sketches, the first titled, “Why the War is being Waged,” written as a dialogue, and the
second, “The Scythian Assault,” written in the form of a monologue, its narrator a
‘nameless European’. All of his fascinations with European man culminated here. The prepublication version of the first was titled “European Conversations” and included an
epigraph, where Radica laid bare his rationale for resorting to fictional prose:
There are opinions and positions that can only be expressed in a conversation or
more precisely in a dialogue. The times we live in are such that it seems to me that
only dialogue can present and highlight the thoughts that in this moment torture and
send quivers through the conversations of the last Europeans.101
Radica’s values were voiced by the character named simply ‘the European’, who insisted
that the nation-state was now opposed to Europe itself: “Either the state as a notion of
sovereignty will fall and disappear in this battle between good and evil or Europe will
perish, and humanity will turn into a jungle: without laws and justice.”102 “The Scythian
Assault” opened with the following epigraph, a passage from Greek Marxist intellectual
and poet Kostas Varnalis’ satirical prose piece, The True Apology of Socrates, first
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published in 1931: “‘…There comes the moment when you are forced to become human,
to purify, wanting to or not, your body, your soul and spirit.’ – ‘But who will be the one to
force us into it?’ – all shouted in unison: ‘THE SCYTHIANS!’”103 Later in the text, a
magical box replies “with the words of a philosopher” to the European’s question about
what it means for a country to be free:
That is a country where a reciprocity of duties and obligations exists between the
state and individuals. In a free country, the state is not an island; it is a necessary
organization that constantly has to justify its necessity and not to ask of any of its
citizens but only for that which is clearly required for the good of all.104
Radica’s idealism was very much intact, even straining to find the good that could come
of war, a sort of rebirth or purification, which might reveal a new course. Varnalis’ work
used the trial of Socrates to critique contemporary Greek bourgeois society. According to
Radica’s reading, Varnalis’ work presented the Scythian onslaught as an opportunity to
revitalize Greek spiritual and literary culture.105 The one time he departed from his
preferred essayistic genre was at a moment of urgency.
The Second World War was already on the horizon and somehow abstractions,
platitudes, and reasoned arguments no longer suited Radica. With the final arrival of the
Scythians, the piece honed in on their identifying traits:
The Scythians have already taken over the European continent! […] Lenin was the
first in charge of the Scythians. Moscow is the city of the Scythians. […] What is
their thought like? The product of ataxia and swampy fog, from which break out
unfinished categories and suspicious values. In the dark underground of their spirit
live instincts, passions, unrestrained conflicts, the power of opposition and
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disrespect for geometry, arithmetic, metaphysics and harmony. Their god is
Dionysus, and Nietzsche is their prophet on earth.106
The Scythians served as an antipode to Slavic, and by extension Mediterranean, cultural
refinement. During his time in Geneva, Radica became ever more outspoken about the need
for a shift toward federalism, writing articles for Swiss, French and local journals
confirming his beliefs, which ultimately cost him his position as deputy director of the
Yugoslav press bureau in Belgrade.107 His message was unequivocal: “Federalism emerges
in the agreement between state and history. Federalism means spirit [duh]. Étatism kills
the spirit.”108
By the time Tito’s partisans had emerged victorious from the war, Radica was
willing to support him and his new vision for Yugoslavia. However, that would change.
His initial hopefulness dissipated quickly, and he would soon move to the United States.
In his diary, he documented a telling realization: “I love America because I can dissent
with everyone, including myself.”109 Decades had passed, the world had become
unrecognizable, divided into spheres of influence, yet Radica had not given up hope on his
dream of Mediterranean unity and ascendance.
In the early 1970s, Radica was a professor of History in New Jersey, and had made
the curious decision to publish Mediterranean Return, a collection of earlier published
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essays, most of which were penned in the 1920s and 1930s. The import of the region, he
explained, had always been its role as a gateway to and as a foil for the West, the very
reason for its existence. “The role of Greece, Rome and Christianity, to mention only three
critical Mediterranean roles in the shaping of our perspective on the world,” he wrote,
“always consisted in the notion that elements of the East adapt to the demands and forms
of that which we consider and call the West.”110 By this time, he had returned to the three
anchors of old Europe. His introductory comments indicated a reverence for classical
studies, and a belief in the necessity of teaching it to successive generations. Here Radica
also recounted the original response to his essays and the suspicion cast over them by
readers who were convinced that he had been advocating for a Mediterranean political
orientation. The Croatian historian Filip Lukas, he recounted, was one of those who
misunderstood his aims, thinking him to be singling out Dalmatians as unique among the
Yugoslav peoples.111 Lukas, a pro-fascist publisher, refused to publish the book with
Matica Hrvatska.112 These essays were all the same (with minor changes), of course, but,
with the passage of time, the frame had changed. By now, Radica had become more
interested in the Croats and their three geo-cultural orientations: medieval European,
Balkan and Mediterranean.
Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated how ideas about the unity of the Mediterranean
became inextricably linked to the ideals previously associated with pan-Balkanism. Radica
re-conceptualized this frame in such a way as to accommodate national difference, namely
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Slavic and Greek, which Radica had previously considered to be the backbone of the
Balkans. In light of the growing recognition of a Mediterranean vitality or potential, he
transposed the areas of the Balkans that were central to his idea of Balkan unity, onto the
Mediterranean. Radica considered his travelogues not only as simple chronicles of his
travels, but as a kind of testimonial, and most importantly, as a literary product with an
inherent function: to shed light on the latent immaterial connections among various places
in southeast Europe. With the special privilege of having traveled widely and developed
strong associations with several southern European cultures, he saw himself as uniquely
positioned and able to draw out the threads that linked them together, ones that even the
exponents of these cultures may not have noticed. For him, the Mediterraneans were united
in their common spirit, which was found in their emotional refinement, sensuality and
tragic understanding of life, sublimated in a melancholic sensibility and worldview.
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CHAPTER FIVE: Small-State Pariah: Albania’s Trepidatious
Quest for Balkan Allies, a New National Idealism and a Future
in Europe
Our souls wander through the wondrous lands of the West,
Greeting and honouring hallowed places…
—Migjeni, 19341

- I was often reminded of the idea of cosmopolitanism and on many occasions I
thought that all of people’s political endeavors—governments, crises, wars, etc.—were in
vain. Aren’t we all cut from the same cloth? To think how much money is spent on wars
and how many lose their lives! Why can’t the borders that divide nations disappear?
- What? Disappear?... If they were mapped out in chalk on a blackboard, or with a
stick in the sand, the job you mention would be so simple. But things aren’t so. First of all,
it’s not in our hands.
- But what if it were?...
—Branko Merxhani, 19382

If Yugoslavia and Greece functioned as centers of pan-Balkan thought, Albania
was most certainly on the margins. Nonetheless, a view from the periphery can yield
interesting perspective. As Noel Parker maintains in a study of Europe and its periphery,
if we look carefully at the margins of larger, substantial entities […], we can find
interactions between the margins and the center. [I]n such interactions, margins will
exhibit three surprising types of effect: dynamics peculiar to their marginality;
independent scope vis-à-vis the ostensible dominant center or centers; and/or a
potential to impact on the center(s), perhaps even to the extent of ‘reshaping’ it.3
Here we find that the Albanian case exhibits striking parallels to more dominant countries’
attempts to renegotiate their place and position within the Balkans and a new Europe,
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resorting to a similar logic, premised on the notion of a crisis of spirit and values. Beyond
this, however, this chapter will investigate this relationship between the center—locus of
the Balkan conferences and pan-Balkan discourse—and periphery. Albania’s diplomatic
history during the two decades following its independence is still, to a great extent, absent
from the historical record, and less compelling to those who study Albania as a
paradigmatic case study in totalitarian communism and an exemplar of diplomatic
isolationism. Nonetheless, the 1920s and 1930s in Albania are generally recognized as a
golden era of intellectual and literary production, a time of an incipient Albanian
modernism in literature and of the famous Café Kursal in Tirana, an open forum of cultural
debate.
Yet, few historians have focused their energies squarely on this interlude in order
to determine the extent of Albania’s foreign diplomatic pursuits. Even in the realm of
cultural studies, the same principle applies: Albanian literary modernism is virtually
unstudied beyond the country’s borders (in fact, the same is true for Bulgaria).4 The
interwar era comes before “the fall”—that is to say, the period of Albania’s retreat behind
the Iron Curtain and subscription to isolationist politics under its authoritarian dictator
Enver Hoxha, which also notably marks Albania’s proverbial exit from Europe. The
common consensus holds that Albania could hardly consider itself a legitimate power
player in the region, much less be earnest in its consideration, pursuit or engagement with
diplomatic projects of a regional scope.5 Albanian actors are thus invariably cast as either
unserious or half-hearted participants in regional schemas, including the semi-official
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Balkan conferences of the early 1930s, for instance, which swept professors, civil servants,
writers and politicians into its fold. Elsewhere, their activism is portrayed as merely
episodic—diplomat-littérateur Fan Noli’s agitation for Balkan federation from his place in
Austrian exile following the overthrow of his liberal government, for example, is a hiccup,
a minor mention in his winding career.
Historians and specialists who work on Albania tend to see the interwar years as
somewhat of a foregone conclusion, a case in which the fledgling state was never quite
able to maintain its full sovereignty and independence, and instead found itself slipping
into the role of Western puppet and colonial protectorate of Italy. And while some will
argue that the dream of a Balkan union itself was nothing more than a pipedream, it
nonetheless presents an interesting foray into a pan-Balkan discourse worth investigating
and exploring for its resonances with transnational debates around European
reconstruction. It was not until the mid-1990s, after the fall of communism in Albania, that
any concerted attempts were made to understand Albania’s role in the brief Balkan
integration movement of the 1930s.6 In reality, however, the pan-Balkan idea arose as the
result of a series of special conditions and circumstances—economic troubles, statebuilding and security concerns chief among them. In the Albanian case, pan-Balkanism
makes its way into the story as a facet or interest of philosophical neo-Albanianism, a filoFrench positivist program for spiritual revival, which revolved around questions of culture,
civilization and modernity, and considered the idea to be the key to unlocking a new
advanced national reality. It did so by taking a middle-way position: liberal, anti-fascist
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and anti-communist. Like Radica, the movement’s ideologue, Branko Merxhani, sought to
do so within the context of a very conservative and monarchist regime.
This chapter presents somewhat of a revisionist narrative, based largely on
documents and materials deposited in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Tirana as well as
contemporary journals of, for the most part, liberal leanings that addressed both political
and cultural issues of Albanian modernization. It examines Albania’s involvement in the
Balkan conferences, from the actual impetus for the country’s participation along with the
state’s internal considerations and discussions, which unfolded in public fora. On the other
hand, this chapter also seeks to deliver a holistic narrative, which considers cultural and
intellectual life alongside Albanian foreign policy concerns. It thus examines Albania’s
interwar years according to a different set of questions and parameters, namely those that
put it in league with its neighbors, not as an exceptional outlier. Insofar as it seeks to recontextualize the state’s role in the broader region, I gauge how the relevant intellectuals
interacted with those who remained beyond the country’s borders. At the same time, I
demonstrate the varied ways in which Albanian intellectuals grappled with European
intellectual and political thought, seeking to create an Albanian culture of international
appeal in the early years of independence, observable in discussions over the definition and
merits of national cultures and what were often construed as non-national civilizations.
Early Articulations of Balkan Unity
In the spring of 1922, Faik Konica (1875-1942), a major figure of the Albanian
national renaissance and a diplomat-littérateur, made one of the earliest defenses of Balkan
federation before an audience in Jamestown. After years of turning the question over in his
mind, he had concluded that the solution to the “Balkan problem” was a Balkan federation
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based largely on the American model of union with some slight modifications, including
greater autonomy to account for the pronounced individualism of the constituent nations
of the region and the vast linguistic differences among them.7 Konica was born in 1875 in
Konitsa and is known as a leading figure of the Albanian national movement. While his
appeal to the American public may seem oddly misdirected, Wilson’s advancement of the
self-determination principle on behalf of Albania made the United States a natural ally (in
fact, one of Tirana’s squares bears his name today). Konica first emigrated to the United
States in 1909, settling in Boston, Massachusetts to take on the role of editor of the
Albanian weekly Dielli (The Sun),8 before being called back to Europe to plead the case
for Albanian independence in London and elsewhere. He did not return to the United States
until 1921, when he was elected president of the Vatra (Hearth) federation, an AlbanianAmerican association based in Boston. In 1926, King Zog appointed him Albanian
ambassador to the United States. Dismissing Esperanto as an artificial language lacking
practical use value,9 Konica proposed that English be adopted as the official language of a
future Balkan federation; he argued that it was already quite widely spoken in the region,
and besides that, boasted a beautiful literature, which could be easily leveraged to raise the
collective level of civilization, a salient concern of many Albanian intellectuals of the time.
Moreover, in order to diffuse the conflict over claims over Macedonia, it would constitute
a free and separate unit of the federation and could serve as the federation’s capital.
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Macedonia had been divided between Serbia and Greece since the Balkan Wars of 191213. As he supposed, an independent Macedonia would be a much more palatable solution
under a federation. This of course was one of the most contentious issues of Balkan union,
and arguably one of the reasons for its failure to move past preliminary stages of
development.
Peace being a central aim, Konica proposed that Turkey be invited to join the
federation so that it could not pose a threat to the proposed federation. Given that Turkey
was what he termed an “Asiatic” nation, he imagined the inclusion of its European
territories solely. Konica considered the federation to be a surefire way to lower the risk of
future conflict. National spending statistics indicated that the Balkan states spent an
inordinate amount of money on arms and defense in comparison to education, agriculture
and public works. In official estimates recorded for the years 1921-22, Romania’s highest
expense, for example, went to the army (925 million lei).10 Even as he warned of the
difficulties of transition and adaptation to new state regulations, Konica recognized the
country’s wealth in resources, which included coal, iron, copper and sulfur, platinum and
oil-stone, vast forests and fertile soil for agriculture. Hence, attracting foreign investments
ought to become a priority of the state government. Still, he understood that none of this
would amount to anything without an infrastructure already in place to ensure peace and
security.
From the ashes of the First World War, Albania emerged as a precarious nationstate that owed much of its existence to the predominance of Wilson’s principle of selfdetermination. In December 1920, the country became a member of the League of Nations.
10
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According to its historians, the story that unfolded from there was rather bleak and
predictable: a weak central government struggling to stay afloat, poorly run institutions,
Italian encroachment and imminent full-scale colonization. In the absence of willing allies
and patron states, political instability and lack of a strong economy, with an
overwhelmingly rural, agrarian population, Zog was driven into the arms of Mussolini.
This is a common generalization that is only partly true. In the early 1920s, two parties
struggled for the right to dictate the political agenda, Fan Noli’s pro-British, liberal
People’s Party, which was aligned with government interests, and the pro-Italian,
conservative Progressive Party, led by Mehdi Frashëri and associated with the opposition.11
By 1924, however, Zog had withdrawn his support for the pro-British camp and aligned
himself with the pro-Italian one.12 By 1926, the first Italo-Albanian Tirana Pact had been
signed, bringing Albania into a closer economic and political relationship with Rome.
Albania was central to Italy’s efforts to gain a foothold and greater influence in the Balkans.
This is where the rivalry began between Italy and Yugoslavia.13 Italy jealously protected
its investments in Albania and became ever more ambitious to extend its influence further
into the Balkans. France’s attempts to build an intellectual presence in Albania were swiftly
foiled by the Italians, who applied pressure to remove the instruction of French from the
Albanian curriculum and distributed a large volume of free Italian books, increased the
number of scholarships offered to Albanian students, and organized courses in Italian
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language and culture through the Dante Alighieri association.14 Italy’s growing influence
was a cause for alarm and gave rise to vociferous protest.15
Ahmed Zog wished to improve Albania’s position in Europe and honed in on the
realm of culture to do so. In September 1928, Ahmet bey Zogolli declared himself ‘king
of the Albanians’ and changed his name to Zog. Two years later, however, Albania joined
a new initiative that sought to coordinate a diplomatic rapprochement among Balkan states.
As Paskal Milo claims, Zog’s personal acceptance of the invitation to the first Balkan
conference suggests that he regarded it as a chance to exercise his will in foreign policy
and to resist Italian influence.16 Hence, it ought to be seen as another one of Zog’s attempt
to “loosen [Italy’s] grip” on the country.17 After his return to power, Zog had embarked on
an occidentalist campaign that sought to bring Albania into the Western fold, to divorce it
from its Ottoman past and to position the country as an enlightened, cultured, advanced,
and above all, Christian nation. Pandeli Vangjeli, president of the Albanian council and
former prime minister, and Fizri Rusi, the president of the Albanian chamber, dispatched
official approval for the cause on the government’s behalf.18
Like many of its neighbors, Albania was a fledgling state that lacked internal unity
as it was split across several axes: confessional, social, economic and intellectual. While
the majority of the population was Muslim (predominately Sunni along with a small
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Bektashi community), Orthodox Christians, concentrated in central Albania, followed as
the second major religion, and Catholics constituted a minority, based mostly around
Shkodër in the north. The northern Ghegs tended to be outnumbered by the Ottoman-era
elites, highly educated and well-connected men who dominated administrative positions
(many of whom were wealthy landlords). Once the borders had been drawn, many
Albanian speakers remained outside, in Greece and Yugoslavia. While Greece laid claim
to northern Epirus (southern Albania), Yugoslavia never lost hope of encroaching further
south into Albania through Lake Shkodër.
Fan Noli: Leader of the Opposition
One of Zog’s most formidable opponents was someone who recognized the
importance of strong intra-Balkan relations. Bishop Fan Noli (1882-1965) attended
Harvard University where he earned a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1912. In 1945, he would
earn his doctorate from Boston University with a dissertation on Gjergj Kastrioti (popularly
known as Scanderbeg), Albania’s national hero. He, as the other individuals who I will
introduce, had a long list of talents and accomplishments to his name, including his singlehanded establishment of the Orthodox Church of Albania in 1923 in the United States, and
serving as prime minister of Albania for a brief six-month period after King Zog’s ousting.
Noli was also an avid translator of classical and modern literature, including the work of
William Shakespeare, Henrik Ibsen, Miguel de Cervantes and Edgar Allen Poe.19 As
Robert Austin reminds us, Noli was a newcomer to Albania in the 1920s. He was born in
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1882 in an Albanian village in Ottoman Thrace, and alternated between Greek (at church
and at school) and Albanian (at home).20 After the termination of his government and Zog’s
swift return, Noli made another drastic transition: he fled to Vienna.
In the aftermath of Noli’s failure to establish a unified state and government under
his leadership, the opposition followed Noli into exile in Vienna, which became a hotbed
of revolutionary activity in the late 1920s. It was there that some of these figures, who
supported his aspirations to implement radical reforms in Albania, became avid
contributors to La fédération balkanique. The bimonthly journal appeared in all of the
Balkan languages (Croatian, Serbian, Albanian, Greek, Romanian, Turkish) in addition to
French. Dedicated to the principle of self-determination of Balkan peoples, it also sought
to promote an eventual federation. Inscribed in its program was the idea that only a
federation could “destroy national conflicts at their roots, guarantee uninhibited cultural
development among ethnic minorities, allow all members free access to the seas and great
rivers, finally assuring full political and economic independence for them.”21 Most
importantly, a federation would restore peace in the Balkans, and thus nurture healthy
cultural growth for all of its peoples.
The inaugural issue solicited opinions from a variety of political parties, pundits
and organizations, including representatives of Yugoslav minorities like the Croatian
Peasant Party, the Montenegrin federalists, and the Macedonian federalists of the
International Macedonian Revolutionary Organization (IMRO).22 In the same issue, IMRO
issued a manifesto calling for the unification of Macedonian lands in an independent
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political unit with ethnic frontiers.23 Bedri Pejani (1885-1946) and other members of the
Kosovo Committee joined the ranks of the National Revolutionary Committee
(KONARE), which was then in the early stages of its formation. In May 1925, it issued a
proclamation from Geneva, which offered a detailed explanation of the course of events
following Noli’s failed regime.
According to these men, many of whom had since gone into exile, Zog had become
a pawn of the Yugoslav prime minister, Nikola Pašić, who had turned a newly sovereign
Albania into a de facto Yugoslav province.24 Speaking in the name of KONARE, an
organization comprised of urban workers and peasants, young people, intellectuals and
progressives, they outlined four principal aims: the liberation of Albania from the tyranny
of Zog and his feudal allies, the reestablishment of a republican regime, agrarian reform in
the interest of the working class, and the claim to ethnic national boundaries.25 Hence, even
as this federalist project attempted to institute a broad fellowship of Balkan nations, it also
provided a platform for nationalist aims and principles.
The monarchy’s main opposition groups were centered in Paris, Moscow and
Vienna, where the émigré group the Committee of National Liberation (KONARE) and its
rival Bashkimi Kombëtar (National Unity) were based.26 Noli submitted a response to the
journal’s survey, which appeared in the June 1927 issue. The journal solicited a long list
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of responses from intellectuals from all over Europe. The survey consisted of five principal
questions:
1. Do you consider the current solution to the Macedonian question as one that
adheres to the principles of justice and liberty, as much as to the interests of
peace?
2. Do you believe that under the current Balkan response to the rights of ethnic
minorities are sufficiently respected and guaranteed?
3. In your opinion, what means would permit an end to the oppression of ethnic
minorities, and on the other hand, to the rivalries that draw Balkan states into
opposition?
4. Do you believe in the possibility of a Balkan federation led by the current
governments?
5. In general, what do you think of a federation of Balkan peoples, and what are,
in your opinion, the conditions under which it could be realized?27
Among the first to respond were French communist novelist Henri Barbusse, co-editor-inchief of the popular French journal L’Europe Léon Bazalgette, Romanian writer Panait
Istrati and French Marxist Paul Louis, who directed the foreign politics section of the
communist newspaper, L’humanité.
In his response, submitted on May 1, 1927 from Geneva, Noli began by citing
Mussolini’s claim, expressed in one of his recent speeches, that small states no longer had
a place in the current international system and thus ought to simply be erased from
existence. Noli reckoned that he was already on his way to turning Albania into an Italian
colony, after which he would do the same with Yugoslavia. As Noli saw it, a federation
could not be achieved through an initiative of the current governments; instead, a new
guard was needed, one that furthered the interests of the peasants and the workers
specifically. A year later, on August 29, 1928, he indicted Zog for having driven the
country into the abyss of foreign dominance: to Yugoslavia, he had ceded regions around
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St. Naum and Vermoshë, to the British, he gave petrol, and to Italy, a bank that would
subject Albania to Italian financial and economic controls and whims.28 Konstantin
Boshnjaku (1888-1953), an early communist who had been educated in Russia with Soviet
financial support, had gone into exile around the same time as Noli. Prior to that he had
represented Albania in the Hague Conference of 1922 and served as its chargé d’affaires
to Bulgaria. As many of his colleagues, he believed that the current Balkan governments
were oligarchies affiliated with foreign interest groups who pulled the strings on political
affairs.29 Llazar Fundo, leader of the left-wing Bashkimi (Unity), also pledged support for
Noli’s calls for agrarian reform.30
In August 1927, in the aftermath of the shooting in Belgrade parliament and the
subsequent death of one of the victims, Radić, leader of the Croat Peasant Party, Pejani
wrote in the pages of La fédération balkanique about the need for the representation of
Albanian interests in the Yugoslav parliament and for constitutional rights. He identified
the growing need for Albanian schools, newspapers and courts [gjykatore].31 The Albanian
contingent of contributors to this journal is almost entirely unknown to Anglophone
readers, as is the early wave of communist thought and action in the country, whose
ideologues naturally ended up moving in circles outside Albania, primarily in the Soviet
Union, Vienna, Geneva and Paris, where a young Hoxha would come into contact with
French magazine publisher Lucien Vogel and Paul Vaillant-Couturier, leader of the French
communists and founder of the Karl Marx school.32 After its first five years of publication,
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Georgi Dimitrov, who would become Bulgaria’s first communist leader in the aftermath of
the war, enumerated the most characteristic traits of the moment:
1. class conflict, extremely sharpened social and national conflict 2. forced
preparations of Balkan countries, under the command of international imperialism,
for an imperialist war against the Soviet Union 3. the rapid development of the
political crisis in Yugoslavia which discovers broad perspectives for the nationalrevolutionary movement in Macedonia, Croatia, Albania, Kosovo, Montenegro,
etc. 4. the constant radicalization of the working masses who go out on an active
defensive in order to produce a resolute offensive against capital and imperialism,
against fascism and national oppression.33
The founders of the journal envisioned a revolution led by the working-class masses. Thus,
they denounced the pacifists and other reformers who deflected attention away from such
a solution. In doing so, the journal sought to unite the
working-class masses of Macedonia with their compatriots in Montenegro, Croatia,
Dobrudja, Kosovo, Albania, Bukovina, Transylvania, etc., against their common
enemies: fascism and imperialism, that unleash a unique brutality on nationally
oppressed peoples and national minorities.”34
While the Balkan “union” movement collaborated with the International Labour
Organization, the League of Nations and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace,
the “federation” movement that I describe here followed the activities of the League against
Imperialism, established in Brussels in 1927, and the International Congress of National
Minorities, which was based in Geneva since 1925 and later transferred to Vienna.35
La fédération balkanique had become a platform for internationalists and voices on
the left. Disaffected Yugoslavs flocked to Berlin, which became a center of the communist
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opposition, a group of whom came together to form the association, “Slobodni Balkan
(Balkan Liberation).”36 It, too, issued a survey on the expected impact of the upcoming
Balkan conference. The German Marxist intellectuals Georg Ledebour, a leader of the
German Independent Social Democratic Party, and Alfons Goldschmidt, a founder of the
League for Proletarian Culture and a leading member of the German section of Workers’
International Relief, were united in the belief that the first Balkan conference would be a
show of failure for Balkan federalism, as the interests of the existing governments were at
odds with those of the masses and minorities.37 Another respondent believed that the
conference would provide a golden opportunity for greater integration among the region’s
capitalists, and represented a united front against the Soviet Union.38 Denunciations of the
liberal internationalist faction that assembled the Balkan conferences followed in due
course. A correspondent of La fédération balkanique gave an incendiary summary of all
that had unfolded at the first Balkan conference, noting that the disagreements pointed to
Franco-Italian rivalry over who would extend its influence in the Balkans.39
The Minorities Question
In celebration of its six-year anniversary, the editorial board of La fédération
balkanique vowed to continue its efforts on behalf of the oppressed segments of the
population as well as Balkan minorities, who remained under threat of the White Terror,
economic and social oppression, systematic denationalization, colonization and
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extermination, as well as the wars that seemed to be on the horizon.40 In November 1930,
Omer Nishani, among the anti-Zogist group of exiles who had fled to Geneva, argued that
the League of Nations, charged with the duty and responsibility to protect minorities, had
failed to do so, not having taken necessary action to uphold the political and cultural rights
officially granted to minorities and enshrined in the Paris peace treaties.41 He and his
colleagues at La fédération balkanique continued this refrain, calling out the dictatorial
governments in the Balkans as the perpetrators of efforts to assimilate minorities, denying
them the right to primary education in their native language. Nishani was born in
Gjirokastër in 1887 and trained as a doctor in Istanbul. After Noli’s failed revolution, he
co-founded KONARE and worked on its journal Liria kombëtare (National Freedom), an
anti-Zogist organ published in Geneva from 1925 to 1935. Despite the journal’s selfdesignation as a mouthpiece for Albanian nationalists, it took a pro-integration stance from
a very early stage. Writing under a pseudonym in 1926, one commentator claimed that the
seeds of division in the region were deliberately sown by the Great Powers. In Nishani’s
attacks on the existing governments in the region, he denounced Yugoslav and Greek
actions in Kosovo and Çameria (northern Greece, a region to which Albanians laid claim),
where de-nationalizing policies were allegedly being carried out with rigor, and inhabitants
were forced to change their names to blend in with the majority of inhabitants.
Nishani spoke and advocated on behalf of the oppressed classes and minorities,
agitating for a revolution that would establish “republics of workers and farmers
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[katundare].”42 The enthusiasm that accompanied Briand’s call for a united Europe was a
cause for distress for Nishani and his group, who considered Briand a pathetic apologist
for the countries with minorities (Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia and Greece), all of whom,
with the exception of Greece, were France’s allies.
In February 1930, Leon Maccas, director of the newly established Athens-based
journal Εργασία, requested a submission from one of the Albanian ministers in the form of
a detailed explanation of his position on the prospect of Balkan union as well as the
impending conferences. Maccas had also been present at the Universal Peace Congress in
Athens the previous year. Chargé d’affaires Eqrem Vlora, however, was in no position to
produce such a statement, not having received governmental permission and counsel on
the issue.43 In April 1930, Richard Coudenhove-Kalergi addressed the Albanian foreign
minister, seeking a formal opinion on his project for the establishment of pan-Europe.
Instructed by his superiors to respond in an equivocal manner, Rauf Fico explained that he
understood Kalergi’s project to be closely related to the Briand Plan and thus wished to
wait to express his official opinion during the debates that were scheduled to take place in
September.44 Pandeli Evangjeli, Minister of Foreign Affairs, accepted the proposal in 1931,
and a pan-European committee was assembled. Its members were Sotir Kolea, Karl
Gurakuqi, Osman Myderrizi and Kolë Mirdita.45 In April, editor of Ελεύθερον Βήμα in
Athens followed with his own request of a formal response from the foreign minister on a
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number of questions related to the upcoming Balkan conference.46 The questionnaire had
been sent to the foreign ministers of all of the Balkan countries.
On July 9, 1930, amid the growing tide of optimism and wonder over the possibility
of safeguarding peace on the European continent and integrating small states into a new
postwar order, Nebil Çika’s weekly newspaper Arbënia reproduced a letter Mussolini had
submitted to the United Press on French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand’s plan for a
European federation. It considered the project unworkable and ill-conceived, and instead
argued for a renegotiation of postwar treaties, which had left the war’s losers disgruntled
and unsatisfied.47 The Tirana-based newspaper’s Rome correspondent reported that
Mussolini had proposed that Russia and Turkey be invited to join a federated Europe. In
his evaluation of Albania’s potential role in this union, Mussolini noted that the country’s
disarmament was necessary, given that a security system existed in the form of the League
of Nations, the treaty by which countries renounced war, and the Locarno treaties.48
Arbënia supported the regime and represented the views of “the Young,” and by its
eleventh issue, it had become another mouthpiece of neo-Albanianism, a new current of
intellectual thought emerging at the time, which emphasized cultural progress.49
Even with the spirit of friendship and new promises to pursue better relations with
Balkan neighbors, there were still those who refused to heed such calls. In a dispatch from
Athens that appeared in Demokratia, Spiro Dhimitri expressed disdain for the antiAlbanian rhetoric he had encountered as of late in the Greek press. He was convinced that
Greeks who considered the situation objectively and with an open mind, on the other hand,
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denounced these tactics and recognized the importance of friendly diplomatic relations
between the two countries.50 In the same issue, Jorgji Meksi pledged support to the Briand
Plan and a Balkan union, for which he proposed the establishment of a shared Balkan
parliament as a preliminary action toward this aim.51 He had already made good on that
promise, having prepared a glowing review of Evelpidis’ Les états balkanique for the
inaugural issue of Merxhani’s Neo-shqiptarisma (Neo-Albanianism).52 Meksi praised the
author for his objectivity and for recognizing the rights of all of the nations of the region
as equal.
Gjergj Fishta: Poet-Priest of the Albanian Delegation
Once the first Balkan conference had been planned, Gjergj Fishta was summoned
to join the Albanian delegation in Athens.53 Fishta was a Catholic priest, an influential
intellectual and a diplomat-littérateur. He accepted the government’s invitation to join the
Albanian delegation and worked on the commission that sought to improve intellectual ties
among the Balkan nations. It seemed a fitting appointment, as Fishta had already been
contemplating Albanian cultural agendas in his varied literary pursuits and diplomatic
endeavors. National poets held great influence among the public (Greece’s national poet
also served on the country’s delegation). As editor of the conservative literary review, Hylli
i dritës, Fishta presented his ideas for the creation of a new, enlightened and modern
Albanian society. Appearing in 1930, his meditation on culture drew a tight connection
between society’s caliber of cultural production and its level of happiness:
The word ‘culture’ today signifies the sum of all collective spiritual efforts of a
people in the path of knowledge and art, and also from the perspective of moral and
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material advancement in the individual and social life of a person, that, when
making his physical existence easy and desirable [andshme], makes him more
capable of reaching his aim, which is happiness. Therefore it can be reasonably said
that the level of genuine culture of a people indicates the level of happiness of social
and individual life on earth.54
Moreover, he believed that to build a high culture required a sharp mind, strong will and
an open heart, which, he claimed, Albanians already possessed.
In 1930, the Greek government awarded Fishta the Phoenix medal, which was
bestowed on Greeks for excellence in the arts and on non-Greeks for raising the country’s
reputation abroad, perhaps partly for his translations from the ancient Greek.55 He had
translated Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis, Homer’s Odyssey and the fifth book of the Iliad
(and Molière’s Le Malade imaginaire). Fishta attended the first (Athens), second (Sofia)
and third (Bucharest) Balkan conferences. At the first Balkan conference he proposed that
children’s fables and popular songs be translated and introduced in primary and secondary
school curricula.56 At the third Balkan conference, delegates made recommendations for
several actions to be taken to further the aim of intellectual cooperation: drafting a unitary
manual on the civilization of Balkan peoples, translation of literary works and theater plays
across Balkan languages, the screening of documentary films, collaboration among radio
stations to broadcast proceedings of the conferences and Balkan music, the creation of a
Balkan radio station, etc.57
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Foreign delegates were rather eager to lubricate cultural exchanges amongst their
home countries and Albania. Greek journalist G. P. Paraskevopoulos made a visit to
Albania, during which Fishta served as his personal guide. After returning home to Athens,
Paraskevoupoulos chronicled his observations of Albania in a brochure, which he
requested that Fishta distribute to schools and convents in order to improve relations
between the two countries.58 Nicolas Nicolaeff of the Bulgarian delegation reached out to
Fishta in early February of 1933 to discuss the prospects of cultural exchange between the
two countries. Nicolaeff was eager to familiarize himself with Albanian letters as well as
with Fishta’s work—who by then had gained some notoriety abroad as a national poet—
but could not overcome the language barrier, lacking reading knowledge of Albanian and
Italian, with which Albanian literature enjoyed a vibrant exchange (Gaetano Petrotta had
published a literary history of Albania, of which Nicolaeff was made aware by the Albanian
minister).59 Not only had no works been translated from Albanian into Bulgarian and viceversa, but there was no existing manual on Albanian literature in Bulgarian (nor in
Albanian on Bulgarian literature).
Nicolaeff was a former teacher of Bulgarian and French languages and literatures
at the boys’ lycée in Sofia and former director of the Bulgarian school in Istanbul. In order
to improve the unfortunate lack of intellectual exchange between the two countries,
Nicolaeff proposed the establishment of a trimester review called “The History of World
Literature,” which would be comprised of three sections: Balkan peoples, Slavic peoples
and others. The first edition would focus on Albania as a representative of the Balkans,
Croatian literature for the Slavic (his logic of sequence being alphabetical) and German for
58
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the others. Nicolaeff was eager to hear Fishta’s thoughts on the initiative and expressed a
serious desire to learn Albanian in order to do the project full justice, even offering to teach
Bulgarian at Fishta’s lycée in Shkodër, which would enable him to learn Albanian and
Croatian within two years’ time.60
The previous year, following the second Balkan conference in Istanbul, Nikolaeff
enumerated Bulgaria’s achievements with respect to intellectual cooperation.61 A couple
of new women’s organizations (of women who attended university and another around
Bulgarian letters) had been formed, both of which attended the meeting of feminist
organizations held in Belgrade in May of the previous year. In addition, a new chair had
been instituted at the University of Sofia for the study of Balkan languages and another in
Balkan comparative law. While progress in the translation of literary works left a lot to be
desired, they could celebrate the fact that a Yugoslav play staged in Sofia had been well
received by the public. Among the proposed resolutions for the future was the erection of
commemorative monuments to fallen soldiers of foreign armies.
Nonetheless, Fishta seemed pessimistic almost from the beginning of the campaign.
In October of 1931, he had even considered withdrawing from the delegation. Doubtful of
the extent of his influence in the face of several setbacks, he lamented that the Christian
contingent was meager, and counted himself and Leonidha Naçi as its sole
representatives.62 The conference in Istanbul was not going as well as he had hoped.
Mehmet Konica, leader of the delegation, was engaged in a heated battle with the
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Yugoslavs, who wished to sweep the issue of minorities under the rug, which the former,
citing Kosovar grievances, resented and refused to accept. Fishta was a curious figure. A
priest of the Franciscan order, he had studied philosophy and Catholic theology in Bosnia.
By 1902, he had become head of the Franciscan gymnasium in Shkodër, which had
received substantial funding from the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He had played a major
role in the Congress of Monastir in 1908, which chose the Latin-based Stamboul alphabet
for Albanian and was elected to parliament in 1920 (and named its vice president within
the following year). Despite his conservatism, Fishta supported Fan Noli’s attempt to
revolutionize Albania, and even went into voluntary exile in Italy for a few years after Zog
returned.63 It was not long before Fishta would retreat from public life altogether in the
mid-1930s.
Fishta had a reputation as the Albanian Homer. His epic poem, Lahuta e Malcís
(Highland Lute) was inspired by Montenegrin poet-prince Petar Petrović Njegoš’s Gorski
Vijenac (The Mountain Wreath), published in 1847, which had become one of the main
pillars of Yugoslav national culture. Apart from this, he was the author of satirical verse
that laid bare the vices of modern Albanian statesmen. Fishta’s first-hand accounts of the
progress of the conferences read much like a travel diary and were published in a series
titled “A Journey through New Turkey,” which appeared in consecutive issues of his
monthly journal where he introduced readers to the various towns of Albania, its hidden
charms—the magnificent view of Lake Ohrid—and shortcomings. His journey began in
Tirana and moved west to Kavajë, south to Peqin, Elbasan, Pogradec, then Korça and on
to Thessaloniki. Throughout his travels, Fishta tended to evaluate each place he saw on the
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basis of its level of advancement or ‘civilization’ and refinement. Having crossed the entire
country, he considered the town of Korça, with its French lycée, streets lined with buildings
and the absence of vagrants, to be the most overtly Western, which he perceived in the
sociability of its inhabitants.64
In a dispatch from the second Balkan conference in Istanbul, he highlighted the fact
that delegates were not mere spokesmen and representatives of their respective states, but
were called to protect the rights and interests of their countries, not only political, strategic
and economic, but also cultural and civilizational. Even if a small state, Fishta believed
Albania’s cultural profile, reputation and level of civilizational advancement could serve
as compensating factors, which might convince its neighbors and others on the world stage
that it was not just an inconsequential buffer state.65 Still on his way to Thessaloniki, Fishta
recorded what even today hold up as rare observations of the Roma community, whom he
considered a freedom-loving people that had fallen victim to unfair prejudice and thus was
wrongly judged an “inferior race.”66 From Thessaloniki, he boarded the Orient Express to
Istanbul, where upon arriving he realized the irony of the moment, the peculiar experience
of visiting post-Ottoman Turkey just nineteen years after its withdrawal from Albania.67
He was bowled over by the city’s beauty, so overwhelming that words could not do it
justice.68 This testified to an openness that upended the reigning cultural hierarchies of the
time: East-West, Muslim-Christian, and non-Albanian-Albanian.
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By 1933, Fishta’s perspective had somewhat shifted and his tone had become ever
more bitter. Recalling the second Balkan conference in Istanbul, he became disparaging
and suspicious, mocking the elitism of the conferences, whose attendees claimed to be
representatives of the common people. Rather, he saw the conference as an ad hoc event
of uncoordinated discussions taking place in private without the public’s direct
participation or knowledge.69 Likening the project to the mythological figure of the sphinx,
he noted that it seemed to have appeared out of thin air.
The other Christian delegate Fishta mentioned was Naçi, a more active participant
in the Balkan initiative who was born in Vlora in 1875, just slightly younger than the
former. He had studied mathematics and physics at the University of Athens,70 and had
also participated in the momentous Congress of Monastir of 1908 (as a delegate from
Vlora). In November 1930, while in Alexandria, he finished a collection of poetry, which
extolled the beauties of Albania.71 In May 1932, he wrote on the status of married women
before the law in Albania.72 Later that year, Naçi came up with a plan to enlist the support
of churches in the bid for Balkan unity.73 Naçi, however, was much more optimistic about
the success of the conferences. In May 1933, Naçi wrote an article for Thessaloniki’s
Πρωϊνά Νέα (New Dawn), where he touted the achievements of the conferences reached
within a relatively short span of a few years, which included the establishment of a Balkan
tourist federation, chamber of trade and industry, cooperation in the fields of medicine and
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health, and trade and shipping, as well as a customs union.74 Lastly, he also worked closely
with the Balkan student organization based in Paris.
Foreign Diplomacy through State Channels
Alongside figures like Fishta and Naçi were state actors, who assumed their own
roles in Balkan integration efforts. Here I will provide a look at the figures who contributed
to Balkan diplomacy from within the machinery of the state, in Albania’s ministry of
foreign affairs. Many of Albania’s high-ranking officials had been educated in Ottoman
schools. Founded as a secular institution, Mekteb-i Mülkiye opened in 1859 in Istanbul, and
was supposed to train and prepare students for a career in Ottoman bureaucracy. In her
study of the school, Nathalie Clayer provided an intellectual sociology of the circumscribed
group of Albanian graduates in the late Ottoman period, arguing that while they did not
constitute an ideologically unified group, socially and politically, they tended to turn
towards Istanbul and the regions from which they came, and embraced Ottomanism and
Albanianism simultaneously.75
Xhafer Villa (aka Cafer Tevfik Vila) and Rauf Fico, both graduates of the school,
put their expertise to use in setting up the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and the Interior in
post-Ottoman Albania.76 Villa was among the Albanian Mülkiyelis who continued to serve
in the Ottoman administration even after Albania was declared independent, until the early
1920s. He was born in 1888/1889 to Tevfik bey, a landowner and notable from Frashëri, a
village in southern Albania, and studied at the rüştiye school of Përmet and then the idadi
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of Ioannina, before entering the Mekteb-i Mülkiye. In addition to his mother tongue,
Albanian, he spoke Turkish, Greek and French.77 In 1926, an interview with Villa appeared
in the Belgrade daily newspaper Politika, where he assured the Yugoslav government that
each Albanian government thus far had a Balkan political outlook and sought to resolve
outstanding issues with its neighbors.78 By 1934, however, Villa was appointed
ambassador to Italy as someone who stood in favor of its support.79
In June 1933, Greece and Albania concluded a commercial agreement whereby
both states vowed to favor the products of the other when importing goods.80 In August,
politician and diplomat Mehdi Frashëri (1872-1963) examined the evolving relationship
between Albanians and Greeks in the pages of Minerva, a Tirana-based cultural and literary
review .81 In October 1933, Aleko Orolloga, a journalist from Korça and editor of the daily
newspaper Η Απογευματινή in Thessaloniki, examined the evolution of Greco-Albanian
relations as a newly appointed contributor to Minerva. Orolloga regarded the GrecoTurkish rapprochement as the impetus for improving relations between Greece and
Albania, a significant move forward from the prior two decades of suspicion that AustriaHungary would use Albania as a springboard from which to expand and extend its
influence southward to Thessaloniki.82 The port city became the site of efforts to bridge
the gap between the two countries. In his article, Orolloga described the warm welcome
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that 100,000 Greek spectators gave to the young Albanian athletes competing at the games
at Athens stadium, the smooth exchanges between the Greeks and Albanians at the recent
Balkan conference, as well as the fact that a Greco-Albanian club would soon be
established.83 Several months later, he weighed in on the issue once again and urged
members of commercial, industrial and press sectors to visit each other’s countries and
evaluate and find common needs and interests between them in order to build a long-lasting
alliance.84
Still, these improvements were not enough to guarantee Albania’s place in a Balkan
Entente. The suspicion that Albania would become a pawn of fascist Italy was unavoidable.
On January 13, 1934, Fuat Asllani informed Villa of the intrigue surrounding the Greek
foreign minister’s visits to Rome, Paris and London. In a statement to the London press,
Greek foreign minister Dimitrios Maximos had explained that the purpose of his visit was
to make the British government aware of recent developments in the Near East and, most
notably, to bring them up to speed on the pending conclusion of a Balkan pact.85 By then,
the Greeks were treading carefully, and wished to solicit the opinions of the Great Powers
so as to receive their blessing. The Albanians, who had been left out of these talks,
monitored their neighbors’ actions for any sign of whether they were still being considered
as signatories. Greece and Turkey were united in their foreign policy action insofar as they
both pursued good relations with Italy.86 From Asllani’s understanding, Maximos had
seemed amenable and open to visiting Tirana as well. In a separate cable, an Albanian
minister stationed in Athens spoke of Turkey’s diplomatic orientation, at once aligned with
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the Soviet Union and with Greece, and geopolitically weak, thus seemed disinterested in
revisionist politics.87 In their own private conversations, Maximos had brought up the issue
of schools that served the Greek minority community concentrated in the South. In the
previous two months alone, the remaining eighteen schools had been closed.
At the meeting of the International Union of Associations for the League of
Nations, the Greek contingent led by John Stavridi and P. Mamopoulos sought to regain
the freedom of education on the Greek minority’s behalf and the reopening of the schools
recently closed.88 The absence of an Albanian delegation at these talks was a cause for real
concern. The number of Greek schools and Greek teachers had fallen from 78 and 113,
respectively, in 1925-6, to just 10 and 11 in 1932-33.89 The schools had been closed when
the government issued a decree prohibiting the functioning of private schools—the schools
of the minority community came under this rubric. Reassured by the royal government that
the issue would be rectified by the fifteenth, Maximos relayed the message that the Greek
government was open to establishing a friendship with Albania, but that Greek public
opinion would have to improve for this to happen. Tevfik Rushdi Bey had spoken to
Albania’s ambassador to Turkey, Xhavit Leskoviku, about the Balkan pact and told him
that he anticipated that it would be signed in the course of the next month.
Rushdi Bey added that although the Turks wished to include Bulgaria and he had
hope that it could be convinced to join the pact, as far as Albania was concerned, it was not
possible for it to take part in this pact since it was already in a formal alliance with Italy
and the latter has not given consent to its membership in the pact.90 It seemed to him that
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Greece and Turkey had made an about-face in its policy vis-à-vis Albania, careful of
upsetting Italy. To loosen Italy’s grip in the region, and wary of reprisal, Rushdi Bey
thought it most prudent to win Bulgaria over to the side of the pact, and only after could
Albania be approached because by then Italy would have many allies already in the pact.
On the other hand, in talks Leskoviku had with Bulgaria’s minister in Turkey, he learned
that Bulgaria was unwilling to sign until its conditions were met. Revisionism, “even if an
illusion, as Mr. Titulescu claims, is an absolute necessity for the Bulgarian people who
want to maintain this illusion; a government that relinquishes this illusion would not
survive for even twenty-four hours.”91
Born in 1882, Leskoviku was a graduate of the army academy of Istanbul and began
his career as an officer. In 1924, he was appointed Albania’s military attaché in Belgrade
and in the early 1930s was based in Skopje as the consul general.92 Asllani was born in
Beirut in 1897 and was a descendant of the prominent landowning Libohova family. After
attending Robert College in Istanbul, he took a degree in law at the University of Vienna
in 1923. He spent a short time as a lawyer in Albania and joined the left-wing Bashkimi
(Unity), rising to the presidency after the sudden death of the militant Avni Rustemi, who
had been assassinated in Tirana.93 After Noli’s coup ended in failure, he fled and joined
him in the National Revolutionary Committee (KONARE). He was an outspoken critic of
Zog, but eventually the two made amends upon which the former welcomed him into the
ministry of foreign affairs after a two-year internment in Delvina.

91

MPJ, dosja 54, viti 1934, fl. 9.
“Xhavit Leskoviku,” Minerva 9 (15 Prill 1933), 9.
93
Robert Elsie, A Biographical Dictionary of Albanian History (London: I.B. Taurus, 2012), 20.
92

286

The Albanian ministers abroad never ceased their communication with the Great
Powers, searching for the motives and plans for the future. Asllani had received
confirmation from Sir John Simon, the secretary of state for foreign affairs, that in his
recent meeting with Mussolini, Albania had not been mentioned or discussed.94 By this
time, Albania and Bulgaria were in the same camp. Still, the British had larger issues to
attend to, including demilitarization, Austro-German relations, and customs conflict with
France. Asllani praised the efforts of Bulgarian agents in Britain (including the Bulgarian
minister, Hadji Mishef) who remained active, printing pamphlets and using the popular
press as their platform.95 He was admiring of the mundane and hardly subtle means the
Bulgarians resorted to in order to court diplomatic allies. The Bulgarian Museum had
commissioned a painter to produce a portrait of Sir Edward Boyle to place in its collection
and the Bulgarian legation handed out domestic cigarettes to their English friends. Asllani
was overwhelmed with the work of diplomacy so much so that he wished for a secretary
to relieve him of administrative tasks that chained him to his office and prevented him from
going out into the field, to sit in on parliamentary discussions and proceedings, and to make
diplomatic contacts.
On February 17th, 1934, Politika reported on the Balkan pact and the implications
it had for Italy.96 On February 24, 1934, Villa advised the foreign legation offices in Athens
and Ankara to avoid making any unequivocal statements about Albania’s plans vis-à-vis
the Balkan Pact. In the meantime, he thought that they should do their best to find out as
much as possible about the pact’s treatment of Albania. British interest in the conferences
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was high with coverage in several outlets including The Sunday Times, The Daily Herald,
Manchester Guardian, Scotsman, The Irish Independent, Western Mail, Birmingham Post,
etc.97
In a confidential letter issued on February 5th, 1934, the Albanian minister in
Yugoslavia reported that a meeting had taken place between Titulescu, Rushdi Bey and
Maximos because the Yugoslavs insisted on removing the stipulation that preserved
existing borders. The Yugoslavs seemed to be improving their relations with the Bulgarians
and thus wanted to make a goodwill gesture, keeping the option of land concessions open.98
These wishes, however, fell on deaf ears. Some Yugoslavs followed the developing
rapprochement with Bulgaria and were disappointed by the stonewalling in the Balkan Pact
negotiations, some even going so far as to suggest a possible transfer of land to Bulgaria in
the Caribrod/Dimitrovgrad area on the border with Kosovo, and other such concessions
would be expected to follow, between Greece and Romania for instance. Still, these moves
were much too controversial and as the Albanian minister noted, would have negated a
large part of the existing pact. He judged the pact to be supremely in Greece’s interest,
which could then put the squabbles and disagreements with Bulgaria behind it.
In the meantime, the Albanian government was in a tailspin trying to figure out why
it was not called to the table to sign the Pact. All the ministers on the ground did their best
to find out and reported back to the central government frequently. In the days leading up
to the signing, it became clear that Maximos had been responsible for blocking Albania’s
chances of joining. He explained that he was not interested in guaranteeing Albania’s
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current borders with the pact and added that Albania’s alliance with Italy compromised its
chances of joining this one.99
In late February, Leskoviku met with Tefik Rushdi Bey and demanded to know
why the Albanians had not been officially called to the table. Rushdi Bey also cited the
tract of alliance Albania had with Italy.100 In keeping Albania outside the fold, Turkey and
Greece avoided open conflict with Italy.101 Even so, Leskoviku relented, insisting on a
bilateral agreement between Albania and Turkey, to which Rushdi Bey was receptive, and
for which he assured him that Italian consent would not be necessary.102 Rushdi Bey
worked extensively to improve Turkey’s relations with Italy and Greece, and thus sought
to bring the Turkish-Italian, Turkish-Greek and Italian-Greek pacts into a single system.103
After the signing of the pact, however, public opinion in Albania had begun to consider the
Balkan Pact a threat to its existence.104
Nonetheless, rumors of a French-sponsored Balkan Locarno swirled in the months
that followed. Under a new peace pact, the Turkish newspaper Akşam (Evening) reported,
Albania and Bulgaria would be given another chance to expand its diplomatic network of
security.105 After the final conclusion of the pact, the Albanians continued to harbor hopes
that an invitation would be extended once again in the near future. The prospect of a Balkan
Locarno was reemerging along a slightly different axis, this time seeking to incorporate all
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members of the Balkan Entente, the two countries that were left out (Albania and Bulgaria),
and Czechoslovakia.106
The conclusion of the Balkan pact roused the suspicions of the signatories as well,
who were anxious and worried that the absence of Albania and Bulgaria would destabilize
and potentially sabotage the efficacy and longevity of the pact. The Romanians and Greeks
worried that Yugoslavia and Bulgaria would come to some sort of diplomatic agreement
and thus put them in an unfavorable position, which, in turn, would leave Turkey,
diplomatically linked to Greece, unprotected as well.107 Leskoviku’s report to Villa
confirmed that it had become clear that the British, French and the Russians were not
pleased with the final outcome of the pact. Russia had hoped that Turkey would end up
taking a leading role and thus aid it in gaining a foothold in the Aegean.
In the face of much internal debate and criticism within parliament, the political
parties in Greece approved the ratification of the pact on the condition that the government
further elucidate its willingness to act in the event of conflict outside the Balkans
(stipulated by the agreement), and most notably in the event of an attack by Italy upon
Yugoslavia (through Albania).108 Venizelos’ own apprehensions about the pact grew. Not
wanting to enter into military conflict with Italy or any other major power, he urged that
certain qualifications be made in order to prevent such a series of events from taking
course.109 In the event that Italy attacked Yugoslavia, Bulgaria would come to the defense
of Italy and thus Greece would be obliged to declare war against a former ally (Italy).
Hence, Venizelos was interested in safeguarding the Balkan character of the pact, not

106

MPJ, dosja 55, viti 1934, fl. 174, 29. VIII. 1934.
MPJ, dosja 54, viti 1934, fl. 69-70, Ankara, 3 Mars 1934.
108
MPJ, dosja 54, viti 1934, fl. 72, Athinë, me 12 mars.
109
MPJ, dosja 54, viti 1934, fl. 74, “Tandis que nous pouvons éviter les péripéties de guerre.”
107

290

wanting it to extend its own responsibilities beyond the scope of the current signatories.
This, however, had another effect: it reduced the strength of the pact, rendering it
significantly less consequential. Venizelos, in his efforts to further elucidate his position in
response to attacks in the Belgrade daily Politika, reiterated the importance of his state’s
friendship with Yugoslavia, and insisted that Bulgaria be urged to sign the pact as well and
only after deliberate efforts to do so had failed, that they proceed with the pact.110
On March 14, 1934, the Greek parliament unanimously ratified the Balkan pact. In
his speech to the assembly, Maximos made no mention of Albania, and assured the
opposition that the pact would do nothing more than to ensure the integrity of current
borders against Balkan non-signatories.111 Papanastassiou, on the other hand, used the
opportunity to protest the fact that Albania was not called to participate. Venizelos had
managed to turn the pact into what Radica deemed a “strictly formal, insignificant
diplomatic act.”112
King Aleksandar’s private ambition for the pact was that it would give more weight
to the Little Entente and even extend it to include Greece and Turkey, which would severely
reduce Italy’s influence and ability to expand into the Balkans and the Mediterranean, a
point that he reiterated during his visits to all Balkan leaders except Zog in the fall of
1933.113 Even after the establishment of the Balkan Entente, Italy went to work to puncture
the fresh alliance through a Mediterranean pact with Turkey and the Soviet Union, through
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which it sought access to the Black Sea.114 In May 1934, Konica and Naçi expressed their
thanks to Babcock on behalf of the Albanian delegation for another subvention in the
amount of $1,000, which was an indication that the CEIP had not given up hope on a full
Balkan rapprochement.115
Balkan Approaches to Albania
Apart from the figures in the national delegation and those attached to the state,
there was a small group of Albanian intellectuals who contributed to integration efforts
through the channel of Les Balkans. Petraq Peppo studied at the École Supérieure in Paris
and taught history at the French lycée in Korça, a town in southern Albania. He was among
the first Albanian intellectuals to contribute to Les Balkans, noting that the Byzantine
empire’s influence, followed by the Ottoman, had created a community of values and
thought which would ultimately reinforce the work of the conferences.116 It was through
this sort of union that the Balkans would gain strength in land and numbers, its population
growing to 50 million and thus becoming the third largest country in Europe, following
Russia and Germany. Peppo and his colleagues immediately recognized the challenges that
awaited them. To promote a union was to upend the national narratives that had been built
over the course of decades, but they nonetheless attempted to do so, sometimes using the
same cast of characters who served to buttress those national myths.
The Albanian national hero, Scanderbeg, a medieval figure touted as a Christian
crusader against the invading Ottoman Turks, was now a freedom fighter who fought to
gain independence for the Balkans. The movement was animated by a long list of
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intellectuals who were engaged in a kind of propaganda campaign. At stake was a wealth
of resources, including access to three major seas, the Adriatic, the Aegean and the Black
Sea, which would bring them easier access to the West and the far East. Peppo went on to
suggest that the proposed customs union and trans-Balkan transport route would not only
increase trade, but would serve as a guarantee of long-term peace.117 Many of the articles
submitted by Albanians were more educational and far less polemical, most likely for fear
of censorship. In 1932, for instance, Aleksandër Xhuvani wrote about Albanian language
and literature for Les Balkans.118
Although Albania did not necessarily fit neatly into Radica’s conception of Balkan
and Mediterranean unity, Radica’s colleague and co-founder of Les Balkans, Lefkoparidis,
was earnest in his efforts to establish closer contact with Bulgaria, Romania and Albania.
In May 1933, Lefkoparidis set off for Dubrovnik to attend the PEN conference as a
representative of the Greek committee. Being newly established, this was the first year the
Greek PEN club participated in the conference. Following the concluding session,
Lefkoparidis, tireless in his efforts to foster new intellectual ties in the region, made his
way south through Albania to tour the country as a guest of the Albanian delegation to the
Balkan conferences. Using his personal observations and the abundant material he gathered
over the course of several weeks, he produced a comprehensive one-hundred-page country
study, which was released as a special issue of Les Balkans in July 1934 (and as a separate
book under the auspices of Lefkoparidis’ own publishing house based in Athens). Both
versions were issued in French. Following the structure of the Balkan conferences
themselves, it began with a brief history of the country and took a discrete approach as it
117
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examined the apparatus of the state, the economy and intellectual life. The majority of it,
however, was concerned with the economy. He was happy to report that imports from Italy
were at 50% in 1930, and had declined to 39% by 1932.119
While Lefkoparidis’ encyclopedic account sought to demystify the inner workings
of a country that still seemed remote and foreign to its neighbors, its biases were clear.
Lefkoparidis offered readers a glowing portrait of a self-possessed and able king who
single-handedly kept the country together, moving it forward in the face of adversity and
political strife. He shed light on a sort of benevolent paternalism and enlightened
dictatorship that he thought to be necessary for the country’s survival:
The state imposes its laws upon a population that has learned to live, over centuries,
almost completely free of civic discipline. […] The nation, growing conscious of
its unity, engages itself in new destinies. The whole country rids itself of its sad
heritage in servitude. Gradually, stubbornly, it climbs the ladder that will allow it
access to the level of countries more fortunate, whose circumstances made it
possible to harvest the goods of civilization at the most opportune time. This
ascension seems to be the work of a single man. It coincides, effectively, with the
coming to power of Ahmet Zogu.120
While Lefkoparidis was attuned to the many cleavages in Albanian society, his writing
intended to give readers the impression that they were being bridged gradually. His report
was an effort to make good on the promise to promote Balkan cooperation and to reverse
the dogged ignorance of the history and culture of their neighbors. All in all, it was a
testament to Lefkoparidis’ persistence in keeping the idea of Balkan union alive and active,
and Albania in the fray, despite its non-inclusion in the Balkan pact, which had been signed
just a few months prior. It was also a travelogue free of chauvinistic reproach. Lefkoparidis
was the lynchpin of a motley group of figures who used cultural diplomacy as a corrective
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to violence and instability in the region. Çika, a journalist and co-editor of Minerva (193236), a liberal monthly journal, introduced Lefkoparidis and his book to the Albanian public
in December 1934.121
Neo-Albanianism: A New Cultural Program
Born in 1893 in Preveza, Çika became a representative of the Albanian delegation
and reported on the Balkan conferences with enthusiasm in the local press. Çika completed
juridical studies and edited Arbënia as well. He led ‘the young’ group along with Ismet
Toto (1908-1937). Çika, Vangjel Koça (1900-1943) and Branko Merxhani (1894-1981)
devised a new socio-cultural program and philosophical movement called “neoAlbanianism,” which the latter laid out in a series of short articles in the Gjirokastra-based
Demokratia beginning in 1928 as well as the short-lived Neo-shqiptarisma (both of which
Merxhani directed), and included plans for an overhaul of the education system as well as
various agrarian reforms.122 The weekly newspaper Demokratia (1925-1939), edited by
Xhevat Kallajxhiu, quoted Goethe in its tagline and acquainted readers with the ideas of
Western liberal intellectuals and thinkers, including Bertrand Russell, Guglielmo Ferrero,
Miguel de Unamuno, Rousseau and acclaimed writers and national poets of Albania’s
neighbors, such as Kostis Palamas, whom Fishta had the pleasure of meeting at the first
Balkan conference.123 Demokratia stood opposed to all forms of totalitarianism and
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propagated liberal ideals.124 Even so, the newspaper regularly reported on developments in
the Balkans and on the Balkan conferences.
Framed as a spiritual revival, neo-Albanianism was premised on a sharp break with
the long-dominant Albanian romanticist paradigm. Filo-French positivism dominated the
thinking of the Albanian intelligentsia who led the debate on modernization.125 Koça, for
instance, had translated Epictetus, Lucian and Descartes into Albanian. Literary historian
and writer Dhimitër Shuteriqi’s translations of Emile Durkheim appeared in Përpjekja
shqiptare. The late Albanologist Robert Elsie claimed that scholars ought to consider neoAlbanianism within the scope of other similar movements elsewhere in Europe, like
hellenikotita in Metaxas’ Greece, italianità in Mussolini’s Italy, and hispanidad in
Franco’s Spain.126 However, I argue that this analogy obscures more than it reveals about
the complexity and aims of this particular program, not to mention its political affinities.
Instead, neo-Albanianism ought to be considered alongside similar literary and
philosophical movements in the Balkans: Sikelianos’ Delphic idea, the Thirties
Generation’s focus on Greekness and the new literature, and pan-Balkanism’s attempt to
marshal culture and ideas to overcome political divisions, enter the world literary space
and earn a reputation as a European culture. All of these currents, incidentally, responded
to what was considered a crisis of the spirit following the calamities of war and moral
breakdown and were oriented inward. They were, however, also receptive to Western
thought. Merxhani, for instance, had translated Freud into Albanian, the theories of whom
became central to his own program for Albanian regeneration.127 In the introduction to the
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program, he noted: “Ignorance of psychology means an ignorance of the psychic life of our
youth. And without the help of sociology, the collective responsibility of our people will
never crystallize.”128
Merxhani’s neo-Albanianism presupposed a sharp break with past conventions of
romantic nationalism, inaugurating a new phase in Albania’s national genealogy, which
was to coincide with the modern state-building project. Considering the traditional
nationalist claims of descendance from the Pelasgians and Illyrians outdated and absurd,
he instead encouraged the construction of an entirely new national-cultural program,
predicated on the forward-looking prescription that modern Albanians ought to carve out
a new course for themselves on the basis of present concerns.129 His reasoning held that
just as modern Greeks (‘neo-Greeks’) would not claim descendance from the ancient
Greeks, Albanians must not depend on the past to define them. Born in 1894, very little is
known about his origins (sources claim he was born in either Gjirokastër, Istanbul or Niš).
Another source still claims that Merxhani was born in Grecophone village of Skoreja in
the Pogoni region of southern Albania.130 By some accounts, he went on to study
philosophy in Germany,131 while others indicate that he was a native of Gjirokastër and
returned to Albania in the 1920s, after completing his studies in Istanbul at Robert College
(after which he would continue his education in philosophy, political science and
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history).132 Merxhani was a largely unknown figure during the communist period as well.
It was only after the publication of a comprehensive collection of his essayistic oeuvre in
2003 that he has slowly been rediscovered and has, in turn, become an object of serious
study.133
Neo-Albanianism and Neo-Idealism
The mantra of the neo-Albanian movement, “There are no politics! Only culture!”
followed a similar vein of philosophical idealism as was exhibited in the work of Radica
and Theotokas.134 Merxhani’s use of the term “culture” referred to society’s theoretical
endeavors and its spiritual or material impressions, whereas he defined politics as a
practical enterprise that culminated in the accumulation of power, authority, and
dominance. Its function was imposition. Culture, on the other hand, made propositions and
sought after inviolable truths.135 According to his understanding, inherent to cultural
endeavors was a certain nobleness. Merxhani mapped the concepts of politics and culture
onto a German and French philosophical schema—Nietzsche’s will to power as the driving
force of life versus French philosopher Alfred Fouillée’s will to conscience (volonté de
conscience). Merxhani placed greater emphasis on cultural actions over political ones and
saw the acute need for the establishment of new cultural institutions to serve Albanian
society, including a state university and a special institution dedicated to the translation of
foreign scientific and literary works. “Translation is the best means,” Merxhani wrote, “of
connecting us to the civilized realities of today’s world.”136 In fact, The Albanian
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Endeavor, as he explained, in addressing the problems of national life, sought to
compensate for the absence of an institute of higher education (i.e. a university).137 To his
mind, the realms of politics and culture needed to remain discrete and separate lest politics
impose itself on the latter and corrupt the intellectual freedom intrinsic to it. In an essay
where he delineated the differences between Marxian historical materialism and social
idealism à la Durkheim, he clarified that neo-Albanians only believed in the influence of
ideas over social life when those ideas were based on a force of the social and took the
character of a collective feeling.138
The question, however, remains: What kind of literature fulfilled Merxhani’s
proposal? For one, Merxhani admired the exponents of Albanian modernism—he featured
Migjeni’s work often, which was the first to experiment with free verse and exhibited an
iconoclastic view of religion, along with Lasgush Poradeci (1898-1987), whose poetry was
imbued with pantheistic mysticism, Ernest Koliqi (1903-1975), translator of Petrarch and
Dante, and novelist and short story author Sterjo Spasse (1914-1989), in the journal.139
Stefan Shundi would introduce Poradeci (and Fishta) to the readers of Les Balkans in
1933.140 Koça, too, would go so far as to identify Spasse’s 1935 novel Pse?! (Why) as the
first Albanian novel of ideas, and one that was duly faithful to the historical context.141
Even so, in his review of the book, he presented several points of criticism, his biggest
gripe being that it entertained a pessimism so pronounced that it verged on nihilism. The
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novel’s protagonist, Gjon Zaveri, was a young man from the village who marries out of
necessity and convenience, and not for love. The book follows Gjon’s searching quest for
meaning in life. Failing to find it, this character takes his own life. Per Koça’s reading, the
book bore the philosophical mark and influence of Nietzsche, Schopenhauer and Tolstoy
(specifically the Kreutzer Sonata where matters of love were concerned).142 Koça’s dismay
for a work that propagated a sense of denial was to be expected, and he took the opportunity
to warn others from following in its footsteps, as well as to reinforce the tenets of the neoAlbanian program:
Man cannot live without a higher ideal. Precisely when this higher ideal is missing,
denial is born: the denial of belief in life and the denial of love. The highest ideal
is the leader, the fundamental rule of life, without which it is empty and leads
straight to suicide. In the heart of the philosophy of denial, our youth declined in its
temperament and from the postwar current that keeps alive the tragedy of the great
war and from the nameless spiritual misery of Albanian life.143
His fascination with ‘the idea’ was confirmed in an earlier essay that illuminated the
agonizing aspects of thought—epitomized in man’s quest to know nature fully—and
likened Rodin’s famous ‘Thinker’ to neo-Albanian sculptor Paskali’s ‘Man’ (Njeriu).144
Merxhani encouraged writers to abandon the romantic nationalism of the Rilindja
(or national renaissance) period. In an essay on the new horizons in Albanian literature that
appeared in Minerva, the author proposed a focus on new, more realist themes, as yet
untouched in the national literary canon: suffering and deception. In the same breath, it
commended the new literary vanguard that focused on furthering pacifist aims: Romain
Rolland in France, Ada Negri and Giovanni Papini in Italy, Thomas Mann in Germany,
Bernard Shaw and H.G. Wells in Britain, Theodore Dreiser and Upton Sinclair in the
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United States, Unamuno in Spain, and Gandhi and Tagora in the East.145 Following on the
ubiquitous definitions of culture and civilization that Spengler’s Decline of the West had
delineated, Merxhani joined the discussion in defining the former as a national quality and
civilization an international one.146
Seeing as Albania was a new nation, its elite was small and its members intertwined
in a tight network, clustered around Shkodër in the north, the capital, Tirana, and
Gjirokastër in the south. By this time, much of the diaspora that had immigrated to America
had settled in Boston. In his diaries, Petro Marko recalled that he and his friends would
contribute to a variety of journals under pseudonyms, a practice which helped them to
evade the monarchist government’s censors. Merxhani’s pseudonym was “Three Stars,”
Koça went by “Nirvana,” and Tajar Zavalani by “Zaks” or “Tarzan.”147 Merxhani had a
number of contacts, but spent a lot of time with Konica, who was one of King Zog’s
counselors on Balkan issues.148
Albanian historians note a sharp divide between cultural orientations among
intellectuals, towards the West and toward the East.149 By the late 1920s, cultural and
intellectual life began to flourish. The sheer number and range of journals testified to a
vibrancy in the world of the press and letters. Much as in Greece, the thirties is an important
decade in Albanian intellectual life and the press, the zenith of literary production.150 For
the most part, intellectual life in Albania followed a double course: “the old” group (të
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Vjetërit) consisted of traditional conservatives and monarchists, landowners and members
of the old guard who held high positions among the Ottoman elite, and “the young” (të
Rinjtë) represented the new bourgeoisie, some of whom came from wealthy families and
were educated in the West, in Paris, Vienna and Rome.151 Each group confined itself to
separate journals, the former to Besa (Honor), while ‘the young’ coalesced around Arbëria
and Illyria, established in 1934 by a wide-ranging group of intellectuals that included Asim
Jakova, Merxhani, Vangjel Koça, Ernest Koliqi, Odhise Paskali (1903-1985), Anton
Logoreci, Ismet Toto and others. Gazeta shqiptare (The Albanian Tribune) sought to
correct the inaccuracies that appeared in Besa, the Tirana-based organ of the conservative
and corrupt group by the same name, led by Abdurrahman Dibra, Musa Juka and
Abdurrahman Krosi. Like Merxhani would point out, journals were the central sites of
reform and intellectual exchange for Albania’s liberal, democratic and secular thinkers.
Quite tellingly, the first and only issue of the neo-Albanian group’s eponymous
journal came out just a couple of months after Sikelianos’ Delphic festivals and featured
an admiring essay written on the Delphic idea, which Koça used as a platform to introduce
his own group’s ideology, similar to the former in its insistence on adherence to ‘the idea’
as a transformative undertaking. He wrote:
[Sikelianos] understood the call of our time. He felt the duty to track and to discover
a new meaning of life. He was troubled. And the spiritual disquiet, the dynamic
element which ‘Neo-Albanianism’ attempts to stir in the hearts of the young
element of Albanian intellectuals, shows people that they want to work in a creative
and synchronized manner. […] The Delphic endeavor seeks to establish a world
spiritual center, a clear chest [sunduk] of forgotten mother-ideas, simple and
creative idea-forces.152
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‘Idea-forces’ was a reference to French philosopher Alfred Fouillée’s concept of idéesforces. Fouillée is an interesting ideological referent for this argument because contrary to
popular belief, as laid out in the historiography, Fouillée is not an anti-positivist tout court,
and neither are the neo-Albanians mere positivists in their construal of the world. Fouillée
is known for his lifelong effort to reconcile science with metaphysics, advancing the
principle that “consciousness is not a self-enclosed ensemble of ideas that represent the
external world; rather, ideas are powerful forms of action in the social and natural
world.”153 The neo-Albanian embrace of Fouillée helps us to better understand the
similarities between this case and the others explored in this dissertation.
In his articulation of the meaning and breadth of the nation, Merxhani equated neoAlbanianism to “national idealism.”154 Other neo-Albanians included the writer Lasgush
Poradeci, Ernest Koliqi and the painter Qenan Mesarea (aka Kemal Messaré). Merxhani,
however, was also heavily influenced by Nietzschean thought, which is most obvious in
his essay “Organization of Chaos,” published in 1930, where he continued to finetune his
program for neo-Albanianism, asking the following:
Where are our society’s memories? Where is our sentimental unity? Where is
poetry and literature that represents our race, our seed? Where is our national soul
that is pure and developed? Where is our language? Where is our culture?155
Included among the thinkers and philosophers to whom he regularly deferred were Auguste
Comte, Emile Durkheim, etc. Like Papanastassiou in Greece, he is credited with having
brought sociology to Albania. Still, despite the great influence of the positivists and
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empiricists on his thought and his heavy reliance on sociological precepts, his work was
marked with an intellectual eclecticism and thus sometimes tended to tread closer to an
idealist worldview. In 1929, he published “The Ideal” in Demokratia, where he defined the
concept as “a reality which belongs to the positive world,” which reinforced his idealism
on the basis of positivist empiricism.156 He continued: “The triumph of the Ideal is the best
proof of the social vitality of a people. The ideal turns a person who is naturally
particularistic and selfish into a self-denying, courageous person, an altruist. The ideal
creates […] ‘the person of aesthetics, the artist.”157 In 1930, Koça followed Unamuno in
confirming the importance of Cervantes’ Don Quixote and declared this literary figure the
symbol of the neo-Albanian movement: Don Quixote “[e]xpresses the heroism of a spirit
that aspires to something beautiful and just, against every convention, baseness, egoism
and vulgarity.”158 Koça understood the absence of spiritual life to be tied to the supremacy
of materialism and the machine.159
Minerva and Cultural Discourse in the Press
In the 1930s, intellectuals debated how best to achieve cultural advancement in
society. Initially issued as a biweekly and later a monthly, Minerva sought to bridge the
gap between the young intellectuals (the sculptor Odhise Paskali, journalist Tajar Zavalani,
Stefan Shundi among them) and the older and established pre-war generation, while still
allowing a platform to the former.160 It is worth noting that Minerva allied itself with the
pan-Balkan project. Its contributors weighed in on questions such as how to civilize
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Albanian society, how to ensure economic advancement,161 and how to groom citizens of
society to become able members of a national elite. Its director, Nebil Çika, had attended
the conferences and reported on the proceedings. The October issue of Minerva spotlighted
Albania’s participation in the Balkan games in Thessaloniki.162 The November issue
followed with a report on the third Balkan conference, and presented the concerns that the
Albanian and Bulgarian delegations had shared.163 Both considered the protection of
minorities to be tantamount to the success of the pact. In an attempt to put this issue to rest,
Papanastassiou submitted a draft of the Balkan pact, which the conference’s council
discussed and accepted in Istanbul earlier that year. In addition to assurances of nonaggression, arbitration and mutual assistance in the event of an attack against a member
state, included were minority rights guarantees. At the council meeting, Yugoslavia had
recognized the Albanian minority in Yugoslavia and promised to protect their rights, but
stopped short where the Bulgarians of Macedonia were concerned. At the third Balkan
conference, Konica delivered the opening speech in which he noted that the citizens of the
world had arranged themselves along two opposing currents—the first used its strength to
find a solution to the moral and economic crisis using peaceful means, while the second
sought to combat wrongdoing with violence.164 It is worth noting here that Albania’s
equitable and fair treatment of the Greek and Slavic minority communities living within its
borders was a precondition of its membership to the League of Nations. It vowed to grant
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educational and religious freedoms to these groups; it was only upon making this guarantee
that Albania was accepted as a full member.165
The Albanian delegation was comprised of ten individuals from various sectors of
public and professional life, and seemed to have been drawn from all corners of the country.
The delegation’s president was Mehmet Konica, former minister of foreign affairs.
Included in the group was the national poet and former deputy Gjergj Fishta, Maliq
Bushati, a deputy from Shkodër, Seid Toptani from Tirana, and Fazli Frashëri and
Leonidha Naçi from Korça. There was a single woman on the delegation, Emine Totpani,
who was the president of the Society of Women, a women’s association in Tirana, and
edited Albanian Woman, a monthly feminist journal. And lastly, Asim Jakova, Stavro
Stavri, former ambassador to Yugoslavia and Greece and editor of the Tirana-based
newspaper Ora (1929-1932), and Bedri Pejani (1885-1946). Pejani had joined the ranks of
Albania’s delegation in the Balkan conferences, which represented a radical political shift
for him as he had previously been a fervent supporter of a communist Balkan federation
and an avid contributor to the Vienna-based La féderation balkanique. Mehmet Konica
was born in 1878 and was the brother of Faik Konica, a major figure of the Albanian
national movement. Mehmet Konica had been Turkish consul in Bucharest and Corfu,
representative of Vatra at the Conference of Ambassadors in London. He authored a
brochure titled “The Albanian Question” and served as delegate at the Paris Peace
Conference in 1919. He acted as foreign minister in the government of Sujelman Delvina
and Hysen Vrioni in 1920 and was a close associate of Zog in the early 1930s, becoming
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his informal advisor thereafter. After the Italian takeover, he went to Yugoslavia, then to
Istanbul and was later interned in Italy.
Merxhani, while not serving as a member of the Albanian delegation, is an
important figure who seemed to lubricate pan-Balkan conversations and supported these
initiatives from afar, eventually taking part in them directly once the Balkan Institute had
been formed in Belgrade. His project for an Albanian spiritual renewal bore resonances of
Sikelianos’ Delphic idea and the fundamentally revivalist tenor of pan-Balkan efforts
which sought to bring cultural endeavors to bear over politics. In 1932, Merxhani attended
the third Balkan conference and displayed an active awareness and genuine interest in it as
a potential motor for positive change. He dispatched his observations in an essay where he
used the occasion to lament the absence of organizations and corporate entities for the study
of particular facets of society in Albania. He professed scorn for the miserable lack of
institutional, scientific, intellectual and professional organizations in the country.166 Apart
from this, he also chronicled Greek and Turkish efforts at reconciliation and voiced support
for Albanian participation in Balkan integration efforts as a way to improve the country’s
political and economic position as the future became more uncertain.167
Elsewhere, he identified the importance of following intra-Balkan politics closely.
Originally written in Greek and translated into Albanian as many of his essays were, in fact
(Ismet Toto noted in his personal diary that Merxhani had a poor oral command of
Albanian), “Një Bullgari e tërë” appeared in Minerva in 1933, and presented the case of
Bulgaria as a cautionary tale of internal national division.168 Merxhani proclaimed the
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ongoing generational discord in Albanian society to be a false manmade division, a
smokescreen which concealed a greater conflict of epic proportions: a clash of epochs,
philosophies, systems of society, what he saw as a “war between worlds.”169 The
generational rift was a marked division in each of these societies—Albanian, Greek and
Yugoslav.
Merxhani was painfully aware of Albania’s backwardness and stunted
development, yet he was also well aware of the Balkan dimension that brought Albanians
in line with the rest of the region.
Today’s Albania, with a population of one million scattered, with a 30-millionfranc budget, financially poor and with poor canalization, without comforts and
rationalism, has to face great problems […]. For a newspaper, magazine, school,
higher education, in one word, for everything that has to do with creation and the
cultivation of a culture, a larger population is necessary.170
In a country as underdeveloped and backward as Albania, Merxhani argued, the only
saving grace could come from the cities, namely from intellectuals. He identified the
ideological colonization of the region by the West and claimed that this was the real reason
for the conflicts and troubles there. He explained,
Bulgarians, whatever their characteristics, are ultimately people, people of the
Balkans, and our neighbors, with whom we are compelled to live and to
cooperate—we want to preserve our independence and for the Balkans to reach a
new plane of development and civilization at last.171
His sense of Balkan unity was based on the element of race and his sense of Balkan vitality
put him in the company of Radica and his cohort, as well as other groups like the Zenithists
who crafted theories of the ascendant “barbarogenius.” In so doing, Merxhani rejected
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Western orientalist views of the Bulgarians and Balkan peoples, turning this into a point of
pride and commonality:
The qualities and weakness that the Bulgarians give off, those aspects that are called
racial characteristics and that make them loathed, are not just the heritage of the
Bulgarians, but are characteristics of the shared Balkans and all of its people have
them. It means nothing that the degrees vary. […] We are all Bulgarians, Serbs,
Greeks, Romanians and Albanians, young people, full of vitality, activity and
cunning.172
In 1933, this idea of a united Balkans had crystallized and discussions of Balkanness and
Balkan culture could be found in print journalism across the region.
One facet of this particular brand of pan-Balkanism was Turkophilia, or an
admiration for the new, modern and secular Turkey. Merxhani and other neo-Albanians
looked to Mustafa Kemal’s Turkey as a model of rapid and largescale modernization,
seeking to emulate its success. Ismet Toto, for instance, produced the first ever biography
of Kemal, which was published in 1935.173 Following the conclusion of the Balkan entente,
Minerva marked the welcome appointment of Rushen Eshref, general secretary of the
Turkish delegation to the Balkan conferences, as Turkey’s ambassador to Albania, with a
brief biographical exposé, which highlighted his literary achievements.174 Despite not
having taken part as a delegate in the Balkan conferences, Merxhani’s journals were among
those that followed the developments with eagerness. He was a major node in the network
of persons who worked directly toward this end, of Balkan union (Çika, Toto, Konica).
Alongside Merxhani, Toto and Çika were neo-Albanians who contributed in some measure
to pan-Balkan thought, either through their journalism or engagement with pan-Balkan
developments. In 1936, in the pages of Illyria (1934-36), a cultural magazine, Merxhani
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traced the stages of development of efforts to unite the Balkans, beginning with the
Albanian delegation’s participation in the Balkan conference of 1932. As a result of those
efforts, he stated, Albanian students had reaped great benefits, being granted scholarships
to study at the University of Istanbul, while others were sent to study at universities in
Athens, Bucharest and Belgrade.175 Merxhani supported the efforts of the Romanian
literary historian Petre Panaitescu, professor at the University of Bucharest, to establish a
Balkan Institute, in order to organize and systematize research and knowledge on the
region. He praised the establishment of the Balkan Institute in Belgrade as well. As he
noted, researchers at the institute were addressing the question of Albanian origins, and the
preparation of a six-language Balkan dictionary was already underway. While Merxhani
was focused on a national revival to be helmed by intellectuals, this did not make him
apathetic to intra-Balkan initiatives. Instead, he saw the two as compatible projects, which
is evidenced in his attention to these developments and an appeal to the minister of culture,
Nush Bushati, with the suggestion that an institute of Albanology also be formed. In 1938,
Merxhani called for the establishment of an Albanian historiography. There he argued that
national historiography form connections to other Balkan historical traditions—Hellenic,
Byzantine, Slavic and Turkish studies.176
Despite the fact that Tajar Zavalani (1903-1966) had collaborated with Merxhani
on Përpjekja shqiptare (The Albanian Endeavor), in his criticism of the group and its press
organ, he took aim at Merxhani for being too “metaphysical” in his thinking, of being a
philosopher out of touch with society.177 Zavalani was another member of the young
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generation in Albania who had traveled widely—Italy, Moscow, Leningrad, where he
trained at the Marxist-Leninist school, Berlin and Switzerland—before returning to Tirana
in 1933 to work as a translator and journalist. In the pages of Bota e re (The New World),
organ of the communist organization based in Korça, Zavalani accused the journal of
functioning as the mouthpiece of the “enlightened dictatorship.”178 Merxhani mingled with
Mehmet Konica, Zavalani, Bedri Pejani, Ali Kelmendi and Demir Godelli at the Café
Kursal.179
The press was one of the most ardent supporters and agitators in favor of Balkan
union. Much like Nova Evropa had dedicated an issue to Greece, the Albanian journal did
the same: Papanastassiou graced the cover of the January 1934 issue of Minerva.180
Orolloga continued his effort to bring about a Greco-Albanian rapprochement, proposing
a series of visits and exchanges among Greek and Albanian journalists to this end. Çika’s
report on the fourth Balkan conference appeared as a four-page spread with photographs
of scenes form the conference in Thessaloniki.181 Çika was pleased to observe that the
conference was undertaking issues seriously, but disappointed in the Albanian delegation
for not being well prepared. Apart from Naçi, all of the other members on the Albanian
delegation were members of the young generation, who he considered ill fit and unqualified
to contribute to such talks. Another article in the issue marked the fifteenth anniversary of
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the declaration of the Yugoslav state and commended King Aleksandar’s efforts to unify
the country.182
The June 1934 issue of Hylli i dritës featured an essay on Albanian cultural and
intellectual life, recognizing that Albanian society was increasingly interested in ideas and
spiritual values.183 Anton Harapi, another Franciscan priest based in Shkodër, seemed to
push forward a discussion that Fishta had begun four years earlier, and which unfolded in
various venues. Harapi noted that several journals and newspapers had already set out to
ameliorate Albania’s spiritual profile—he cited Merxhani’s work in Minerva and Gjenço
Bardhi’s calls for ‘spiritual Albania’ in Demokratia. In due course, Harapi asked readers
to consider what kinds of ideals Albanian society should subscribe to. Alternatively, what
principles would Albanian intellectual life be built on? Harapi’s focus on spiritual and
intellectual values was the mark of an idealist, who was careful to clarify that this did not
mean he disavowed or rejected material culture, but rather that it was secondary to and
came as a result of a healthy spiritual culture.184 Though a cleric, Harapi was sympathetic
to Merxhani’s neo-Albanian program. The neo-Albanians also came to approve of the work
Harapi had been doing to further the movement’s aims.
Merxhani founded and ran Perpjekja Shqipëtare (Albanian Endeavor) from 1936
to 1939. In the journal’s introductory statement, he vowed to contribute to the
establishment of an Albanian intellectual life.185 Merxhani intended for the journal, based
in Tirana, to be geared toward the young generation and to stand as the secular antipode to
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Fishta’s Hylli i dritës in Shkodër.186 The journal had an international bent that also was
careful to take into account Balkan issues. Unlike other magazines, it did not receive
government subsidies for publication.187
Albanian Endeavor could have been considered elitist. Merxhani’s close colleague
and associate, Petro Marko, established ABC in 1936 to engage the common man.188 Its
agenda was to provide a moral education to its readers, that is, to propagate moral values
such as justice and truth.189 Unlike Merxhani’s Albanian Endeavor, which addressed itself
to a circumscribed elite, ABC sought to engage directly with the people. In this issue,
Merxhani, having announced the arrival of a new epoch, addressed the young generation
directly:
What are your ideals? Which model do you follow? Which of the social and
economic philosophical systems do you prefer, and why? What do you think of the
fine arts? What sets you apart from the young of the other classes, of other people?
Which books do you read? Science, literary, technical, political, social,
biographical books? What are your social spaces? What is your position on the
world of the feminine, and what is your relationship to it? What do you think of
sexual morality and social morality? What kinds of virtues do you prefer? What is
your character like? Are you a pessimist? An optimist? Indifferent? And why?
What are your fundamental ideas about problems like nationalism, militarism,
socialism, cosmopolitanism, school, studies, sport? What are your hopes for the
future?190
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Merxhani urged the young generation to follow Bergson’s philosophy, which in its inherent
belief in the élan vital [hovi jetik], provided a way out of the dogged pessimism and fatalism
that had become commonplace.191 As Balázs Trencsényi claims, Albanian modernists like
Merxhani demonstrated a merging of political progressivism with vitalism, calling for the
“[release of] the creative energies of the society through a program of radical
modernization.”192 Beyond this, he offered plans for educational and agrarian reform and
a pedagogical framing for neo-Albanianism in Demokratia, drawing on the ideas of
German humanist pedagogy advanced by Eduard Spranger.193
Merxhani’s short prose piece, “Man and Nation: Dialogue with a Dead Man,”
explored the fraught concepts of nationhood, patriotism and cosmopolitanism in tandem.
Like Radica, he was a journalist for whom the essay was a primary form, and who sought
to adapt concepts of broader European intellectual thought to local conditions and issues,
especially in the domain of sociology and psychology. In this piece, however, he turned to
fiction and used the figure of the ghost of a deceased priest to explore the bases of
cosmopolitan modes of thought and self-fashioning. At first read, this piece might seem
overtly nationalistic and anti-internationalist because it features a speaker who seems to be
pleading the case for the reigning logic of nations. However, I would argue that such a
reading overlooks its subtle nuances. In the conversation between the narrator and the
ghost, the latter ascribes to a more cosmopolitan worldview and has internalized a feeling
of shame attached to patriotic sentiments or narrow national identification. The narrator of
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the story, however, disabuses him of this notion. In a way that calls to mind Lefkoparidis’
understanding of Greekness and universal man, except that Merxhani had inverted the
former’s original premise, instead beginning with the specificity of nationhood in order to
arrive at a greater, cosmopolitan understanding of the world, the narrator explains his
understanding like so:
As long as I have a national conscience, all of my thoughts and actions are subject
to a kind of discipline. Every conscience makes man perfect as a person. That is
why I believe that only he who feels a deep connection to his nation can feel a deep
connection to other nations as well. Among foreigners, I like only those who
understand that all nations bear a likeness to one another, but at the same time they
cautiously guard their national uniqueness and hold it on a high pedestal [e mbajnë
lart e më lart]. The feeling of patriotism is an instinct. Only with the help of this
instinct can one understand nations and nations understand man. This is how I
understand cosmopolitanism. It is not something that is achieved all at once. One
must pass through several phases. The first: we have to understand ourselves as we
are. And after we understand and analyze ourselves well, we will understand our
nation even more. From our nationality we will move to others and then return to
our own and finally we will be able to understand humanity. Those who say they
are cosmopolitans without going through these stages take the issue at face value
and will never get close to humanity, let alone on its doorstep. They make flighty
generalizations and claim that they are accomplishing something. But is there
anything easier to make than generalizations? It is a trade normally associated with
chatter [llogjia] and it is the epitome of laziness…194
In this exchange, Merxhani highlighted an important message, that a cosmopolitan
worldview results from profound self-understanding. At the same time, through the
narrator, he presented the cultures and nations of the world as essentially equal, short of
imposing a hierarchy.
Conclusion
This chapter has sought to provide a more synthetic approach to Albania in the
interwar period, not divorcing foreign policy from cultural studies, but analyzing them
alongside one another. As we have discovered, in the Albanian case, they operated as rival
194

Branko Merxhani, “Njeriu dhe kombi: Dialog me një të vdekur,” in Vepra, 481.

315

planes, wherein government and policy leaders were unsuccessful in their effort to be
included in a Balkan alliance. In the early years of Albanian independence, intellectuals
were bent on forming an enlightened, West-oriented elite and aspired toward a level of
civilization on par with the advanced West. The Balkan conferences, apart from exploring
the possibility of forming new political alliances and economic trade agreements, provided
an impetus for intellectuals to begin to think about the role of culture in society. Politically,
Albania sought new allies among its neighbors. The young generation sought to build a
new national ideal and literary opus. Whereas in Yugoslav historiography cultural politics
occupy a major strain of inquiry, Albanian historiography is sorely lacking in this regard.
This chapter functions as a foray into this historiographical pathway by bridging cultural
and political divides in the historiography, considering cultural and foreign policy concerns
of the interwar period—one of the most intellectually open interludes in the country’s
history—at once.
This chapter has considered advocacy for Balkan union from the vantage point of
a state of marginal geopolitical significance in interwar southeast European. Moreover, I
have demonstrated the incipient linkages between several journals Merxhani associated
with to varying degrees, and the notion of Balkan rapprochement and unity, which has led
me to interesting conclusions, namely that neo-Albanianism shared some of the
characteristics of pan-Balkan discourses insofar as it sought to effect change through
cultural endeavors and considered ideas as the agents of change.
Pan-Balkanism figured as a peripheral, yet earnest interest of neo-Albanianism.
Neo-Albanianism’s openness to and assimilation of Western currents of philosophical
thought meant that the project was conceived with attention to a wider milieu. Hence, it
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should not be understood in patently national terms. Neo-Albanianism was not a straightforward national program of isolationist tendencies as scholars have overwhelmingly
suggested.
Merxhani was a marginal member of Albanian society—many of his essays were,
in fact, translated from Greek into Albanian—an immigrant who returned at a critical
interlude, and who thought that cultural progress was the answer to Albania’s problems,
considering it part and parcel of a Balkan unity. Merxhani and his associates focused their
energies almost exclusively on cultural questions as a way to improve Albania’s future.
Their faith in cultural unity was a means to societal and national improvements.
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CHAPTER SIX: Belgrade’s Balkan Institute: The New Science
of Balkanology and Balkan Unity in Diversity, 1934-1941
Balkan man has his own Balkan soul, his own humanity and a higher sense of justice.
—Ratko Parežanin1

In 1934, King Aleksandar gave express approval and even contributed his own
personal funds for the formation of a Balkan institute, which would provide a
methodological framework for the study of the Balkans as an integral cultural-historical
unit as well as solicit scholarly work on a range of aspects of the region’s history—from
antiquity through to the present—from linguists, geographers, philosophers, social
scientists, literary specialists, and other practitioners in relevant fields.2 The first of its kind
in Yugoslavia, the Balkan Institute opened on the twenty-first of April on Knez Mihailova
Street in the heart of Belgrade, not long after the conclusion of the momentous Balkan Pact,
which succeeded in establishing an alliance among Yugoslavia, Greece, Turkey and
Romania. It sought “on the one hand, to assist the mutual understanding and rapprochement
of the Balkan peoples and, on the other hand, to provide the non-Balkan world with an
accurate and objective picture of Balkan realities and values.”3 The Serbian Literary
Herald and other journals across the region presented summaries of the work of the new
Institute, approving of its efforts and the new comparative studies to which they had given
rise.4
1
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Quite notably, those who would become affiliated with the institute continued
agitating for the establishment of substantive Balkan exchanges in the same idiom as many
of the figures gathered around the Balkan conferences of the early 1930s insofar as they
were deliberate about treating the Balkan states as components of a single region, sharing
common historical influences and a singular path into the future. Growing frustrated with
the ubiquitous fallacies of Balkan backwardness and claims of its inferiority vis-a-vis the
West, they wrote revisionist histories and produced new studies in linguistics which
reinforced the sense that the Balkans had, in fact, made sizeable contributions to Western
civilization. Much as the major European powers vying for cultural supremacy at the time,
the notion of a distinct Balkan spirit, consciousness and soul found a central place in these
discussions, which often served as a shorthand for the most characteristic traits of the
peoples of this region.5
While historian Diana Mishkova has supplied the example of the Balkan Institute,
the affiliated journal, the Revue internationale des études balkaniques, and other similar
region-wide

endeavors

to

demonstrate

the

“growing

institutionalization

and

professionalization of Balkan and Southeast European studies,”6 I consider it here as yet
another case of local-led efforts to redefine the region positively through the articulation
and assertion of a unified supra-national identity in an era of growing nationalism and
increasing internal tensions in Yugoslavia. Hence, I argue that pan-Balkanism made an
impact not only in the realm of scholarly endeavors, but also beyond them. Many
intellectuals who had worked to promote a Balkan union through the Balkan conferences
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and their Athens-based press organ, Les Balkans, would find concrete ways to collaborate
with the journal and advance the aims of the Belgrade institute as well. Among them were
French linguist Antoine Meillet, French geographer Jacques Ancel, professor of education
Nikolaos Exarchopoulos, who would later be named president of the Academy of Athens,
Romanian historian Nicolae Iorga, Bulgarian economic historian Ivan Sakazov (18951939), and Yugoslav socialist Živko Topalović.
Yugoslavia’s Balkan Institute established working relationships with several
Albanian academics and intellectuals as well, including the national poet and priest, Gjergj
Fishta, linguist and scholar Eqrem Çabej, education minister Mirash Ivanaj, and others still.
The Balkan Institute’s engagement with the region’s pariahs, Albania and Bulgaria, was
much stronger than that of the Balkan conferences and Les Balkans. According to their
prescriptions, Balkan unity had an identifiable cultural-historical basis, which was quite a
revolutionary prospect at the time, given the preeminence of overtly nationalist and racist
ideas and ideologies. Translation became an indispensable mode of this initiative, as it had
been for those who pursued similar projects in the early 1930s, both on the level of
presenting a newly defined Balkans to the world in the major Western languages (French,
English, German, Italian) and making the work of Balkan peoples mutually intelligible.
Even so, national constructs were not altogether erased and overcome; rather, they
remained intact within a greater supranational Balkan unity.
The Balkan Institute: Laying the Foundation
At the forefront of these endeavors were Ratko Parežanin (1898-1981) and Svetozar
Spanaćević, the official founders of the Balkan Institute. Spanaćević worked as a journalist
and was Parežanenin’s good friend and kum, or best man. Parežanin had been a member of
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the Mlada Bosna (Young Bosnia) movement and a friend of Gavrilo Princip, the man
responsible for Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s assassination. As an avid literary critic,
Parežanin was openly anti-modernist in his aesthetic and literary tastes, having issued a
take-down of avant-garde poet Tin Ujević’s work in Epoha (Epoch).7 He built a career as
a journalist and, in 1924, was named Yugoslavia’s press attaché in Vienna (until 1927).
From 1927 to 1929, Parežanin served as a member of parliament as a representative of the
Radical Party. The Radical Party recognized “the existence of a Yugoslav nation but argued
that certain ‘tribal’ differences did not harm national unity and that the Serbian ‘tribe’
deserved to take the leading role within the Yugoslav nation because they had put the most
effort in the unification and liberation of the Yugoslav nation.”8 Following his travels
throughout the region over the course of the 1920s (Albania, Bulgaria, Greece and
Romania), Parežanin began advocating for Balkan union with an article titled “Balkanske
glose” (Balkan Languages), which he published in Preteča (The Forerunner), a short-lived
and newly established journal that sought to increase the influence of national and Christian
culture in Yugoslavia.9
Dimitrije Mitrinović (1887-1953), a cosmopolitan thinker and proponent of panEuropean ideals, assembled a group of intellectuals, including the linguist Milan Budimir,
Vladeta Popović (1894-1951), literary scholar and head of the English department at the
University of Belgrade (he earned a doctorate in London in 1925), and Pavle Jevtić, and
began publishing the journal in Belgrade in 1928.10 There Parežanin presented a
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millenarian vision of the Balkans as a mediator between the East and the West, a
providential and preordained role that served both European and Asian interests:
From the perspective of the global constellation, the Balkans is not Europe, nor is
it Asia. The Balkans is a world unto itself. But, as a world unto itself, the Balkans
is not selfish, it does not live for itself or because of itself nor in the name of itself,
but, as such, lives for Europe and Asia, for all of humanity. In other words, in
practical terms: the question of the political and economic existence of the Balkans
is in an inseparable connection with its spirit, with respect to its role in the mission
of humanity. This means that the content of our historical life, that the meaning of
our earthly existence consists indirectly in the fact that we protect the West on one
side, and the East on the other. We are not guards [čuvari] because we want to be,
but because we have to be. God has determined this destiny as a geographical
territory, race, nation and people. And in this is the greatest beauty of our being, in
that is the heavenly significance of our earthly empire.11
Parežanin had reestablished the position of the Balkans in the world, endowing the region
with a prestige that, in effect, raised it from a passive and inconsequential backwater to an
essential global player and custodian of humanity. Moreover, Parežanin took on the binary
understanding of civilizations that Guglielmo Ferrero had cemented in his comparison of
quantitative and qualitative civilizations, asserting that the Slavs ought to become a
civilization of quality: “that the Spirit reign over matter and Man over the machine and
technology that he […] created.”12
From 1929 to 1933, Parežanin served as a Yugoslav diplomat. From his experiences
abroad, he came away with the acute sense that the lives of the peasant majority were an
undifferentiated constant across the length of the region. Having encountered many Balkan
stereotypes abroad, he sought to slowly correct those misconceptions by educating the
public on the wider region’s integral history. In so doing, he began to make value
judgments, of which the most striking was that Balkan man was, in fact, morally superior
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to Western man. The deep-seated shame that the people of the Balkans had internalized
from the Western gaze and the stereotypes it generated ought to be overcome and shed, as
he claimed, because “the illiterate Balkan peasant [seljak] is more humane than the average
non-Balkan man.”13
In 1932, Spanaćević traveled to Vienna to visit Parežanin. At the time, the former
was serving as secretary of the Bureau of Foreign Trade in Belgrade. He, too, became a
proponent of Balkan rapprochement and unity and would author several essays to this end
with Parežanin. By 1933, Parežanin had returned to Belgrade, having taken on a new role
as head of the foreign press division. It was also at this time that he became more serious
about realizing his ideas concerning Balkan unity. In Politika, at a time when a discussion
of whether a unified Balkan culture could exist at all was unfolding in the daily newspaper,
he published a piece titled “Pax Balkanica,” which threw support behind those that
responded in the affirmative. By 1934, capitalizing on a moment of triumph in Balkan
diplomacy, Parežanin went to King Aleksandar with the proposal to build a Balkan
institute, to which the former was keenly receptive and allotted a sum of 400,000 dinars
for the new initiative.14
Of the few works that have been published on the Balkan Institute in SerboCroatian, none consider it within the context of the longer arc of pan-Balkanism.15 Instead,
they see it as an aberration or unusual interlude of novel and episodic interest in Balkan
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themes. Two prominent and prolific linguists, one a Croat and the other a Serb, edited the
international journal of the Balkan Institute. Petar Skok (1881-1956) studied philology and
received a doctorate from the University of Vienna in 1905, and later took a position at the
University of Zagreb.16 Milan Budimir (1891-1975) also studied classical philology at the
University of Vienna, where he received a doctorate in 1920, and would go on to teach at
the University of Belgrade. The first issue of the RIEB was dedicated to King Aleksandar
and featured an essay they co-authored on the aim and import of Balkan studies in the
future.17 Skok and Budimir identified three primary factors that influenced the
development of ‘knowledge’ [sciences] in the region: the awakening of national
sentiments, the generosity of wealthy and patriotic individuals who contributed large sums
of money to national institutions, and the formation of independent states out of a declining
Ottoman Empire.18 The crux of the problem, as they saw it, was the fact that the very idea
or concept of ‘Balkan studies’—“Balkanology”—did not yet exist.
After the fall of the Ottoman Empire and the establishment of national sciences,
each state produced independent studies of its own history, traditions, folklore, etc., without
considering them within a wider nexus. Hence, as Skok and Budimir claim, “a
particularism on the level of the state is amplified twofold [se double] by a scientific
particularism. The lack of collaboration and political solidarity has harmful repercussions
on scientific organization.”19 The alternating concepts of particularism and unification
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were central to their understanding of Balkan history over the longue-durée. As they
argued, from the era of antiquity, unification often followed periods of pronounced
historical particularism, and vice-versa, for which they supply several concrete examples
to support their theory: the ancient Macedonians were responsible for a political unification
that constituted the first Balkan union and followed on the particularism of the Greek citystates. As they explained, Balkanology was supposed to function as a fundamentally
comparative science. At the end of this essay, they confirmed that Balkanology drew from
three sources: history construed according to Czech historian Konstantin Jireček (18541918), human geography according to Jovan Cvijić (1865-1927), and linguistics in the
manner practiced by Danish scholar Kristian Sandfeld (1873-1942).
Skok and Budimir’s most important essay, titled “Balkan Destinies” (Destinées
balkaniques), which later appeared in Serbo-Croatian translation as well, sought to reveal
the homogenizing power of physical geography. Even with the constant waves of migration
into the region over the centuries, they argued that a certain all-encompassing racial ‘type’
had emerged:
[I]t is beyond a doubt that the Balkan soil has completely assimilated—by rendering
uniform—every inhabitant. The Balkan man’s Dinaric type serves as a link between
the Alpine and Anatolian type, and between the northern and the southern type.20
Their understanding of the Balkans as a bridge bringing together various ‘races’ stopped
short of bigoted chauvinism and instead expressed a peculiar social patterning in which le
collectivisme and l’individualisme struck a harmonious balance. It was even the
characteristic and consistent trait of the Balkans. At the same time, this diversity-in-unity
paradigm would provide links to a ‘universalist Americanism’. Their theories built upon
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those of Jovan Cvijić, author of La péninsule balkanique, published in 1919, just as
Radica’s prescriptions for the “Balkan spirit” had earlier.
Cvijić was a geographer who identified the Dinaric element as the most dynamic
carrier of south Slav values. He believed that Serbs, Croats and Slovenes each had a
specific national character, the “predominant psychic characteristics of all three tribes
would together contribute to the creation of a new Yugoslav civilization [italics added].”21
Although they went a step further than Cvijić—here the south Slav element was sublimated
into the Balkan. “It is evident that the variegated community is more effective and more
durable than the uniform unity, the organized variety having, strictly speaking, more
‘biological’ value than unity without variation.”22 According to this precept, national
particularities worked hand in hand with the supra in giving way to a cohesive community.
As is clear from the language of their appeal, they framed Balkan unity within scientific
terms, using empirical research to advance their aims. Balkan man as they described him
was marked by his altruism and self-sacrifice, evidenced in Balkan man’s role in the history
of human civilization.
Skok and Budimir argued that whereas the Pax Romana was based on a uniform
unity, the Balkans, with Byzantium as its corollary, tended toward “unity in variation,” or
a “varied unity.”23 Moreover, they asserted that the Ottoman period also preserved the
ancient Balkan traditions of tolerance and equality, pointing out that Christians took
positions at the highest echelons of the imperial state apparatus. The Ottomans also
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introduced oriental urbanism. Apart from these traits, Balkan man boasted an unparalleled
heroism. Balkan society, in turn, honored mankind (“le culte de l’homme”). According to
their theory, the Balkans had achieved a homogenous civilization during Hellenism, under
the Romans, Byzantium and finally, during the Ottoman period. Therefore, the moment
had come for a new homogeneity to surface. Skok and Budimir deferred to newly minted
“Balkanologists” and pedagogues for a proper course of action for the future: “The Balkans
are called once again to the task of supplying an example of spiritual equilibrium to the
world, an example that they have already given in classical antiquity.”24 Interestingly, their
plan consisted of a new union that sought to supersede racial and confessional divisions,
and to make sure that they did not serve as the basis for a homogeneous society:
The Balkan renaissance that should and can embrace all of humanity cannot be
limited to a single race or religion, nor to a single nation. It cannot carry their mark
either. It should be above nations and above confessions, if it wants to lay the
foundation for a cosmopolis where ‘humanitas renata’ will life and where ‘litterae
renatae’ will develop. Only in this way, in the spiritual domain, can we erect this
world empire whose formation was dreamt up by Aleksandar the Great. It is in this
way that Balkan destinies, linked to the fate of three ancient continents, will follow
the road traced by ancient humanism and which can be united with modern
Americanism.25
Even as the thrust of the Balkan Institute’s efforts were mainly scientific, they ascribed to
a similar sense of idealism exhibited in the works of earlier ideologues of Balkan unity in
their references to a Balkan spirit.
The Balkan Institute’s pursuits were massively ambitious—among them was the
compilation of a comprehensive dictionary comprising six Balkan languages and extensive
field research in bilingual and borderland areas.26 The vast significance of this institution
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is put into sharp relief only when one considers the scarcity of such endeavors until that
point. A lack of infrastructure and funds precluded even the most rudimentary forms of
institutionalized education, public services, communication and transport. Journals,
however, were established all over, and exposed these underlying weaknesses in addition
to stirring up debate as a way of confronting them. Even so, it managed to remain afloat
through the crises of the 1930s.
King Aleksandar was assassinated in Marseilles in October 1934, however, the
Balkan Institute continued its efforts unabated. Some of its contributions came to them
unsolicited, which attested to an existing interest in its themes. In 1936, L. S. Stavrianos,
then a young scholar at Clark University, sent the editors of the RIEB an article he had been
preparing on the Balkan Committee, which they encouraged him to send in its original
form or in French translation.27 A year later, however, the piece had not yet been
published.28 Despite promises to have it published in the near future, by 1939, the
manuscript had still not appeared in print, which testified to growing difficulties of
maintaining operation of the institute.29 Despite their wish to publish the article, they were
not able to do so. Stavrianos, however, went on to spend much of his career following this
strain of inquiry and his book on Balkan federation is still our most comprehensive one on
the subject to date. His monumental book, The Balkans since 1453, published in 1958,
remains an exemplar of comparative history and synthesis in the field.
Yugoslav-Albanian Exchanges
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The Balkan Institute was earnest in its attempts to forge solidarity among the
various states of the region, especially the minor ones. They established ties with
individuals in Albanian government and the press, and actively solicited essays from them.
The Balkan Institute first reached out to Mirash Ivanaj, Albania’s minister of public
education, while they were still in the process of setting up the institution. They planned to
publish a volume on the Balkans in French, which would demonstrate the unity of history
and civilization in the Balkans. Intent on reaching a vast range of readers, they asked that
the essays be written in simple language. From Ivanaj they solicited a piece on public
education in the country, one on contemporary Albanian literature, another on scientific
life and the last on cultural life in the country.30 Midhat Frashëri, a politician known to the
Balkan Institute by his penname, Lumo Skendo (1880-1949), became an indispensable
intermediary, providing council on Albanian affairs and stocking his legendary bookstore
with the latest works in Balkan studies. Skender Luarasi (1900-1982), journalist,
playwright, and director of several journals, was among those who maintained contact with
the Balkan Institute. The linguist and scholar Eqrem Çabej (1908-1980), too, contributed
essays on Albanian literature.
In contrast to Les Balkans, the Balkan Institute sought work on national and folk
cultures, which it considered crucial to the development of Balkan studies. In 1936, the
Balkan Institute wrote to Albania’s national poet Gjergj Fishta to request a copy of his epic
poem, Highland Lute, for its library.31 The directors were also interested in his other work,
preferably in translation. In the spirit of earlier literary initiatives in translation, Catholic
priest Shtjefën Gjeçovi’s (1874-1929) Kanuni i Lekë Dukagjinit (The Canon of Lekë
30
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Dukagjini), a codification of Albanian tribal law, published in 1933 in Shkodër, was being
translated into Serbo-Croatian.32 He was the first Albanian folklorist to begin documenting
and preserving the oral literature. Soon they decided to publish a book on Albania in honor
of its twenty-fifth anniversary of independence, which would follow the example of
previous publications on Turkey (Dragoslav Mihajlović’s The Economy in Contemporary
Turkey, published in Serbo-Croatian) and Yugoslavia (Yugoslavia in Favor of Public
Health, published in French).33 Its structure and aim was very much like that of
Lefkoparidis’ earlier iteration, which was effectively a profile of the country, and meant
for consumption for readers from neighboring countries to gain familiarity with the
Albanian state. The editors projected that the book would be about one hundred pages in
length, begin with geographical information, state organization, a brief look at the
country’s history, its development and progress over the course of its existence, agriculture,
finances, trade, import and export, foreign relations, tourism, cultural life, literature, art,
national life and traditions. In the section on traditions, they were asked to draw out the
similarities of Albanian life with other Balkan nations.
Mihal Sherko (1887-1964), a journalist and the director of the ministry of foreign
affairs’ press office, sent a package of Albanian books for placement in the Balkan
Institute’s library. At the time, the Balkan Institute was in the midst of preparing an
anthology of poetry, stories and novel excerpts representative of Balkan literatures
spanning from the beginning of the twentieth century to the present to give Europe a taste
for the region’s contemporary literary scene.34 While the initial release was set to be
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published in German, they projected that it would later appear in other European languages
as well as the Balkan languages. The directors drew on Sherko’s familiarity and expertise,
requesting that he help them to assemble a batch of translations from the finest works of
Albanian literature, either into German or French. Where poetry was concerned the
translations did not necessarily have to duplicate the rhyme of the original. The editor’s
note accompanying the text would indicate the form of the original and whether it had a
rhyme or meter. Above all, the editors asked that the translations be precise. For every
author featured, a biography would be included to describe the writer’s work and aesthetic
as well as situate them within the scope of the national literary tradition, and indicate
whether their work had been translated into foreign languages.
The directors of the Balkan Institute believed that the national literatures of the
region had common elements of a specifically Balkan nature. Thus, the anthology that they
were preparing “had to demonstrate the unity of Balkan spirit [l’esprit] and culture in great
literature.”35 Contributors were careful curators of content. Sherko, for instance, pointed
out that a couple of the poems slated for publication should be removed because their
treatment of certain Balkan countries could be construed as offensive: Italo-Albanian
linguist and neo-classical poet Giuseppe Schirò’s (1865-1927) “Day Song” (he is also
known as Zef Sqiro) and Filip Papajani’s (1878-1945) satirical story titled “The Vampire
of Kavaja,” published in 1923. This illustrated the sensitivity to issues that could prove to
be divisive and counterproductive to union-building.
Book(s) on the Balkans and the RIEB
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The Balkan Institute produced two comprehensive volumes of selected articles and
essays on the Balkans—Knjiga o Balkanu (Book on the Balkans), the first was released in
1936. The introductory statement motioned toward the grander vision of the Institute,
which was to turn the Balkans into a major power through coordinated cultural and
scholarly endeavors:
When [the Balkans] are elevated culturally, and after that economically according
to a plan, when its great wealth is exploited (in its own direction) prudently and
using modern technical means, when it builds its own industry that will respond
with its interior and exterior economic needs, when its nations will not allow
external, non-Balkan factors and influences to interfere selfishly and destructively
in internal Balkan affairs, which means that when it is fully emancipated from all
harmful and degrading spiritual [duhovnih], political and economic influences from
outside,—then the Balkans will become a power, great power at a large and critical
crossroads and path between Europe, Asia and Africa.36
The volume featured essays by established historians including Ferrero, who informed
readers on the Roman Empire and the Balkans, Carlo Sforza on political life in the Balkans,
Ancel on the natural conditions of Balkan unity, Topalović on Balkan labor, Exarchopoulos
on education,37 and several on contemporary national literature (Turkish, Albanian and
Romanian). In general, each volume sought to include expository essays on each Balkan
country.
The volume opened with the prominent Polish philologist Tadeusz Zieliński’s essay
“Antika, Evropa i Balkan” (Antiquity, Europe and the Balkans). Zieliński (1859-1944) was
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trained in classical philology, taught at the University of Warsaw, and translated several of
the Greek classics into Russian. This essay identified three historical points of “birth,”
which signified a unique manifestation of Greco-Roman ideals and values: St. Ambrose,
“who declared the study of astronomy and geometry a waste of spiritual powers,” the
Carolingian Renaissance, and the fourteenth century, which brought about “a renewed love
and its culture of pure and unselfish science.”38 He argued that a fourth enlightened era was
on the horizon, not European, but led by the Slavs. Facilitating this process was the
omnipresence of ancient monuments and art throughout the Balkans, as Polish and Czech
life were deprived of these material traces. He explained:
And while we are on the subject of the Balkans, I should mention, besides the Slavic
nations that make up the majority, there is Romania, and Hungary, and little
Albanian from Butrint, part of Turkey with Istanbul included and especially—
Greece. There are no blood ties among these nations, but there is the same interest,
real or attainable, for artistic monuments that antiquity left on their land. They will,
therefore, all be absorbed by the idea of a future rebirth, which we call Slavic only
on the basis of the majority of its initiators.39
Hence, Zieliński was careful not to exclude non-Slavic peoples from his proposal for a new
rebirth. The three main sources of modern European culture, according to Zieliński, were
Christianity, the concept of nationhood and ancient Greco-Roman civilization. In 1931, he
published his History of the Culture of Antiquity, which presented the particular set of
values—science, art, morality—alongside the primary ideals of truth, beauty and good, as
well as faith, associated with this golden era of human history.
Apart from long-view histories, the book included studies of society and
psychology. For example, Skok and Budimir solicited a study of the Balkan child from
Exarchopoulos, which would examine the special conditions under which children were
38
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raised in the region, aspects that would fill a gap in knowledge and could be applied to
improve education and school curricula. As he saw it, a psychological study of Balkan man
was not complete without an understanding of child psychology.40 This confirmed the fact
that the Balkan Institute’s associates were interested in extending their efforts at interBalkan cooperation to primary schools. Exarchopoulos (1874-1960) worked with the
Laboratory of Experimental Pedagogy and the Experimental School at the University of
Athens, both of which he founded in 1923 and 1929, respectively, to develop standardized
tests to quantify and measure student aptitudes.41 In the spirit of comparative research, a
cornerstone principle of the institute, Exarchopoulos replied with a request for information
on the most significant measures being taken to improve children’s physical development
in Yugoslavia, and apart from University of Belgrade professor Borislav Stefanović’s study
on child intelligence, what others had been conducted using the Binet-Simon scale and
what results were yielded.42
Exarchopoulos believed that they should be deliberate in focusing their efforts on
the younger generation, who was still uncorrupted by the prejudice that the older generation
had absorbed in their education.43 They also received a contribution from Exarchopoulos’
student Euphrosyne Londos Dimitrakopoulos (1888-1973)—she defended her doctoral
dissertation in 1923 under his supervision—who proposed children’s theater as another
way to inculcate ideas of Balkan solidarity. These children’s theaters would foster the

40

AJ, 101-5-13, 31 juillet 1934.
Sevasti Trubeta, Physical Anthropology, Race and Eugenics in Greece (1880-1970s) (Leiden: Brill, 2013),
102. Exarchopoulos also founded the Psychological Laboratory of Athens and the Psychological Laboratory
of Thessaloniki. See Alexandra Barmpouti, Post-War Eugenics, Reproductive Choices and Population Policies
in Greece, 1950s-1980s (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 29-30.
42
AJ, 101-5-13, 20 Février 1936. It is worth mentioning that Exarchopoulos is known for having designed
the Greek version of the Binet-Simon I.Q. test.
43
AJ, 101-5-13, “C’est la nouvelle génération qui consolidera l’entente balkanique.”
41

334

belief, among boys and girls, without distinction of gender, “that Balkan peoples do not
have to consider each other as strangers, nor, for even stronger reason, as enemies, but on
the contrary, as a large family united by connections of fraternal friendship.”44 The Balkan
Institute’s contributors also became intermediaries and advocates for the broader initiative.
The directors asked Exarchopoulos to intervene on their behalf in order to gain subscribers
within the Greek government.45
Interestingly, the trope of the Balkan soul could be found in the Institute’s
philosophy as well. The second volume of The Book on the Balkans opened with Vladimir
Dvorniković’s (1888-1956) investigation of the Balkan soul.46 A neo-humanist Croatian
philosopher and ethno-psychologist, Dvorniković had studied in Vienna and received a
doctorate in 1911 with a dissertation on psychology and cognitive theory.47 Also relevant
is his book on the Yugoslav psyche as it relates to melancholy as well as his collection of
essays, Borba Ideja (Battle of Ideas), which addressed a range of topics including the South
Slavs, a look at several intellectual giants (Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Goethe, Shakespeare,
Croce, Bergson, Masaryk), and a psychological and sociological examination of the
women’s question.48
One of the most important essays therein was titled “Epic Man” and falls within the
scope of other works that have been addressed in this dissertation which sought to improve
the reputation of the Yugoslavs on the world stage. His most well-known work, however,
was Karakterologija Jugoslovena (Characterology of the Yugoslavs), which he published
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in Belgrade in 1939, and argued that one could find the last vestiges of Europe’s
diminishing traditional values in the Balkans. As an advocate of integral Yugoslavism,
however, Dvorniković papered over the many minorities in the country, ultimately
considering them antithetical to Yugoslav unity.49 Even as pan-Balkan unities were
pursued, calls for national unity functioned as a sort of internal colonization, which
sidelined smaller ethnic groups.
Very little of the Balkan Institute’s intellectual work acknowledged or worked to
offset Serbian hegemony, or to address Croat and Serb opposition. Cvijić’s work on the
Dinaric race exercised a heavy influence on Dvorniković’s thinking. Dvorniković’s essay,
“The Balkan Soul,” was another of those foundational texts that set the tone for the Balkan
Institute’s philosophy. Citing the derogatory epithets leveled against the region, which
characterized Balkan peoples as lacking “ideas and spiritual values,” he sought to prove
the opposite was true:
The smallest number of them will remember that the foundations of the cultured
European are to be found in Balkan Hellenism, that Balkan Byzantium though
several centuries was the only one to present ‘European culture’ and that Christ,
who in his time had reached Vladivostok, comes from the Balkans.50
In his attempts to define the Balkan essence, Dvorniković argued that it was to be found in
a fundamental and unbridled heroism. He claimed that the preservation of this value was
mistaken for a kind of cultural regression. He wrote:
Nowhere in the world will we find that proud traditionalism, nowhere the faithful
and national idea embodied in the blood and meat of the village shepherd as in the
core of the patriarchal Balkans. Cultural regression and the return to ruthless
biology as a protective form of a world of ideational matches in the core of being,
it is a specifically Balkan tragic life form that Europe will never understand. This
49

Tomislav Longinović, Vampire Nation: Violence as Cultural Imaginary (London: Duke University Press,
2011), 101.
50
Vladimir Dvorniković, “Duša Balkana,” 1. Also see, Vladimir Dvorniković, “Der kulturhistorische Geist des
Balkans,” Revue des études balkaniques 2, 4 (1936): 431-436.

336

is because Europe only saw the external façade and the ‘frightening look’; she does
not even ask after the soul. That cultural-barbarian duplication, the preservation of
its individuality and its ideas under the shield of cultural regression, eternal
tenseness and eternal stiffness—that it the tragedy and soul of the Balkans. And the
irony of that tragedy is that it is precisely the heroism of Balkan man, in endurance
and resistance, according to its external look understood as a biology devoid of
ideas, as a life form of the ‘raya’, as many have described it. That hidden, dull,
barbarian heroism takes on sharper contours over the course of Balkan history.51
Beyond Yugoslavia, Dvorniković’s work was very closely allied with Iorga’s historical
theories.
In the RIEB, Iorga’s work on the Byzantine Empire and the Balkans found a lot of
traction.52 In one of his best-known works, Byzance après Byzance (Byzantium After
Byzantium), published in 1935, Iorga wished to impart the idea that all peoples native to
Southeast Europe a legitimate claim to the legacy of the Byzantine Empire, conventionally
association with Christian Orthodoxy and Greek culture, and emphasized the continuities
that persisted ever since:
Byzantium, with all it represented—not as the authority of a dynasty, or as the
domination of a ruling class, things that could disappear in a catastrophe, but as a
complex of institutions, a political system, a religious formation, a type of
civilization, comprising the Hellenic intellectual legacy, Roman law, the Orthodox
religion, and everything it created and preserved in terms of art—did not disappear,
and could not disappear with the fall, in succession, in the fifteenth century of its
three capitals: Constantinople, Mistra, and Trebizond.53
Hence, he claimed that these structures—ancient Greek Hellenism, Roman law, Orthodoxy
and the art it produced—persisted into the modern period. As Diana Mishkova has pointed
out, Iorga was attentive to the cultural continuities in the history of the Balkans. Mishkova
writes,
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Iorga was most inclined to build his synthesis on the basis of collective psychology
and a belief in culture as a binding force and a principal instrument of any
ecumenicity, whose vision of the area’s specificity and mission reflected a
distinctive relationship of national, regional and global scales of historical
experience.54
Iorga proceeded to de-center national narratives, thus taking into account a nation’s
relationship to persons and places exterior to it and firmly situating it within a nexus of
geographical spaces.55 Today Iorga is often described as a strongly nationalist figure, but
his role in the realm of area studies discredits this notion. His contemporaries knew this as
well. In December 1930, he sat down for an interview with Bogdan Radica at the Grand
Bretagne Hotel in Athens, where he told him that the Balkans was an inept designation. He
preferred the moniker “Southeast Europe” instead:
I think that a united concept of the Balkans, ‘les Balkans,’ as the French call it, or
‘la Balcania’ does not exist. I believe in the possibility of the realization of a union
out of fragments of southeast Europe, that have already once, under Byzantium and
the Turks, created a unified material unity, with which were linked countries of the
Danube and Carpathian region. The natural contours of the great Roman roads
require this economic unity. Only in this sense can we speak of a unity of the
countries of southeast Europe. In order to achieve the rest, it is necessary to go
through deep differences of language, science, habits and mentality of neighboring
nations; and above all to create well-being for the territories that in large part have
an indefinite character, which cannot be interpreted by the illicit means of a dubious
philosophy and all-encompassing ethnography.56
Born in 1871, Iorga was part of an earlier generation of intellectuals who harbored more
traditionalist literary tastes and who generally stood opposed to the innovations of
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modernist poetry.57 As Diana Mishkova relates in a brilliant piece where she traces the
emergence of Southeast-European studies as a field of study, Iorga was a trailblazer in this
respect, having been among the first to apply the methodologies of historical
comparativism and what we refer to today as histoire croisée.58 Ironically, what she makes
clear is that national histories suffered a decline precisely during this time of burgeoning
nation-states struggling to stay afloat through the difficulties of economic depression and
the plummeting of the price of agricultural products for export. Today’s “balkanization”
paradigm, passed down to us from the decade of Yugoslav wars, is oddly turned on its head
in the interwar era.
Balkan Manifesto
In 1937, the Balkan Institute released Balkan i Balkanci (The Balkans and the
Balkanites), which read like a manifesto of the Institute and was geared toward a broader,
more popular audience. It sought to correct the gross misconception that the Balkans were
culturally and artistically bankrupt.59 The book had a tripartite structure, which introduced
Balkan man, the Balkan enlightenment and a future program for the region, which was,
once again, tinged with a millenarian outlook. Apart from that, it explored every aspect of
the Balkans, seeking to make its case for the region’s uniqueness. Much of the discussion
around Balkan cultures sought to retroactively reclaim or appropriate civilizations native
to the geographical region in order to establish a nominally Balkan ontology. A chapter on
literature explained that there were two types of Balkan literature, one written and one

57

Irina Livezeanu, “Generational Politics and the Philosophy of Culture: Lucian Blaga between Tradition and
Modernism” in Austrian History Yearbook 33 (New York: Berghahn, 2002), 213, 216.
58
Diana Mishkova, “What is in Balkan History? Spaces and Scales in the Tradition of Southeast-European
Studies,” 65.
59
Balkan i Balkanci (Beograd: Balkanski institut, 1937), 6.

339

passed down over generations through the oral tradition. The basis for all Balkan literature,
the author claimed, was ancient Greek and humanist:
This aspiration to perfect the basic virtues of man as an earthly being, to instill in
him the joy of life, to nurture virtue (courage) as a support in societal (social) life,
to give him prudence, wisdom and sobriety in all work, is called humanism.60
The first form through which this “Balkan humanism” found expression was the epic, a
genre that “celebrated heroes and revealed the beauty of significant feats around one main
and central character.”61 Homer’s epics provided the blueprint for later iterations of this
classic form. As the author claimed, despite French attempts at reviving this form in the
medieval chansons de geste, which operated on the basis of the expansion of Christianity,
the true revival would come once again from the Balkans in epic songs in honor of the
medieval Serbian king Marko Kraljević. On the question of the future of Balkan culture,
the book argued that it adhere to the principle of simultaneous unity and variation, which
sought to overcome and fuse together the countervailing tendencies in the region’s
history—particularism and unity:
Variations present the cultures of individual Balkan nations. The new Balkan spirit
of self-reliance and cooperativeness should harmoniously bring these variations
together in a single unity. That spirit ought to prevent dissension in the development
of national cultures in the Balkans.62
The same year, in 1937, was a particularly busy year in book publishing. The
Institute released leading Croatian historian Ferdo Šišić’s (1860-1940) Jugoslovenksa
misao (Yugoslavian Thought), which retraced the emergence of the Yugoslav idea of unity
from 1790 to 1918, and distinguished Serbian historian and polymath Vladimir Ćorović’s
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(1885-1941) Borba za nezavisnost Balkana (The Struggle for Balkan Independence).63
Ćorović was a medievalist who earned a doctorate in History at the University of Vienna
in 1904 with a thesis on eighteenth-century Serbian poet Lukijan Mušicki and later went
on to study Byzantine history at one of the world’s first Byzantine studies departments in
Munich under Karl Krumbacher. Serbian literary historian Miodrag Ibrovac published a
short book on contemporary Yugoslav poetry.64 Greek philosopher Elli Lambridi’s work
on Greek poetry, “La poésie grecque des cinquante dernières années,” was published the
same year.65 Apart from this, Dragoslav Mihajlović’s book on the Turkish economy, with
a foreword by Celâl Bayar, prime minister of Turkey from 1937 to 1939, was released,
along with journalist Miodrag Mihajlović-Svetovski’s book on Turkey under Atatürk, a
celebration of the regime’s reforms in “education, state administration, economic policy,
and social customs” published in 1938.66 Public health was another area of interest for the
Institute: in 1937, hygienist Bogoljub Konstantinović (1896-1944) published La
Yougoslavie pour la santé publique.67 Spanaćevic and Gojko Krulj edited two
comprehensive volumes on the Balkan economy, which appeared in both French and
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German.68 The first provided a close look at economic life in all of the Balkan countries,
while the second examined their economic relations with the United States and other
European countries. And in 1939, Georgi Konstantinov’s (1902-1970) Vodji bugarskog
narodnog pokreta (The Leaders of the Bulgarian National Movement) was published.69
It comes as somewhat of a surprise that Radica did not collaborate with the Balkan
Institute at this time. He was already long settled in Geneva and at work finalizing his book
on Europe, which featured interviews with its most eminent thinkers, including Thomas
Mann, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, André Gide, Dmitry Merezhkovsky and others.
Nevertheless, he seemed to have aided these efforts by drawing on his talents as a publicist
and go-between. Greek composer and editor of Πρωΐα, Petro Petridis (1892-1977), wrote
to tell Budimir that he had met with Radica during his stay in Geneva and the latter had
assured him that he still had ample time to submit his contribution on Balkan music.70
Whereas the Balkan Institute made the peasant the centerpiece of Balkan social unity,
Radica and his cohort were more attuned to the nuances of high art, and much more elitist
in the scope of their efforts. On the other hand, a few of the intellectuals who worked with
the institute were supporters of Dimitrije Ljotić’s marginal far-right Zbor (Rally)
movement, first introduced in 1935 (none of its members were ever elected to
parliament).71 Both Parežanin and Spanaćević would later assume major roles in the

68

État économique des pays balkaniques, vol. 1 and L’économie mondiale et les Balkans, vol. 2 (Belgrade:
Institut Balkanique, 1938). See a review of the book by Harry N. Howard, Books Abroad 14, 2 (1940): 203204. Krulj earned a doctorate in Leipzig in 1923 with a dissertation on agrarian reform in Bosnia-Herzegovina
from 1919 to 1921. He edited and published the monthly review Pregled (1927-1941), which was focused
on cultural and political issues.
69
Georgi Konstantinov, Vodji bugarskog narodnog pokreta (Beograd: Balkanski institut, 1939).
70
AJ, 101-5-13, Petro Petridis to M. Budimir, le 18 Septembre, 1934.
71
Ana Antić, “Living in the Age of Axis Internationalism: Imagining Europe in Serbia Before and During the
Second World War,” European History Quarterly 48, 1 (2018), 72. Ljotić (1891-1945) was an ultraconservative anti-Semite and a member of the patriarchal council of the Serbian Orthodox Church. See
Sabrina Ramet, The Three Yugoslavias: State-building and Legitimation, 1918-2005 (Bloomington, IN:

342

collaborationist government.72 Here, however, Spanaćević introduced readers to an
alternative take on the legacy of the Ottoman Empire, a positive and affirming one, which
was supposed to right a longstanding and widespread misconception.
Like Theotokas, whose essay on Balkan integration featured a certain nostalgia for
the ease of communication and understanding offered by imperial structures, Spanaćević,
too, could glean value from this routinely eschewed stage of Balkan history. Spanaćević
described the internalization of an inferiority complex in the Balkans, which he saw as
unfortunate and unwarranted. Still, those who gathered around Papanastassiou and the
effort to build a union had overlooked minorities and those of the Muslim faith almost
entirely. Here, however, there was a greater attention given to the marginal figures within
the region. Spanaćević wrote:
There are Balkanians who are ashamed of their nationality; they feel hurt if they
are called Balkanians. Some people are of the opinion that this name is of foreign
origin and was imposed by the Turkish conquerors. It is true that ‘Balkan’ is a
Turkish name and the Turks came to this part of the world as warriors and
stockbreeders. But this name was not the only thing that the Turkish invaders
brought with them. As good Moslems, they also made the Balkan Christians
acquainted with the Moslem ideal of the protection of the weak and poor, and
introduced many benevolent social institutions. The Turks gave the Balkanians the
eastern urbane civilisation with its public institutions, accepting at the same time
many non-Moslem customs and legal regulations of local origin. They taught the
Balkanians that a neighbor should be thought of more than a relative, thereby
creating the necessary basis for religious and social tolerance. Therefore, there is
no reason to shun the name ‘Balkan’ and to try to replace it by artificial
denominations such as, for instance, those of ‘South-East’, or ‘South-Eastern
Europe’.73
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With respect to Ottoman cultural legacies, this was a rare and unpopular take on Balkan
history, which incidentally aligned somewhat with Theotokas’ take on empires as the more
natural state formation for diverse regions, as opposed to nation-states. To consider empire
as a favorable alternative insofar as it could be associated with a confederal model was an
unusual take. Another critical point of comparison is that the group that gathered around
the institute was intellectually formed in Vienna, as opposed to Paris, where many who
worked on Les Balkans had been educated.
The founders of the institute were on the right end of the Yugoslav political
spectrum, however their formulation of Balkan studies seems to have remained at odds
with their politics. Although there were others who subscribed to the Balkan idea without
necessarily embracing internationalist ideals. Bulgarian writer Yanko Yanev, for instance,
adopted a Balkan perspective, but did so on the basis of a radical right-leaning nationalist
argument of racial purity; that is to say, the Balkans as the carrier of Bulgarian values.74
He did not, however, work with the Balkan Institute.
In 1938, Romanian medieval historian Victor Papacostea (1900-1962) established
the Institute for Balkan Studies in Bucharest, which saw itself following in the footsteps of
the Balkan Institute in aiming to arrive at a synthesis in its study of Balkan peoples.75 Its
journal, Balcania, presented an agenda almost identical to Belgrade’s Balkan Institute:
[T]he life of no single Balkan people can be studied or understood alone and
detached from the authors. It presents itself to the investigators, in all domains, as
an ensemble of circles that intersect but that have common arches. The life of these
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peoples was so often indivisible over the course of centuries, it still is today under
so many aspects that it has to be studied according to a common method.76
Romania and Yugoslavia were not unique in displaying interest in the formation of an
institute tasked with producing studies of the region. Greece had been angling to build a
Balkan institute in Athens as well. Such an institute conferred clout and a certain pride of
place on the host state. As the Byzantinist Konstantinos Amantos explained in his book,
The Northern Neighbors of Greece, the government had passed a law to sanction the
establishment of a Greek Eastern Institute in Athens in 1923, although it was never
implemented.77
In 1940, the institute released a monograph on the city of Belgrade throughout the
ages, published in four editions (Serbo-Croatian, French, German and English), with a
focus on its battles for the “liberation of Serbian and Yugoslav nations and its role in the
emancipation of all Balkan nations from foreign powers.”78 The editors had even reached
out to the famed writer, Ivo Andrić, to ask that he make his own contribution to the book,
a request that went unheeded.79 Following the success of this book, they began assembling
a guide book for travelers to Belgrade in all of the abovementioned languages. Serbian
philosopher Isidora Sekulić’s review of Belgrade appeared in Politika.80 There she praised
the book for its engagement with Serbian history and culture, and proceeded to use the
opportunity to lionize the Serbian peasant:
The peasant is a remarkable being. He is above all else in harmony with the cosmos
[…] The peasant is, therefore, socially and individually more simple, strict, and
76

Papacostea, vi.
Gerasimos Augustinos, “Greece and the Balkans between the World Wars: Self-Identity, the Other, and
National Development,” in Greece and the Balkans: Identities, Perceptions and Cultural Encounters since
the Enlightenment, ed. Dimitris Tziovas (London: Routledge, 2017), 87.
78
AJ, 101-5-13, “Vrlo poštovani gospodine profesore i dragi prijatelju.”
79
AJ, 101-7-15, April 5, 1940.
80
AJ, 101-3-10, 15 septembra 1940.
77

345

ideal. Because he is in kinship with the universe, the peasant feels, instinctively,
that which leaders often do not feel through books and intelligence: that there are
always more principles than there are in application, and because of that there is
always a respectful and just way out.81
Sekulić followed the work of the Balkan Institute eagerly and made her own indirect
contribution with her essays on the Balkans, small states and southeast Europe. One of
these essays, “The Balkans: Observations of a Balkanophile,” reinforced the theories of the
founders of the Balkan Institute, namely that the peasantry formed the backbone of society
and that ancient Greece and Byzantium were critical to the region’s unity.82 She wrote,
Greece with its extraordinary creators in philosophy and art, with its extraordinary
political thought which included all state ideals and all partisan principles, and in
itself studied all state progress and all state downfall—the product is Balkan.
Byzantium, that wonder of a state organism, which from total ruin rose again, that
with the gifted and idealist fire of a single man, ruler or general, from death was
resurrected—the product is Balkan.83
Sekulić, following the example of the Balkan Institute, superseded the previously
competing historical discourses put forth by Romanians, Serbs and Greeks with reference
to the Byzantine legacy in particular.84 In other writings, she distinguished between bloody
nationalism and cultural nationalism, which she defined as the establishment of a high
culture—moral, ethical, humanist, even pan-human.85
Like the Zenithists in the 1920s and those who sought to build the groundwork for
Balkan culture and literature in the first half of the 1930s, the Balkanologists who worked
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with the Balkan Institute sought to turn the traditional associations of the moniker on their
head. By the late 1930s, however, integral Yugoslavism was in a steady decline. In August
1939, the Cvetković-Maček agreement established an autonomous Croatian banovina or
province. In April 1941, the Nazis invaded Yugoslavia and the occupying authorities
swiftly brought these pan-Balkan endeavors to a close by summarily shutting down the
Balkan Institute and destroying much of the materials housed in its library. In his memoir,
Parežanin recounts the order that came in from the German authorities for the censorship
of the newly published monograph, Belgrade, considered offensive and anti-German in
spirit because it emphasized Serbia’s victory over the Austro-Hungarian and German
invading armies.86
Conclusion
The Balkan Institute constituted one of the several fora of constructions of Balkan
ideological unity in the interwar period, which was supposed to serve as an antidote to
political squabbles and obstacles. As an agent of the state, this institution’s work can also
be seen as an effort to reaffirm Yugoslavia’s right to exist within the frame of Balkan unity
and to assume a leading role within it. The Institute adhered to a diversity-in-unity
paradigm which preserved the integrity of the national components of the Balkans, outlined
a supranational Balkan culture, and took a long-view of the region over centuries of
historical change in order to point out that, in fact, regional integrity could be defined by
the achievement of a harmonious balance between individualism and collectivism.
Moving forth from Maria Todorova’s landmark Imagining the Balkans, which
introduced the pejorative discourse of Balkanism, I have sought to demonstrate one of the
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domains in which it was countered.87 The Balkan Institute provided a revisionist history of
the region in the very act of assembling a historical narrative from antiquity to the present,
and rebranding the rich ancient Greek culture as the original source of Balkan thought. At
the same time, Byzantine studies enjoyed a revival, which became a major conduit for
Balkan studies. For the founders and contributors of the Balkan Institute, ancient Greece,
Byzantium and the era of the Ottoman Empire were the primary anchors of the very concept
of Balkan unity. King Aleksandar’s national project and foreign diplomatic aims aligned
with the objectives of a pan-Balkan regional rapprochement. He thus utilized the Balkan
Institute as a way to draw on intellectuals’ expertise and knowledge in order to reinforce
his Balkan Pact politics and foreign policy aims.
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Conclusion
This project grew out of the observation of the language of spirit and the notion of
a national soul, routinely associated with right-wing Italian fascism and German Nazism
as well as other indigenous extreme nationalist movements in the interwar, in fact, had
another permutation in liberal, left-wing and anti-fascist thought, as well as in modernist
literature. Ultimately, this dissertation has demonstrated the ways in which essentialist
concepts associated with the far right became part of leftist political discourse. The
permutations of pan-Balkan thought and politics are on all points of the political spectrum,
far left, middle-way and far right. This was a rather nationalist era, where, in fact, cultural
production was fascinated by the idea. Intellectuals attempted to figure out how to project,
circulate and exchange ideas about some kind of spiritual unification of peoples. Attendant
on these discussions and debates was a sense of the power of spirit to overcome any
political obstacles, of which there are several different inflections: Balkan, Mediterranean
and European humanism.
The ideal of Mediterranean unity, for instance, enabled Balkan affinities with
French culture to be further cultivated, and for a push against German cultural hegemony.
The particular generation of idealists analyzed in this dissertation, members of which could
be found all across the Balkans, were largely united in their faith in a third way, a middle
way between communist and fascist extremes, seeking solutions to the interwar crisis in
intellectual thought, cultural refinement and achievement. Using the network as a lens and
unit of analysis, I have shed light on interesting parallels and transnational connections
across the Balkans and beyond, hitherto unknown and unexplored. These intellectuals and
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diplomat-littérateurs were a vanguard who sensed the opportunity for alternative modes of
societal organization and philosophies of compromise.
A certain psychologization of the nation was pervasive and began with Butler and
Papanastassiou’s efforts to parlay the operating logic of the nation to build conglomerate
states or federations. Pan-Balkan thinkers adopted Butler’s means of action, namely the
focus on altering public opinion through organs of the popular press, endeavoring to effect
change in all sectors of society. The next stage of pan-Balkanism, however, gave way to a
supreme faith in culture. Even so, pan-Balkan figures were hugely receptive to new
currents in psychology, sociology and philosophical thought, seizing on Bergson’s theory
of élan vital to build new geo-cultural maps for the future, which would ensure peace and
greater liberties for the individual.
The syncretism built into pan-Balkan schemas of the interwar invariably drew on
the imperial legacies of the Byzantine and Ottoman Empires to build a loose union and a
new federal, more equitable state structure. Psychological understandings of the individual
and the self soon evolved to serve a new function, providing greater insights into national
characterology and how these collective qualities would in turn serve the political aims of
the future. The minor was also recast as a major player in Europe, unadulterated and
unencumbered in the way that Western Europe had become.
Providing an intellectual sociology of the elite group of historical actors who
feature in this dissertation has led to some interesting conclusions, namely that pan-Balkan
figures tended toward a neo-idealist faith in the mind and the spirit to affect societal change.
The idea of Balkan unity was largely a filo-French project, although there were other, less
dominant strains as well. Following the threads of entanglement to show that these nations,
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conventionally thought of as vessels of isolated (and primarily isolationist) national
agendas, in fact, had more in common than meets the eye, all revising their national
programs and agendas to reflect recent geopolitical shifts, and to gain influence in Europe.
Discussions about civilization ensued across all three contexts explored in this
dissertation. Pan-Balkan debates gave rise to discussions about national culture in all three
cases as well, in Yugoslavism, Hellenicity and neo-Albanianism. In the first case, panBalkan unity and integral Yugoslavism operated in a similar way. In the Hellenicity debate,
intellectuals, poets and writers considered ways to redefine Greekness on its own terms, in
such a way that it would be accepted as a cosmopolitan culture (thus carrying a universal
value). Hence, they sought a reconciliation between native and foreign. In the last case, of
which Merxhani is an emblematic figure, there were new attempts to discover more about
the collective psyche, to apply the lessons of the modern sciences to implement agrarian
reforms, a collective conscience and a modern civilization.
To ignore the network, the social interactions and organic exchange and
development of ideas is to miss a critical segment of intellectual thought in the interwar
Balkans. Following the various permutations of post-war idealism in Greek, Yugoslav and
Albanian contexts as they merge and intersect, I argue that cultural pursuits as opposed to
politics became the primary focus of new national programs aimed at rapprochement and
“synthesis,” which sought to produce an imagined unity around the unit and region of the
Balkans, and to produce literature that abided by this precept. It advanced universal
humanist values and aesthetics, and engaged with broader European modes of thought with
the ultimate aim of making valuable contributions to world literature.
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Finally, this dissertation demonstrates how the stigmatized regional moniker, “the
Balkans,” was re-inscribed in the course of these endeavors. It shows that the idea of a
unified Balkans re-emerged among relatively new nations who sought to redefine their
place in a new geopolitical landscape and to simultaneously defend their right to exist. As
such, national identities were not erased, but reworked and recalibrated with respect to
broader regional, continental and global frames. The story that I tell is one of missed
opportunity, or unrealized potential, and entailed experimentation with alternative models
of state, national and cultural organization and development.
Postscript
Despite even the most optimistic pronouncements, the Balkan idea was
extinguished by the onset of the Second World War. Ovide Vladesco’s book L’Entente
balkanique, published in 1939 under the auspices of the Centre de Hautes Études
Internationales in Bucharest, entreated the League of Nations to reclaim its program for the
achievement of a universal union through regional means.1 Lefkoparidis finds his way back
into this narrative the same year, when he marked the ten-year anniversary of Les Balkans.
While not exactly a cause for celebration, he took the opportunity to look back on the
achievements of the journal over the course of the last decade.2 While economic and
cultural relations still left a lot to be desired, the Balkan nations finally understood that
their “antagonisms never served their own interests and a third party was always on the
lookout to take advantage of them.”3
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The interwar period saw many new initiatives for the preservation of peace, some
of which focused their efforts almost exclusively on small states. In his book Peace in the
Balkans, published a year after the signing of the Balkan Entente, Norman Padelford wrote,
The formation of regional groupings, based upon geographical propinquity and
common objectives, has been one of the salient features of international relations
since the World War. These associations are effective agencies by which the
smaller states may make their influence felt and also are useful nuclei for the
advancement of co-operation and unity which may lead to peace.4
Padelford’s study had the explicit aim of relating Balkan integration efforts to European
ones for union. Padelford, like many of his contemporaries, advocated for a regional
organization and government as a way to offset excesses in state sovereignty.5 Small states
had become the site of potential progress.
On the eve of the war, Shotwell wrote the foreword to Geshkoff’s book on Balkan
union, which the latter had dedicated to the memory of Alexander Stambulisky, who “lived
and died for democracy, peace and union in the Balkans.”6 By 1940, when the book was
published, the world was a different place. As Shotwell stated, the events described in the
book by then read “almost like a tale from another era.”7 The war had already begun and
Shotwell had come to see the Balkan question from this vantage, assigning blame to the
Great Powers—who clung to the belief that small nations stood as an impediment to
international peace—for the failures of efforts to build a union: “Indeed, one of the causes
of the present breakdown of the European state system is the very fact that the governments
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of the Great Powers did not appreciate what the small powers could offer toward the
stabilization of Europe.”8
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