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Bakans
Historiography and Nationalism
The Teaching of History in Countries of the Bakan Peninsula

By EVANGELOS KOFOS

A 549-page volume comes to gir the waters, the usudly stagnant and polluted waters, of the
most arduous procedure in the reations of the Bakan peoples. the theorization and teaching
of their hisory. With an invocation to the Muse of Higtory, Clio, scientists from al Southesst
European countries, dong with Cyprus, Sovenia, and Hungary, atempt a criticd
introgpection, to the extent that this is possble, of the content and the way in which they teach
their nationd history, especidly in relaion to “others’, who are usudly their neighbours. The
relatively closed cirde of the 14 “workshop’-meetings, with the participaion of admost
exclusvely Bakan historians and educators, chosen on the bads of ther specified studies and
experience, dlowed for a ferttile submisson of pendraive andyses testimonies and
proposals, regarding the content of history school books and the teaching of history in
generd. In saverd cases there was dgnificant , athough not subversve, sdf-criticiam, while
in others there were evident difficulties in overcoming stereotypica views.

This lage volume records only 10% of the proposals and proceedings of the meetings
organized during the 2000-2001 period. Nonetheless, the reader gains a unique wedth of
information and questions that transcend the boundaries of higtoriography and education, and
compose a useful resource even for politicd andydts, sociologists, and diplomats. However,
this is not your typicd publication of the findings and proposds of a scientific meeting. In
essence, this volume conditutes the completion of the fird stage of a multilevel programme
for the history of Southeest Europe, which is under the auspices of the internaiond non
governmenta organisation “Center for Democracy and Reconciliation of Southeast Europe’,
seated in Thessdoniki. In this fird dstage, the programme began by dudying and evduating
the materid in the school books of al Bakan countries. Then, history teacher-professor
“workshop”-seminars were organised, concerning the way certain crucid and controversa
issues of Bakan hisory are presented, before an intervention with date, socid and scientific
bodies of dl involved countries followed, aming a adopting concrete and documented
proposals.

The study of school history, geography and related books, undoubtedly offered the prime and
rawv materid for deep thought, as it happened repeatedly in the past. It is wel known that
before and after the Second World War the way history was taught in European countries is
conddered one of the man reasons for the cultivation of the animodty inciting conflict
between European peoples. In the 1990s, the ending of bipolarity and the crisis in Yugodavia,
shifted the core of this traditionally European problem to the Bakan region. Internaiond
organisations, such as the Council of Europe, UNESCO, and many nongovernmenta
organisations (NGOs), rushed to the region to offer their consultative services, as if this was a
sngularly “Bakan” phenomenon. What is reveded from the study of this volume, however,



is that the organizers of the “Joint History Project” rushed to “debakanise’” their work,
incorporating it into the framework of a more generd review and revison of European history
and historiography as awhole.

In ther long and extremdy penerative and informative introduction, the Head of the
Programme, and editor of the volume, Chrigtina Koulouri, Associate Professor at Democritus
Universty of Thrace, correctly sets the problems of European historiography with a broader
time, geographica and culturd context. She underlines that just like Bakan countries need to
assimilate the basic principles of history as a modern science, Western Europe must “visit”
and accept Eastern Europe, incorporating it, historically and historiographicaly, into a united
Europe. Furthermore, Europe cannot ignore the fact that gpart from Western European idedls
and pillars of its identity — Chridianity, rationdism, liberdism — there are other dements as
wdl — Orthodoxy, Idam, Byzantium and the Ottoman Empire, the world of Russa and
Turkey — which cannot be excluded from the concept of the European identity, if, findly,
such a thing exigts. In brief, we may say that the findings promoted in Clio in the Balkans, as
an English spesking Bakan voice, may be the mogt effective channd through which to send
the necessary messages both to the directly involved resdents of the Bakans, as wdl as thar
Western neighbours.

The anadyss of schoolbook contents used an interesting approach, through both macro-
hisory, and local micro-history. The sdection of the three common areas — Byzantium, the
Ottoman Empire, the communist sysem — which are the cause of many nationd Stereotypes
and rivary throughout the Bakans was rather inventive. “Native’ higtorians and educators
andyse higoricd and modern problems, where diametricaly opposng views on hbilaterd
military confrontations, common territorid clams and culturd monopolies are recorded, in
pairs, on a micro-scae. In some cases, this bipolar confrontation involved more than two
leading actors. Such as, for example, the case of the Turkish Higtoriography School, which
records the insurrections of its Christian subjects as unjust and ungrateful, while the reative
higoriography of dmogt dl ther former subject peoples, boasts of their respective nationd
liberation.

The more modern “open” problems are of much greater interest to Greek readers. Researchers
Yasemin Soysd and Vadlia Antoniou, came to a truly origind discovery in their joint study
of the way the heritage of Byzantium and the Ottoman Empire are presented in Greek and
Turkish schoolbooks. They found that the Turkish historical identity was formed as “date
related”, with emphass on the “nationd place’, while the Greek gppears as a culturd identity,
with its man emphasis on “naiond time’ (page 36). In the text by FYROM higtorian, Nikola
Jordanovski, a rare critical approach towards the Stereotypical nationalistic appreciation of
“macedonianism” is attempted, where the locd (davo)macedonian identity is characterised
as a “completdly modern product” and as a classca case of “sdf-definition through
excluson”. The editor of the volume correctly points out that the case of Macedonia may be
the most dividing problem in the national history of the countries that possess or used to
possess parts of the Macedonian region. In fact this was ascertained by two Bulgarian
reearchers, Alexel Kdionski and Tzvetan Tzvetanski, in a survey they caried out among
secondary school students and first year university students throughout their country.

The case of Cyprus was the topic of a separate workshop, with the participation of Greeks and
Turks, mainly Cypriots. Both sdes found that the problem may be the most “traumatic’ case,
snce the divison of the idand opened a deep rift in higtoriographic production, and attached
the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot identities to the Greek and Turkish identities
respectively. The study of the role of rdigion and its teaching in school is a specid experience
for andyds snce Chridianity, with its often conflicting relationship between Orthodoxy and



Caholiciam, and Idam, which is in conflict with both Chrisian societies and Mudim Secular
Turkey, are interwoven in Southeast Europe. At the same time, a mainly criticad study of the
way Judaism is presented or slenced in the text books of Eastern European countries as a
whole, was included, athough the author strays from the issue of religion, in order to criticise
the views of European school historiography on question of the Middle East.

At the same time as the school historiography andysis phase, the Joint History Project moved
to its second phase with the organization of seven training seminar-“workshops® for primary
and secondary education teachers. Their am was to “vigt” specific contradictory issues and
look a the way they were taught. These include the Bakan Wars, WWI and the founding of
Yugodavia, WWII and the phenomenon of “the resstance’ and “the traitors’, the founding of
the Albanian date, the Ottoman Empire and the birth of nationd daes, and, findly, the
common history of the Republic of Cyprus.

In her conclusons Prof. Koulouri doquently reviews the essence of the two rounds of work:
these meetings, she underlined, proved that getting to know the “other” is just as important as
the scientific word recorded in this volume. She affirmed that the dynamics of human contact
is far more powerful than scientific evidence. That is why she believes that “any changes to
the teaching of higory will most probably be due to sendtised teechers, rather than
impersond date bodies’. Teacher meetings affirmed that there is a critical mass of people in
the Bakans today, with the same problems, questions and visons, who, despite their different
perceptions, which are indeed present, and their lingua differences, “can spesk the same
language, the Bdkan “Koing’, which is none other than the stientific language of

history” (page 17).

All that remans is the Programme's third phase, which will be put into action immediately
after the volume is published. It is, in fact, an unusud kind of lobbying. Trandaed into locd
languages, the main conclusons, aong with related quedtionnaires, will be sent to dHate,
scientific and educationa bodies, in generd, so that they do not remain just dead words. They
should incite broader socid cirdes to think and lead to more subgstantid intervention, far from
the dogmeatism of extreme nationdistic notions and the extremism of post modern questioning
of the importance of historiography. Because, what it dl comes down to is that necessary
rforms in the teaching of hidory, build long-lagting measures of trus where military,
ideological and culturd conflicts used to be nurtured and cultivated. The road ahead is long,
but worth taking.
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