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The Reflection of Balkan History
in the Bulgarian School

Textbooks

by ALEXE] KALIONSKI
University of Sofia

n the last few years a considerable variety of com-

peting but officially approved by the Mimistry of Ed-

ucation textbooks of history has appeared in Bulgana.,
It became a standard for the public and private schools
system. In regard to the current educational programme,
these textbooks are supposed to be the main source for con-
structing knowledge and attitudes to national, European
and world history. With some exceptions, the texts are in
conformity with the pupils’ age, the defimte thematic and
the correlation between the different units (histories).

The ongoing political and social changes after 1989
have directly influenced the ways the existing standards
and traditions 1in historiography are adapted. It1s most of-
ten that the production of the texthooks 1s a collective ef-
fort, as the authors belong to different generations, [tis1n
their power to choose the appropriate methodological and
didactic approaches, the significance of the different prob-
lems, the stylistics, illustrations and apparatus. It1s entirely
1n the teachers’ prerogatives to choose one or another of
the available textbooks for the defimite course of educaton.
The changes 1n the political situation and 1n the social chi-
mate predetermine the current attempts for at least partal
rethinking of the national history. These attempts resultin
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enlarging the chronological and thematic range and the
content of the adapted “grand narratives”. The historio-
graphic traditions are still deeply rooted 1n the “classical”
posiavism, (post-) Marxism and to a lesser extent - the “An-
nales” school. Although some of the texts apply methods
borrowed from the historical demography, sociology,
geopolitics and cultural anthropology, the place of the po-
hacal history remains the crucial one, Some units are ded-
cated to everyday hfe, religion, minority 1ssues/ethnoreli-
glous cohabitation, arts etc. In general, 1t does not
challenge the predominantvision of history as almost ever-
lasting sequence of (poliacal, ethnic, religious and nanon-
al) conflicts,

I have already had the opportunity tocomment the dif-
ferent aspects of the Bulgarian textbook situation while an-
swering several Textbook Committee questionnaires and
during some of the workshops which took place, Without
generahzing the whole scope of the previous observations,
I will try tosummarize very briefly the place of the “Balkan”
problematic as reflected 1n the history textbooks.

The major question what Bulgarian pupails can learn
about the Balkan neighbours could probably be answered
by applying the respective sociological methods. Some soci-
ological surveys which were part of two Balkan School pro-
jects clearly show the important and even dominating role
of the media and family environment 1n shaping the chil-
dren’s notion about “the other”.

The process of rethinking of the mutual Balkan affili-
ation of the Bulgarians after the disintegratnon of the for-
mer Soviet block 1s a gradual and complex one, ltcame af-
ter decades of implanting of the 1deas of the common
Slavomic and “socialist international” “brotherhood”. The
history textbooks 1in some respects mirror the newly real-
1zed place of Bulgariain the contemporary Balkan realines

as well as some new trends in the textbook wriing. At the
same time the authors’ attitudes, scientfic interests and
stereotypes influence the ways the Balkan subjects are pre-
sented.

In contrast to the standard put to practice in the Repub-
lic of Macedoma, for example, the subjects covering the
Balkan peoples’ history in Bulgarian textbooks are subor-
dinated to the detailed presentaton of the Bulgarian and
the European past. The leading 1dea which predetermines
the way the national history 1s presented 1s the unity of the
“sacred” ethnic territory encompassing Moesia, Thrace
and Macedoma. In general, the historical past of these
lands 1s quite more “Bulgarian” than “Balkan”.

Not taking under consideration the classical Antiquuty,
the modern Balkan nations are presented 1in two main
retrospective lines from the Middle Ages up to now: as Bul-
garian ethnical and state neighours, Herel do notintend to
repeat the observations or conclusions of the other authors
of this joint publication concernming the striking sumilarites
1n the respective ways of presenting the “other” Balkan
nations (histories) versus “our national” past. In short, the
predominant number of the Bulgarian textbooks share
more or less the same main features or chichés: icamization
(especially 1n the context of the “national catastrophes”,
1913, 1918) and glorification, “alien”, “egoistic” and “per-
fidious” state neighbours or imperial masters, incompaa-
ble national programmes and doctrines, One of the signifi-
cant specifics of the predominant vision 1s the absence of
direct negative stereotypes for the neighbouring peoples
or the ethme minorities within the Bulgarian state borders,
On the other hand, there are many hints, selected events,
fragmentary facts and contexts which directly link the re-
spectuve people/nation with its “own”, very often “rivaling”
or “hosule” state, The main fields of the Balkancontacts are
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the military conflicts, nationalistic quarrelsand “propagan-
da” (especially in the Ottoman Macedonia in the end of
19th ¢. - 1913) and the lost natonal “ideal” (1n the parts of
the “sacred” territorial and ethnic space, annexed by the
neighbouring states),
Although the different texts and authors’ choices are
hard to be summarized, we may offer the following conclu-
sions:
® In general, Bulgarian textbooks do not present the
main trends of the history of the neighbouring natons.
¢ Despite all differences in details and content, 1t1s rare
when the textbooks construct a common context re-
garding some of the most important regional events, As
arule, the “national fate” of Bulgarians 1s portrayed as
specific enough even when the texts deal with some
common tragedies, suffered by all Balkan peoples.

¢ Thedealization of the Bulgarian “national” in definite
cases 1s achieved by the established techmque of inten-
tional selection of facts concerming the cases of violence,
genocide, attempts for ethnic assimilation etc. The

“historical responsibility” for a number of tragedies, the

correlation between some Bulgarian deeds and the

common Balkan negative consequences are usually not
part of the general factological frame or analysis. The
terminology and contexts for “occupations”, “an-
nexations”, “denationalisations”, religious and other

“discriminations” are referred to the acts and policies

undertaken mainly by the neighbouring states” authori-

ties to the detriment to Bulgaran ethnical/national
body, but not vice versa,

¢ Despite all the negative features pointed out, there are
at least some developing new tendencies, For all the fa1l-
ures 1n 1ts presentation, the Balkan background has al-
ready been adopted as an 1immanent part of the text-
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book narratives together with a number of “imperial”,
cultural, religious and minority 1ssues, They treat objec-
tively not only the Balkan “differences”, but also “simi-
larities”.

The optimistic view 1s that the evident tendency towards
modermzation and humamzation of the school texts will
resultin enlargement and enrichment of the subjects con-
cerning the regional past. If the term “the Balkans” has
neutral or positive meanmings, some of them have already
been projected and, hopefully, will experience a further
developmentin the Bulgarian history textbooks.



