
Every history is by nature critical, and all historians have sought 
to denounce the hypocritical mythologies of their predecessors. 

But something fundamentally unsettling happens 
when history begins to write its own history.1 

It has been a trend of the waning 20th century that scholars increasingly felt the need for 
not only a critical re-evaluation of their sources but also of their disciplines. These had, it 
was now acknowledged, histories of their own and were thus as legitimate a subject of study 
(usually under the banner »historiography«) as what others insisted to be the »real« (object 
of doing) history. This trend has not gone unnoticed among students of the Balkans; the 
violent conflicts and wars of the 1990s, it seemed, invested such re-assessment projects with 
even greater consequence. At the beginning of such efforts stood the systematic review of 
the textbooks through which thousands of youths were taught »their history« year by year. 
It was soon determined that these were not only repositories of outdated paradigms but also 
key media for the dissemination of – usually negative, often inflammatory – stereotypes.2 
Next came the critical re-evaluation of the scholarly output of historians as such, their 
methods and agendas.3 In what follows we shall review some aspects of this debate and seek 
to pose new questions on the basis of its conclusions on diverse themes such as international 
communication, perceived mandates of historians, the nature of historiographical legacies 
and traditions, competition by amateur historians, and the problem of disciplinary parochia-
lism. The aim here is not to formulate an agenda for Balkan Studies as such but to foster a 
continued debate on the state of the discipline, a purpose also served by the international 
workshop Balkan Studies: quo vadis? on April 25, 2009, in Vienna.

Local problems and »foreign« interventions

A dramatic decrease in funding for the social sciences at many Southeast European univer-
sities after 1989 indubitably made critical work more difficult. Library purchases (esp. for 
international publications) were reduced, and so was funding for international academic 
travel (limited certainly already before 1989). While these, some abroad might think, are 
not per se obstacles to writing »good history«, they did hamper the communication with 
advances in historical writing elsewhere. Funding from abroad played some role in facilitat-
ing research on »unpopular« topics (such as, for example, minorities), and some of the 
theoretical-methodological innovations that did occur were in fact the results of institutions 
operating outside the orbit of state-run universities.4 In some cases, new approaches have 
been successfully put on the map through collaboration with foreign universities.5 At the 
same time, some foreign initiatives have been criticized for creating their own circle of »(poli-
tically) correct« collaborators, thereby in fact limiting discussion with immediate (and poten-
tially »incorrect«) peers.6 It has also been noted that, while translation of Western works 
ranging from Hobsbawm to LeGoff have been made available in the region’s languages 
thanks to the sponsorship of institutions such as the Soros Foundation,7 their impact on 
scholarship often remains marginal.8 Why, anyway, should one deploy efforts to work on 
topics like childhood, fear,9 or on the lives of individuals who left no perceptible imprint on 
history when »our history« (and, by consequence, »our politics«) is still being attacked from 
various corners, leaving only the historian to defend it?10 The social implications of the work 
of a historian in Southeast Europe are, at least in many instances, still quite different than 
for those working outside the region. This has been illustrated during the »Batak Contro-
versy« (more below) as recently as 2007 in Bulgaria, an EU member country.

Traditions and legacies: nationally-nihilist Marxism or nationalist-determinist 
continua?

In the course of the recent debate it was also found that the label »Marxist« would in fact only 
in partly apply to the scholarly output produced since the establishment of Socialist systems 
in the region.11 This claim was made just after 1989, when some historians expressed their 
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relief that history could now, finally, be rewritten without the ideological lens; however, it 
was found that the impact of Marxist thought and doctrine merely applied to some writing 
in a phase between 1945 and the 1960s, after which the nation swiftly returned as the basic 
historiographical category of inquiry in the region.12 Work on the period before the 19th 

century esp. was practically unaffected by interventions due to regime change, scholars large-
ly picking up on where they left off just before WWII. Instead of sea-changes, Todorova has 
so attested a »national(ist) continuum« in 19th and 20th-century Balkan historiography.13 
In many instances, their Marxism was merely one of prefaces; achievements of post-WWII 
Marxist scholarship in the West had little or no impact.

In the academic sphere, one lasting legacy of the establishment of Socialism was not so 
much of a political-dogmatic but rather of a thematic nature: Here we observe next to the 
dominant political-diplomatic and cultural-literary orientation of historical writing a grea-
ter interest in economy and society, in line with the agenda of Marx’s »historical materia-
lism«. While such foci may have provided Balkan scholars with a great potential for a fruitful 
communication with methodologically innovative approaches to history in the West, as 
spearheaded by the Annales, this was generally not the case. Despite the occasional avai-
lability of translation of Western »classics«, their impact until the 1980s was negligible.14 
The traditional epochal foci of Balkan scholarship, the Middle Ages and the »National Revi-
vals«, remained persistently in place.15 Nowadays, the old universities in the large capital 
cities Belgrade, Sofia, and Zagreb appear to be far more ready to pick up »new« themes and 
methods – mostly Alltagsgeschichte in its various guises.16

From »truth« and »fact« to »representation« and »production of history«: a success-
ful and universal transition?

A relatively new »threat« to institutional historiography in the 1990s has been the boom-
ing work of amateur historians. These publications, it has been argued, often look like pro-
fessional works, demonstrating in-depth knowledge, but rarely display the critical perspec-
tive expected from trained historians. More often than not, they are also the work of »natio-
nalists«.17 They operate according to the rules of the free market and cater to the emotions of 
audiences convinced that »they« are victims of various sorts. This trend has been somewhat 
paralleled in the West, where amateur histories have often provided the »essential reading« 
not only for a public bewildered by largely unanticipated conflicts but also for policy ma-
kers.18 Once it is realized that »history« is not the activity of »reconstructing the past« as 
carried out by a class of professional historians but as a flexible interpretation of the past 
dominant at a certain point in time and within a certain social-political context, should it be 
so clear that we exclude semi-professional work from our recent debates on historiography? 
Do they not partake to a considerable extent in the »social production of history«? 

That academic history has no universally accepted monopoly on »truth« has been long 
realized,19 esp. in the Balkan context with its vivid oral tradition of historical legend.20 The 
impact of literature, at times not only purely local but internationally acknowledged (Ivo 
Andrić, Ismail Kadaré), must similarly not be underestimated; neither should be, as the 
recent »Batak Scandal« has shown, the emotionally explosive potential of images. As a re-
minder: When in 2007, in the course of a German-Bulgarian research and exhibition pro-
ject, the art historian Martina Baleva dared to question, inter alia, the representation (!) of 
the Batak Massacre in a late 19th-century painting by a Polish artist, produced long after the 
event, this was equated by an agitated public with questioning the massacre as such. The 
result was a veritable witch-hunt.21 When the most influential theoretical work in Balkan 
Studies of the 1990s – indisputably Maria Todorova’s Imagining the Balkans – came out, 
however, some doubted whether the author’s focus on representations had any relevance for 
those engaged in a perceived »history as such«.22

Yearning for, or obstructing, interdisciplinarity?
 
Yet another commonly-voiced criticism was/is that Balkan historians rarely dare to peek 
over their own (discipline’s) fence. At the same time, however, it has not been asked whether 
such can be posited earnestly and absolutely for the vast majority of their colleagues in 
the West; nor has been questioned the determined focus of the critical reviewers on works 
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produced solely within the confines of »history proper«, i.e. history written by trained histo-
rians at specialized academic institutes of history. An acquaintance with the output and 
innovations in related disciplines such as sociology or literary studies would be, of course, 
ideal and welcomed. Far more obvious and far more serious, however, is the shortcoming 
produced by the failure to consider other disciplines which are, just as history, directly engag-
ed in the study of the past, such as archaeology, art history, and ethnology. In the Balkan 
context, their relationship with »history proper« is perhaps more intimate than elsewhere; 
each serves the other as auxiliaries, and each may confirm the other’s claims; and this at 
times in a circular argument.

Impact and premises of scholarly work in the West: critical counterweight or perpe-
tuating of stereotypes?

Historians, on the other hand, have been reproached by colleagues for remaining relatively 
silent during the 1990s, with journalists and intellectuals being more vocal in criticizing 
»history politics«. The constructive impact historians could have had on the resolution 
of actual problems has, it is argued, not been employed to its full potential.23 Habitually 
criticizing the nationalist foci in the work of their colleagues in the region, Balkan Studies 
in the West similarly came to opt for a focus on questions of identity, yet with the aim (and 
perceived mandate) to deconstruct »myths«. While thus often producing indisputably con-
structive studies, it has also been noted that the actual impact of this work on a broader level 
seems to be almost negligible, and on a more immediate level is largely a »preaching to the 
converted«. Has the quasi-reformulation of Balkan Studies as a province of Nationalism 
Studies – if such can be claimed – really impoverished academic discourse?24 While criti-
cism during the last couple of years has provided us with an infrastructure for assessing the 
shortcomings of historiography in the region (which, it must also be noted, hardly produces 
anything beyond the confines of Southeast European history), Balkan Studies in the West 
have escaped a comparable scrutiny so far. 

»Conclusion« or »next assignment«?

Is our field, in sum, in a state of crisis? Moreover, does it even exist; are we talking about 
the same thing when we do »Balkan Studies«? Is this an »area study« with a truly regional 
focus and a somewhat agreed-upon body of fundamental literature, sources, and themes, 
or is this, in practice, really a series of studies of »national histories« with »Balkan« being 
merely the umbrella label, often only to consider (usually lost, »stolen«, or otherwise 
relevant)25 »historical lands« and/or spheres of influence? Are Balkan Studies in the West 
really as uniform as often perceived or are there also certain schools, pertinent or not to the 
relationship between a given scholarly context in a given country and the region of study?  
To what extent are the borders of Balkan Studies sound, or are they perhaps an essentially 
detrimental restriction we impose on ourselves?26 These are some of the questions and 
problems the workshop Balkan Studies: Quo Vadis? seeks to address.
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