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NON-ACADEMIC FORMS OF CONSTRUCTIVISM IN
FOLK HISTORICAL IMAGINATIONS IN MACEDONIA
AND SLOVENIA

Maksym W. Kyrchanoff
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The author analyzes folk historical and non-academic forms of constructivism as a
method of historical studies in contexts of attempts to use it to study the national
histories of Slovenia and Macedonia. The author believes that constructivism as a
private form of revisionism became an attempt to find new languages of historical
writing. Constructivism became a marginal method for national histories writing
because most intellectuals reject it, preferring to use primordial and ethnocentric
models and languages of history writing. The academic constructivists deconstruct
the grand narratives of the preceding historiography and imagine histories as
intellectual and cultural constructs. Attempts to write national histories in
constructivist contexts are absent. The nationalist constructivist approaches ethnicise
the ancient history and transplant modern political and ethnic identities.

Keywords: constructivism, revisionism, historiography, methodology, Venetians,
Macedonians

Macedonian and Venetian myths and nationalistic imaginations. Nationalists
actively, when they face the deficit of political legitimacy, manipulate the historical
facts and seek to nationalise the states that existed in ancient history or the Middle
Ages. Intellectual tactics and strategies nationalists use for nationalization of the past
and further integration of national history in the emerging state canon are extremely
diverse. Political nationalism when it faces the social oppression, discrimination, and
absence of national statehood aims to provide the nation with the necessary formal
attributes, including collective representation about the historical forms of the state
because it is very difficult to transform the traditional agricultural and rural
communities in modern nation without the invention of the state history. Supporters
of political nationalism insist that the state is a necessary attribute of a modern nation.
They seek to nationalise historical states and imagine them as the states of the nation
they belong to. Other nationalists are interested in the simultaneous nationalization
of the historical states and groups which lived in them. These tactics and strategies of
nationalization of the history were characteristic of traditional and non-modernised
peripheral groups with incomplete social structures, including the Slovenes and
Macedonians. Slovene and Macedonian radical nationalists prefer marginal tactics
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and strategies of slovenization and macedonization of groups that had nothing in
common with the modern Slavic nations.

How Venetians became the Slovenes, or nationalists invent the history. Slovene
radical nationalists preferred to nationalise Venetians and imagine them as their
political predecessors. The first attempts of Davorin Terstenjak! to nationalise
Venetians took place in the 19th century, but they were sporadic, irregular, and
marginal because the Slovenes were among peripheral groups that were not visible in
the context of other rapidly nationalizing and modernizing communities of the
Habsburg Empire. The attempts to imagine the Venetians as the Slavs drowned in a
sea of numerous tips to Slovene peasants how to increase yields and to cure diseases.
The historical imagination was too weak and it could not compete with the logic of
rational economic nationalism of the 19th century. Political dynamics and social
transformations of the 20th century made other tasks more actual for Slovene
nationalists who inspired the social and economic progress, which stimulated the
transformations of traditional communities of the former undeveloped periphery of
the Habsburg Empire in a modern nation.

The struggle for national self-determination reduced and minimised the relevance of
historical speculations and pseudo-academic manipulations with Venetians and other
tribes of the ancient history. Macedonian nationalists solved the similar problems, but
they, unlike their Slovene colleagues, felt the shortage of political, public, and
historical legitimacy and continuity more keenly and painfully. The political
transformations of Slovenia and Macedonia into Yugoslav republics after the Second
World War significantly changed basic trajectories and directions of development of
Slovene and Macedonian nationalisms. Slovenes formally became a modern nation
ritually necessary and symbolically recognised attributes, including government,
political, and academic institutions and intellectual communities, which imagined,
invented and regularly reproduced and stimulated the Slovene identity. Macedonians
could realise, imagine and reinvent themselves as a nation in Yugoslavia. Macedonia
and Slovenia developed as parts of the Yugoslav political authoritarianism after the
Second World War and the Communist censorship essentially limited the possibilities
of intellectual manoeuvres.

The censorship and control excluded the existence of extreme nationalisms, but they
stimulated the moderate forms of nationalist historical imaginations. Slovene and
Macedonian nationalists were free to nationalise, slovenise and macedonise medieval
histories, but they were moderate and did not attempt to imagine ancient history as
part of the nationalised historical canon. The attempts to macedonise and slovenise
the political and cultural heritage of antiquity were marginal, and the academic
communities never took them seriously, preferred to criticise pseudo-historical texts
in particular or ignore them in general. The fundamental statements and ideas of
Venetic and Macedonian nationalist myths are not original. Nationalists argue that
the Slovenes and Macedonians are an ancient nation, they reject the idea that these
nations became results of political and social modernizations, the radicals imagine
their nations as receivers and the heirs of the ancient political and state traditions.
Venetic and Macedonian myths develop as ethnic and political dichotomies.

On the one hand, the nationalists actively speculate ideas of linguistic identities and
similarities of the modern nations with ancient ethnic groups. These non-academic
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ideas and myths extremely annoy professional historians. On the other hand,
Macedonian and Venetic grand narratives provide modern Slovene and Macedonian
identities with the political and state legitimacies. Academic intellectual
communities® ignore these components of nationalist historical imagination or accept
them as anti-scientific?, but it is not possible to exclude that nationalists truly believe
that the ancient Macedonians and Venetians were the direct historical, ethnic and
genetic ancestors of modern nations. These myths are more important in the contexts
of their political potential and instrumentalist roles. Slovene and Macedonian ethnic
nationalists, who are not professional historians, imagined this academic ignorance
of their “successes” as a silent legitimation of their attempts to nationalise history and
the disintegration of Yugoslavia in general and liberalization, in particular, could not
restrain their publishing itch. The disintegration of Yugoslavia stimulated the rise and
progress of nationalist hon-academic historical imaginations and inspired numerous
manipulations with history, its uncontrolled nationalization and mythologization.
Slovene nationalists, including Jozef Savli, Matej Bor, and Ivan Tomazig!,
reanimated the dilapidated Venetic myth and began to promote and popularise it
actively.

Modern nation and its ancient state: Macedonian myth and nationalism.
Macedonian nationalists prefer to do the same with ancient Macedonia, despite the
fact that academic historiography imagines the genesis of the Macedonians as a
relatively late process, recognises the predominantly Slavic ethnic element in the
identity and also avoids the radical identification of modern Macedonians with
ancient ones. Nationalists tried to imagine and invent ancient Macedonians as the
Slavs in the 19th century, but these efforts were sporadic and marginal. Pordi
Pulevski, for example, insisted that Philip Il of Macedon and Alexander the Great
were the ancestors of Slavic Macedonians of the 19th century. Isaija MaZzovski?,
Pordi Pulevski!, Jane Sandanski®, Aleksandar Donski!, Risto Stefov! and other
nationalists tried to Slavicise ancient Macedonians in their attempts to promote and
strengthen the ethnicised versions of Macedonian historical narratives, while other
authors (Tragan Taskovski, Branko Panov, Todor Cepreganov?) preferred to actualise
moderate forms of Macedonian nationalism and develop the state dimensions in the
imagined and invented political continuity instead of ethnic ones.

The ideas and political values of territorial, spatial, and state continuities seemed to
them more attractive than the incorrect attempts to ethnicise ancient history “Kralstvo
Makedonija”, “anticka Makedonija”, “Makedonska imperija” and “anticki
makedonci”, “drevni makedonci” or ‘“stari makedonci” became grand historic
collective narratives, commonplaces of memory, imagined communities and invented
tradition in Macedonian identity. Academic historiography® does not imagine the
ancient Macedonians as the Slavic ancestors of modern Macedonian nation because
historians are interested in the actualization of non-ethnic, but state and political
continuities. Ancient Macedonia, on the one hand, appears as a stage in state and
political history, and the denial of its Slavic character actualises the chronological and
ethnic failures in the historical process. On the other hand, academic historians are
not very concerned about the transplantation of modern Macedonian ethnicity to
ancient Macedonians because they do not imagine them as the Slavs.
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The grand historical narratives of contemporary Macedonia actualise ethnic
heterogeneities of the historical processes because historians imagine Macedonia as
primarily geographical invented space where different states, including the ancient
Macedonian, Roman, Byzantine, Ottoman, and political institutions were changing
consistently. Academic intellectuals avoid imposing modern ethnicity to the ancient
Macedonians and preferred to prove that they were not Greeks. Academic
historiography disagrees with radical attempts to imagine them as the Slavs and
macedonise only late Slavic migrants who settled in Macedonia in the 7th century.
The aspirations and attempts to separate the history of ancient Macedonia from Greek
history are normal for the Macedonian political nationalism that seeks to nationalise
history of ancient Macedonia and prove its political and state continuities with Slavic
Macedonia. Academic intellectuals are interested in the secession of Macedonia from
the Greek historical context more than in its integration in the Slavic contexts because
ideas of ethnic continuity are unimportant, frivolous and non-academic for
contemporary intellectuals. The grand historical narratives develop as a compromise
between the academic traditions and ethnic nationalism: intellectuals actualise
continuities of the state and political traditions of different ethnic groups and imagine
Macedonian statehood as the main actor of the historical process. Ancient Macedonia
appears simultaneously as part of world history, ancient history and national history
in the contemporary Macedonian historical imagination. Academic trends are quite
influential in the Macedonian historiography and the beginning of Slavanization is
dated by the 6th century, and nationalism plays the role of the major cultural code for
the invention of the medieval and modern history of Macedonia.

From ethnicity to the state: the political aspects of the nationalist myths. The
imagination of modern nations as the successors of the ancient groups automatically
makes them the heirs of the ancient state and actualises the political and ethnic
continuities simultaneously. Slovene and Macedonian nationalisms developed more
slowly than other regional nationalisms, including Croatian and Hungarian ones. If
Croatian and Hungarian nationalists regularly appealed to the authority of the
historical state and the great political ancestors, the Macedonian and Slovene
intellectuals were forced to imagine the ethnic and political version of national history
simultaneously because their ancestors were not visible politically in the shadow of
the neighbouring nations which denied their rights to be an independent ethnic nations
also. Despite glimpses of national consciousness in the 19th century Macedonian and
Slovene nationalisms could become powerful political forces later in comparison with
neighbouring and competing nationalisms. If Croatian and Hungarian ethnic nation
were visible in the 19th century, and local nationalists defended their political rights,
invented and imagined national histories as the state ones, the Macedonian and
Slovene nationalists created their nation later than their more successful neighbours.
The late institutionalization of the nation as a political community substantially
determined the main vectors, trajectories and strategies of nationalization of history.
If Croatian and Hungarian nationalists nationalised history in the 19th century and
established their national or nationalizing states in the 20th century, the Slovene and
Macedonian nationalists invented nation, they belonged to, in the second half of the
20th century. This late and slow institutionalization of nations delayed the emergence
of the sovereign states from the middle of the 20th century to the early 1990s.
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Macedonian and Slovene nationalists were forced to eliminate the social and cultural
backwardness of their nations and collective understandings of the negative social
and cultural dynamics radicalised tactics and strategies nationalists used for the
nationalization of the past and invention of national histories. Hungarian and Croatian
nationalists could trace social genealogies of state and nations from the 19th century
to the Middle Ages because they were politically and culturally visible, but
Macedonian and Slovene nationalists did not have such opportunities. The parallel
and simultaneous attempts to invent and imagine the nation as an ethnic unit and
nation-state stimulated ethnization of history.

History of the Macedonians and Slovenes did not provide them in difference to
Croatia and Hungary with impressive examples of the great historical statehoods.
Therefore, Macedonian and Slovene nationalists were forced to invent and imagine
their ideal historical, political and state ancestors. Macedonian and Slovene
nationalists nationalised history and popularised ideas of political independence and
statehood and these marginal and ethnicised approaches provide historians of
nationalism with several examples of transplantation of contemporary ethnic and
political identities in the past. Radical Macedonian and Slovene nationalists decided
that macedonization and slovenization of ancient Macedonians and Venetians is the
best strategy for an invention of the great ancient political and ethnic history of
modern nations in spite of the shortage of real history and an almost complete
historical invisibility of their ancestors in the shadow of other more successful
neighbours. Radical Macedonian and Slovene nationalists are active in their desires
to ethnicise ancient history and the ancient Macedonians and the Venetians became
victims of nationalist manipulations with history. Macedonian radicals and adherents
of folk history imagine the ancient Macedonians as the Slavs and the direct ancestors
of contemporary Macedonians. The most consistent and staunch supporters of the
idea that Slovenians are among the most ancient nations imagined Venetians as the
Slavs and proclaimed Slovenians their only and direct historical, political and cultural
heirs.

These attempts to nationalise the ancient communities, as the professional historians
believe, seem to be completely meaningless and useless, but absolutely different logic
ruled true believing nationalists in this intellectual situation. The logic of the
nationalist imagination allows nationalists to integrate different ethnic groups in the
modern political identities because the values and principles of the nation do not have
a need for a rational explanation what nation is. Nationalism as political doctrine
forces and inspires nationalist to solve concrete political tasks and legitimise concepts
of political and state freedom, sovereignty and independence, because these ideas
were among the most important ideological pillars of the Macedonian and Slovene
nationalisms in the 20th century. Therefore, radical Macedonian and Slovene
nationalists strongly believe the ancient Macedonians and the Venetians are their
historical and political ancestors and some intellectuals imagine the Macedonians and
Slovenes as the legitimate heirs of these ancient civilizations. Macedonian and
Slovene radical nationalists deliberately chose ancient Macedonians and Venetians
as the idealised ancestors because the great historical ancestors allowed their nations
to separate themselves out from the Slavic ethnic contexts.
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Macedonian and Slovene nationalists sought to invent and imagine their unique
ancestors who would have nothing in common with the neighbouring Slavic nations.
This radical ethnicization, on the one hand, freed the Macedonian and Slovene
radicals from the need to prove that the Slavic medieval history was Macedonian or
Slovene because their ancestors were virtually invisible in other and more successful
Slavic neighbours including Bulgarians, Serbs, and Croats. On the other hand, the
imagination of the ancient Macedonians and Venetians as the ancestors of the
Slovenes and Macedonians radically and decisively archaised and symbolically
stabilised political and state traditions of nations which became independent later than
other Balkan neighbours.
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