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Introduction 
 
 
 
The project “Politics of Memory and Memory Cultures of the Russian-

Ottoman War 1877/1878: From Divergence to Dialogue” (MEMORYROW), which is 
funded by the European Commission’s “International Research Staff Exchange 
Scheme – Marie Curie Actions” for four years, has been an initiative of the Balkan-
istic Seminar at Blagoevgrad University. With its partner organization, the Centre for 
Southeast European History and Anthropology at University of Graz a successful 
application to the European Commission was formulated and excellent partner or-
ganizations identified: the Institute of National History “Ss Cyril and Methodius in 
Skopje”, the Department of Modern and Contemporary History, Folklore and Social 
Anthropology of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki, the Department of History 
at İstanbul Bilgi University, the Batumi University, the National Academy of Scienc-
es of Armenia in Yerevan, and the Russian State Social University of Stavropolˈ. 
Our consortium started working on February 1, 2012. The first work package “The 
Russo-Ottoman War – National Models of Memory” lasted eight months and 
peaked in a workshop held at Graz University on September 8, 2012. The articles 
presented in this volume are results of this workshop. Before I come back to the 
articles it seems to be adequate to provide with an overview on the ideas the project 
is based upon.  

 
1. Memory studies as an emerging multidisciplinary academic field  
It is basically rooted in two ongoing societal and academic processes. (1) 

Recently, regional history has attracted considerable theoretical and public interest 
in the Balkans as well as in the neighboring Caucasus region. The Black Sea region 
as object of historical representation, which is increasingly undermining national 
and nationalistic historiography has achieved an important place in research due to 
the fact that during the previous years the region has become a crossing point of a 
new critical awareness at the border between science, politics, and the public.

1
 The 

increased interest for transnational and global history is part of this renewing pro-
cess. (2) Although the study of the politics of memory and memory culture is by far 
not new

2
 memory studies is only an emerging multidisciplinary academic field.

3
 Only 

in 2008 the first volume of the journal “Memory Studies” appeared. In a program-
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matic contribution Roediger and Wertsch pointed out the multidisciplinary endeavor, 
which comprises among other the fields of anthropology, history, education, litera-
ture, psychology, philosophy, and sociology. Historians, for instance, work with 
written sources, memoirs, eyewitness descriptions; literacy scholars are interested 
in memory related issues such as autobiographical memoirs and characters in nov-
els; educational experts focus on textbooks, teachers, and educational processes in 
order to unveil unconscious attitudes of students about the past of their country; 
anthropologists are interested in the transmission of culture from one generation to 
the next and come herewith close to the border to psychology; architects and artists 
are asked to build monuments and statues to celebrate the past of a great event 
and/or a great people. Memory studies have not yet developed unique methods or 
specific theoretical concepts and, therefore, create working bases on careful bor-
rowing from other disciplines.

4
 Fundamental questions have to be raised: What are 

memories for? How do memories construct our past? How do we build shared col-
lective memories? How does memory shape history and culture?

5
 

Politics of memory of the Russo-Ottoman War (ROW) of 1877 – 1878 is part 
of the formation of national narratives in the Balkans, in Turkey, and in the Cauca-
sus in the 19

th 
and 20

th
 centuries. The official politics of memory of these countries 

is based on symbols that unite, generalize and fix contradicting memories, which 
have been passed from one generation to the next. Symbolic commemorations, 
monuments and jubilees contribute to the sustainability of divergent national memo-
ries; the Batak-affair

6
 was only the peak of an iceberg.  

Therefore, the overall aim of the project is to prepare ground for a revision of 
conflicting images of the ROW of 1877 – 1878. The project considers itself posi-
tioned within the new tendencies in regional and memory studies indicated above, 
and aim on the establishment of a network of researchers from all countries with 
relevant ROW memories in order to facilitate this revision. It is worth mentioning 
that this is the first initiative of this kind. 

The project did not start from the scratch but can rely on studies already con-
ducted in the region or its neighbourhood. First and foremost, the Tbilisi Initiative 
(funded by the Council of Europe) launched in 1997 by a group of scholars from 
Russia, Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan working on a joint textbook on the history 
of the Caucasus from the antiquity to 1921, has to be mentioned. This initiative, 
however, turned out to be a failure.

7
 More successful was “The Southeast European 

Joint History Project”, which aimed at the revision of ethnocentric history teaching 
and at the idea of multi-perspectivity of contested historical events.

8
 Whereas these 

two initiatives were focusing on textbooks, Wertsch’s “Voices of Collective Remem-
bering”

9
 focuses explicitly on one aspect of the project’s aims, namely on the collec-

tive memory of Russia and other successor states of the Soviet Union. Wertsch, 
who represents a sociocultural perspective, treats collective memory primarily as 
textual mediated memory conditioned by historical narratives. Wertsch’s as well as 
Garagozov’s psychological research on collective memory in the Caucasus region

10
 

provides the project with guidelines of orientation. There exists abundant literature 
on memory culture and the politics of memory about the Balkans. This genre has 
become fashionable; however, the ROW has been hardly treated in this context.

11
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‘Politics of memory’ is understood here as official memory propagated by 
states and their institutions (schools, universities, ministries), media, national cele-
bration days, and the equipment of the public space with historical monuments, 
street and place denomination. Potential actors are political leaders, teachers, 
priests and preachers, journalists and municipalities. Whereas politics of memory is 
initiated from above, ‘memory cultures’ are predominantly fueled bottom-up and 
widely uncontrolled or even contradictory to politics of memory. These individual as 
well as collective memories of groups, victims and actors are often suppressed 
such as the memories of women, migrants, and minorities. Politics of memory and 
memory cultures interact permanently with each other and therefore power relations 
come into play, indeed.  

 
2. Historical background 
It has to be underlined that a critical research or re-research of the ROW 

does not belong to the project’s ambitions; it will focus on the memory production 
related to this tragic war. What follows is a short description of the major events of 
the ROW without specific bibliographic references.

12
 

The ROW of 1877 – 1878 emerged as a conflict between the Ottoman Em-
pire and an Eastern Orthodox coalition led by the Russian Empire. Fought out in the 
Balkans and in the Caucasus, its origins lie (1) in the increasing nationalism in the 
Ottoman Balkans and (2) in Russia’s ambition to compensate its territorial losses in 
the Crimean War and to re-establish its domination in the Black Sea region and to 
affirm its position in the Caucasus.  

After uprisings in Bosnia (1875) and Bulgaria (1876) against Ottoman admin-
istration, Serbia and Montenegro declared war against the Empire, which ended 
with a defeat of the Balkan states. Finally Russia entered the theatre of war. The 
war was proclaimed in Chişinău (today capital of Moldova), where the Russian Em-
peror Aleksandr II on 12

th
/24

th
 of April 1877 signed a manifesto, which declared war 

against the Ottoman Empire with the avowed aim of righting the wrongs of the 
Christians in the Ottoman Empire. Russian and Romanian troops began to capture 
the redoubts protecting the Ottoman-Bulgarian city of Pleven.  

The Russians under Field Marshal Iosif Vladimirovič Romejko-Gurko suc-
ceeded in capturing passes at the Stara Planina Mountain in Bulgaria, which were 
crucial for manoeuvring during the summer of 1877. Next, both sides fought a se-
ries of battles for the Šipka Pass. Gurko made several attacks on the Pass and 
eventually secured it. Ottoman troops spent much effort to recapture this important 
route but failed. Eventually Gurko led a final offensive that crushed the Ottoman 
troops around Šipka Pass. Besides the Romanian Army (which mobilized 130,000 
men) and more than 12,000 volunteer Bulgarian troops (opălčenie) recruited from 
the local Bulgarian population as well as many hajduk detachments (irregular 
troops) fought on Russia’s side in Stara Planina Mountain.  

In the battles on Šipka Pass (10
th
, 11

th
, and 12

th
 of August 1877) Bulgarian 

volunteers led by the Russian General Stoletov succeeded to keep the pass under 
Russian control. The Russian victory at the Šipka Pass (December 1877) and at 
Plevna opened the way to the region of Trace and to the Ottoman capital of Istan-
bul. In February 1878 Russian troops reached the suburbs of Istanbul. A preliminary 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Orthodox
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balkans
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caucasus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nationalism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russian_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Crimean_War
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Sea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stara_Planina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hajduk


 BALKANISTIC FORUM 
Vol. 1/2013 

 

10 

peace treaty was signed in the small town of San Stefano (today Yeşilköy) on 19
th
 

of February/3
rd

 of March 1878. The treaty provided the creation of an extended 
Principality of Bulgaria. Therefore March 3, the day of the signature, is celebrated 
as ‘Day of Liberation’ in Bulgaria, as official recognition of its ethnic boundaries and 
as symbol of ‘Greater Bulgaria’. However, the enlarged Bulgaria envisioned by the 
treaty alarmed neighbouring states as well as France, Austria-Hungary, and Great 
Britain. As a result, it was never implemented and became superseded by the Trea-
ty of Berlin concluded at the Congress of Berlin (June 13     July 13, 1878).  

In the Caucasus, in the Georgian and Armenian populated areas, the Rus-
sian Caucasus Corps was composed of approx. 75,000 men under the command of 
Grand Duke Michael Nikolaevič, Governor General of Caucasus. The Russian force 
stood against an Ottoman army of approx. 80,000 men commanded by General 
Ahmed Muhtar Paşa. Many of the Russian commanders were of Armenian descent. 
One of them, Lieutenant-general Ter-Gukasov, conducted the initial assault into 
Ottoman territory by capturing the town of Doğubayazıt (East Anatolia) on April 27, 
1877. Armenians’ collaboration with Russia was reciprocated against the Armenian 
civil population in the West Armenian regions of Anatolia, where Kurds were en-
couraged to attack it. 

As result of the war in the Caucasus, Russia succeeded in claiming the Kars 
(East Anatolia) and Batumi (Southwest Georgia) Caucasian provinces. After the 
victorious war the political map of Caucasus has been redrawn. Under the imperial 
rule of Russia Georgia regained its historical borders, including the southwestern, 
partly Muslim province of Ajara with Batumi as central city. Armenia was divided 
with its western parts left under the Ottoman rule and its eastern parts under Rus-
sian rule. According to the Armenian historiography the Treaty of Berlin neglected 
the justified Armenian claims for a united Armenia and caused the beginning of the 
so-called ‘Armenian question’. Disappointed by the European powers a guerrilla war 
began in Armenian territories in Anatolia, which ended disastrous for the Armenian 
population in the course of WWI. 

As result of the war in the Balkans the principalities of Romania, Serbia and 
Montenegro, each of them had already enjoyed de facto sovereignty before the war, 
formally proclaimed independence from the Ottoman Empire. After almost five cen-
turies of Ottoman domination (13       1878), the Bulgarian state was re-established 
as Principality of Bulgaria, covering the region between the Danube River and the 
Balkan Mountains (except North Dobrudja which was attached to Romania) as well 
as the region of Sofia, which became the new state’s capital. The Congress of Ber-
lin (June 13     July 13, 1878) also permitted Austria-Hungary to occupy Bosnia-
Herzegovina and the United Kingdom to take control over Cyprus. 

The war had dramatic consequences for all of the countries involved. Turkish 
historiography is widely convinced that the First Constitutional Period inaugurated in 
1876 was terminated in 1878 by the Sultan due to this war. The massive migrations 
of the Muslim people from the lost territories of the Ottoman Empire to its ‘core 
lands’, which resulted in a vital demographic change in favour of the Muslims in 
Anatolia, has been presented as the beginning of the great Muslim ‘exodus’. Alt-
hough the war was lost by the Ottoman army, heroic stories about commanders 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ye%C5%9Filk%C3%B6y
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Romania
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serbia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montenegro
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ottoman_Empire
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Principality_of_Bulgaria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Danube
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balkan_Mountains
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dobrudja
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sofia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Congress_of_Berlin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Congress_of_Berlin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Austria-Hungary
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bosnia_and_Herzegovina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bosnia_and_Herzegovina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom_of_Great_Britain_and_Ireland
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyprus
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(e.g. Gazi Ahmet Muhtar Paşa in the Caucasus and especially Gazi Osman Paşa in 
the Balkans) have prevailed until today.  

The war caused persecutions and migrations of Christians, Muslims and 
Jews. The Muslim population of Bulgaria suffered severely from the war, though the 
exact number of casualties and refugees is disputed. The estimates of Muslim civil-
ians, almost all of Turkish origin, killed during the war range from tens of thousands 
to 262,000. The number of Muslim refugees is also disputed; R.J. Crampton claims 
130,000 fled, while McCarthy claims a total of 515,000, almost all Turkish

13
. On the 

Russian side approx. 15,000 people were killed in battle and more than 80,000 died 
from disease. On the Ottoman side approx. 30,000 were killed and 90,000 died 
from disease. 

The ROW constitutes an outstanding event in the history of the Balkans, as it 
is connected to the peak of the Eastern Question, namely the distribution of the 
European territories of the Ottoman Empire among the Balkan states and the role 
played by the Great Powers in it. The ROW is also connected with the Macedonian 
Question, the religious, diplomatic and educational struggle between the Balkan 
states of Greece, Bulgaria and Serbia, which became rivalries in the partition of the 
geographical region of Macedonia in the Balkan Wars of 1912 – 1913.  

With the Treaty of San Stefano attempted to create a Greater Bulgaria, which 
included considerable parts of Macedonia. Therefore, Greek historiography has 
presented the Treaty of San Stefano as a conspiracy of the Russian diplomacy 
against Greece. This treaty caused a severe alienation between Greece and the 
neighbouring Slavic states, which in historiography is called ‘Slavophobia’ (fear of 
the Slavs). Shortly after, in the summer of 1878, the Congress of Berlin set aside 
what was agreed upon in San Stefano. However, it was impossible to annul the 
irredentist and purely nationalistic aspirations of the mentioned Balkan countries 
with regard to Macedonia. The decades after the Berlin Congress were conflict-
laden ones in the Balkans. Each of the states tried to adopt economic, religious, 
educational and military means in order to promote their interests in the region. 

 
3. Contradicting cultures of memory 
The ROW was a major historical event, which resulted in the establishment of 

a new political order in the Balkan and Caucasian regions and determined their 
long-term development. In the decades that followed, the peace treaties were inter-
preted as crucial – but in different and often opposing ways by the nations directly 
involved in the war (Turks, Armenians, Greeks, Georgians, Bulgarians, Macedoni-
ans and Russians). In every nation/country contradicting official cultures of memory 
emerged. In Bulgaria, e.g., the conclusion of the San Stefano Peace Treaty was 
celebrated as a national feast, but in Greece it was receipted as a tragic event be-
cause it stipulated the integration of most of Macedonia to Bulgaria. In the Ottoman 
Empire, the war and the following preliminary Treaty of San Stefano and the definite 
Treaty of Berlin have been regarded as dramatic peak of nationalist separatist 
movements aimed at the destruction of the Empire. Interpreted in contradicting 
ways, the ROW served national ideologists as basis for strengthening national iden-
tities. In Bulgaria, for instance, it gave birth to a long-lasting tradition of Rus-
sophilism.  
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The Cold War divided the Balkan and Caucasian region with Bulgaria and the 
Soviet Union states of Russia, Armenia and Georgia as members of Warsaw Treaty 
on the one hand and Turkey and Greece as NATO members on the other hand. 
The diverging memories of the ROW were used to deepen the hostile stereotypes 
in the ideological propaganda on both sides of the iron curtain. After the end of the 
Cold War the ROW has not been critically reinterpreted but gave rise to a new wave 
of nationalism, which was aimed against the ‘eternal’ enemy – Turks and Greeks for 
Bulgarians, Turks for Armenians, Slavic Macedonians for Greeks and vice versa. 
More than 130 years after, the remembrance of the ROW still plays an important 
role in the historically involved countries – new monuments are built, new films are 
shot, and old heroes in new political constellations are celebrated.  

Aside from minor revisions, the ROW resulted in the present state (adminis-
trative) boundaries. The war and the new boundaries caused waves of emigration, 
persecution, minority formation – and assimilation processes with long-term conse-
quences still on debate. Persecution and assimilation of Muslim minorities in Chris-
tian countries and vice versa are also part of the war’s memory. Today, economic 
politics such as Russian energy export to Europe and Caspian energy export 
backed by Turkey aim at establishing zones of influence misusing also memory 
traditions about the ROW.  

Following European practices as in the case of the reinterpretation of the 
French-German relations, some attempts for mutual research of traumatic memory 
of conflicts have been made in the Balkans so far. A good example is the already 
mentioned “Southeast European Joint History Project”. The main motivation of the 
project is to include the ROW into processes of that kind (“from divergence to dia-
log”) and constitutes a pioneer attempt in bringing together, comparing, sharing, 
and relating the separated national memories of the war in a multi-perspective way 
of interpretation. Since so far the war has been researched by political and military 
historians almost exclusively, our main target will be to encourage an interdiscipli-
nary approach in the sense of emerging ‘memory studies’. In order to overcome 
ethnocentric images, myths, stereotypes, and prejudices – their historical, political 
and cultural contexts will be researched. The official media- and art rhetoric about 
the war and its representation in the text books for history, literature, and geography 
will be critically analysed. The project is guided by the ambitious motivation to give 
a voice to the neglected by the dominating national narratives about the war – such 
as of emigrants, minorities, and women. In addition, the instrumentalization of war 
memory in mass culture and mass media – tourism, advertisement, film, and inter-
net – will be analysed.  

This volume’s articles are investigating the contradicting cultures of memory 
in depth. They document how differently memories were shaped by political deci-
sions taken after the ROW: the treaties of San Stefano and Berlin. The most power-
ful actor in the formation of cultural memory was historiography of the Soviet Union. 
Four of the seven national historiographies included in the project and in the volume 
were put under the umbrella of Soviet historiography: Russia, Georgia, Armenia 
(and Bulgaria from the late 1940s until 1989). Macedonia as Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia, as well as Greece and Turkey as sovereign countries had to develop 
their specific positions. Analysing the articles, which have been written by the coun-
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tries’ teams or team leaders, it becomes immediately clear that the events of the 
ROW have very divergent meanings for the respective collective memories, which 
is also expressed by the higher and lower level of intensity of research. In Bulgaria 
and Russia the war has received highest attention, which is not only expressed by 
historiography but also by a vivid memory culture.  

The volume is opened by the Austrian team member Dominik Gutmeyr. His 
contribution “History and Memory: A Tendency towards Transdisciplinarity and the 
Influence of Politics of Memory on the Formation of Historical Narratives” provides 
the reader with a general orientation on modern memory studies and various mani-
festations of memory policy. The author discusses in detail the intertwining aspects 
of both history and memory and pleads in favour of a multi-perspective and trans-
disciplinary approach in the study of memory cultures. Specialists from various 
fields collect all kinds of sources     written and oral, eyewitnesses’ descriptions, 
manifestations in literature and fiction, analyses of textbooks and educational sys-
tems, planning and construction of memorial sites and monuments and processes 
of intergenerational transmission of culture and memories. However, either a uni-
versally applicable methodology or the objective for memory studies to be transdis-
ciplinary ones has not yet been realized. Gutmeyr’s paper explicitly refers to con-
stellations of power relations, when it comes to the selection and interpretation of 
sources and the role of power elites in public commemoration. Perusing the texts of 
this volume it becomes evident that these two aspects are present in every country 
and every national historiography. The ideologies of nationalism and socialism 
demonstrate to be the most powerful forces that have been shaping collective 
memory and memory culture. Since two decades or so the political-ideological 
pressure that rested upon the national historiographies has been loosened every-
where, has paved the way to plurality and open discussion on critical historical is-
sues. However, an unbiased approach to the ROW is still rather an exception than 
the rule.  

Bulgarian collective memory has the closest relation to the events of 1877 – 
1878. The battle on Pass Šipka as well as the Treaty of San Stefano has become 
unshakeable icons of the national memory. One of the aims of the Bulgaria team-
paper “‘Battles in the Past’ or ‘Battles for the Past’. Bulgarian National Models of 
Memory and Memory Policy’” is to investigate the transformation of traditional reli-
gious memory to modern memory policies. The point in time when the former oscil-
lated to the latter is marked by the war period of 1912 – 1918. After that the state 
became the main actor in the memory culture. During the interwar period the still 
valid historical tropes were affirmed: The ROW concluded a half a millennium’s 
period of enslavement, conversion, suppression and exploitation by the ‘Turks’. The 
paper identifies the main instruments of historical-memory affirmation in the hands 
of the state, namely public research institutions and historiography, national educa-
tion institutions, monuments, museums and annual commemorations. 

The Bulgarian paper critically states that, so gratifying the creation of a Bul-
garian statehood was, the outcome of the ROW laid ground for two myths: (1) The 
myth of the uncompleted Bulgarian state since the Treaty of Berlin carved Macedo-
nia from the young state and returned it to the Ottoman Empire. This provided with 
the ideological fundament for the country’s involvement in the two Balkan Wars and 



 BALKANISTIC FORUM 
Vol. 1/2013 

 

14 

the Great War with its disastrous results. In public opinion Macedonia still is consid-
ered a Bulgarian land. (2) The Communists’ myth of the Tsarist Russia and the 
Soviet Union respectively as ‘double liberator’. The ‘second liberation’ (in 1 44) had 
significant impact on the memory of the “first” liberation, which became ideologically 
re-interpreted: “The roles of the Russian Orthodox Church, tsar, the nobility of offic-
ers and nurses were silenced to highlight the role of the common soldier     Slav 
brothers, who helped twice the Bulgarians to liberate from the ‘Turkish and Fascist 
yoke’”. This myth about the ‘double liberator’ found expression in monumental art, 
museum policy, legislation, celebrations and the grandiose memorial Pleven Pano-
rama, which was erected as symbol-monument of the Bulgarian-Soviet friendship in 
1977. 

As already mentioned, Russian and Soviet historiography held a hegemonic 
position in the interpretation of the ROW in both the empires’ sphere of interest. 
This is elucidated by the paper of the Russian team. Its paper also clearly carves 
out the erratic memory models based on political conjunctures. Memory politics can 
be subdivided in three main periods: the pre-Soviet, the Soviet and the post-Soviet 
period; the Soviet period again can be divided in a Stalinist and a post-Stalinist 
period, beginning with Chruščёv’s ‘thaw’ policy. Historiography of the pre-
revolutionary period focused on military historiography. Its exponents were leading 
commanders in the ROW and military historians. Among other works, an official 
history of the ROW (“Description of the Russian-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 on 
the Balkan Peninsula”) was published. As a general trend, the authors conclude 
that military historiography of this period was in line with the official justification of 
the war     the liberation of the Slavic brother-nations from the Ottoman yoke. 

In the Soviet period, on the basis of Marxist ‘historic materialism’ certain as-
pects of the ROW were highlighted such as Russia’s foreign policy, which was con-
sidered as ‘reactionary’ and as an expression of the ruling class’s interests. Where-
as under Stalin’s regime the outcome of ‘research’ was dictated by the ruling Party, 
under Chruščёv historians enjoyed more freedom, which resulted in an increasing 
number of studies on the ROW. Comprehensive volumes on the war events were 
published. Its 100

th
 anniversary, celebrated as anniversary of the Balkan nations’ 

liberation from the Ottoman yoke, provided the opportunity to intensify research of 
new historical facts and details; its interpretation remained ideologically biased.  

In the post-Soviet period the situation changed completely. Instead of the 
Marxist paradigm a plurality of theoretical positions as well as research interests 
have arrived. Now, theoretical considerations circle around concepts of memory 
and oblivion, remembrance and collective memory. Also historical-anthropological 
positions in form of a ‘new military history’ are represented: soldiers and command-
ers not as heroes but as men in extreme war conditions, their thoughts, feelings and 
behaviour, when panic broke out, and the notion of duty and honour; details of front 
life, constructions of the enemy’s image as well as the phenomenon of women as 
war participants. Previously neglected sources such as ego-documents (memoirs, 
letters and diaries) are being increasingly exploited. Previous taboo topics such as 
heritage of the Cossacks or the participation of the North Caucasian nations in the 
Russian army in the ROW are being discussed. 
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One of the most appreciated experts of the history and culture of the North 
Caucasian nations, Professor Tatˈjana Aleksandrovna Nevskaja, who teaches at 
the North Caucasus Federal University of Stavropolˈ and who is member of the 
Russian research team. Petar Vodenicharov, member of the Bulgarian team, made 
an interview with her, which is printed in the present volume. The interview circles 
around topics such as the character of the Russian expansion to the North Cauca-
sus; was it colonization or modernization? Further about the contribution of the 
North Caucasian peoples to Russian culture, the relations between Russia and 
Ossetia in the late eighteenth and during the nineteenth century, the contribution of 
Ossetians and other Caucasus peoples to the Russian victory in the ROW and the 
memory politics of the Soviet Union and Russia expressed by public monuments, 
which T.A. Nevskaja calls “contradictive”. 

The Russian-Soviet periodization of historiography on the ROW can also be 
applied for the Armenian and Georgian case. The eastern parts of the Armenians’ 
territories were under Russian and the western parts under Ottoman rule, when the 
ROW broke out. Therefore, many Russian Armenians volunteered in the Russian 
army in order to support the ‘liberation’ of the Armenians under the Ottoman ‘yoke’. 
The liberation failed and therefore the ‘Armenian question’ remained open. In the 
pre-Soviet era scholarly analyses of the ROW from the Armenian side practically 
did not exist. Nikolaj Georgievič Adonc (1871 – 1942), a prominent Armenian histo-
rian, who was appointed professor at St. Petersburg University in 1916, was the 
first, who committed himself to write about the Armenian question. After the Sovieti-
sation the ROW as well as the Armenian question was severely tabooed in the 
1920s and 1930s. According to the research findings of the Armenian team even to 
mention the prominent Armenian participants in the ROW was prohibited. The situa-
tion improved only after Stalin’s death; still in the late 1 50s initial works about the 
ROW and the role of Armenians in it could be published. The public had to wait until 
1 81, when “The history of the Armenian nation” in six volumes was published in 
Yerevan and the ROW was presented in the broader context of Armenian history. 
The relative marginality of the ROW in Armenian historiography is underlined by the 
fact that only two books on the Armenian participants in the ROW have been pub-
lished in the post-Soviet era. 

Contrary to the Armenian case, as one of the results of the ROW the Geor-
gian territories were united under Russian rule. Georgian militias had volunteered in 
Russian army. In December 1877 the Russian army liberated the southwestern 
region of Ajara, which was previously under Ottoman control, with its significant 
Muslim-Georgian share in population. In the pre-Soviet era a substantial historio-
graphical treatment of the ROW by the Georgian side is missing. This holds true 
also for the Stalin era. The best monographs that have been published yet emerged 
immediately after Stalin’s death by one and the same author, namely Shamshe 
Megrelidze. In 1 5  his book “Liberation of Ajara from Turkish ruling” and in 1  3 
his monograph “From the history of South-West Georgia” was published. Instead of 
public historiography on the ROW alternative forms of memory do exist. For in-
stance, the memories of the Muslim refugees, who left the region of Ajara after its 
occupation by Russian troops, in fiction, in form of ethnographical collection, in folk-
lore, music, public celebrations and in the ecclesiastical memory. 
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Also Macedonians volunteered in the Russian army in hopes of liberation of 
their lands from Ottoman rule; they were part of the Bulgarian Volunteer Corps. 
Whereas in the Treaty of San Stefano Macedonia was foreseen as part of Greater 
Bulgaria, the Treaty of Berlin subdued the region again to Ottoman domination. As 
a consequence, uprisings against the re-incorporation were organised     but in vain. 
As result of the Balkan Wars the country was divided and attached to Greece, Ser-
bia and Bulgaria. Lacking of academic institutions until the establishment of the 
Federal Republic of Macedonia in the framework of Yugoslavia, memory in form of 
narratives, songs, poems, written memoirs of individuals were cultivated. The first 
academic history institution, namely the Institute of National History, was estab-
lished in 1948 and provided a framework for the modern institutionalized memory 
culture in Macedonia. However, the study of national histories in socialist Yugosla-
via was considered of being suspicious. The author of the Macedonian contribution 
to this volume stresses that because Macedonia was not directly involved in the 
ROW research before and after 1991 concentrates on the Eastern Crisis in general. 
The participation of Macedonian volunteers in the ROW, the Treaty of San Stefano 
and the consequences of the Treaty of Berlin for Macedonia remain as special 
points of interest. 

Although the involvement of Greece in the ROW was ephemeral or just so, 
the general perception was that of a traumatic event. In the diplomatic forefield of 
the war the Greek government was evidently unable to come to a clear decision 
whether the country should join the Russian army or not. When Greece in January 
1878 decided to join it was too late for becoming an actor in decision making. The 
Treaty of San Stefano was a disaster for the country because of the creation of 
Greater Bulgaria, which was supposed to include Macedonia. Late nineteenth cen-
tury historiography blamed the Greek government for its hesitation to join the Rus-
sian army or blamed the Russians for playing a pan-Slavic instead of a pan-
Orthodox game. Recent historiography argues that during the Eastern Crisis the 
Greek Kingdom was in a very weak position due its military inability and the lack of 
diplomatic influence; this was the reason for the inertia of the political elite. 

Finally there is the delicate Turkish case. Bülent Bilmez’s critical essay on 
“Memory Politics and Cultures in Turkey” states that academic studies on memory 
politics and cultures have only begun recently. One reason for this late onset of this 
kind of research was that it was always linked to taboo topics such as the state’s 
politics against non-Muslim minorities (Greeks and Armenians e.g.) in the Turkish 
Republic. A second reason for this neglect was that oral history as research method 
and strategy is still only weakly institutionalized. The third and probably most import 
reason was the state’s monopoly on the creation of collective memory. This and the 
state’s control of historical research what ‘national issues’ was concerned constitut-
ed a serious obstacle for alternative memory research until the previous one to two 
decades.  

The Kemalists’ history politics was to cut many ties with the Ottoman Empire, 
although the continuities to the young Turkish Republic were obvious. If the Empire 
was memorized then it was the period of its glory and not of its decay. Bilmez con-
cludes: “Although the ROW has (directly or indirectly) taken an important place in 
the popular memory, neither there is enough (academic or popular) work in the 
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Turkish historiography on this war and its consequences, nor has it taken any place 
in the recent discussions regarding the politics of memory in Turkey.”  

The research project in general and this volume in particular do not intend to 
create a shared memory of the ROW, of course. This would be presumptuous and 
too ambitious. Instead we want to bring together the various national perspectives 
on the war in one volume, what has never been done before. When some of the 
contributions put emphasis on the constructability of collective or social memory 
they do not want to express that these memories are false and the people misguid-
ed by their memory constructing institutions but they want only to point at the fact 
that many of these memories rest on a disputable basis. We think that collective 
memories have to be re-adjusted and in a certain way corrected, too. This is a per-
manent process that will never come to an end. The only framework that guaranties 
the permanence of re-adjustments and corrections is a democratic society, where 
ideas and research results can freely compete and where a critical civil society con-
stitutes one of various actors in this process. The present volume, hopefully, once 
will be considered as a valuable mosaic in this process. 
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Abstract: Studies of politics of memory and memory culture are no new phenome-

non, but memory studies turn out to be an emerging field, which aims to comprise knowledge 
from a variety of fields of research. Historians are amongst the most productive experts in 
elaborating theories on memory, which makes it essential to reflect upon the role of memory 
within historical research. Equally necessary is it to give some thought to the way politics of 
memory is conducted and in what way it influences the formation and maintenance of a cul-
tural memory. The paper’s first section will take a close look at modern memory studies and 
the intertwining aspects of both history and memory before highlighting the tendency towards 
transdisciplinarity. The second part of the present paper aims to shed light on the different 
manifestations of politics of memory, thereby asking for the production of official narratives 
and the necessity of giving countermemories a voice. 

 
 
The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 influenced the development of the 

regions on both sides of the Black Sea massively. Not only did the political map of 
Southeastern Europe and the Caucasus region change decisively, but it is politics 
of memory related to the war of 1877 – 1878 that concerns all involved regions until 
today. It has been part of the formation and development of national narratives in 
the Balkans, in the Caucasus and in Turkey not only in the direct aftermath of the 
war, but throughout the 19

th
 and 20

th
 century up until today. The official politics of 

memory conducted by the concerning countries has a highly symbolic dimension, 
aiming at an all-encompassing unity within its population, while memories, initially 
having been passed on from one generation to the next, are stabilized and checked 
for contradictory narratives before they are transported from a society’s communica-
tive memory into its cultural memory. 

The present project “Politics of Memory and Memory Cultures of the Russian-
Ottoman War 1877/1878: From Divergence to Dialogue” aims to shed light on the 
memories and narratives preserved in the different countries in Southeastern Eu-
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rope and the Caucasus region. By means of bringing the separated national narra-
tives of the conflict together to comparison and jointly researching the traumatic 
memories related to the war, a multi-perspective re-interpretation of the memories 
shall be achieved, thereby transcending ethnocentric images, myths, prejudices and 
stereotypes. In order to make a revision of conflicting images of the Russo-Ottoman 
War of 1877 – 1878 possible, it is necessary to elaborate on existing theories about 
memory and politics of memory and to discuss two fundamental issues: 1) Which 
role do memory and memory studies take in within the fields of historical research 
and historiography and which tendencies can be observed within the field of 
memory studies and 2) How does politics of memory influence the formation of 
national narratives and at what kind of collective memory does it aim? 

 
1. The role of modern studies of memory culture in historical research 
Since the 1980s studies of politics of memory and memory culture have been 

an integral part of cultural studies and are therefore far from being new achieve-
ments in Western European literature. But although research on memory has been 
understood to be a phenomenon, which shouldn’t be reduced to the methodology of 
a singular discipline, various specific concepts of memory and memory cultures 
have been developed within different fields of research. The same applies to the 
field of historical research, in which modern studies of memory culture play an im-
portant role. Therefore it is necessary to reflect on the intertwining aspects of both 
history and memory and the discourse of the two concepts being in between com-
patibility and opposition before broadening the historian’s horizon by developing 
new objectives by the means of transdisciplinary memory studies. 

As theoretical approaches to collective memory and memory cultures turned 
out to be especially insightful when relying on researches from various disciplines, 
modern memory studies more and more aim to comprise the expertise of different 
fields of research like psychology, philosophy, sociology, anthropology, history, 
philology, pedagogy, religious studies and many more. But as fruitful a multidiscipli-
nary cooperation can be, according to James Wertsch and Henry Roediger the 
bewildering diversity of uses of the term memory also implies the danger of mis-
communication and misunderstanding interfering with the author’s initial objective to 
encourage memory studies to develop from a currently multidisciplinary field to an 
interdisciplinary one.

1
 At the same time one must reflect on the potential necessity 

not only to cooperate between different disciplines but also to criticize and reflect 
critically the interdisciplinary exchange, which would at last lead to transdisciplinary 
memory studies. 

 
History and memory studies 
Of all experts in the various disciplines dealing with memory cultures, histori-

ans are amongst the most productive in elaborating theories on memory, which is 
no surprise, as remembrance and historical awareness are central elements in con-
stituting collective memories. Since memory and memory cultures have been an 
integral part of modern cultural studies and therefore in historical research as well, 
the question whether historiography constitutes a form of collective memory itself 
has concerned historians. Another important aspect for understanding the role of 
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memory within historical research is the relation between history and memory, as 
they both represent ways of relating to the past and the pictures they provide are 
often related in one way or another (see Roediger/Wertsch 2008a: 324).

2
  

The aim to analyze historical processes objectively turned out to be naïve, 
since historical sources couldn’t reflect the past exactly as it happened but would 
rather be perspective and interpret it. It also has become clear that the thought the 
past was closed and fixed while the future was open to changes had to be revised, 
since the past is constantly changing and the future is far from independent from 
the past.

3
 Jan Assmann puts it that way that the selection, which past becomes 

evident in a heritage and which values emerge in its identificatory appropriation tells 
primarily about the constitution and the tendencies of a society.

4
 Maurice 

Halbwachs closes his main work about memory with the thought, that societal think-
ing would solely consist of collective memories, but only those parts of them could 
remain, which a society in every epoch could reconstruct with its specific and pre-
sent frame of reference.

5
 The same applies to the historian per se who cannot be 

seen isolated of his personal and historical context. The notion of an independent 
history, free from all kind of perspectives, has been questioned often by modern 
historians, thereby noting that the history of an event may be portrayed differently 
depending on author and surrounding, even when they would rely on the same 
sources.

6
 

Furthermore it is not only the historian embedded in a societal framework, but 
historiography as well. “Schematic narrative templates”, as James Wertsch calls 
continuous narrations within a single historiography, would dominate the organiza-
tion of the past and therefore of historical memories of a group respectively of a 
people.

7
 Consequently the main question arousing is, which function historiography 

does take in within society – Whether historiography aims to reconstruct the past 
objectively and free from all influences or whether historiography does imply being 
biased to a certain extent and having the ambition to make a point in the present by 
using the past. In other words: Does historiography have a purely scientific function 
or is it predominantly utilized for memory culture? Aleida Assmann puts it that way, 
that the memorial and scientific function of historiography are connected in a com-
plex manner, while it is as well rhetorically written and therefore made.

8
 The debate 

around history or/and/as memory has been going on for decades and has produced 
a broad variety of theoretical approaches towards the compatibility of history and 
memory.  

When speaking about memory culture, for modern cultural studies it has be-
come mandatory to refer to the key works of Maurice Halbwachs, Aby Warburg, 
Pierre Nora or Jan and Aleida Assmann, who coined the studies of memories more 
than any other scholar throughout the 20

th
 century. While reflections on cultural 

memory weren’t exactly a new phenomenon and can be traced back to ancient 
philosophers, it was both Maurice Halbwachs’ and Aby Warburg’s achievement to 
be the first to analyze them systematically within the framework of modern cultural 
studies. Independent from one another, Halbwachs and Warburg developed their 
theories during the 1920s; thereby constructing the theoretical basis scholars would 
rely on and refer to when working with concepts of collective memory. As their ap-
proaches fundamentally differ, Jan Assmann sees the main contribution of the soci-



 BALKANISTIC FORUM 
Vol. 1/2013 

 

22 

ologist and the art historian in shifting the discourse concerning collective 
knowledge out of a biological framework into a cultural one.

9
 As enlightening the 

seminal works of the named scholars are, they couldn’t provide a universal answer 
to the question to what degree the concepts history and memory are connected and 
to what degree they find themselves in opposition.  

 
History and memory between compatibility and opposition 
Within the complex of connectivity between history and memory the discipline 

of Oral History is of special interest and is often topic for discussion within that field, 
as it consists of both the approaches to aim to reconstruct the past and by that 
means to use individual memories to do so. The discipline of Oral History both con-
nects the thoughts of Maurice Halbwachs

10
 and memory within intergenerational 

relations and Jan and Aleida Assmann
11

 and their theories concerning communica-
tive memory. But one should still be aware that autobiographical remembrance is 
often a construct created in retrospect that tells more about the present than about 
the past, whereas the lines between them begin to blur. 

While Oral History aims to connect and utilize the terms history and memory, 
other scholars stress the fundamental difference between them. The most signifi-
cant approach emphasizing separated discourses for history and memory had been 
developed by Pierre Nora in his main work “Les lieux de mémoire” (1984 – 1992), 
who, following the ideas of Halbwachs, declared the two terms opposite in every 
respect. Nora further elaborates on memory at the end of the 20

th
 century and de-

nies such a concept and rather prefers memory to be reflected on within realms of 
memory. These lieux de mémoire have to be understood as loci in the ancient tradi-
tion of mnemonics, thereby constituting not only places in their geographical signifi-
cance but as well historical personalities, buildings and monuments, artworks, phil-
osophical and scientific texts or symbolic gestures.

12
 The central idea behind Nora’s 

elaborations is though, that these realms of memory cannot constitute a collective 
memory, as Maurice Halbwachs thought they would. According to Pierre Nora the 
lieux de mémoire much more serve as a replacement for a lost collective memory, 
while every individual would choose between the different realms of memory. 
Nora’s theories about memory have been perceived in all disciplines of humanities 
and were very influential for cultural studies as such, not only but especially in Ger-
many, where many projects about realms of memory have been initiated. 

But in respect to the relation between history and memory, criticism of Nora’s 
understanding of memory has come up. Kerwin Lee Klein for instance both criti-
cizes the perception of the theories of Pierre Nora and the American historian Yosef 
Yerushalmi leading to an opposition of memory and history and therefore creating a 
binary view of remembering that would not aim to combine the two concepts.

13
 

Astrid Erll therefore prefers to understand historiography as a medium, history as a 
symbolic form of reference to the past while she chooses to superordinate collective 
memory hierarchically over the latter.

14
 

 
National traditions of memory studies and transcultural approaches 
A quick look at the dominant approaches within different concepts of memory 

studies also shows that there are specifics in different national surroundings.
15

 The 
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concepts of memoria
16

, the invention of traditions
17

 and the archive
18

 are three of 
the most important concepts within the historical research of memory studies and 
can be assigned towards historical research within German, Anglo-American and 
French discourses respectively. At the same time within international memory stud-
ies one can identify a tendency towards concepts of transculturality and transna-
tional studies, which not only aim to comprise approaches from different national 
fields of science but as well from different disciplines.  

Three paradigmatic publications which clearly underline the tendency to-
wards transculturality and Interdisciplinarity are the handbook “Cultural Memory 
Studies: An international and interdisciplinary Handbook”, edited by Ansgar Nün-
ning and Astrid Erll (2008), “Jenseits von Grenzen. Transnationales, translokales 
Gedächtnis”, edited by Elisabeth Großegger and Moritz Csáky (2007), and the pub-
lishing of the first volume of the journal “Memory Studies” (2008) – all projects 
emerging within the last decade and aiming at a globalized research of memory 
cultures. These publications and many more clearly underline the tendency within 
modern memory studies towards transculturality and interdisciplinarity, while James 
Wertsch and Henry Roediger encourage to create a new discipline of memory stud-
ies and to focus on interdisciplinarity within the emerging field of memory studies.

19
 

 
From multidisciplinarity to transdisciplinarity 
Multidisciplinary studies allow scholars to gain an insight into matters from 

different perspectives but at the same time fundamental questions connected to a 
broader field appear. As specialists from various fields bring together all kind of 
sources – written or oral, eyewitness descriptions or manifestation of memories in 
literature and fiction, analysis of textbooks and educational systems, planning and 
construction of memorial sites and monuments, processes of intergenerational 
transmission of culture and memories and many more – it has to be stated that no 
universally applicable methodology has been developed yet whereas theoretical 
concepts so far rely on exchanging knowledge between different fields of studies.  

As the objective for memory studies to be interdisciplinary ones hasn’t been 
realized yet, some key questions are asked by Henry Roediger and James Wertsch 
in order to understand the aim of conducting memory studies on a bigger scale: 
What is memory and what are memories for?

20
 Given the fact that memories are 

such a dominant topic in modern cultural studies, one would think that it would be a 
good starting point to pose these questions but de facto the only insight coming 
from these thoughts is that there is no satisfying single answer, just like it is not 
possible to find a single model describing the relation between history and memory. 
According to Henry Roediger and James Wertsch a reason for this is, that the re-
search of memories is split all over different disciplines, who should finally combine 
their expertise to allow memory studies to be interdisciplinary, while they consider 
history, literature, philosophy, psychology and education the core disciplines of 
modern interdisciplinary memory studies, encouraging scholars from other disci-
plines such as anthropology or law to participate.

21
 At last Henry Roediger and 

James Wertsch admit that due to interdisciplinary memory studies being a relatively 
new field and due to the methods of the many disciplines being quite diverse, there 
has not been any development towards a unique methodology and neither could 
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they provide any in the present. Therefore scholars from various disciplines will 
have to cooperate even more in order to achieve the goal postulated by Henry 
Roediger and James Wertsch – to create a new discipline of memory studies, which 
transcends from being a multidisciplinary field to become an interdisciplinary one.  

That being said, one should be aware that a development towards interdisci-
plinarity does not have to be the end within new memory studies, as the necessity 
to criticize and critically reflect approaches from other disciplines will become evi-
dent and therefore transcend interdisciplinarity once again. Modern memory studies 
will have to develop towards transdisciplinarity in order to overcome boundaries 
limiting awareness and insight. 

 
Developing new objectives by the means of transdisciplinarity 
The complex of memory and memories has been a dominant one in cultural 

studies since the 1980s and has also coined historical research deeply. The main 
question arousing from that has been connected to the awareness that history itself 
constitutes a form of memory and the two concepts therefore couldn’t be separated 
as strictly as some scholars suggested to do. Nevertheless neither the discussion 
around memory and history being two of a kind or a potential opposition has been 
fruitful, nor has it made sense to concentrate on the developed methodology of a 
single discipline or a single national researching tradition. The tendency within 
modern memory studies aims at bringing together all kind of expertise from different 
fields of study and from different research traditions in order to cope with the com-
plexity of the matter as best as possible. To achieve results as insightful as possi-
ble, modern memory studies therefore aim to comprise knowledge and methods 
from different fields and traditions to finally develop them to be a transdisciplinary 
and transnational field of science. 

The present project aims to implement these developments into the research 
of memories and politics of memory of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 and 
will lead to insights beyond national and one-dimensional boundaries. New memory 
studies show that relying on knowledge about memory from different disciplines and 
therefore aiming at analyzing an epoch by transdisciplinary approaches does not 
only help to overcome limited perspectives but as well to establish a broader hori-
zon of appearing questions, thereby enabling to successfully question existing ste-
reotypes and prejudices. Transcending the boundaries of single disciplines and 
accepting insights from other approaches is the key for memory studies to guaran-
tee researching results as profound and insightful as possible. The cooperation of 
scholars from various disciplines and national researching tradition within the pro-
ject is the logical conclusion and not only allows sharing and comparing the out-
comes but as well to thoroughly relate them and to evaluate their significance. 
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2. The influence of politics of memory on the formation of national  
narratives 
To raise the awareness of the role of memories within historical research and 

historiography is one important aspect of modern memory studies. Another signifi-
cant role is played by the concept of ‘politics of memory’, as it massively influences 
the way national narratives are formed and in what way the memories are consoli-
dated within the cultural memory of a group. Politics of memory is understood as a 
top-bottom approach, enabling dominant elites to propagate an official memory. 
Hence the main question concerning any kind of narrative must be, whether one is 
remembering on his own or whether he has been reminded. In the latter case the 
influence of politics of memory looms large and should give an impulse to historians 
to look out for the role of dominant power elites as well as for countermemories and 
alternative narratives and ultimately to give the latter a voice, which may lead to 
revision and re-interpretation of certain memories. Furthermore it is necessary to 
give some thought to potential agents of cultural memory, who most likely are dom-
inant in producing official historical narratives. Another related aspect worth looking 
into is the so-called ‘micro-politics of aesthetic form’, which significantly expands the 
possibilities to understand the production of official historical narratives and to con-
sciously include alternative memories, which had been silenced until then. 

 
Remembering or being reminded? 
It is not possible to assess memories as such, without focusing on the 

knowledge possessed by an individual, allowing him to generate a link between any 
kind of object, its cultural meaning and the memories it may entail.

22
 The knowledge 

about the object evokes and at last constructs an emotional and cultural commit-
ment or antipathy towards it, sparking memories in that individual, it could not be 
aware of if it wasn’t for its knowledge about the history and the cultural meaning of 
the object. As it has become clear that memories are constructed to a certain extent 
and interpret the past rather than reflect it adequately, the question, whether memo-
ries are refreshed by remembering or by being reminded of something is relevant, 
as the discrepancy hints at the importance of memory as politics. Accepting the 
difference between remembering on his own and being reminded by somebody of 
something, it seems obvious to reflect on every single remembrance and whether 
the attached rituals are celebrated within a local group, sharing the memory through 
experience, or whether it is a superordinate power or elite, who commands over its 
preferred version of history and over the way it should be commemorated in pub-
lic.

23
 

Thus it is worth reflecting on the concept ‘politics of memory’, when one fo-
cuses on memories of a historic event, since the historical points of reference are 
no stable fixtures, but taking in precarious and temporary positions within a continu-
ous process of reinterpreting the past.

24
 As both collective and individual memories 

are open to changes, they are as well open to processes of distortion, oblivion, 
manipulation and construction. It is therefore possible to have memories repro-
duced and stabilized but as well to have them changed and reinterpreted. It is 
therefore in the interest of different parties to influence the representation of history, 
both concerning one’s own history as well as the history of one’s antagonists, and 
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to decide which aspects of memory better are stabilized and which should be put 
aside. Hence it is necessary to analyze within a specific discourse which groups 
respectively which elites have the power to conduct memory politics as such and to 
what degree they are able to interfere with existing narratives. The power to sup-
press countermemories, to control cultural institutions, exhibitions and media as 
well as the access to archives and to have the command over erecting monuments 
or displaying rituals in public space all fall within memory politics, and is possibly in 
the hands of a hegemonic elite, who by that means is not only in control of the 
named aspects of life, but as well of the collective remembrance.  

 
The role of power elites 
The selection and interpretation of sources do not happen within an objective 

process, free from all influences, but are rather arbitrary, while knowledge about 
memory and interpretation of historical events are forever in flux.

25
 Nonetheless it is 

a high priority for power elites to choose or even create their own narratives and 
representations, ideally reflecting an axiomatic image of the past and legitimating 
one’s own power. Legitimation by looking at the past in order to find an origin is 
what Jan Assmann calls the “retrospective side” of the phenomenon, while he con-
trasts it with a “prospective side” and thereby emphasizes that rulers would focus on 
the future as well, as they would want to be remembered then and would try to ce-
ment their achievements within the cultural memory.

26
 Reigning elites are further-

more keen to establish clear and secure narratives, far from being multilayered and 
ambiguous, in order to found and stabilize the basis of its ideological framework. 
Peter Meusburger points out, that it would be totalitarian systems in particular, who 
would try to create a present lasting for eternity and who would strive for an immu-
table canonization of texts and histories.

27
  

One type of information sources collective memories can derive from is 
thereby strongly connected to the role of power elites within public commemoration. 
Memories can be imposed on people by the concerning elite, it being state authori-
ties, religious authorities or institutions or any kind of ruling elite, as they would try 
to indoctrinate the population with their preferred version of history including myths 
and narratives.

28
 The medium of indoctrination can be diversely spread onto educa-

tion, media, national museums and related exhibitions as well as onto all kind of 
holidays, festivities and celebrations. Especially the latter aspects serving the con-
solidation of collective memory are usually connected to highly symbolic places and 
primarily serve the purpose of strengthening the elite’s understanding of a specific 
memory. While countermemories are excluded from this policy, it does aim at a 
homogenization of collective memories and thereby aims at the whole population, to 
create an identity, unified by the commonly shared collective memories.  

Such a top-bottom approach is understood as politics of memory and is no 
new phenomenon at all, as ruling elites of all kind have always tried to have an 
influence on what is worth commemorating and celebrating and on the opposite 
what should be forgotten and put aside. Popular manifestations of politics of 
memory are monuments or memorials, both in the stages of creation and subse-
quently in the stage of cultural existence, which Amy Remensnyder defines as 
“physical objects to which a commemorative meaning is attached”.

29
 Another outlet 
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of politics of memory is public commemoration, being “a calculated strategy for 
stabilizing collective memories that are otherwise protean and provisional”.

30
 

Although having noticed that politics of memory is far from being new, Peter 
Meusburger connects the newly emerging nation-states of the 18

th
 and 19

th
 centu-

ries with a boost of meshing of power and collective memories.
31

 It would have ac-
quired a new priority, as the new strategies of commemoration and fabricated tradi-
tions, as Eric J. Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger

32
 had them in mind, supported the 

authority of the strengthened nation-states. Now and then politics of memory espe-
cially came within processes of nation-building into play, as they had always been 
accompanied by homogenization and purification of culture and memory, whereas 
minorities are silenced both in their role within the nation’s administration and in 
their sectional memories, where their voice wouldn’t be heard in favor of the general 
objectives. 

It can only be the aim of modern historical sciences to make suppressed ap-
proaches and understandings visible in order to allow memories to be multilayered 
and ambiguous, not only when changes in the elite encourage them to do so, but at 
all time, as history itself and historical events in particular have to be open to revi-
sion or reinterpretation, having in mind that it is politics of memory, that aims to 
“freeze time into a crystalline image”.

33
 

 
Alternative narratives and countermemories 
Aside narratives being supported or even created by ruling elites within their 

politics of memory, minorities suffering suppression try to establish or preserve their 
own interpretation of history, which can easily differ from official approaches, there-
by constituting countermemories against official narratives of the political elites. 
Peter Meusburger stresses that these counternarratives and countermemories 
would be able to defy the pressure of publicly enforced memories to a remarkable 
extent, as they would survive much longer as the elites would admit and would 
flourish the more a political system aims at imposing official narratives and collec-
tive memories on its population.

34
 He further elaborates on the end of the com-

munist regimes in Eastern Europe being an excellent example of existing counter-
memories and their endurance, as it had indicated the existence of divided identities 
and countermemories, despite the oppressive communist control of memory poli-
tics. Another important aspect of the lasting persistence of countermemories, being 
passed on from generation to generation, is the impact of these narratives on recur-
ring conflicts, as they would allegedly historically legitimize oppositions.  

For successfully aiming at a critical reinterpretation of history, it is mandatory 
to be aware of the critical relations between official narratives and countermemories 
in order to be able to make the step from divergence to dialogue. Analyzing domi-
nating political narratives about historical episodes is one necessary element within 
the process of reevaluation, but without giving the neglected and suppressed a 
voice, the memories become lopsided again. Therefore it is essential to look behind 
official memory politics and consciously watch out for alternative approaches. 
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Communicative and cultural memory 
It was Aleida and Jan Assmann who emphasized the difference between 

communicative and cultural memory as two forms of collective remembrance.
35

 
According to the two scholars communicative memory concerns memories directly 
related to the recent past.

36
 A classic case for communicative memory is the 

transgenerational memory, as that kind of memory would grow historically within the 
group, developing and ceasing in that time. When the carriers of that memory would 
finally die, the memory would die with them and make way for a new memory. The 
space of communicative memory is limited to 3-4 generations. Jan Assmann refers 
to the Roman concept of a saeculum, understanding it as the limit until which the 
last surviving carrier of the transgenerational memory and with him the specific 
memory would die, and applies it onto his concept of communicative memory.

37
  

Cultural memory on the other hand relates to certain constants in the past. 
Still they wouldn’t preserve the past as such but in fact become symbolic represen-
tations, to which memories would be attached to.

38
 For cultural memory it is there-

fore less important to concentrate on factual history but rather remembered history. 
Jan Assmann puts it that way that within cultural memory factual history would be 
transformed into remembered history, thereby initiating another transformation; the 
transformation from history to myth. History would become a myth only through the 
process of remembering, not meaning that it would become unreal, but on the con-
trary constitute reality with a formative and normative dimension. Cultural memory 
therefore constitutes a form of collective memory, which lets people share cultural 
memory and conveys collective identity to them.

39
  

The two concepts differ in other respects as well. A relevant aspect indicating 
the difference gets clear when looking at the participation within communicative and 
cultural memory. The participation in the former concept is diffuse, as there are no 
specialists or experts as such within the concerning group.

40
 It might be the case 

that some carriers of a certain communicative memory remember better and longer 
into the past that other carriers, mostly related to the different age structure of the 
participants, but nevertheless all members are considered equally competent.  

In contrast to the diffuse participation of the group sharing a communicative 
memory, the members involved in cultural memory are always differentiated. Cul-
tural memory is connected to specific carriers, representing an authority which 
commands the knowledge connected to the memory. Another difference of the two 
concepts manifests itself in the way it is spread.

41
 While communicative memory is 

distributed on its own by communication between its sharing members, the cultural 
memory needs careful instruction, which at last leads to control and regulation both 
of distribution and access through an elite. It is fair to say that communicative 
memory is noninstitutional, but cultural memory is very much supported by institu-
tions, which carry out the processes of transmitting and interpreting, cultivating by 
specialists or summoning and celebrating on adequate occasions.

42
 

While Jan Assmann does not deny the priority of written sources within cul-
tural memory, he emphasized the broad variety of its manifestations, naming danc-
es, games, rites, masks, pictures, rhythms, melodies, food and drink, spaces and 
places, costumes, tattoos, jewelry, weapons and other.

43
 Collective respectively 

cultural memory at last does not exist in something possessing a mind or memory 
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on its own, but they rather remind their beholder of memories and may trigger such 
a reaction due to the fact that he would already carry the necessary information.

44
 

Jan Assmann’s concept of cultural memory therefore goes beyond memory per se, 
but connects the terms memory and identity with each other and with politics of 
memory, thereby defining memory as a symbolic form of expression of the self-
conception of a collective.

45
 In that understanding roots the controversy of represen-

tations of cultural memory, as they are never neutral but linked to identity politics 
and therefore often heavily contested. 

 
Agents of cultural memory 
As elaborated, cultural memory is understood as an institutional form of col-

lective memory, strongly connected to specific carriers who act as specialists com-
manding the knowledge connected to the memory, following a strict hierarchy.

46
 

The agents aiming to strengthen certain memories at the expense of others can 
come from different areas, such as churches, modern states and state-related insti-
tutions (e.g. universities, ministries or schools), media and many others. Regardless 
whether the agents of cultural memory are political leaders, priests, journalists, 
historians or others, they are always experts in carrying a specific tradition. Equally 
as diverse the agents can be, the cultural memory can express itself in various 
ways as well, mostly being dependent on the specialty of the respective agent. 
Modern cultural memory comprises a variety of possibilities, including media, na-
tional celebrations, design of public space with the erection of monuments or the 
renaming of streets and places, liturgy, representation in museums and others. 
Therefore it seems important to concentrate less on the agent per se but to focus 
on the way the agent was able to have an influence on the development of the cul-
tural memory in order to understand both the objectives and the consequences of 
the conducted politics of memory.  

 
Production of official historical narratives 
James Wertsch points out, that Maurice Halbwachs’ starting point was to 

claim that human memory would presuppose a social framework.
47

 In fact one can 
invert this idea and say that social frameworks are also able to presuppose 
memory. A social group, it being religious authorities or institutions, a modern state 
or any other kind of ruling elite, having the power to enforce their preferred historical 
narratives, can provide its population the needed accounts of the past. In that case 
remembering turns out to be an active process, which involves agents and cultural 
tools, preferably narrative texts, where the creating elite controls both the textual 
resources involved in the process of remembering as well as the particular uses 
made of them.

48
 

James Wertsch focuses mainly on the role of the modern state in the produc-
tion of official historical narratives, while the points made by him very much as well 
apply to other collectives, who seek to control collective remembering. Still it is the 
modern state which lets one illustrate the production of historical narratives thor-
oughly, as a state usually possesses all necessary means to conduct such a politics 
of memory. The key in a state’s production of official historical narratives is the sec-
tor of education, where the state is able to reach out to its entire population by 
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means of compulsory education. Within universal education the state is able to 
pursue its own strategy and to ensure its citizens are on the same page concerning 
the officially supported account of the past. Furthermore a state holds several other 
institutions such as museums and may have an influence on media, which also play 
a decisive role in producing and strengthening narratives just like national holidays 
do, where the state controls both organization and observation.

49
 

The official instruction of historical narratives within mandatory education has 
a high influence on the formation of a collective consciousness of a group, who at 
last imagines itself to be a such by sharing a collective memory. In what kind the 
politics of memory behind that very process manifests itself differs very much from 
case to case, being strongly dependent on the particular sociocultural context, but 
there is no denying the importance of the production of official narratives by a cer-
tain elite, who has the power to conduct such a policy. 

Out of the central role of education within politics of memory emerges the ob-
vious need to analyze school history and textbooks, as they might be related to an 
official production of historical narratives. James Wertsch calls the genre of school 
history a reflection of “a combination of collective memory and analytic history” and 
considers this functional dualism to be a part of all state-sponsored official collective 
memories.

50
 

 
Micro-politics of aesthetic form

51
 

Official politics of memory usually leads to well-established narrative tem-
plates, but this does not prevent subjective responses to contest these narratives. 
What matters is which narratives are supported by which agencies and out of which 
objectives they are adopted by them. Still it isn’t always the case that a particular 
template works out in favor of the dominant narrative but rather is subject to contes-
tation. Analyzing such an approach may bring up questions concerning the choice 
and reason behind the design of commemoration sites or how forms can be open to 
contestation both during their construction and afterwards as sites of memory. Tim-
othy Ashplant, Graham Dawson and Michael Roper seek to include new aesthetic 
forms into the discourse and call such an approach “micro-politics of aesthetic 
form”.

52
 The advantage of such an approach is obviously that it broadens the hori-

zon significantly and enables the historian to look at the manifestation and contesta-
tion of memories within media and arts. Genres such as literature and film also 
have a high potential of inclusion of alternative narratives and countermemories, 
which otherwise are silenced. By that means the aesthetic forms of commemoration 
can question dominating narratives and highlight existing alternatives. To what ex-
tent mostly depends on the particular political context, enabling or prohibiting a 
diversity of views to exist. 

 
Conclusion 
It has been shown that memory has always played a central role in historical 

research and the question how memory and history are connected to each other 
still gives an impulse to many theoretical considerations. Modern memory studies 
clearly turn out to be an emerging field of study though and show a tendency to-
wards transdisciplinarity, ultimately leading to insights going beyond one-
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dimensional and ethnocentric approaches. New memory studies will help to over-
come these boundaries and the resulting limited perspectives, thereby enabling to 
successfully question existing stereotypes and prejudices. The same applies to a 
growing awareness of the role of politics of memory and the necessity to look for 
alternatives to the well-established historical narratives. 

The two approaches combine in the present project, as the politics of 
memory connected to the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 has been a major 
part in the formation of national narratives in Southeastern Europe, the Caucasus 
region and in Turkey throughout the 19

th
 and 20

th
 century. The official politics of 

memory in all concerning countries has helped to establish narratives, which are 
deeply fixed in the cultural memory of the respective population. The memories of 
the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 has been interpreted in contradicting ways 
and enabled different national ideologies to strengthen different identities. Having 
gained such importance within the cultural memory, the remembrance of the war 
plays an important role in the involved countries up until this very day, as newly built 
monuments follow the same official narratives as many official celebrations do. It is 
therefore essential for any scholar not to follow well-established narratives only, but 
rather look for the roots of the narratives and try to highlight how and under what 
circumstances they had been created. It has to be the ambition to look for alterna-
tive memories and counternarratives in order to oppose and compare them to the 
official narratives and ultimately give a voice to those groups who are excluded from 
official memories. Again the trend to transdisciplinarity helps to overcome existing 
boundaries as micro-politics of aesthetic form can broaden a narrow horizon signifi-
cantly. At last a transdisciplinary approach involving scholars from all involved coun-
tries will help to bring insights into other national traditions of memory studies and 
not only revise ethnocentric images, stereotypes and prejudices but as well empha-
size similarity and mutuality in the Black Sea Region and loosen existing bounda-
ries. 
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Abstract: The article follows the development of the memory culture in Bulgaria since 

the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 until present days concerning historiography, 

memory places, celebrations, school textbooks. The transformation of the traditional religious 
memory about the war into modern memory policies is analyzed in the present article. 
Thereby three main periods are critically examined: The period after the Liberation until 1944, 

dominated by the myth of San Stefano Bulgaria; the communist period (1944 – 1989), domi-

nated by the myth of the double liberators; and the post-communist period (1989 until present 
days), marked by memory conflicts and wars. 

 
 
From traditional religious memory to modern memory policies 
Politics of memory concerns the battles for the meaning of the past articulat-

ed in different forms by different agents – Church, state, citizens, individuals; an 
unequal battle to install certain memories in the center of the cultural world at the 
expense of others doomed to marginalization and oblivion.

1
 

Modern culture of memory, which includes special institutions such as legisla-
tion, museums and archives; specialists such as archivists and historians; public 
celebrations such as liturgy, jubilees and feasts; media and communications or 
naming streets and other public spaces, arose in Bulgaria out of the commemora-
tion of the Russo-Ottoman War (Russo-Turkish War

2
) of 1877 – 1878. From the 

very beginning until today, this war is the most visible and most celebrated historical 
event. The National Day of Bulgaria is the 3

rd
 of March – the day the war ended with 

the signing of the Peace Treaty of San Stefano. The streets, quarters and gardens 
in the central part of the capital city Sofia, in the second biggest city of Plovdiv and 
many other settlements were named after persons and events connected to the 
war: ʻBoulevard Tsar Liberator Aleksandr IIʼ, ʻRussian quarterʼ, ʻŠipka streetʼ, ʻGurko 
/ Skobelev streetʼ, ʻHill of the Liberatorsʼ, ʻDoctor’s Gardenʼ, and others. Many set-
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tlements, areas and tourist places owe their historical identity to the events con-
nected to the Russo-Ottoman War. Rising monuments dedicated to the Russo-
Ottoman War continues even today. Several years ago a monument to the Bulgari-
an volunteers (opălčenci) was opened by President Georgi Părvanov in Sofia. Dur-
ing 2009, in the small town of General Toševo a monument to the Russian Emperor 
Aleksandr II was built by the sponsorship of an Armenian businessman. Until now 
more than 400 monuments to the Russo-Ottoman War were raised in Bulgaria. A 
research on recent memory culture in Bulgaria, conducted by Evgenia Ivanova and 
Evelina Kelbecheva, confirmed the domination of the topics ‘Šipka’ and ‘The Libera-
tion’ among the places of memory not only for the Bulgarian ethnic majority but also 
for the minority groups.

3
  

The first monuments in Bulgaria devoted to the heroes of the Liberating War 
were built during the temporary Russian Government on the initiative of the Head-
quarters of the Russian Army on the Balkans. 407 monuments were raised, most of 
them modest grave stones, which were designed and manufactured in Russia and 
were sponsored by donations of the army units or financed by emperor Aleksandr 
II.

4
 At that time a discussion about the need of more grandiose memorials, especial-

ly commemorating the fallen warriors at the feet of the Balkan Mountains was going 
on in Russian society. According to Count Ignatˈev and Olˈga Skobeleva, the moth-
er of General Skobelev, the aim of these commemorations, imposed from the out-
side, was “to remind the Bulgarians of the heroic deeds performed in their name by 
our victorious warriors”.

5
 This was the reason Bulgarian volunteers (opălčenci) 

complained that there was not even a wooden cross to commemorate the fallen 
Bulgarian fighters. The first Bulgarian monument devoted to the fallen Bulgarians 
appeared only 50 years later and this was the Šipka Memorial.  

According to the German historian Claudia Weber, who made a detailed 
study of memory culture in Bulgaria after 1878, the lack of monuments to the na-
tional heroes illustrated an incomplete process of national identity formation. Ac-
cording to her, the memory culture in Bulgaria was a product of both: of the state 
politics of ‘nation building’ and of the civil society’s activities.

6
 Their efforts were 

focused on the slogan of “San Stefano Bulgaria” using jubilees, memorials and 
holydays. This memory culture consisted of state participation on the one side and 
non-governmental actors like veterans, war widows, priests, teachers and students 
on the other side. Struggles and confrontations accompanied this development 
which reflected the different views about the past as well as the regional segmenta-
tion of the Bulgarian society.  

For the first period from 1878 until 1900, Claudia Weber points out the tradi-
tional religious basis of the memory culture and that the first attempts of the new 
modern state had focused on the memory connected to the Russo-Ottoman War of 
1877 – 1878. The activities of the “Car Osvoboditel” Committee and the celebra-
tions of the 25

th
 anniversary of the Battle of Šipka Pass in 1902 as well as the erec-

tion of the “Car Osvoboditel” Monument in Sofia were the main events in the next 
period after 1900, which according to Claudia Weber shaped the main trends for the 
20

th
 century. In the time after the wars of 1912 – 1918, the state became the main 

actor in memory culture but still didn’t have the monopole on it as it did after 1944. 
In the 1920s and 1930s, Bulgarian Medieval History and the Bulgarian Revival were 
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raised as important topics in historical celebrations. The memory culture in Bulgaria 
in the authoritarian time 1934 – 1944 was characterized as “a cult of memory”.

7
 

Historiography, literature and schoolbooks until 1944 created the grand na-
tional narrative of Bulgarian history, which was modified politically at different times 
but preserved its main tropes until today: For five centuries the Muslim Ottoman 
Empire would have aimed at religious and political assimilation of ‘enslaved unbe-
lievers’ by violent conversion, demanding unbearable taxes, exploitation and politi-
cal arbitrariness. The Bulgarian people would have fought from the very beginning 
for religious and national freedom: at first the rebels – hajduks, patriotic priests and 
educators – then conscious revolutionaries such as Georgi Rakovski (1821 – 1869), 
Ljuben Karavelov (1834 – 1878), Vasil Levski (1837 – 1873), Hristo Botev (1848 – 
1869). They had organized uprisings since the 18

th
 century, relying on the help of 

the Eastern Orthodox Russian Empire, which fought several wars against the Otto-
man Empire to finally free the Orthodox Bulgarians, Romanians and Serbs in the 
last and victorious Russo-Ottoman War in 1877 – 1878. The poem “An Epopee of 
the Forgotten Ones” and the novel “Under the Yoke”, written by the “patriarch” of 
Bulgarian modern literature Ivan Vazov (1850 – 1921), served as an influential artis-
tic interpretation of the national narrative. In the grand narrative the Russo-Ottoman 
War is interpreted as a logical final step of the ‘National Liberation’, as an end point 
to the ‘Bulgarian Renaissance’ and as a beginning of the modern Bulgarian state.  

According to Evelina Kelbecheva, the grand narrative about the liberation 
took the shape of a fairytale about ‘the good Bulgarians’ who were rescued from the 
“bad Turkish enslavers” by the “Russian Slav brothers”.

8
  

 
Religious memory ceremonies and monuments 
Unlike modern secular memory culture, the Church’s religious idea about 

memory was directed not to the people but to God and to “eternal commemoration 
at every moment” of the heroes. In her paper about memory culture in Byzantium, 
the Greek researcher in arts Amy Papalexandrou emphasized the importance of the 
unity of written texts and their liturgical oral performance for preserving the memory. 
She quoted a Byzantium theologian from the 12

th
 century, Niketas Choniates, who 

insisted on the mutuality of both means of expression. That is why the liturgy on 
important feasts includes pronouncing and glorifying the names of prelates and 
emperors.

9
 In the Bulgarian Middle Ages, this practice was codified by the Synod of 

Tărnovo in 1211, when a list of both glorifications for rulers and anathemas for here-
tics was sanctioned. Additions were appropriated at the end of the 15

th
 century 

when the Patriarchate of Tărnovo ceased to exist. It is important to mention that 
with the radicalization of the struggle for an independent church in the 19

th
 century, 

at the Easter service in 1860 the Bulgarians stopped pronouncing the name of the 
Patriarch of Constantinople substituting it with the name of the Turkish Sultan. This 
oral liturgical omission caused the final confrontation with the Patriarchate which led 
to the separation of the Bulgarian church in 1870. After the liberation and with the 
establishment of the Russian government, the name of Tsar Aleksandr II was in-
cluded in the religious glorifications. After his death in 1881 and until today, the 
eternal memory to Tsar-Liberator Aleksandr II is pronounced in the Festive Liturgy 
‘Velikij Vchod’ [‘Glorious Entrance’]. Canonization, writing passions, inclusion in the 
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church calendar were important tools of religious culture of memory, as well as the 
building and granting of temples and monasteries. 

Following the Orthodox models from the very beginning, the memory of the 
War of 1877-1878 was shaped and sustained by church-monuments meant for 
praying to God for peace for the souls of the fallen warriors. Examples are the Rus-
sian Monastery in Jambol, the Russian church-Monument at Šipka, the Sv. Ale-
ksandăr Nevski Cathedral in Sofia and the Russian Church (to the Russian Embas-
sy) “Sv. Nikolaj”.

10
 A central role played the building of the Sv. Aleksandăr Nevski 

Cathedral. The Constitutive National Assembly decided to build the church on the 
10

th
 of February 1879, opting for the proposition of Petko Karavelov (1843 – 1903), 

who later became the leader of the Liberal Party, to build a church devoted to Sv. 
Aleksandr Nevskij, a Russian Prince, who led the defense in 1240 against the 
Swedes (Battle of the Neva) and was celebrated a protector of the Russian Tsars 
and State. Initially planned to be built in Tărnovo, it was later decided to erect the 
monument in the new capital Sofia. Prince Alexander von Battenberg, a relative of 
Aleksandr II, who was elected Prince of Bulgaria in 1879, issued in 1881 a procla-
mation for gathering donations for building a church dedicated to Aleksandr Nevskij. 
Furthermore, in 1881 a Central Commission was constituted, which decided that the 
first stone of the church was to be laid in 1882 on 19

th
 of February (3

rd
 of March) – 

the day of the liberation. In the decades after 1886, when Alexander von Battenberg 
had been dethroned, due to the political struggles between Russophiles and Na-
tionalist parties, the project at times advanced and at times stopped. The collected 
donations from Bulgaria and Russia were not sufficient and the state agreed on 
granting subsidies. After almost half a century of work, the church was finally con-
secrated in 1924. Another manifestation of the orthodox religious memory to the 
War was the Russian Embassy Church in Sofia, which had initially been permitted 
in 1882, but the following worsening of the relations between Bulgaria and Russia 
postponed the project. In 1902 when the 25

th
 anniversary of the liberation was cele-

brated, the building of monuments such as the Mausoleum in Pleven and the 
church ʻAleksandăr Nevskiʼ advanced. In 1907 a delegation from Russia led by 
Grand Duke Vladimir Aleksandrovič, son of Aleksandr II, visited Bulgaria to take 
part in the inauguration of the monument to Aleksandr II in the center of Sofia and 
to lay down the first stones of the base of the Russian Embassy Church which was 
finally consecrated in 1914.  

 
The memory culture until 1944 
The traditional orthodox techniques of commemoration did not lose their in-

fluence in later times when a modern memory culture developed, as through it, the 
memory of the War could adequately and easily find new secular expressions and 
forms of an institutionalized commemoration in historiography, museums, monu-
ments, jubilees and other performances.  

The first war monuments were started to be built immediately after the war, 
being considered mostly as gravestones of commemoration to the part of the grate-
ful citizenship.

11
 Remarkable is the fact that some of those first monuments were in 

fact built in the Ottoman Empire like in Plovdiv, the capital of Eastern Rumelia, 
which according to the Treaty of Berlin of 1878 remained part of the Empire until 
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September 1885. In 1881 a monument to Aleksandr II was built in Plovdiv and so 
was a smaller monument to the killed and robbed around the city, devoted to the 
mother of General Michail Skobelev, Olˈga Skobeleva (1823 – 1880), famous for 
her charity activities.  

In Bulgarian historiography there is still a debate going on about the initiatives 
of the first monuments of the Russo-Ottoman War, which in fact were the first Bul-
garian monuments, and whether they were built on initiatives of civic societies or by 
state subsidies. This question concerned the agents of the war memory after the 
liberation, asking whether it was an institutionalized memory or a memory of the 
citizens. In general, the monuments were initiated and donated by citizens’ organi-
zations for several decades while the support of the state also depended on the 
political relations between Bulgaria and Russia.  

 
Historiography 
Institutionalized agents of memory such as state research institutions and 

historiography turn communicative memory into a historical one. Another important 
agent of war memory is the national education institution which has the power to 
define what parts and aspects of historical knowledge would become the so-called 
common “orientation knowledge” of the cultural memory backed by the history and 
literary canon of the school curriculum. Monuments, museums, holidays and com-
memorations play the same cultural role.  

Bulgarian historiography about the Russo-Ottoman War developed in close 
relation to Russian institutes and publications. The studying of the Russo-Ottoman 
War was included in the curriculum of the Military School in Sofia which opened 
during the temporary Russian government after the War. Furthermore, the Minister 
of Defense until 1885 was always a Russian officer. This connection concerns not 
only the publications in the first years following the war but also the historiography 
patterns of writing. The first memoirs of the Bulgarian war volunteers were pub-
lished in Russia.

12
 The first researches by Bulgarian historians, mainly military histo-

rians, were not based on Russian documents but on secondary sources, namely 
the Russian military-historians’ researches. Important is the fact that the first Bulgar-
ian military historians were Russian graduates. General Radko Dimitriev (1859 – 
1918), war volunteer and Russian graduate, in his book about the war operations 
around Šipka, written by the end of the 1890s and published in 1902, based his 
research on 17 Russian historiography works, the memoirs of a Bulgarian partici-
pant and three French books.

13
 Most of these sources were often quoted over the 

next decades.
14

 
With the worsening and finally the termination of the political relations be-

tween Bulgaria and Russia after the Unification of Bulgaria and Eastern Rumelia in 
autumn 1885, for the period of 1886 – 1896 the publications of memoirs of the par-
ticipants in the revolutionary movement and the April Uprising of 1876 became 
dominant. That way the political change also led to a change in the memory policy 
to the Russo-Ottoman War. The public interest caused a huge memoir wave in the 
1890s, also connected to the change in legislation allowing pensions and other 
privileges for revolutionaries and war volunteers.

15
 By publishing memoirs of Bulgar-

ian revolutionaries and volunteers and by emphasizing their contributions to the 
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victorious end of the Russo-Ottoman War, mainly in the Battle of Šipka Pass, the 
emancipation of the Bulgarians from Russia and the ability of the Bulgarians to take 
their destiny in their own hands were evident.

16
 With the improvement of the rela-

tions to Russia after 1896 and especially during 1902 – 1903, when the 25
th
 anni-

versary of the War was celebrated, the memory initiatives changed and increased. 
The “Car Osvoboditel” Committee, supported by state institutions, managed to 
spread the idea of the national importance of the war memory and mobilized many 
teachers, priests and other members of the political and cultural elite in its local 
units. The numerous places of memory dedicated to the Russo-Ottoman War 
turned into important national objects for visiting and pilgrimages. In the museum 
collections guest books, where the visitors could describe their impressions were 
introduced. To make them accessible to a larger audience, parts of these books 
were published in several volumes by the prominent revolutionary and memoirist 
Stojan Zaimov.

17
 The images and photographs of the places of memory like Šipka, 

Pleven and others became part of the popular culture as well. They were published 
not only in tourist guides and schools books but also in illustrated calendars and 
other popular publications. That way they became part of the national topography 
as if they were natural geographical landmarks. ʻŠipkaʼ and ʻCar Osvoboditelʼ were 
branded as names of hotels, restaurants and cafés in Sofia, Pleven, Ruse and other 
places and became part of the urban public sphere as well as in the cities’ adver-
tisements.

18
 

After the Bolshevik takeover in 1917, the new power in Soviet Russia and the 
USSR did not only break with continuity to the history of Tsarist Russia but even 
contradicted it. Because of the close relations of the Soviets with the Turkish Kema-
list Republicans, which continued almost until the death of Kemal Atatürk, the 
memory of the Russo-Ottoman War was pushed out further of the public space. 
Monuments were destroyed and streets renamed. In the period of 1917 to 1921 
40,000 Russian refugees arrived in Bulgaria. In 1921 archimandrite Serafim Sobo-
lev

19
 came to Bulgaria as a trustee of the Russian Embassy Church, which was put 

under the government of the Russian Society of the Red Cross Abroad. The Church 
kept close relations with the Russian monastery ʻSv. Aleksandăr Nevskiʼ in Jambol, 
the ʻChristmas Churchʼ in Šipka and the Synod of the Russian Orthodox Church. 
The main Russian agent of the war memory, doomed to oblivion in the USSR, be-
came the Russian church ʻSv. Nikolajʼ, which had close relations to the ʻCouncil of 
War Veterans of the Russo-Turkish Warʼ and maintained that role until 1934 when 
diplomatic relations with the USSR were established.  

An important agent of the memory of the Russo-Ottoman War was the Slavic 
Society in Bulgaria, which was organized in 1899 and remained very active after 
1917. In 1928, on the occasion of the 50

th
 anniversary of the Russo-Ottoman War’s 

end, the Slavic Society in Bulgaria, with the participation of Russian intellectuals in 
Bulgaria and Bulgarian Scholars, initiated a Bulgarian-Russian Volume titled “Glori-
fication of the Liberating War 1877/1878”.

20
  

 
The myth of San Stefano Bulgaria and the Macedonian question 
A considerable part of the traditional historiography interpretations related to 

the signing of the Berlin Treaty (13
th 

of June – 13
th
 of July, 1878) emphasized its 
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connection with the diplomatic beginning of the so-called ʻMacedonian questionʼ.
21

 
The organizational network ʻUnityʼ, the petitions in Macedonia against the Berlin 
Treaty and the uprising in the region of Kresna-Razlog (Eastern Macedonia) in 1878 
against the Ottoman rule were considered evidence of a resisting population 
against the decisions of the Congress of Berlin and of its efforts and wish for unifi-
cation with the newly established Bulgarian state.

22
 

The borders of Bulgaria defined by the preliminary Treaty of San Stefano be-
tween Russia and the Ottoman Empire (3

rd
 of March 1878) included Macedonia but 

were revised by the Berlin Treaty to include only Northern Bulgaria and the Sanjak 
of Sofia. Over the next years ʻSan Stefano Bulgariaʼ turned into one of the most 
important aims of Bulgarian foreign policy, which wouldn’t change for many dec-
ades. The comparison between the two treaties – the Treaty of San Stefano and its 
revision in Berlin – evoked a social consciousness about a justice of the first and an 
injustice of the latter treaty, which supported the hope for possible future revisions 
of the Berlin Treaty and to achieve the borders defined by the Treaty of San Stefa-
no. The idea of the ethnic union was embodied in the image of San Stefano. In this 
way the heroic memory about the Russo-Ottoman War received a traumatic conno-
tation in respect to Macedonia. The borders of the Treaty of San Stefano, which 
were not considered realistic even in Russia at the times of the Russo-Ottoman 
War, turned into a national ideal. This ideal, supported by historiography, school 
books, literature, art and folklore, was used and misused politically not only until 
1944 but until today. Furthermore, having in mind both Russia’s engagements on 
the European scene at that time and its isolation in international relations, the Trea-
ty of San Stefano, elaborated mostly by Count Nikolaj Ignatˈev (1832 – 1908), the 
Russian ambassador in Carigrad (Constantinople, İstanbul), was later evaluated as 
an arbitrary and hasty act. The myth of ʻSan Stefano Bulgariaʼ shaped the leading 
visions about the future of the country for a long time and justified both the diplo-
matic efforts of the foreign policy and the involvement of Bulgaria in the wars 1912 – 
1918, which claimed hundreds of thousands of victims.  

The theme of the resistance to the decisions of the Congress of Berlin found 
its place in some general and some specific researches on the history of diploma-
cy.

23
 In the “History of Bulgaria in many volumes” (issued in 1991 but already pre-

pared in the 1970s) it was underlined that the Congress of Berlin was met with 
“despair and indignation” by the Bulgarian people as it “had torn the Bulgarian na-
tion into pieces” and had provoked “the deepest despair among the Macedonian 
and Thracian Bulgarians who according to the clauses of the treaty had been left 
under the unbearable yoke of the Ottoman empire”.

24
 

It was Patriarch Kiril’s contribution in the 1960s to research the great number 
of documents about the organized actions in many places against the decisions of 
the Congress of Berlin. The activity of the organization ʻUnionʼ and the uprising in 
Northern Macedonia (Kresna-Razlog) was later researched in detail by Dojno 
Dojnov. In Macedonia, the turn towards a resistance against the Congress of Berlin 
coincided with the change in politics of the Bulgarian Communist Party towards 
Yugoslavia and towards the ʻMacedonian Questionʼ in the 1960s – 1970s. 

At the same time, in historiography it was attempted to deconstruct the role of 
Russia and the European Great Powers in respect to both the content of the con-
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tract and its significance for further Bulgarian history.
25

 According to Konstantin 
Kosev the reason for Russia to impose this treaty is rooted in its double policy. The 
Empire aimed at acknowledgement of her strong position on the Balkans and was 
able to achieve that with all the publicity surrounding the signing of the treaty. On 
the other hand it accepted the revision of the treaty during the Congress of Berlin 
because of the pre-war engagements, undertaken with the other European Great 
Powers.

26
 

 
1944: The Communist myth of the ʻdouble liberatorsʼ  
The Marxist historiography tried to promote an alternative to the official narra-

tive of the War after 1891 and the foundation of the Bulgarian Workers Social Dem-
ocratic Party. The leaders of the Party emphasized “the conquering ambitions of the 
tsarist Russian policy”. In this respect the views of the leaders of the Party, Dimităr 
Blagoev and Georgi Bakalov became those of Russophobe politicians.  

After the takeover of the left powers of the Fatherland Front, dominated by 
the Communist Party, on 9

th
 of September 1944, this sectional narrative was further 

elaborated to become a dominant one, thereby marginalizing the previous religious-
national discourse. In the new social-class approach to history, as ‘enemies of the 
people’ were not only blamed the ‘Ottoman enslavers’ but also the high Bulgarian 
and Greek priesthood, wealthy men (çorbacı) and ‘aggressive Russian tsarism’. As 
‘liberators of the people’ were considered the outlaws, revolutionary republicans 
such as Hristo Botev, Vasil Levski and others who initiated several ‘democratic 
uprisings against the despotic powers’ and the volunteers at Šipka (opălčenci). The 
roles of the Russian Orthodox Church, the Tsar, the nobility of officers and the 
nurses were silenced to highlight the role of the common Russian soldiers – Slav 
brothers, who helped the Bulgarians to liberate from the ‘Turkish and Fascist yoke’ 
twice. The main tropes of the new narrative became the Monument of Šipka sym-
bolizing the heroism of the common Bulgarians and the church in Batak where re-
mains of the peasants, slaughtered by the irregular army during the April Uprising in 
1876, were exposed as a symbol of the ʻTurkish tyrannyʼ. 

The motive of the ʻdouble liberatorsʼ appeared in public discourse immediate-
ly after the left-winged “Fatherland Front” took over power. It was centered around 
the idea of the ‘Slav unity’, ‘eternal friendship’ between Russians and Bulgarians as 
a foundation of the ‘Bulgarian-Soviet friendship’ which was pointed out as essential 
for Bulgarians as “sun and air” for every living creature. Following this trend, the 
book of the Russian and Soviet historian Nikolaj Deržavin “The tribal and cultural 
connections between Bulgarian and Russian peoples” was published in 1945.

27
 In 

1945 the journal “Historical Review” started and for decades it would dictate the 
official historiographical conceptions. The main task of the periodical was “to strug-
gle for the Slav union”.  

Practice established the speeches of the leaders of the Bulgarian Worker’s 
Party (Communists) such as Georgi Dimitrov (1882 – 1949), Vasil Kolarov (1877 – 
1950), and later on Vălko Červenkov (1900 – 1989) – who meanwhile came back 
from their political emigration in the USSR) – as to be taken by the historians as 
official historiography guidelines. Vasil Kolarov became chairman of the newly 
elected Parliament (in the end of 1945). In the same year he published in the jour-
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nal “Historical Review” the article “The Bulgarian people in the fight for a new Bul-
garia” in which he gave some guidelines for the interpretation of Bulgarian history. 
He pointed at the “eternal tradition of the Bulgarian-Russian friendship”, “the belief 
in the liberating mission of Russia” “Grandfather Ivan” and “the heroism of Russians 
and Bulgarians at Šipka”.

28
 He quoted Deržavin about the eternal connections be-

tween Russians and Bulgarians. Furthermore, in the article he made a connection 
between the victory of the Bulgarian Communist Party on the 9

th
 of September 1944 

and the “double liberating mission of the Russians”, emphasizing not only the state 
continuity in the liberating mission of Russia but the blood relation between the 
liberators of 1878 and 1944 as well as that the victorious Bulgarian people had en-
thusiastically met “the grandsons of its liberators from the Turkish yoke, his com-
rades and liberators from Hitler‘s yoke”.

29
 Two years later, on the 70

th
 anniversary of 

the Russo-Ottoman War, again in “Historical review”, professor Jacques Nathan 
(1902 – 1974), a political emigrant in the USSR, Soviet graduate, participant in the 
communist movement in Bulgaria and later member of the Bulgarian Academy of 
Science, in his article about the economic and social development of Bulgaria after 
the liberation repeated the same motive. As an editor in chief of “Historical review” 
since 1949 and Deputy Minister of Culture he proclaimed: “The great Russian peo-
ple became our double liberator. The first time, the Russian army liberated us from 
the Turkish barbarism of the Sultans, the second time from the wild fascist regime 
and Hitler’s yoke. As during the first liberation in the second liberation the Russian 
army was met as brothers-liberators.”

30
  

In 1948, for the first time after the 9
th
 of September 1944, the Russo-Ottoman 

War was celebrated. It happened in a moment, remarkable for the future of Bulgar-
ia. The time of the limited political pluralism from 1944 – 1947 ended in the autumn 
of 1947. The political opposition was destroyed, the oppositional press was forbid-
den. The Iron Curtain between the Eastern Bloc and the West had become reality. 
On the occasion of the celebration of the 70

th
 anniversary of the liberation of Bulgar-

ia in 1948, Vasil Kolarov gave a speech “The liberation of Bulgaria from the Turkish 
yoke” published in 10,000 copies.

31
 Speaking about “the limitless gratitude to the 

brother Russian people” he added “To this we add our double gratitude to the cou-
rageous Red Army, which by a thunder like invasion on the Balkans drove away the 
German hordes from the Bulgarian land and gave the Bulgarian people the full pos-
sibility, to rise up against the fascist executioners, to take its destiny in strong 
hands.”

32
 In his speech Vasil Kolarov defined the liberation as a “typical people’s 

revolution”
33

 and the war itself as liberating and progressive. Quoting Lenin, he 
pointed out that “a new era of a bourgeois-capitalist society came on the remains of 
the old “military feudalism” of the Ottoman Empire”.

34
 Vasil Kolarov related the war 

to the present political situation: “If I comment this historical fact it is not because I 
want to insult the Turkish people who I respect because they found their way to 
liberate themselves from the forces of darkness, oppression and barbarity who had 
captured them for centuries, but because at present we witness a rabid hate to the 
Bulgarian people in the Turkish press”.

35
 And later on: “We, the representatives of 

the Bulgarian working class, of the Bulgarian laborious people, treated by the Turk-
ish press as ‘bands of bandits’ after the First World War, we took the Turkish revolu-
tionaries who looked for a refuge under our protection and we warmly greeted the 
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victory of the Turkish national revolution which liberated the Turkish people from the 
power of the foreign financial magnates and imperialists and their Turkish weap-
ons.” Vasil Kolarov who by that time was the foreign minister of Bulgaria, addressed 
direct accusations to the Turkish ruling circles in Ankara: “To the dreamers from the 
Bosporus and Ankara reminding in their fantasies the stupidity of the former 
ʻDanube Vilayetʼ, I will quote a remarkable citation from Marx and Engels about the 
Eastern Question written in 1853 ʻthe South Slavs were the only bearers of civiliza-
tionʼ.”

36
 He was no less critical of the Bulgarian historians, who were stigmatized by 

him as “pseudo-historians” because they emphasized the imperial goals of Russia 
during the War. He underlined that “Russia, regardless of the goals of the Tsarist 
government, acted revolutionary in respect to the decaying Ottoman Empire and 
became an alley to the Balkan nations revolting against the Turkish yoke, while the 
Western states made obstacles to the liberating war – even in respect to the Greek 
struggle.”

37
  

Vasil Kolarov drew several other parallels between the events of the Russo-
Ottoman War and the 9

th
 of September: Both were revolutions against the Bulgarian 

supporters of the foreign invaders – wealthy people and “money-lenders” and both 
were revolutions which made the turning back of the “wheel of history” impossible. 
Finally Vasil Kolarov concluded: “Let’s became stronger the eternal Bulgarian-
Soviet friendship – the legacy of our national revolution and support a free, inde-
pendent, strong and happy Bulgaria.”

38
 

In the next years the thesis about the ‘double liberators’ motivated the title of 
the monograph “Our double liberators”

39
 published in 1950 by the famous author of 

history manuals Ivanka Kepova (the daughter of the famous Bulgarian historian 
Ivan Kepov

40
). The Liberation of 1878 was presented as a mission of “the great 

Russian people”
41

, which continued until the 9
th
 of September 1944 when “the Sovi-

et army brought liberation to the Bulgarian people from the German fascist yoke 
and cleared the way for building socialism in Bulgaria.”

42
 When by the end of the 

1950s the 80
th
 anniversary of the end of the War was celebrated, the motive of the 

double liberation continued to be well expressed in the publications.  
“The liberation of the Bulgarian people from the heavy five century yoke was 

a result of the victory of the Russian army in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877 – 
1878. That way, this war turned into one of the brightest page in the history not only 
of the Russian-Bulgarian friendship but of the new history of our people. 80 years 
passed since the victorious ending of this war and the Bulgarian people did not stop 
to celebrate and pay deserved respect and gratitude to the great Russian people for 
the fact that crossing the Danube and Balkans on the peaks of their bayonets 
brought our freedom paying the price of thousands victims. This gratitude became 
even more honest when the Soviet army for a second time brought our liberation in 
1944, this time from the fascist yoke”.

43
 

On the basis of the idea about ʻthe double liberationʼ, the film “Heroes of Šip-
ka” was elaborated to represent the common fight of Bulgarians and Russians in 
the Russo-Ottoman War foreboding already in 1877 the future common historical 
destiny and the second Russian help. To confirm that, at the end of the film a line of 
Soviet tanks appeared and units of the Third Ukrainian Front presented flowers to 
the Monument of Šipka. 
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After the political and ideological stabilization of the communist regime in the 
1950s, efforts were made to strengthen its legitimacy. The most ambitious project in 
that period was the elaboration of a history of the Bulgarians from the Neolithic to 
communism in a “History of Bulgaria in many volumes”. The preparation for writing 
it at the Institute of History of the Bulgarian Academy of Science started by the end 
of the 1960s, after a political decision of the politburo of the Central Committee of 
the Communist Party of Bulgaria.

44
 The first volume was published at the climax of 

the celebrations of the 1,300
th
 anniversary of the Bulgarian state in 1981. In the 6

th
 

volume (1987) a special part was devoted to the “Russo-Turkish War and the Liber-
ation of Bulgaria (1877 – 1878)” and elaborated by academic Hristo Hristov.

45
 The 

narrative about the war was basically structured on the model of the Soviet histori-
cal science

46
 and basic researches of Bulgarian authors, published until the end of 

the 1970s were those of representatives of a Marxist historiography.
47

 That way it 
confirmed the dominant interpretations as a part of the mainstream national narra-
tive. 

The myth about the ʻdouble liberatorsʼ found expression in monumental art, 
museum policy, legislation and celebrations. This policy bound the historical places 
of the liberating movement and the Russo-Ottoman War to the places of the com-
munist movement. The geographic proximity of Šipka to Buzludža, the place of the 
first social democratic meeting in 1891 where the decision about founding of Social 
Democratic Party in Bulgaria (whose left wing turned into the Communist Party in 
1919), made the union of the two memory places into the museum complex “Šipka-
Buzludža” easy. In 1956 the historical places at Šipka Pass by a decision of the 
Council of Ministers were proclaimed the ”national park-museum Šipka” which in 
1964 was combined with the Buzludža National Park, which had been founded in 
1959, to turn into the Šipka-Buzludža National Park-Museum.

48
 

A similar combination of the memory about events and figures of two distant 
epochs happened in Batak. In the beginning of the 1960s the “memorial ensemble” 
in memory of the victims of the April Uprising in 1876 and the slaughter of Batak 
was united with the Ethnographic House and the new opened museum into a mu-
seum complex which had “scientific-educational aims of national importance” and 
wanted to “educate in patriotism”. In the underground of the museum, a crypt with 
the bones of the killed partisan guerilla fighters from Batak was built, resembling the 
crypt with the remains of the killed victims of the April Uprising. 

The most grandiose memorial to the Russo-Ottoman War was built in the 
communist era – the Pleven Panorama, also called “symbol-monument of the Bul-
garian-Soviet friendship”, whose proclaimed aim it was “to work for the education of 
the Bulgarian people and the coming generations into the spirit of the eternal and 
non-corruptible Bulgarian-Soviet friendship.”

49
 The Panorama “Pleven epopee 

1877” was erected on the occasion of the 100
th
 anniversary of the capture of Pleven 

by the Russian army. It was built with considerable participation of Soviet specialists 
following the Russian pattern of the Panorama in Moscow representing the battle 
with Napoleon in Borodino in 1812. The Panorama silenced the participation of 
many thousands of Romanian soldiers in the Pleven battle and the Finnish partici-
pation as well.  
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In 1977 – 1978, around the 100
th
 anniversary of the Russo-Ottoman War, an 

enormous quantity of publications was issued. One of the bibliography reviews 
pointed out more than 1,000 titles (934 publications in Bulgaria and 186 foreign 
ones).

50
 Among them were history researches

51
, popular readings

52
 and agitation 

and propaganda materials
53

.  
On this occasion in Sofia a grandiose scientific conference was organized by 

the Bulgarian Academy of Science, the University of Sofia, the Bulgarian History 
Union, the Ministry of Defense, the People’s Committee for Bulgarian-Soviet 
Friendship, the Union of the Scientific Workers in Bulgaria, and the Academy for 
Social Sciences and Social Management.  

These political activities happened parallel to the celebrations of the anniver-
sary. For the official jubilee meeting in Sofia during the spring of 1978, the whole 
state apparatus was mobilized – members of the Politburo of the Central Committee 
of the Bulgarian Communist Party ahead with the first secretary Todor Živkov (1911 
– 1998)

54
, members of the State Council, the Government, leaders of the National 

Assembly, social-political organizations, Patriarchy, “prominent activists in science 
and art”, leaders of the foreign delegations and others.

55
 The speech of Todor Živ-

kov for the 100
th
 anniversary “Eternal glory and eternal gratitude” was published not 

only in Bulgarian but in a lot of foreign languages also: Turkish, Russian, German
56

, 
Romanian, Serbo-Croatian and others. The widest scale project for building memo-
rials to celebrate the 100

th
 anniversary was the building and opening of the Pano-

rama “Pleven Epopee 1877”
57

.  
The development of new communication technologies provided new possibili-

ties for memory policy. The wide memory campaign “People’s memory is telling”, 
initiated by the socialist state at the end of the 1970s, also had the potential to turn 
the previously ideologically archived and edited memory into a staged communica-
tive event of spontaneous oral sharing of life experience of war veterans and their 
heirs to the youngsters. The campaign also received wide media coverage by TV, 
cinema newsreels, radio and press.

58
 But the campaign didn’t give the alternative or 

sectional memories of minorities a voice. The sectional narratives of minority groups 
about the War were and still are fully marginalized and did not participate in the 
national debate about the War. The women’s memory takes a peripheral place in 
this debate: Out of 400 war monuments only two were devoted to women, both in 
peripheral places.  

From the 1960s onwards, with the advanced communicative technologies, 
TV and cinema, the institutionalized historical memory of archives, museums and 
libraries was powerfully articulated by the artistic forms of movies, documentaries 
and newsreels. By the micro-politics of the aesthetic forms the distant and dusty 
history could be revived into a self-experienced communicative event. For this con-
nection between memory and mass culture Alison Landsberg introduced the term 
“Prosthetic Memory”.

59
 She argues that this is a new kind of memory which creates 

new memory communities and social cohesion.  
 
After the democratic changes in 1989 
The process of freeing science from ideology after the political changes in 

1989, interpreted as rejecting Marxism-Leninism, often took the form of 
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ʻnationalizingʼ the historical knowledge in the new nationalist discourse. The conti-
nuity in the historical researches was expressed as a preservation of the nation as a 
central object of research. It is expressed in the national point of view in historiog-
raphy interpretations but in the continuation of the descriptive tradition in the spirit of 
positivism, the domination of the political history, distancing the historians from the-
ory. It can be seen in respect to the researches of the Russo-Ottoman War.

60
 At the 

same time the ʻpopularʼ historiography revived with well-expressed traditional na-
tionalistic orientation.

61
 But with the appearance of a variety of historical visions 

about society the academic science lost its monopoly on interpreting history. In the 
condition of pluralism, nationalism was criticized from the position of liberalism and 
postmodern theory. This criticism in certain extent turned into a new ʻsocial orderʼ 
stimulated by the process of European integration and globalization. 

After 1989, specialists of Ottoman Studies such as Vera Mutafčieva, Cvetana 
Georgieva and other historians critically re-examined the founding postulates of the 
Bulgarian cultural memory about “five centuries of Turkish yoke” and “violent islam i-
zation” providing scientific evidence for more correct historical terms of “Ottoman 
domination” which, although opposed by the wide public, influenced the critical re-
searches of many scholars. Ivan Ilchev started the discussion about “San Stefano 
Bulgaria” being one of the main tropes of the Bulgarian national narrative. 

Under the influence of Western constructivism and theories of modern na-
tionalism (Benedict Anderson, Ernest Gellner, Anthony Smith and others), critical 
attempts were made to deconstruct the founding “national myths” and the dominant 
nationalist policy of memory culture. Maria Todorova published the book “The living 
archive of Vasil Levski”, Evgenia Ivanova – “Inventing memory and forgetfulness”, 
Albena Hranova – “Historiography and Literature. About the social construction of 
historical concepts and Grand Narratives in the Bulgarian Culture XIX

th
 – XX

th
 Cen-

tury”
62

, and Nikolaj Aretov – “The first Joy for me. The emotional content of the Bul-
garian National Identity: Historical Roots and Modern Dimensions”

 63
. 

Ivan Ilchev defined San Stefano Bulgaria as a “political myth and sacred cow 
of Bulgarian patriotism”.

64
 He questioned the correctness of the Bulgarian territorial 

claims based on the borders mapped out in San Stefano.
65

 His arguments were that 
up to 1878 there was no Bulgarian national program to specify the aims of the terri-
torial unification aside the general formulation about the liberation of Thrace, Mace-
donia and Mizia; that the decisions of the Constantinople Conference (1876), where 
the ambassadors of the Great powers suggested two autonomous regions including 
the ethnic teritories of the Bulgarians, were the result of a short term policy reflect-
ing the interests of the European powers; that the eparchies in Macedonia, included 
in the borders of the Bulgarian Exarchate at the eve of the Russo-Ottoman War 
(1877 – 1878) were questioned by neighboring country states and other Orthodox 
churches; that in the most of those territories of San Stefano Bulgaria, which were 
taken from the Bulgarian state at the Congress of Berlin, lived a mixed population in 
ethnic and religious respect; that until 1878 a considerable part of the Bulgarian 
speaking population lacked national consciousness and respectively religious and 
local identities prevailed; and that the Bulgarians lacked in essence a common na-
tional market taking into account that the commerce in Macedonia was directed 
mainly to the South and North (following the valleys of the rivers Vardar and Mora-
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va) and the commerce in Mizia and Thrace was directed mainly to the imperial capi-
tal and on the river Danube.  

The author openly pointed out the negatives of mythologizing San Stefano 
Bulgaria: After the revision of the borders in Berlin, the Bulgarian society was in 
doubt about whether it should be grateful or hostile to Europe (Great Powers) and it 
was trapped between the notion of the Bulgarians as victims and the expectation of 
a miracle to fulfill the ʻidealʼ San Stefano Bulgaria; Bulgarian diplomacy was not 
flexible enough and lacked a policy of compromise in the efforts to solve the nation-
al question since any retreat from the San Stefano borders was evaluated as a 
national betrayal; the possibilities for a mutual understanding between Bulgaria and 
the Balkan countries worsened and preconditions for a united front against Bulgaria 
developed because of the fact that the Bulgarian borders of San Stefano contra-
dicted the national programs of the neighbors.

66
 

According to Plamen Cvetkov the treaty of San Stefano was not a juridical 
end to the War of 1877 – 1878 since it was temporary and preliminary. The battle 
actions of war are usually seized by an armistice – in our case this is the armistice 
signed in Odrin/Edirne on the 19

th
 of January 1878. The treaty which from a juridical 

point of view fixed the results of the War of 1877 – 1878 was the Treaty of Berlin. 
Not San Stefano but the Treaty of Berlin changed the right of internal autonomy 
which the Bulgarians had until then by an international guaranteed, nevertheless 
limited sovereignty which saved Bulgaria from Russian power. The Congress of 
Berlin did not partition Bulgaria into five parts but only confirmed this partition which 
was agreed upon preliminarily by Russia and Great Britain. That way Russia was 
guilty for the national disunity of the Bulgarians. But there are historians who, never-
theless they are not sharing the communist dogmas, are convinced that myths like 
San Stefano are consolidating the nation. Plamen Cvetkov, emphasizing “the impe-
rial ambitions of Russia on the Balkans”, considered the Treaty as “one of the most 
durable manipulations of the historical memory of the Bulgarians since it was a 
treaty for termless occupation of Bulgaria by Russia”. According to him, the date of 
the reunion of Eastern Rumelia to the Kingdom of Bulgaria on the 6

th
 of September 

1885 is the most appropriate date for a National Day.
67

  
In the Bulgarian school literature a common cultural discourse about the War 

was agreed upon, elaborated and imposed as a dominant discourse to form and 
sustain the official collective identity of the citizens. After the democratic changes, 
under the influence of the generation of foreign historians liberal critical researchers 
of the content of the school text books in history and literature initiated to analyze 
what types of cultural memory and identity they form.  

In their analysis of the text books in history from the national revival of the 
19

th
 century to the Communist takeover in 1944, Nadja Danova

68
 and Borjana Pa-

najotova
69

 pointed out that up to the 9
th
 of September 1944 the history is a main 

source of the national self-esteem. The main task of the school is to teach the 
young Bulgarians a spirit of patriotism and loyalty to the national ideal. On the other 
side the search of an enemy is always directed outside of the own country and at 
the neighboring countries. Since the cultural knowledge is usually structured of 
clear cut dichotomies, by that time the main dichotomy was ʻWeʼ, the heroic Bulgar-
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ians, and ʻTheyʼ, our neighboring war enemies such as Turks, Greeks and Serbi-
ans.  

The analysis of the history text book for the period of the state socialism done 
by Nadja Danova and Borjana Panajotova revealed a substantial change in the 
orientation of knowledge. After the 9

th
 of September the main task of the school 

literature to teach loyalty to the Communist Party, the historical past was not con-
sidered as a source of national pride anymore but as a prove for the struggle of the 
classes. The enemy is searched among ʻUsʼ – medieval boyars, wealthy people 
(çorbacı) of Ottoman time, capitalists. The main dichotomy of the new cultural 
knowledge became ʻWeʼ, the common exploited people of all countries, and ʻTheyʼ, 
the ruling class exploiters. The school history is related from the point of view of the 
‘common Bulgarian people’, who were in endless conflict with their ‘masters’ repre-
senting the Bulgarian state. The disruption people-state is unavoidable. If the main 
trope of the school history discourse before 1944 was San Stefano Bulgaria, after 
1944 the ʻdouble liberatorʼ, common people of Russia and later the Soviets, played 
such a role.  

 
Historical memory turned into cultural memory. Memory conflicts  
and wars  
As Aleida Assmann

70
 pointed out, race, class and gender have different ac-

cess to the power of articulating a grand narrative as a coherent, homogeneous 
memory, it always being concentrated on the idealized figure of a male soldier, 
thereby forcing women at the periphery of memory. In the case of the Russo-
Ottoman War such idealized figures were that of the Russian soldier and the Bul-
garian volunteer.  

Theoretical models of explaining the construction of modern national memory 
culture and policy were elaborated by scholars outside of the professional guild of 
historians – anthropologists, sociologists, specialists in cultural studies. All of them 
based their research on the theories on Maurice Halbwachs, Jan Assmann, Aleida 
Assmann, Pierre Nora and Paul Ricœur about collective memory, interaction of 
historical and cultural memory to relativize and revise the dominant historical narra-
tive which developed after the Russo-Ottoman War and was edited ideologically 
during the communist regime.  

Evgenia Ivanova developed a theoretical framework for researching the poli-
cies of the national memory comparing two grand national narratives – the Bulgari-
an and Serbian narratives. She outlined two kinds of memory – heroic and traumat-
ic, considering traumatic memory as more dangerous since it breeds revision and 
revenge.

71
 In the framework of traumatic memory she differentiated two types – a 

martyr type of the self-sacrifice in the name of a superior value and a victimization 
type of the passive objects of violence. Problematic for us is the equalization of the 
martyr self-sacrifice only with trauma since it has aspects of personal heroism. Ac-
cording to the author, the Bulgarian national narrative did not contain an in detail 
elaborated discourse about the conquering of the Bulgarian Kingdom by the Otto-
mans like the Kosovo myth for Serbians does, which might be the case because 
“the struggle for independence from the Patriarchate of Constantinople, which end-
ed with the proclamation of the Bulgarian Exarchate (1870) and the following 
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schism (1872), became the center of imagining the Bulgarian nation”. The essential 
difference between the Bulgarian and the Serbian narratives is that the Serbian 
narrative is oriented towards the trauma of the defeat at Kosovo while the Bulgarian 
one is oriented towards the heroic myth of Šipka and the Liberating War. E. Ivanova 
gives an account of the ambiguity and overlapping of the traumatic and heroic as-
pects but in the Serbian case the traumatic prevails over the heroic, while in the 
Bulgarian case the heroic prevails. According to her, Batak, where half of the popu-
lation was massacred during the April Uprising of 1876, has the potential of turning 
into a traumatic myth but since in the case of Batak the passive victimization pre-
vails over the self-sacrifice it is forced to the periphery of the dominating heroic 
memory. 

Ivanova and Kelbecheva in their inquiry into the most important places, 
events and figures of memory for the Bulgarians tested both – the prevailing of a 
heroic memory and the degree of the fragmentation of the grand national narra-
tive.

72
 The inquiry had to answer to three main questions: Does a coherent and 

dominant narrative that founded and institutionalized as it is the case with the for-
mation of the Bulgarian nation still exist? Did any sectional narratives develop to 
articulate marginalized memories of minorities and other groups? Does the past rest 
in memory institutions – museums, archives, libraries, conferences – as a historical 
memory or does it have a communicative power in the present? As it was men-
tioned above, their inquiry pointed out that “Šipka”, “Vasil Levski” and the “Libera-
tion” are still the main tropes of the national narrative. The main agent of memory is 
still the institution of school promoting literary and history canons. The knowledge of 
the past differs from the cultural memory of the past. They explained the results with 
the fact that “the modern Bulgarian history memory is not founded on the modern 
historiography and the achievements of science but on the consciousness of the 
Bulgarians folklore beliefs about the heroic struggle between the power of good and 
the power of evil (Bulgarians and Turks) and the happy deliverance from the slavery 
with the help of Russia, which are deeply engraved in society”.  

The Batak Scandal in 2007
73

 posed urgent questions to the Bulgarian re-
searchers of memory policies. The scandal was provoked by a joint project of the 
Bulgarian scholar Martina Baleva and Austrian and German scholar Ulf Brunnbau-
er

74
, who were researching on the discrepancies between the facts of the historical 

past and the cultural memory. The authors were blamed to reject the slaughter of 
Batak and desecrating this “holy place of memory”. In fact the authors aimed at 
proving that the slaughter was a result of a local social conflict and not a political 
punishment for the participation in the April Uprising. They critically examined also 
the aesthetic forms of interpretation of the event which became essential for the 
ways of commemorating it. The scandal attained an international significance since 
it was financed by a German foundation. Since the time of the scandal was just 
before the affiliation of Bulgaria to the EU, according to Ivanova it was an expres-
sion of the popular fear of losing its national identity. Representatives of the Acad-
emy of Science, the University of Sofia, Presidency and nationalist parties accused 
the scholars of incompetence and national betrayal. Blagovest Njagulov

75
 consid-

ered the case with the “myth of Batak” in 2007 as a demonstration of how a tragic 
historical fact which had acquired the mythic dimension of a national trauma could 
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provoke conflicting meanings and social tension to be appropriated as an instru-
ment of political propaganda.

76
 The author tried to deconstruct the other “central 

myth” of Bulgarian nationalism – San Stefano Bulgaria (1878), popularly considered 
as an unrealized perspective for the unification of the Bulgarians in their “ethnic 
boundaries”. After the revision of the Treaty of San Stefano at the Congress of Ber-
lin, many of the temporarily acknowledged territories stayed parts of the neighboring 
countries. According to the author San Stefano Bulgaria breads mythologized no-
tions of lost but as national aspirations preserved territories – Bulgarian Macedonia.  

In June 2004 the Committee for restoration of the soldier monuments in Bul-
garia made a proposal for installing a plaque commemorating the killed Ottoman 
soldiers from the army of Süleyman Paşa (1838 – 1892) in the Battle of Šipka Pass 
in 1877. The idea was opposed massively in the press and in internet forums and 
the proposal was withdrawn. The Bulgarian society was not prepared to allow offi-
cial articulation of an alternative memory to the war.  

Most of the modern Bulgarian historians did not question the date of the 3
rd

 of 
March as a symbol of the “rebirth of the Third Bulgarian state”. According to Stoyan 
Raychevski the treaty is not a myth but “a real fact and synonym of the Bulgarian 
national ideal which was unfinished, sold, betrayed and defeated”

77
. 

The cultural memory, according to Assmann, spans to the past as far as this 
past can be recognized as ʻOurʼ. This historical consciousness he calls ʻmemoryʼ 
which is deferent for the knowledge of the past since this consciousness of ʻUsʼ is 
the core of our identity. To belong you have to remember! Most of the people con-
sider this type of memory as an orientation knowledge which serves as connection 
and solidarity. If the memory narrative disintegrates the relations between people in 
the society risk uncertainty and isolation since this narrative provides orientation 
points and an order of emotional, spiritual and cultural connections to sustain the 
society. The orientation knowledge

78
 does not need scientific approbation since 

people believe it is true, and often it is represented with religious and quasi-religious 
terms. This is the reason any scientific criticism of the cultural knowledge is op-
posed by society, which fears disintegration and a loss of identity. In order to de-
construct ʻthe myths of the pastʼ, we have to be cautious to provide new perspec-
tives of commemoration and identity. 
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Abstract: The purpose of this article is the analysis and classification of the variety of 

historical and historiographical sources regarding the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. 
The authors compare three different kinds of war-study methodology used in pre-
revolutionary, Soviet and post-Soviet periods. One of the aims of this article is to present 
socio-political and ideological reasons which might explain a special attitude towards the 
Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878) at different times in Russian history. The main problems 
of the Russo-Ottoman War itself as well as political aspects of it have been deeply studied by 
Russian and Soviet historians and are presented in this article. An extended pre-
revolutionary, Soviet and post-Soviet bibliography of the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878) 
has been attached to the article. 

 
 
The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 is one of the important events of the 

political and military history of the 19
th
 century. From the viewpoint of the world poli-

cy this war became a high tide in the solution of the oriental question when its re-
sults and consequences had an influence on the historic fate of the Balkan nations. 
From the viewpoint of Russian policy this war considerably differed from the former 
conflicts with the Ottoman Empire. There was a time of ‘Great reforms’ and one of 
the substantial reforms was the military reorganization. Russia entered this war with 
an army which already had been reformed. Reforms had a great influence both on 
Russian society, which was disappointed by the failures in the Crimean War, and on 
the sphere of foreign policy doctrines. That is why the Russo-Ottoman War always 
attracted rapt attention of researchers. The national historiography of Russia is very 
extensive on this problem.  

Traditions of military and journalistic historiography in the framework of the 
official ideology (‘struggle for an idea’) were taking shape in the process of its for-
mation. At the same time some independent scientific trends of research were 
formed. For example, the investigations of ʻcivil historiansʼ and columnists who illus-
trated the evolution of the Russian society’s interest in the war from their point of 
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view.
1
 For the Soviet historical science, a high influence level of ideological factors 

was typical and per contra, at the turn of the 20
th
 century some tendencies of a new 

historiographical culture, including an ʻethic approachʼ as an important feature, were 
outlined.

2
 It focused on the changing socio-cultural situation in the world and histo-

rians started to pay attention on the diversity of cultural forms of human activities
3
 

as well as they started to show interest in forms of cultural memory, it being closely 
connected to history itself.

4
 

We intend to offer a periodization of Russian historiography based on the al-
teration of different methodologies used in the historical analysis of the Russo-
Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. Therefore we can mark out the following stages in its 
development:  

- The pre-revolutionary stage (end of the 1870s – 1917): Scientific studies 
conducted in this period were based on the prevailing philosophies of posi-
tivism and Neo-Kantianism.  

- The Soviet stage (1917 – 1991): Scientific studies were based on Marxist 
theories. However, it is necessary to note that the theoretical approach 
wasn’t consistent in the course of all this time. Therefore it is expedient to 
divide this stage into two sub-periods which are determined by the devel-
opment of historical sciences in the Soviet Union:  

a) Formation and domination of the totalitarian regime (1917 – 1953) 
b) Chruščёv’s thaw, Period of Stagnation and Perestrojka (1953 – 1991) 

- The contemporary stage (1991 – today): Scientific studies aim at a re-
comprehension of the different plots of the war in the light of the ʻmemorial 
paradigmʼ, it being connected to notions such as ʻmemoryʼ, ʻremembranceʼ 
and ʻoblivionʼ understood as socio-cultural phenomena. 

Let’s examine each of the stages mentioned above in detail:  
 
Pre-revolutionary stage 
It is notable that Russian researchers started studying the Russo-Ottoman 

War (1877 – 1878) shortly after it ended. Their studies were based on two funda-
mental concepts: Positivism and Neo-Kantianism. In the first case the authors con-
centrated their attention on the image of the Russian warrior – the liberator of the 
Balkan nations from the ʻOttoman yokeʼ, and on the search of general regularities of 
events and images connected to the war. In the second case they analyzed single, 
individual war events and considered the effect of religious philosophical ideas. At 
that time a new style of historical investigation in form of monographs became con-
solidated. 

It is possible to define the main trends of the national historiography dealing 
with the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 during the pre-revolutionary stage. 
They are the following:  

- Military historiography of Russian generals and participants of the 1877 – 
1878 campaign and military historians, who, on the basis of rich factual ma-
terial, in detail described the main events which took place at the Balkan 
and Caucasus battle-fronts and analyzed the status and the role of Russian 
army as well as some features of the Russian strategy and tactics.

5
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- The first attempts of a philosophical-sociological approach to war as a pub-
lic phenomenon were undertaken by theoreticians who analyzed the impact 
of the war and its consequences on different spheres of social life.

6
 

- Several works of military historians, destined for mass readership, were 
published with the intention to popularize the theme of the Russo-Ottoman 
War. The authors paid attention to the religious factor of the war

7
 and they 

analyzed the history and the role of the Bulgarian home guard.
8
 Images of 

war heroes with detailed biographies and description of remarkable war 
events also took place.

9
 

- Materials of the Military-Historical Committee, which had been established 
in 1879 at the central headquarters in order to compose an official history of 
the war, had become an essential part of the military historiography. The 
description of the war in the Caucasus theatre was transmitted to the Mili-
tary-Historical Office of the Caucasus military district headquarters and as a 
result the work “Description of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877 – 1878 on 
the Balkan peninsula” with an atlas

10
 was published in many volumes as 

well as the secret “special supplement”
11

, diplomatic documents, the tsar’s 
correspondence with the commander-in-chief, secret materials on war 
plans, reports of war agents and more.  

- A small part of the military historiography concerned the mountain-dwellers 
participation in the war and only factual material regarding the actions of the 
Caucasus units in the war operations was supplied.

12
  

The traditions of the military historiography were formed in full conformity to 
the official Slavophil perception of how to realize the Russian historic mission. The 
interpretation of the different aspects of the campaign by military history was under 
pressure of imperious clichés and stereotypes. The journalistic historiography was 
presented by the investigations of ʻcivil historiansʼ as well as by the information and 
memoirs of Russian war correspondents. The definite part of the civil historians’ 
investigations generated independent scientific trends in the study of the Russo-
Ottoman War. The authors had an opportunity to express opposite opinions in re-
spect to the official concepts. They criticized the idea to solve the Eastern Question 
by means of an armed conflict.

13
 

The traditions of publications in the 1870s were formed under the influence of 
the Slavophil concepts, defining both the aims and reasons for the war 
(ʻindependence and unity of Slavdomʼ, ʻpeople’s warʼ, ʻgreat liberation warʼ and 
others) and the society’s attitude to it (ʻsympathy of Russia’s societyʼ, ʻpatriotismʼ, 
ʻcharityʼ).

14
 The most part of the journalistic historiography consisted of materials of 

Russian correspondent-columnists and artists who were in the army as either ob-
servers and/or participants in the war actions. They cooperated with 14 newspapers 
and magazines using official information (orders, headquarters reports etc.) as well 
as stories of participants and eyewitnesses of the described events or personal 
observations to write about different aspects of the war.

15
 Just in the period of the 

war campaign in 1877 – 1878 the Russian war journalism originated.  
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Russian War Journalism in 1877 – 1878
16

 
 

  
№ 

Periodical 

     

Сorrespondent 

         

1.  “Government bulletin” Krestovskij V. 

2.  “St. Petersburg News” Modzolevskij, Komarov 

3.  “The new time” 
 

Suvorin A., Fёdorov M., Burenin 
V., Karazin N., Ivanov A.,  
Rossolovskij N., Maslov 
Nemirovič-Dančenko V. 

4.   “The Russian invalid” Fёdorov M., Suсhotin 

5.  “The world illustration” Fёdorov M. 

6.  “Voice” Sokalˈskij P. 

7.  “Northern Bulletin” Girs D., Bajkov 

8.  “Russian world” Rapp E., Georgievič 

9.  “Moscow News” Šachovskoj l., Mec M., 
Ilovajskij D. 

10.  “Russian News” Teocharov A. 

11.  “Stock News” Maksimov N. 

12.  “Our century” Nemirovič-Dančenko V., 
Stambolov G. 

13.  “Odessa Bulletin” Sokalskij P. 

14.  “Tiflis Bulletin” Nikoladze N. 

 
Depending on the mode of presentation of the material, its emotional color-

ing, the richness of its content and the ideological orientation of the newspapers 
and the journalists, the journalistic sources can be divided into two groups: The first 
one covers those who wrote in the rear services and stayed in the headquarters, 
while the second one covers those who directly took part in the battles. The corre-
spondents from the first group often used unchecked information based on the sto-
ries of eyewitnesses and the reports of official sources.

17
 The descriptions of the 

external part of the war (battle descriptions, progress of separate regiments etc.) 
focused on the demonstrative practices aiming at proving good spirit and support 
for the troops by the public opinion, while a lack of evaluation of personalities and 
the main war events was typical for them. The written testimonies of the corre-
spondents from this group, limited by a framework of instructions and censorship, 
were products of the ideological arrangements of the official authorities. They pre-
sented the war as a field of heroism and boldness. It is notable that they introduced 
the mode of describing the war in pictures in order to approach the course of the 
war step-by-step.

18
 

The second group of journalists consisted of creative people such as famous 
artists, scientists, doctors and priests.

19
 They gave detailed and truthful information 

about the inner side of the war conflict by writing about the war life, the characteris-
tics of the relations between people and of their behavior as well as by writing about 
advantages and disadvantages of the Russian army. In their letters, diaries and 
telegrams they described the war as harmful and hard work for soldiers and officers 
– there were death, crippled lives, incompetence of higher military officers, corrup-
tion, larceny and drunkenness. 
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Artists working as war correspondents such as E. Makarov, V. Vereščagin, V. 
Polenov and others revealed in their splendid paintings, canvas and sketches the 
atmosphere of the war’s everyday life, the terrible sufferings and disasters of the 
war by using their personal experiences of the war.

20
 They managed to avoid the 

imperious discourse in their written testimonies, researching the war as a socio-
historical and psychological phenomenon. 

The events of the Russo-Ottoman War favored the development of satires in 
the press. The activity of the magazine “Alarm Clock” was a bright example of this 
kind of press where different cartoons, poems and satirical articles were pub-
lished.

21
 The sources of the jokes were important international subjects like the 

diplomatic war with England, the Congress of Berlin, the political and military situa-
tion in Turkey as well as everyday life situations connected to the war. Even today, 
the dialogue between a merchant and a doctor, who takes a bribe to save him from 
the call-up to the war with the Başıbozuk is very topical. The magazine illustrated 
the attitude of a certain section of Russian society to foreign policy and war events 
exposing the customs of the epoch. 

The literature of cheap popular prints (lubok) was of great interest for the re-
searchers because this cheap propaganda literature was intended for mass distri-
bution.

22
 The unity of graphic arts and texts was very important for it. The latest 

news pictures were guided by the official ideology because they were supposed to 
transfer information from a certain standpoint to influence the public opinion. During 
the period of the war of 1877 – 1878 the tradition of publishing patriotic popular 
prints was held up. These prints presented war events and their main task was to 
support the confidence of the society in the Russian victory. They played a signifi-
cant role in promoting an image of the enemy (for instance by presenting the enemy 
as an animal or as a foolish and cowardly opponent). Features such as narration, 
attention to details, concreteness, emotional coloring, and humorousness were 
typical for the language of the prints. Cheap popular print literature intended to pop-
ularize the war in broad groups of the society, to mobilize it to take part in civil ac-
tions and to raise the courage within the population. 
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Turkish cowardice, Russian boldness 

Москва, Товарищество типолитографии И.М. Машистова. 1914 г.
23

 
 
The analysis of the vast pre-revolutionary historiography on the Russo-

Ottoman War allows us to outline the following regularities: 
- The interpretation of the different aspects of the war was under the pres-

sure of the imperious clichés and stereotypes based on Slavophil ideology 
(‘independence and unity of Slavdom’).  

- The assumption of the desire of the Balkan nations to escape the ʻOttoman 
yokeʼ (‘People’s war against Turkey’) was a common principle for all histori-
ographical genres. 

- The aggressive character of the Western States plans to approach territo-
ries of the Ottoman Empire was stressed.  

 
Soviet stage  
The Soviet historiography, based on the dominant Marxist paradigm, empha-

sized different aspects of the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878). The historical 
process was considered from the standpoint of class conflict while foreign policy 
was presented as an expression of the ruling class interests and the role of the 
personal factor in epochal events was ignored. For the different periods of the Sovi-
et history the level of interest to the events of this war had been changing because 
of the political evolution in the country and some changes in foreign policy. As a 
result the evolution of the Soviet historiography on the war of 1877 – 1878 can be 
divided into two periods: 
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The first period (1920 to 1953)  
A number of fundamental works on the history of the Russian military art ap-

peared in the twenties. The authors only partly mentioned the events of the Russo-
Ottoman War.

24
 The memoirs of the Russian diplomat V. Lamzdorf, who accompa-

nied Prince Gorčakov to the Congress of Berlin, were published.
25

 A series of arti-
cles by M. Pokrovskij investigated the war on a larger scale.

26
 The historian paid 

attention to the military operations and the Slavic committee’s activities, criticizing 
the tsar’s government policy. Influenced by the ideological factor, the author nega-
tively evaluated the tsarist policy as reactionary. The progressive consequences of 
the war weren’t appreciated properly; however this part of the Soviet historiography 
on the Russo-Ottoman War was characterized more or less by a tendency of hon-
est investigations. The strengthening of the totalitarian regime and Stalin’s personal 
power in the 1930s had an influence on all historical investigations. On the one 
hand, historiography was formed in a direction to please Stalin which led to a cul-
ture of concealment or falsification of ‘disagreeable facts’ (‘policy of oblivion’). On 
the other hand the conferment of the title “people’s leader” to Stalin, who had been 
ruling “a great country”, lead to an increase of historical investigations. The propa-
ganda of historical knowledge aimed at boasting patriotic feelings using the theme 
of heroism and some smaller-scaled researches on the Balkan conflict in 1877 – 
1878 appeared.

27
 Thus, until the 1940s due to the complicated home policy situa-

tion and the Great Patriotic War the interest in this topic decreased. 
Only after the liberation of Bulgaria by the Soviet army the interest in the 

events of 1877 – 1878 renewed and as a result a number of investigations ap-
peared where great attention was paid to the specific character of the war, calling it 
a “struggle for national independence” and emphasizing the “Russo-Bulgarian 
community”.

28
 The war of 1877 – 1878 was studied actively in the military acade-

mies in the framework of war art history courses.
29

 The most serious and interesting 
investigation of the war in that period was conducted by P. Fortunatov.

30
 

 
The second period (1953 – 1991)  
A vigorous process of investigating the Balkan conflict started in the time of 

Chruščёv’s thaw. The number of sources the investigations were based upon was 
considerably enlarged which created new opportunities for dissertation studies.

31
 

Researches on the public movement in Russia, on the overall results of the Berlin 
congress, on the problems of the mountain-dwellers participation in the war, and on 
the development of mass media also appeared.

32
 The fundamental investigation by 

the Russian historian N. Beljaev concerning the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878) 
was published in 1956 and focused on military problems such as the analysis of the 
conditions and preparations of the opposed armies, the course and the results of 
the battlefield actions as well as the forms of its perception by the Russian society

33
. 

Until present time this work is the most comprehensive description of the war 
events.  

In the 1970s and 1980s the financing of historical sciences, archives and li-
braries increased despite the crisis in Soviet society. This allowed new research 
approaches to the Russo-Ottoman War and a newly acquired focus on the attitudes 
of the Russian society to the Balkan events, the history of the Russian press, the 
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relation of the state economy to the technical conditions of the army, the interpreta-
tion of the war in the national historiography and others.

34
 A significant increase of 

the research interest in the Balkan conflict was connected with the symbolic date of 
the 100

th
 anniversary of the war, which in Soviet historiography was entitled “100 

years of the Balkan nations’ liberation from the Ottoman yoke”. The summarizing 
works of I. Rostunov, V. Vinogradov, L. Naročnickaja were published in scientific 
journals

35
 as well as in a number of other publications.

36
 It is remarkable that the 

problems of the mountain-dwellers’ participation in the war, especially of Ossetians, 
Ingush, Chechens, Kabardians and several peoples from Dagestan and Transcau-
casia, were researched.

37
 Such investigations in the Soviet historiography had great 

scientific value despite the biased class conflict approach.  
The works devoted to the war were discussed by scientific associations and 

were reviewed by famous scientists who evaluated their scientific validity. Soviet 
historians studied the motives of the war in detail but in the interpretation of the war 
activities and the following results they contradicted themselves, equally emphasiz-
ing both the aggressive goals of Tsarist Russia and the liberation mission of the 
Tsar’s army. 

The Soviet historiography on the war of 1877 – 1878 was characterized by 
the following features:  

- The Marxist paradigm strictly set the limits for the interpretation of the dif-
ferent aspects of the war. 

- The level of interest in war problems depended on the situation of Soviet 
domestic policy and on the climate of the international relations. 

- The extensive accumulation of factual material allowed the development of 
scientifically substantiated researches.  

- Special attention was paid to the meaning and to the ideological character 
of the war such as ‘tsarist aggression’, ‘liberation mission of the Russian 
army’, ‘Russian glory’, and ‘historical deeds’. 

 
Contemporary stage  
This stage of the Russian historiography is defined by a great interest in the 

different aspects of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. For this stage the re-
evaluation and re-comprehension of the historic processes and phenomena linked 
to Russia’s interests in the Balkan region is typical. The crisis of the Marxist con-
cepts and the theoretical interest in historical memories led to a change in the histo-
riographical situation. The new trends of studies are defined by the ʻmemory para-
digmʼ related to notions such as ʻmemoryʼ, ʻoblivionʼ, ʻremembranceʼ, and ʻcollective 
memoryʼ. On the other hand the modern Russian researchers are trying to empha-
size their ethic viewpoint of the military past and the war in 1877 – 1878.  

A number of researchers of the military-cultural heritage of the Cossacks and 
the North Caucasus mountain-dwellers, who took part in the war operations (1877 – 
1878), arose in connection to the new historiographical culture. The works of O. 
Matveev deserve special attention, as he studied the impact of the war on the so-
ciety of the Cossacks as well as the Cossacks historical memory and the military 
mentality of the Kuban Cossacks.

38
 Other attempts in this direction were undertaken 

by scholars researching the mountain units’ participation and interpretation of the 
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war, paying special attention to the culture of the North Caucasus mountain-
dwellers and their ethic notions such as courage or bravery.

39
 

A real turning point in modern war historiography occurred in the middle of 
the 1990s. It was marked by the studies of E. Senjavskaja who, in the theoretical 
framework of the armed conflicts of the 20

th
 century, reconsidered this phenomenon 

as not only a historical but as well as a socio-psychological one.
40

 In the center of 
her studies she put mankind into extreme war conditions and focused on his 
thoughts, feelings, behavior, heroism and panic, soldier’s superstitions, features of 
front life, formation of enemy image and on the phenomenon of the women partici-
pation in the war. The investigation was conducted by using methods of adjacent 
scientific disciplines, namely military sociology and military psychology.

41
 These 

investigations were groundbreaking in opening up a new field in the study of Rus-
sian military history – the study of the ‘fighting man’, the activities and properties of 
the so-called ‘combatant’.  

The process of modern historiography research developed into studies of the 
human factor in the armed conflict of 1877 – 1878. The authors tried to examine the 
behavior, feelings, thoughts and destinies of individual war participants, both civil-
ians and soldiers, the notions of duty and honor

42
, the role of ideology and propa-

ganda
43

, the role of women and medical nurses (ʻguardian angelsʼ)
44

, the courage 
and charity of the military priests

45
, and the images of the war created by artists

46
. 

The increasing interest of modern historiography in the socio-psychological aspects 
of the Russo-Ottoman War favored the appearance of scientific bibliographical stud-
ies.

47
 The authors used archival materials, memoirs, letters, and diaries which al-

lowed creating a lively image of famous statesmen and military figures and to re-
establish the psychological background of the pre-war events and of the war events 
itself.  

The re-comprehension and re-evaluation of the Russo-Ottoman war favored 
the appearance of basic works on this problem.

48
 Special attention should be paid 

to the studies of V. Zolotarev,
49

 who elaborates on the features of the Russian army 
along the military problems of the Russo-Ottoman conflict. Different aspects of Rus-
sian foreign policy on the Balkans are also discussed in modern historiography.

50
 

Pointing out the positive tendencies of the new historiographical culture in Russia 
concerning the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878) we have to admit that there is 
still a lack of a fundamental investigation of this war as a historical and socio-
psychological phenomenon. 

It would be interesting to take a closer look at the interpretation of the Russo-
Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 in the school history textbooks, to be able to under-
stand how they were influenced by the changes in state policy and the political 
preferences of the ruling elite. School literature aims at shaping understandings 
approved by the ruling class and at guiding younger minds into the “right direction” 
along political changes. 

In pre-revolutionary Russia textbooks were under strict control of the gov-
ernment. In general these school textbooks presented the war according to a cer-
tain pattern: Russia would have been trying to protect the Slavonic brothers against 
the Ottoman enslavement while the Western empires allegedly tried to interfere and 
grab the territorial heritage of Turkey.

51
 The decision to start the war against the 
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Ottoman Empire was on the one side explained by Aleksandr II’s idea to help the 
Slavonic peoples and on the other side justified by the motivation to stop Turkish 
atrocities on the Balkans, thereby following such demands of the Russian society. 
The pre-revolutionary Russian textbooks referred to the Russo-Ottoman War of 
1877 – 1878 as a ‘liberating war’, while Aleksandr II, who granted freedom to his 
own people, was considered the liberator of the Balkan Christians as well. Some 
textbooks referred to religion as a driving force urging Russia to start the war and 
help the “coreligionist brothers”.

52
 The scientific literature of that time generally re-

flected the official view on the war, i.e. the Slavophil concept of Russia performing 
its historical mission. 

One of the first textbooks of the Soviet time was “The Russian History for 
secondary education and self-education” by N.A. Rožkov who criticized both Ale-
ksandr II’s actions and Russia’s foreign policy. It explained the motivation of the war 
against the Ottoman Empire with the Russian government’s idea to have the Em-
pire’s stronghold on the Balkan Peninsula.

53
 As for the rest of the Soviet pre-war 

textbooks, they all reflected the views of the Bolshevik historian Pokrovskij and his 
followers.

54
 The latest war against the Ottoman Empire was mentioned only indi-

rectly and without a detailed description of the military actions while it was consid-
ered as one of the Emperor’s unsuccessful idea. At the same time the failures of 
Russia in the war were explained by the poor social development of the country. 

The Second World War changed the attitude towards the Russo-Ottoman 
War. 1944 witnessed another help granted to the ‘Slavonic brothers’ when the Red 
Army liberated Bulgaria. Soon after Bulgaria had a new regime (supported by the 
Soviet Union), Soviet textbooks referred to it as a “people’s democracy”.

55
 The new 

political reality was immediately reflected in the history textbooks teaching the youth 
internationalism and world solidarity. Furthermore the textbooks not only gave in-
formation about the reasons and consequences of the war of 1877 – 1878, but the 
chronology of the military campaign along with the names of the commanders and 
other military personalities were published in them. However, the authors of those 
Soviet textbooks faced a complicated task. On the one hand they had to emphasize 
the aggressive aims pursued by the Emperor’s regime, while on the other hand they 
had to emphasize the liberating mission of the Emperor’s army. 

The content of the post-Soviet history textbooks depended on the methodo-
logical views of the author and the political situation. Yet this had a little influence on 
the presentation of the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878) in the school textbooks. 
Usually there is only one sub-chapter traditionally allocated to the ‘liberating war’.

56
 

The modern scientific literature generally reflected the common historiographical 
trends in the presentation of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. 
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“There is no single dominant ideology in the  
memory culture in Russia today, which is good…” 
 
 
 
Interview: Tatˈjana Aleksandrovna Nevskaja, doctor in history (doktor istoričeskich 

nauk), works as a professor at the department of History of Russia and the North Caucasus 
Federal University, Stavropol. In 1977 she graduated from Stavropolˈ State Pedagogical 
Institute. In course of her doctoral dissertation she researched the historical-ethnographic 
features of the Slavonic population in the North Caucasus. She became full professor in 1998 
with “The Implementation of Stolypin’s reforms in the Northern Caucasus”. She is the author 
of about 150 researches on the history and culture of the peoples of the North Caucasus in 
the 19

th
 and 20

th
 century. She is interested in agrarian history, history of the Caucasus re-

gion, ethnography of the Caucasian peoples, history of the Cossacks, reforms in the imperial 
period and the common law of the Slavonic population of the North Caucasus.  

 
 

Petar Vodenicharov: From where comes your interest in the history and cul-
ture of the Caucasus region? 

Tatˈjana Aleksandrovna: It was already in my childhood when an interest in 
the history of the Caucasus arose in me, thanks to the tales of my mother – Valenti-
na Pavlovna Nevskaja. She was working on Antiquity, the Byzantine Empire, but 
she had to leave Moscow for the Caucasus since her mother, my grandmother, 
came back from a Stalin camp and was not allowed to live in Moscow or in any 
other bigger city. Then for my mother – the daughter of an ʻenemy of the peopleʼ – it 
was not easy to work in the capital either. I was born in the Caucasus. My father 
came here from the Volga region to save himself from the repressions for being the 
son of a priest. In the North Caucasus my mother had to switch her scientific inter-
ests to the history of the peoples of the Northern Caucasus, only to become one of 
the most prominent specialists in Caucasus studies. As a child I used to join my 
mother in her study trips and became acquainted with Caucasian antiquity and 
monuments of its history.  

P. V.: How do you consider the Russian expansion to the North Caucasus – 
was it colonization or modernization? 

T. A.: It was both. But when we speak about colonization, we have to specify 
what we mean by colonization. Russia came to the Caucasus not as an invader, not 
as a colonizer in the European meaning of the word. Russia did not need these 
lands as a territory as Russia had enough territory, but it had to fortify its southern 
borders against the permanent raids of the Crimean Khans and the anti-Russian 
influence of Turkey on the nations of the region. The annexation was not a big one 
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(according to Russian measures), having a piece of land was not a main goal of the 
Russian policy. In a certain sense Russia was an anti-empire – it did not extract 
sources from the annexed periphery but invested money and not a small amount of 
money. Unlike the European colonies, where the local population had to deal only 
with the army and the colonial administration, Russia settled Slavic peasants and 
Cossacks at the periphery who established commercial, economic and cultural rela-
tions with the local peoples. Of course there were wars and violence in the relations 
between Russia and the Caucasus, but also as a result of the union with Russia, 
the internecine wars stopped and so did the slave trade. Slavery and serfdom were 
abolished, economy developed. For certain Russia played a civilizing role in the 
Caucasus.  

At the beginning of the 20
th
 century the North Caucasus became one of the 

most dynamic developing provinces of the Russian Empire. The economy of the 
region played an important role in the economic potential of the country. In Chech-
nya and Kuban a petroleum industry was built up, in Novosibirsk a cement industry 
developed, at the sea coast new ports were built and railway transports were estab-
lished. Stavropolˈ and Kuban became main suppliers of high quality bread, not only 
for the Russians but for the world market. 

P. V.: So many poets, writers, composers or painters devoted their works to 
the Caucasus. Why did the Caucasus play such an important role for Russian cul-
ture? 

T. A.: In the 18
th
 and at the beginning of the 19

th
 century the territory of the 

present Caucasus was a distant periphery of the empire but in respect to culture the 
region was not at the back of beyond. On the Caucasus line a system of strong-
holds was built with villages between them, redoubts and posts. For several dec-
ades there was a war and the elite of the Russian army settled here. Also dissident 
officers including some Decembrists were exiled here. Many travelled to the Cauca-
sus by themselves expecting a quick career while others were attracted by the ro-
manticism of the mountain region. In this period the Russian society lived with the 
Caucasus. The events and problems of the Caucasus war were discussed on the 
pages of serious journals and fashion salons, within the working class and aristoc-
racy. The Caucasus theme pervaded Russian art. The magnificent nature of the 
Caucasus, the wild events of the Caucasian War and the meetings with the virile 
mountain warriors were inspiration sources for many writers, poets and composers. 
The towns of the North Caucasus, losing their role as military strongholds, turned 
into centers of government, commerce and culture. On the Caucasus line two cen-
ters of social life developed: Stavropolˈ and Pjatigorsk. For a certain time the poets 
A.S. Puškin, M.Ju. Lermontov and L.N. Tolstoj lived there. In Kislovodsk A.S. 
Puškin listened to a tale about a Cherkessian girl who helped a Cossack prisoner to 
escape. The tale was the basis for his famous poem “The Prisoner of the Cauca-
sus”. Thanks to this poem the Russian readers became acquainted with the way of 
life of the mountain people, their costumes and the romanticism of the turbulent 
Caucasus.  

The best works of M.Ju. Lermontov were based on Caucasus plots. In his 
early verses and poems devoted to the Caucasus, not only the beauty of the nature 
was praised but the human tragedy of the war and the deep understanding of the 
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Caucasian way of life were represented. M.Ju. Lermontov visited the Caucasus for 
the first time in 1825, when he was still a child. The trip was full of impressions and 
turned out to be unforgettable for him. The boy was shaken by the beauty of the 
mountain landscapes; he saw tents and fancy horseback riding, and listened to the 
songs of the mountaineers. The memories about this unique experience found an 
artistic expression in his adolescence works: “Morning in the Caucasus”, “The Pris-
oner of the Caucasus”, “Izmail-Bej”, “Chadži Abrek” and others. In 1840 the novel of 
M.Ju. Lermontov “A hero of our time” was published and revealed the way of life in 
the Caucasus to the Russian readers. The experience of mineral water healing 
provided him enough material for one of the novellas. In “Princess Mary” Lermontov 
delicately described the temper of the officers, the ways of drinking and healing by 
mineral waters, the balls in the restaurants and the health resorts. Tolstoj noted in 
his diary that in Pjatigorsk he formed his view of life. During the summer of 1853 
Tolstoj wrote his “Boyhood”, “The Wood-Felling”, “The Degraded”, “A Billiard-
Marker’s Notes” and the early version of his “The Cossacks”. 

The romanticism of the Caucasus inspired not only poets but composers as 
well. In 1823 the young M.I. Glinka settled down in Kavkazskie Mineralˈnye Vody. 
Here he got acquainted with the unique culture of the mountaineers, with the melo-
dies of the Caucasus. Based on the impressions of his adolescence he created the 
“Eastern Dances” and “Lezginka” of his opera “Ruslan and Ljudmila”. The prom i-
nent romantic composer A.A. Aljabˈev visited the Caucasus twice – in 1816 and 
1832-33. Here he was attracted by the music of the Caucasus nations and created 
many works based on Caucasus themes. About the role of the Caucasus for the 
Russian culture I could speak for hours. 

P. V.: We visited North Ossetia and were impressed by the hospitality and 
the culture of the people – an interesting mixture of Zarathustrian folk beliefs, Chris-
tianity and Islam. Ossetians fought not only in the Caucasus but also on the Balkan 
front during the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. When and why was Ossetia 
annexed by Russia? 

T. A.: The relations between Russia and Ossetia have a very long history. In 
the Middle Ages the Russian princes were happy to get married to Ossetian prin-
cesses, they kept friendly relations with Alanija. The strategic geo-political position 
of Ossetia at the crossroad of very important roads to the Southern Caucasus made 
this region very important for Russia. In the middle of 18

th
 century the people of 

Ossetia sent ambassadors pleading with the Russians for citizenship but only after 
the signing of the Küçük Kaynarca peace treaty with Turkey in 1774 this territory 
officially became part of Russia. The town of Vladikavkaz which was established in 
1784 became an important administrative center. The Georgian Military Road to 
Tbilisi was built.  

Ossetians have always been excellent warriors, in the 19
th
 and 20

th
 century 

for honor’s sake they defended the interests of the fatherland. In the 19
th
 century 

Ossetians served in the irregular horse regiments which did their best in the battles 
during the Russo-Turkish War (1877 – 1878). In this period many Ossetians served 
as volunteers in the Russian army. Many cavalrymen bought uniforms and arms by 
themselves, the equipment costs were very high – up to 200 silver rubles. That is 
why mountain volunteers had to spend a lot of money and sometimes they even 
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pawned their homes. The Tersk-Mountaineers Irregular Cavalry Regiment joined 
the Russian army on the 25

th
 of November 1876. It consisted of Ossetian and In-

gush divisions. Aslan-Murza Esiev became the commander of a company. The 
division kept its colors of honor, which they had received in1845 for fidelity and 
loyalty to Russia. As a part of the Russian army, the regiment was sent to the Bal-
kans on the 7

th
 of December 1876, 6,330 people from the Tersk Region took part in 

the military actions (1877 – 1878), more than 20,000 volunteers from the North 
Caucasus took part in the Russo-Turkish War. From the very beginning of the war 
the Caucasian cavalrymen were located at the very front line of the battles. The 
Ossetian division took part in many battles in the Danube region. The Ossetian 
soldiers manifested a miracle of courage and virility. “This people deserve a prize 
for their unquestionable bravery” – said Colonel I.F. Tutolmin (1837 – 1908). The 
Ossetian soldiers fought for the liberation of Sofia and Philippopolis. “The Ossetian 
cavalry provoked panic in the battle arrays of the Turkish army”, an eyewitness 
wrote. 46 warriors of the Ossetian division were granted the St. George banner of 
arms with the inscription “For distinction in the Turkish War of 1877 – 1878” on it. 

P. V.: How would you explain the strange collage of monuments and memory 
places in Russia today? In Stavropolˈ we saw a monument of the Bolshevik atheist 
Lenin on the main square and a monument of an angel with a cross (which has 
given the town its name) on the next square. In the town of Èlista (Kalmykija) and 
Archyz (Karačaevo-Čerkessija) we attended the monuments commemorating the 
Stalin deportation of these nations during World War II, but in Ossetia we were sur-
prised to see bust monuments of Stalin. In Stavropolˈ there is also a monument of 
the millions of victims of the Stalinist regime. It seems that the Russians have not 
reached a consensus on their history.  

T. A.: That’s correct. Many monuments in our town and in the country as a 
whole are contradictive. Today one can see monuments from the Bolshevik epoch, 
monuments of tsars and tsarist generals and religious monuments right next to 
each other. Obviously this situation reflects the contradictions of memories in con-
temporary Russia, where the population pays tribute to different ideals. There is no 
single dominant ideology in the country today, which is good, but there is no general 
national idea as well. The world view of the younger population is very different from 
the point of view of the older generation. The different social strata differently reflect 
the present social reality and this demands distinguished interpretations of the past. 
There are memory wars and monuments are often turned into objects of struggle. 
Periodically both monuments of Lenin and monuments of tsars are demolished. At 
the time of the Chechen War, in the capital Nalˈčik of Kabardino-Balkarija it was, 
fortunately unsuccessfully, attempted to blow up the monument “Gorjanka”

1
, by the 

common people called “Maria”, which had been erected in honor of tsar Ivan Groz-
nyj and symbolizes the unity of Russia and the Caucasus through the inscription 
“Forever together”. 

P.V.: The North Caucasus is a region of interaction and clashes between dif-
ferent religions –  Christianity, Islam, Judaism and Lamaist Buddhism. What is done 
in the sphere of education to teach tolerance and avoid religious extremism? 

T.A.: Such work is permanently done. At our university courses on the history 
of the Caucasus nations, on the history of Islam in the Caucasus and on the culture 
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of the Caucasian nations are taught at all faculties. It is important to show the long 
history of the nations in this region, to emphasize the character of the relations be-
tween them, as they were not only tolerant but friendly. At our university we publish 
a volume with students’ researches on tolerance every year. I think it is important 
for the youth to get acquainted with the moral values of all religions. The Caucasian 
youth often has a very superficial knowledge about Islam, which is limited to official 
forms and customs and lacks an insight into the spiritual potential of this religion – 
the ideas of goodness and justice.  

Unfortunately printed volumes and websites with extremist content are also 
easily accessible. Materials fostering nationalist hatred often got published on offi-
cial websites of social and cultural-educational organizations. Religious extremism 
in the North Caucasus is also backed by various historical myths, which praise the 
national uniqueness, reason by incorrect analogies and project today problems into 
the past. 

 

                                                           
1
 The monument “Gorjanka” (mountain woman) was opened in 1957 to honor the 

400
th

 anniversary of the Union of Kabardino-Balkarija with Russia. It represented the Kabard-
ian Countess Marija Temrjukovna (1546 – 1569), the Caucasian wife of the tsar Ivan Groz-
nyj, holding the unifying contract with Russia in her hand. In 1997 an attempt to destroy the 
monument was made.  
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The Armenian Historiography about the  
Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878  
(A concise Overview) 
 
 
 
Abstract: The present article aims to analyze and classify the variety of approaches 

towards the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 in Armenian historiography. A special em-
phasis is put on the difference between the three main periods: Pre-Soviet, Soviet, and post-
Soviet historiography. The paper as well takes a look at the intertwining topics of the ROW 
itself and the Armenian question and both its perception or whether it was tabooed in Arme-
nian historiography. Finally the article sheds some light on the present situation and the role 
of the ROW in Armenian historiography throughout the last two decades.   

 
 
The Armenian socio-political and historical thought has always considered 

the period of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. Sometimes the scholars 
addressed the topic and especially the consequences of the war more actively and 
at other times in a more reserved manner. In the Armenian historiography, it is ba-
sically accepted that the Armenian question is a subject of international politics. 
Diplomacy was established due to the consequences of the war and more specifi-
cally after the signing of the Treaty of San Stefano and the concluding protocol at 
the Congress of Berlin by the Great Powers. Since the Armenian question turned 
out to be one of the main themes provoking the Armenian socio-political thought of 
all trends in modern and recent Armenian historiography, directly or indirectly it has 
always considered the topic of the War of 1877 – 1878 and the following diplomatic 
collisions. It is well accepted to relate to a certain degree the rising wave of the 
national-liberating movements in Western Armenia in the last quarter of the 19

th
 and 

the beginning of the 20
th
 century (in 1639 after prolonged Persian-Ottoman Wars, 

Armenia was divided between the Ottoman Empire and Persia: Western Armenia 
was annexed by the Ottoman Empire and Eastern Armenia became part of Persia 
until the Treaty of Turkmenčaj in 1828, which united that part with the Russian Em-
pire) to the echo of this war.  
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The Armenian historiography on the War of 1877 – 1878 and especially on 
the Armenian question can be divided into three periods – pre-Soviet, Soviet, and 
post-Soviet. This division is conditional since in these frames one can hardly locate 
the historical and journalistic researches carried out in the Armenian diaspora by 
the efforts of semi-professional historians, who are basically repeating the theses of 
the Armenian historiography in the pre-Soviet period. Considering this, one should 
remark that the researches published in the diaspora include well expressed politi-
cal party influences and to our opinion this part of the historical research cannot be 
assigned to a special group but should be considered only in the context of the pre-
Soviet historiography. 

 
Pre-Soviet historiography 
Yet in the course of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 the Armenian 

periodical press (especially the Eastern Armenian since the Western Armenian one 
was basically published in Istanbul under the severe pressure of the censorship of 
the Ottoman Empire) and all trends of the Armenian socio-political thought without 
any exception – conservative and clerical, liberal and revolutionary – followed the 
vicissitude of the war with great attention. The Armenian society and especially the 
intelligentsia had big hopes for that war. The Eastern Armenians and particularly the 
Russophile majority supported by the tsarist propaganda believed that with the help 
of Russia they could liberate their brothers living in terrifying conditions and suffer-
ing from the ʻOttoman Yokeʼ. In the days of the war, apart from the war correspond-
ence from the both fronts, prominent Armenian figures in science and culture such 
as scholars, writers, journalists and socially active men published articles in the 
Armenian periodical press. The editor of the famous liberal issue “Mshak” (meaning 
“the Tiller” in Armenian) Grigor Artsruni, the mentor to the Armenian historical novel-
ist Raffi, and others printed analytical and journalistic articles endeavoring to fore-
see the consequences of that war for the Armenians and especially for their West-
ern brothers. The Armenian authors promoted as an example the heroic fight of the 
Balkan nations and particularly of the Bulgarians and encouraged to follow the ex-
ample of the Bulgarian rebels. The appeal for taking arms was especially answered 
by the Eastern Armenians and thousands of Armenians living in different parts of 
the Russian Empire enlisted in the army as volunteers. In the course of the military 
actions, the inhabitants of the battle fields who assisted the advance of the Russian 
army provided enormous help to the Russian troops, while others enlisted in the 
volunteers units. The war and the outlined positive tendencies of its outcome even 
united the entire Armenian intelligentsia for some time, as if they had forgotten all 
ideological debates for a while. In fact the Armenian historiography about the Rus-
so-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 was born in the course of the War and the con-
nected events, coining all of the following evaluations and conclusions of the histor-
ical thought. On the fresh impressions of the War the historical novel “Khent” (‘the 
Fool’) was written by Raffi. The prototype of the main character Hent Voardan was 
a real historical and heroic person – Samson Ter-Pogosjan, who succeeded in 
marching through the Ottoman military trenches to inform the commander of the 
Erevan unit – Arshak Ter-Gukasov about the miserable condition of the defenders 
of the occupied town of Beyazıt.  
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The severe reality outlined in the course of the Congress of Berlin and the 
approved documents gradually, year by year, the illusions of the Armenian socio-
political figures faded. The appeal for an ʻiron ladleʼ by the leader of the Armenian 
archbishop Mkrtič Khrimjan (later ʻCatholicos-Patriarch’ of all Armenians Mkrtič the 
First), who was not even allowed to attend the session of the Congress of Berlin, 
influenced the following thoughts and expectations of the Armenians fundamentally. 
In fact, coming back from the unsuccessful tour to the European countries and Ber-
lin, at the question why he had not been able to raise the question of the Armeni-
ans, Khrimjan figuratively answered that in Berlin harisa (an Armenian dish of wheat 
and meet mess) was served and that all nations came with iron ladles to take their 
portions while he did so with a paper ladle which sank into the thick mass. The ma-
jority of the Armenian society interpreted this metaphor as an appeal to arm them-
selves and gradually the conviction spread that only by an armed uprising they 
could liberate themselves from the Ottoman suppression. One should remark that 
within a short time after the War of 1877 – 1878 and the Congress of Berlin, the 
Armenian political parties were born one after another, whose final programs aimed 
at solving the Armenian question i.e. the liberation of Western Armenia from the 
ʻOttoman yokeʼ. It is remarkable that the most powerful political parties – the Social-
Democrat Party “Gnchak” and the “Dashnaktsjutun”-Party (both socialist in es-
sence) were established by the efforts of the Eastern Armenians. After the creation 
of patriotic secret and semisecret societies and political parties in the last quarter of 
the 19

th
 century, the Armenian socio-political thought and the historiography as its 

product diverged radically. In line with the fundamental views in which the appeal 
for an armament runs like a scarlet thread, a considerable place of the Armenian 
socio-political horizon was occupied by both conservative (Karapet Ezov, Spandar 
Spandarjan) and liberal (Grigor Artsruni) tendencies.  

By the same time the fedai movement (mountain rebels) arose in Western 
Armenia and Western Armenians were in a hurry to join it. A part of the Armenian 
society, which started to realize that the Great Powers – Britain, Russia, France etc. 
considered the Armenian question only as an instrument of putting pressure on the 
Ottoman Empire with the aim of achieving more concessions from the ʻSick man of 
Europeʼ (by this expression Tsar Nikolaj I defined the Ottoman Empire), started to 
rely only on its own forces and it chose the course of armed fighting and national 
uprising.  

It should be noted though that even the passionate adherents of the national 
armed uprising did not fully reject the delusion that the diplomatic intervention of the 
Great powers would somehow help the Western Armenians, or at least would re-
strain the Ottoman power from punitive actions. In fact the Treaty of San Stefano 
and especially article 16 clearly defined the obligation of the Ottoman power to im-
plement reforms on the territory of Ottoman Armenia to alleviate the conditions of 
the Armenians as a whole. This article was in fact rejected by the concluding proto-
col of the Congress of Berlin where the Armenian theme was concerned only by 
article 61 and the word Armenia was not even mentioned. This article very unclearly 
asked from the Ottoman power to carry out reforms in the Eastern districts, while 
guarantees of the supposed reforms had to be given to the Great powers. Even 



 BALKANISTIC FORUM 
Vol. 1/2013 

 

  

84 

such a non-obliging article inspired the conservative and liberal parts of the Armeni-
an intelligentsia.  

In pre-Soviet Armenian historiography, after all general works on the topic of 
the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 and the Armenian question, the famous 
Armenian historian and publicist Leo (Arakel Babakhanyan) in his articles and pub-
lications directly or indirectly considered these themes, especially in his booklet-
portraits of prominent figures of the Armenian socio-political thought and military 
leaders. But it should be noted that these publications were very biased and reflect-
ed the liberal views of the author. After the Sovietization of Armenia Leo radically 
changed his views and in the 1960s he tried to become a Marxist historian following 
the theory of the vulgar sociology of the Soviet academician M.N. Pokrovskij. 

The first scientific and analytical articles devoted to the Armenian question 
were written by the prominent Armenian historian Nikolaj Adonc, a professor at St. 
Petersburg University. At the time when the First World War was still in progress 
and he was still living in Russia (by the end of 1918 Adonc emigrated to Europe and 
became professor at Brussels University) Adonc published two articles “The histori-
cal basis of the Armenian question and the fall of Turkey” and “The segmentation of 
Turkey”. He wrote a third article in London in October 1920 when the Treaty of 
Sèvres was signed.

1
 Despite the fact that these articles were written at different 

times and with different political backgrounds, they are organically interconnected 
and represent the logically defined chain of thoughts of the author.  

Based on non-questionable historical facts professor Adonc with confidence 
criticized the in Europe widespread false opinion that the Armenian question was a 
result of the diplomatic intrigues of tsarist Russia and proved the deliberate charac-
ter of this opinion. Adonc demonstrated that the European states wished to prolong 
the life of the Ottoman Empire with the help of such political tricks, not willing to 
realize the obvious fact that the Ottoman Empire for a long time already was declin-
ing. Undertaking deep historical explorations (Adonc was a prominent expert in 
history and culture of the Byzantine Empire and chairman of the World Scientific 
Society of Researchers of Byzantium) professor Adonc outlined the reasons of the 
rise and fall of the Ottoman Empire. “The Ottomans collected the fruits of the work 
of other nations” – justly wrote Adonc – “they used the wealth accumulated for cen-
turies and inherited from these nations, who created the great monument of civiliza-
tion called Byzantium. Both neither the military glory nor the power of the Turks 
would have been possible without the accumulated money, wealth and production 
forces of the nations which represented the native Christian population”.

2
 

During the course of the history of the Ottoman Empire and despite the in-
human persecutions and calamities of the rulers of this country, the Christian na-
tions remained the chief actors of civilization and progress. Some sultans and high 
political figures tried to implement reforms but these attempts remained only on 
paper since they were confronted by a wall of blind religious obscurantism and ulti-
mately failed. This religious obscurantism and intolerance, according to Adonc bur-
ied the last chance of the salvation of the Empire as a whole formation and subse-
quently in the 19

th
 century the Empire lost its European parts. After such big losses 

harsh religiously motivated attacks turned at Armenia and the Armenian people. 
The whole punishing machine of the Ottoman Empire went after the Armenians, 
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seeking to destroy them and to deprive them of their historical homeland as a final 
solution of the Armenian question. In regard to this question the Great Powers and 
especially England, which pursued the preservation of the status quo in the Near 
East, stretched a helping hand to the Turks. The confrontation between Great Brit-
ain and the Russian Empire led to such misconceptions like the substitution of the 
name Armenia for Kurdistan and the most terrifying was that both countries eagerly 
started to use this non-existing name, not forgetting in a hypocrite and pharisaic 
manner to use the theme of the Armenian reforms as an instrument of diplomatic 
and political pressure on the Porte. This false pro-Kurdish policy was also used 
during the signing of the Treaty of Sèvres. Not going away from the main theme, we 
should remark that this famous Kurdish question is actively in use in the West now-
adays. Adonc, by revealing the hypocrite essence of the European policy in the 
question of the Christian population of the Ottoman Empire, noted that in the eyes 
of the Europeans Armenia was represented as a poor beggar and that one-two 
vilayets could be torn out from Turkey as a donation to this nation. After the signing 
of the Treaty of Sèvres Adonc wrote that the solution of the Armenian question was 
again postponed but history proves that any postponement of this question would 
lead to irretrievable disasters.

3
 

 
Soviet historiography 
In the first years of the Sovietization of Armenia, in Armenian historiography a 

priority was given to the question of the periodization of the history of the Armenian 
nation and the reconsideration of history by following the so-called Marxist-Leninist 
theory or the historical materialism. In the condition of a lack of new cadres of pro-
fessional historians in the 1920s – 1930s, in the foreground appeared historians 
who formed themselves as scientists and thinkers in the pre-Soviet period but ulti-
mately reshaped their conceptions and became Marxists. In this endeavor the ma-
jority of them went too far and paid tribute to the vulgar-sociological school of the 
academician Michail Pokrovskij whose theory since 1934 was definitely criticized 
even by Iosif Stalin. 

Among the old part of the Armenian historians, among the adherents of 
Pokrovskij’s theories especially prominent was Professor Leo who directly and indi-
rectly addressed both the topic of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 and the 
Armenian question in his books “The revolutionary ideology of the Turkish Armeni-
ans” and “From the past”.

4
 Leo, who up to the Sovietization considered the Armeni-

an intelligentsia as the main accumulator of the national force and the nation’s pride 
radically changed his conceptions and affirmed that all the calamities suffered by 
the Western Armenians were the result of the short sighted activities of the Armeni-
an intelligentsia living in the Russian Empire. Leo severely condemned all demon-
strations of the national-liberation movement against the Ottoman power and af-
firmed that in the years of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 and after the war 
the Armenian intelligentsia turned to a blind weapon in the hands of the Russian 
imperialists, not realizing all the burdens of the consequences for the Turkish Ar-
menians rising against the enormous state with its punishing machine and the units 
of volunteers from the Muslim tribes of Eastern Anatolia, who with the blessing of 
the Sublime Porte massacred the armless Armenians. According to Leo the Arme-
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nian intelligentsia was not able to soberly evaluate the geopolitical situation and to 
please the Russians pushed their nation to insanity. In his delusion he went so far 
to blame the victims instead of the persecutors. 

We should remark that the topic of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 
and especially the Armenian question was severely tabooed in the 1920s and 
1930s. In the Russian-Soviet historiography and the Armenian copied variants of it, 
the War was mostly presented as an expiration of Russian tsarism on the Balkans 
and the Near East covered under slogans for helping Christians and Balkan Slavs. 
In the Armenian historiography until World War II, it was forbidden to mention the 
heroes of the War of 1877 – 1878 and especially the Armenian generals of that 
epoch. Only after in Moscow praise, elevation and even the constitution of orders 
and medals named after A. Nevskij, A. Suvorov, F. Ušakov, M. Kutuzov and others 
were started, the Armenian historians were allowed to write about the Armenian 
generals and admirals in the Russian army. In the wartime the works of V. Par-
samjan

5
, G. Èlčibekjan

6
 and Ch. Momdžjan

7
, devoted to the Armenian military lead-

ers, were published. In 1945 – 1946 when the Soviet diplomacy initiated a political 
game related to the non-stated ally of Hitler-Germany, Turkey, a directive was is-
sued to the Armenian historians to start working on the topic of the Armenian ques-
tion. Besides that, in these years a wide-scale repatriation of Armenians was 
planned and to “sweeten the dish” it was allowed to speak openly on such a ques-
tion which united all the Armenians in the world and bothered the thoughts of all 
classes of Armenians. After the genocide of the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire 
and the patricide of the Armenian nation, part of the Armenians who succeeded to 
escape the sword of the Young Turks settled in the Near East, Europe and USA. In 
1946 the article of V. Parsamjan devoted to the Armenian question was published.

8
 

The situation changed drastically after the death of Stalin and the beginning 
of Chruščёv’s thaw. In the 1950s and the beginning of the 1960s the work of the 
chairman of the Department of World History of Erevan State University Ch. Ba-
daljan

9
 was published, in which he, using archive materials, press and memoirs, 

sought to demonstrate the appearance of the Armenian question as a subject of 
international diplomacy, thereby not forgetting to affirm loudly and determined that 
this question was already resolved because in Eastern Armenia the Soviet power 
and socialism had won. The author took this thesis from an article of Iosif Stalin, 
published in the communist newspaper “Pravda” on 4

th
 of December 1920 i.e. five 

days after the forced Sovietization of Armenia. Concerning the topic of the Russo-
Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 the author repeated all prints and clichés of the official 
Soviet and Stalinist historiography, sometimes considering the desired as real and 
sometimes deliberately omitting important topics not even mentioning the com-
mander in chief of the Caucasus front and what is most important he misrepresent-
ed the figures of prominent Armenian generals such as count M.T. Loris-Melikov, 
General-lieutenant A. Ter-Gukasov, General-major I. Lazarev and others. H. Ba-
daljan, in the spirit of Soviet pseudo-internationalism, sought to represent the non-
existing friendship of the Caucasus nations and their supposed common fight 
against the Turks. 

A in a historiographical sense more balanced and precious work was pub-
lished by academician M. Nersisjan.

10
 The author, on the basis of rich historical 
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sources and literature, briefly represented the course of the military actions on the 
Caucasus front and the role of the Armenian generals and volunteers in the war. 
Academician Nersisjan more objectively than Badaljan described the course of the 
war and tried to avoid Stalinist clichés and vulgar-sociological evaluations of the 
Russian policy on the Balkan and Caucasus and the activities of the Russian politi-
cal figures and military leaders. 

In the 1950s – 1960s the topic of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 
was covered by the “University manuals of the History of the Armenian Nation” in a 
proper volume. In the Soviet Armenian historiography the manual of modern and 
recent history for university students written by the professors V. Parsamjan and Š. 
Arutjunjan had a special place. The last reprint of this manual was issued in 1979.

11
 

With impartiality and historical authenticity the authors commented all the obstacles, 
reasons and motives of the war, especially emphasizing the liberating struggles of 
the Balkan nations and the role of these struggles for the development of the Arme-
nian liberating movement. Of great scientific and cognitive value was the academic 
issue in six volumes “The History of the Armenian Nation” in which the Russo-
Ottoman War, the Treaty of San Stefano and the Congress of Berlin of the Great 
powers were presented.

12
 Up until now this publication is considered unique in re-

gard to the quantity of the used sources and its bibliography. 
In Soviet times the topic of the Russo-Ottoman War and the Armenian ques-

tion were directly or indirectly addressed by prominent Armenian historians such as 
A.G. Oganisjan, R.P. Oganisjan, L. Huršudjan, Dž. Kirakosjan, G. Kazarjan and 
others. It should be noted that the Armenian historiography of the Soviet period 
addressed the topic of the struggles of the Balkan nations against the ʻOttoman 
yokeʼ and in this respect we should outline the work of A. Nersisjan

13
 in which the 

author on the basis of Russian and Bulgarian sources and bibliographies sought to 
demonstrate the reasons and motives of the Bulgarian uprising in 1876, the reaction 
of the Russian official circles and intelligentsia emphasizing the great influence of 
this heroic event on the thoughts and aspirations of the Armenians.  

 
Post-Soviet historiography 
By achieving independence in 1991 the first task to be done in historical sci-

ence and in all spheres of humanities in Armenia was freeing them from Soviet 
ideological prints and clichés. The foundation of the newest historiography coincid-
ed with the Karabakh-movement and the new rise of the national liberation-
movement. The reconsideration of many periods and events in the Armenian history 
became the main task of the newest historiography. We should especially point out 
the fact that from the events of the modern and recent history quite naturally most of 
all researched topics were related to the Armenian question and the genocide of the 
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire. 

Not earlier than during the last years, together with the above mentioned top-
ics, also not so important topics started to develop. We should note that the topic 
interesting to us, the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878, was more generally rep-
resented in the new manuals of the “History of the Armenian Nation”. We mean the 
school and university text books. The new achievements of the modern Armenian 
historiography are well reflected in the last editions of the manual of the “History of 
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the Armenian Nation” developed by a collective of authors from the Erevan State 
University.

14
 It is already ready for printing the corresponding volume from the six-

volume academic edition of the “History of the Armenian Nation”, in which, accord-
ing to the words of the authors and editors, the topic of the War of 1877 – 1878 is 
extensively and deeply represented. 

Among the biggest achievements of the post-Soviet Armenian historiography 
we should outline the cardinal work of the academician H. Avetisjan “Armenian 
generals in the Russian army (1873 – 1917)”

15
 in which he portrays more than 150 

Armenian generals, whose heroism and gratuitous service to the Russian arms 
were deliberately erased from the national memory. Academician Avetisjan with 
impressive historical scrupulosity and authenticity presents such prominent Armeni-
an military-leaders and heroes of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 such as 
count M.T. Loris-Melikov and the Generals A. Ter-Gukasov and I. Lazarev. In the 
last years the young Armenian historian V. Krbekyan published a book about the 
“Participation of Armenians in the Russo-Turkish War of 1877 – 1878”.

16
 He pre-

sents the role and the contribution of the Armenian officers in the Russian Army as 
well as the situation of the Armenian civil population during the war. 

To summarize our brief article we should note that the Armenian historiog-
raphy about the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878, regardless of the considera-
ble achievements, needs a new reconsideration and evaluation of the events which 
played such an important role for the destiny of the Armenian nation. 
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Georgian Memory Culture of  
the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878) 
 
 
 
Abstract: The way society is building its current existence and the way it will be in the 

future largely depends on apprehending the past cultural experience, which is the main pre-
requisite of the ethnical identity. In the course of the total globalization and a problem of the 
national identity and in the context of the redrawing of the political map of the modern Eu-
rope, realization of the socio-humanitarian memorial paradigm, reconsideration of the own 
cultural memory, reconsideration of the own totalitarian past contributes to the democratiza-
tion process, sustains building of the active and responsible civil society The analysis of the 
Georgian historiography, political newspapers, archive materials, and fiction related to the 
Russo-Ottoman War witness dramatic changes in the memory culture. After Ajara reunited 
with Georgia a long period of intensive ruin of stereotypes began: first as part of the Russian 
Empire, then at the time of the revolution, the Soviet and post-Soviet period. Although the 
material traces of the war memory are not well preserved in Georgia, the wound of Muhaji-
rism still remains in certain families, and ‘the image of the enemy’ as reflected in the Geor-
gian folklore and language is still in power. 

  
 
Background 
The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 had a huge impact and in the 1870s 

it was in the center of the attention of the world. The result of this war changed the 
geopolitical reality in Europe and Asia: Tsarist Russia gained back the lost position 
on the political stage, new countries like Serbia, Montenegro and others emerged 
and Russia conquered and appended both Georgian and Armenian provinces that 
had been part of the Ottoman Empire.  

It is clear that the countries participating in the warfare had their own goals 
and reasons. Russia was seeking to gain the access to the Mediterranean Sea and 
to conquer the Balkan Peninsula. The Ottomans on the other hand were planning to 
eliminate ongoing uprisings and started an offensive against Russia which turned 
out to be as successful as the one in Crimea.  
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Despite the fact that the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 has been stud-
ied for more than hundred years, it was always presented from only one point of 
view. For example, in the former Soviet historiography the biggest attention was 
dedicated to Russia’s wish of gaining back Georgian and Armenian provinces from 
Ottoman rule and the imperial and concurring politics of Tsarism were almost ig-
nored. When in fact the warfare from the both sides was mainly concurring and 
unjustified, these elements were neglected in historiography. Considering that, a 
new approach and research of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 is very im-
portant.  

 
Historiographical periodization 
The studying of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 began right after the 

end of it. The researchers never considered their historical and political biases 
though. The issue of the war was constantly discussed during the Tsarist period in 
Russia. On the early stages the Soviet historiography lost interest in the topic be-
cause of the improved political relations between Lenin and Atatürk. By the end of 
the 1930s and the 1940s the topic became timely one more time. Stalin’s propa-
ganda was working in order to bring the idea of gaining back the Georgian and Ar-
menian provinces from the Turks. After Georgia gained independence from the 
Soviet Union, Turkey wasn’t considered a historical enemy anymore. An ideological 
war against Russia was launched. A number of monuments dedicated to the war-
fare were destroyed. 

Considering the cultural memory of the war we think that a periodization of 
the research should be conducted in certain timelines and subcategories: 

I. 1878 – 1918 – Historiography in period of Tsarism 
II. 1918 – 1921 – Historiography in the period of democratic Georgia 
III. 1921 – 1991 – Historiography in the period of the Soviet era 
a) 1922 – 1935 – Historiography of the improved relations between the USSR 

and Turkey 
b) 1935 – 1940s – Historiography of the Stalin’s Soviet period 
c) 1940s – 1991 – Historiography of the Soviet Union dissolution period 
IV. 1991 – 2012 – Historiography of modern, independent Georgia 

 
1. Social, economic, and political situation in Caucasus before the war. 
2. Intergovernmental relations between the countries participating in the war. 
3. Importance of the Caucasus. The interest of the fighting sides in the Cau-

casus. 
 
The Balkan front 
The warfare began on two fronts – the Balkans and the Caucasus. By that 

time, the Ottoman army enlisted 450,000 soldiers. 338,000 were stationed on the 
Balkan front and only 70,000 in the Caucasus. In April 1877 the Russian army had 
crossed the river Prut and entered the territory of Romania. In May and June 1877, 
after fierce fighting, the Russians and Bulgarian forces managed to cross the river 
Danube. Afterwards, the Russian army was divided into three parts: the corps of 
general Gurko had to cross the Balkan mountain and in the area of Adrianople Rus-
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sians started offensive from the rear against the Ottoman army. The corps of the 
general Crider had to operate on the right flank of the Russian army and capture an 
important height – Levba. The corps of the heir to the throne Aleksandr had to op-
erate on the left flank of the Russian army and capture the height Ruse. 

The warfare was going in favor of the Russian army. The corps of general 
Gurko held the old capital Tărnovo. In the summer of 1877 the Ottoman army led by 
Süleyman Paşa began an unsuccessful offensive against the Russians stationed on 
the mountain pass of Šipka. Everything went to worse in November of 1877 when 
the commanders of the Pleven garrison capitulated. The loss of Pleven had a huge 
impact on the war. In January, 1878 the corps of Gurko captured Sofia. In two days 
general Gurko defeated the Ottomans near Philippople. The second corps of the 
Russian army captured Adrianople on January 8

th
, 1878. 

 
The Caucasus front 
The Georgians hoped that by the war Ajara and the whole southwestern 

parts of Georgia would be reunited with the country. That was the reason Georgians 
volunteered as a militia to fight for their lands.  

The warfare in the Caucasus started on April 30
th
, 1877. The same year, 

Russian captured Beyazıt and Ardahan. They did not use the advantageous mo-
ment and instead of starting offensive towards Batumi, the army moved in the direc-
tion of Kars. Although, they started offensive towards Batumi from Ozurgeti, the 
moment was lost. Russians failed to capture Kars, the siege took more time than 
planned. Ottomans used the time to regroup and mobilize the army. The Russian 
army realized its mistake and began offensive towards Erzurum. But again they 
were late and the moment of surprise was lost. 

In 1877 the Ottomans crashed the Russian army, who started their offensive 

Atlas of Maps and Charts of Russian Military History, L. Beskrovny,  

USSR military edition, 1946 
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from Yerevan in direction of Beyazıt. After the defeat in the battle for Zivin on June 
25

th
, 1877 the Russians left the positions they captured in the beginning of the war. 

Before June-September of 1877 the Russian army was in a difficult situation. They 
were defeated in battles in Ajara, Abkhazia. In 1877, the Ottomans deployed the 
troops near Gudauta and started their offensive in direction of Sokhumi. The Rus-
sians left the city without a fight. The Turkish army had captured almost the half of 
Abkhazia by that time. Russian commanders have sent additional forces led by 
General Iakob Alkhazishvili (1826 – 1896). The critical battle took place near 
Sokhumi where the Russian forces with the help of the Georgian militia crushed the 
Ottoman army. On September 2

nd
, 1877 the Russian troops captured Sokhumi. 

Soon enough the Ottomans had to leave Abkhazia.  
After this battle the situation drastically changed. The initiative was on the 

Russians side and they began their offensive in direction of Erzurum-Kars. On No-
vember 18

th
, with the help of the Georgian militia, they captured Kars, which was 

considered as a huge defeat of the Turks. In December 1877 they captured 
Khertvisi and starting moving in direction of Batumi. Before considering the situation 
Ajarian Begs were hesitating to join the fight. In this situation, the Beg of Zemo Aja-
ra [Upper Ajara], Sherif Khimshiashvili asked the Russians to enter Ajara, which 
they immediately did by sending troops from Akhaltsikhe.

1
 

The success of the Russians agitated the European countries. They sug-
gested the Sultan to make an agreement with Russia. Not to worsen the relations 
with European countries, Aleksandr II agreed with the Sultan’s request and on Jan-
uary 19

th
 (31), 1878 both sides signed a temporary pact in Adrianople.  

 
The Russo-Ottoman War in Georgian historiography 
The history of the research of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 counts 

more than hundred years. This war has drastically changed the geopolitical situa-
tion in Europe. The defeat of the Ottoman Empire and the national liberation move-
ment on the Balkans was the cornerstone in the creation of new countries in Eu-
rope.  

The details and aspects of the war were always presented in historiography 
with different spectrum. On the one hand it was considered as a liberation move-
ment (Bulgaria) and even today it is referred to as a ‘war for Christianity’, on the 
other hand others considered it as an aggression from the Russians. This dual ap-
proach to the topic was also evoked by ideology. All the researches were lacking 
complexity. For the liberated Slavic countries this war was no doubt a ‘saint war’, as 
for the Russian and Ottoman Empires – it was a demonstration of their imperial 
strength and politics.  

A lot of scientific works have been published about the war. These are chron-
icles of the war, witness’s diaries, and other scientific researches. It must be men-
tioned that a lot of materials were gathered by Russian historiographers during 
Tsarism. Remarkable is the one published by the Department of the General Staff 
of Russia: “Описание Русско-турецкой войны 1877 – 1878 гг. на Балканском по-
луострове” [Description of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877 – 1878 on the Balkan 
Peninsula]

2
, which was complimented by other publication: “Атлас карт, планов и 

схем к описанию Русско-турецкой войне 1877 – 1878 гг. на Балканском полу-
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острове” [Atlas of maps, layouts, and plans for description of the Russo-Ottoman 
War of 1877 – 1878 on the Balkan Peninsula].

3
 

The Military historical commission has done archeographic works and pub-
lished a collection “Сборник материалов по Русско-турецкой войне 1877 – 1878 
гг. на Балканском полуострове” [Collection of the Material on the Russo-Turkish 
War of 1877 – 1878 on the Balkan Peninsula].

4
 This collection contains all the doc-

uments, warfare journals, reports that were used by the general staff and other 
units. All the works mentioned above mainly cover the warfare topics and offer little 
information about the diplomatic relations or about the liberation movement of the 
South Slavic people.  

In the 19
th
 century Georgia was a colony of Tsarist Russia. The country was 

in favor of the national liberation movements on the Balkan Peninsula, besides, this 
war was considered as a chance to take back the historical Georgian territories 
from Ottoman rule. In religious sense this war was also considered a ‘war for Chris-
tianity’.  

The first work covering the warfare in the Caucasus was published by the 
same historical military commission and was titled: “Сборник материалов по Рус-
ско-турецкой войне 1877 – 1878 гг. на Кавкaзско-Малоазиатском театре” [Col-
lection of the Material on the Russo-Turkish War of 1877 – 1878 on the Military 
Arena of the Caucasus and Asia Minor]

5
. Unfortunately, this collection covered only 

warfare aspects, whereas other crucial issues like the attitudes of the Georgian 
society or other war-related ones were simply ignored. 

Despite the importance of the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 to Geor-
gia, we do not have monographs which would describe in detail the role of the 
Georgians in the warfare on the Balkan and Caucasus front, which would enable 
analyzing the attitude of the Georgian society to the war and Muhajirism (the migra-
tion of the Muslims), and other important issues. In their researches the historians 
were mainly covering the pre-war processes in Southwest Georgia and only 
touched after-war topics (Muhajirism and others). For example, we find brief infor-
mation about the participation of the Georgians on the Balkan front. Even the article 
of Aleksandre Bendianashvili as a part of the fundamental collection of the Geor-
gian history, dedicated to the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878), does not entirely 
cover all the aspects of the involvement of the Georgians in this campaign.

6
 

Considering this, the best work that has been published yet can be consid-
ered the publications of Shamshe Megrelidze: “Liberation of Ajara from Turkish 
ruling”

7
, “From the history of the South-West Georgia”

8
, “From the past of Ajara 

(Muhajirism 1878 – 1882)”
9
, “Georgia in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1877”

10
, 

“Transcaucasia in the history of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877 – 1878”
11

, “Georgia 
in the Eastern wars”

12
. In his works, Megrelidze mainly describes the attitude of the 

Georgian society to the war of 1877 – 1878, the warfare on Caucasus front, peace 
negotiations, and other issues. 

Many dissertations were written on the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878, 
some of them are worth to be mentioned: 

1. Mamuka Gogitidze – “Georgian officers in the army of the Russian Empire 
in the XVIII and the beginning of the XIX century” (Tbilisi, 2006). In general, 
it presents biographies of some Georgian generals who were on duty in the 
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army of the Russian Empire in the period of the Russo-Ottoman War of 
1877 – 1878. 

2. Ivane Urushadze – “Georgia and the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878” 
(Tbilisi, 1947). The thesis analyses the attitude of the Georgian society to-
wards the war. 

3. Giorgi Khokhlenko – “The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 and the fight 
for liberation of South-West Georgia” (Tbilisi, 1953). The thesis covers the 
topic of the peripety of the battles in Southwest Georgia and the liberation 
of Ajara.  

4. Mikheil Mikadze – “South Georgia in the 1830 – 1870s” (Tbilisi, 1990). The 
dissertation briefly covers the war of 1877 – 1878 between Russia and Tur-
key. 

5. Nugzar Moseshvili – “Georgian army in the 19
th
 century and their part in the 

Russo-Ottoman Wars” (Tbilisi, 1998). The work describes the role of the 
Georgian militia on the Caucasus front. The same topic is covered by the 
work of Khatuna Todadze – “Militia in the XIX century” (Tbilisi, 2005). 

6. Zaza Tsurtsumia – “Abkhazia in the Russo-Ottoman relations (late 19
th
 cen-

tury, first quarter of the 20
th
 century)” (Tbilisi, 2009). The dissertation de-

scribes one of the regions of West Georgia, namely the removal of the Ab-
khazia’s principality and the Muhajirism of Abkhazians during the Russo-
Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 in Abkhazia. 

7. Zurab Chitadze – “The liberation of Ajara from the Turkish-Ottoman rule 
and the Russian governance” (Tbilisi 1978). The thesis describes the bat-
tles in Ajara and the Congress of Berlin. 

8. Madona Gogitidze – “The Ottoman Empire and Russia’s eastern politics at 
the end of the 19

th
 century” (Tbilisi, 2004). The dissertation describes the 

Russo-Ottoman confrontations during the tsarist period. 
9. Djumber Vardmanidze – “The Muhajirism in Samtskhe-Javakheti and Ajara” 

(Tbilisi, 2002). It describes the migration processes from Georgia to the Ot-
toman Empire in the 1830 – 1880s and also the role of Russia and Turkey 
in Muhajirism. 

10. Alexandre Chkhaidze – “Ajara in the middle of the 19
th
 century” (Batumi, 

2006). The thesis describes the pre-war period in the region. 
The attitude of the Georgian society towards the Russo-Ottoman War was 

better revealed in the press published in the 19
th
 century. For example in the letter 

of Niko Nikoladze, published in the newspaper “Droeba” [Time] with the title “Geor-
gia – if the war will start”, the author writes: “If the war starts in the East, it won’t 
stay between the Russian and Ottoman Empires… Ottoman supporters in Europe 
will join and the war will cover the whole Europe… Our country will have a huge 
strategic and political importance in the war of the East. By Georgia Russians could 
gain direct access to the Ottomans…”

13
 

The position of Nikoladze about the war was clear, he writes: “The name of 
our country, prosperity and future depends on our deeds. Let us not shame our 
name… Let us not hide in the burrow. Our wise, righteous, and fair deeds will glorify 
the name of Georgia, and we should prove to our enemies and our friends that our 
people deserve love, respect, and prosperity.”

14
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The beginning of the war and the attitude of the society to the war was also 
presented in the newspaper ‘Iveria’: “We too have to take the swords in our hands 
and bleed together with our brothers”.

15
 The quoted parts of the letters present the 

prevailing attitude of the Georgians to the war in that period. It is a fact, that the 
publishing of the warfare news in the newspapers increased the national identity of 
the Georgians. 

 
The results of the war 
Later on February 19

th
 near Istanbul, the San Stefano treaty was signed stat-

ing that Serbia, Montenegro and Romania would become independent countries; 
Bulgaria would unite Macedonia and stay an autonomous part of the Ottoman Em-
pire. The Ottoman army had to leave Bulgaria and destroy all the fortresses. De-
spite the fact that Bulgaria stayed within the Ottoman Empire until 1908, Bulgarians 
managed to govern the country with a sort of independence. As a result of the war, 
the ethnical cleansing of the Muslims from the Balkans and Caucasus began.  

The same pact gave Southern Bessarabia to Russia. As for the Caucasus, 
Ardahan, Kars, Beyazıt and Ajara including Batumi became part of the Russian 
Empire. 

 
Muhajirism 
Muhajirism, the migration of local Muslim populations to the Ottoman Empire, 

was the logical continuation of the 19
th
 century Russo-Ottoman Wars. Poor eco-

nomic conditions and the policy of the Tsar resulted with the mass migration of the 
local population to the territories of the Ottoman Empire. Muhajirism included the 
people from Caucasus region (Abazins, Circassians, Ubykh, Ossetians, Abkhazians 
and others) including the Muslims living in the southwestern part of Georgia. 

Both, the Russian and Ottoman Empires were using this situation in their fa-
vor. Namely, the Ottomans were trying to settle these Muhajirs in non-habitable 
territories of the Empire. The Russians on their behalf were using the freed territo-
ries for mass Slavic colonization. We have to mention that the idea of Muhajirism 
was supported mainly by the higher social class of the Muslims. In order not to lose 
their social and political privileges, they supported mass migration; they expected 
they would preserve them in the new lands. In addition to that, the Turkish emissary 
was spreading the idea that because of the same religion the migrated people 
would be offered better living conditions. 

Muhajirism in Upper Georgia scaled after the war of 1877 – 1878. Two main 
stages of Muhajirism existed: 1) The period of Muhajirism conditioned by the Treaty 
of San Stefano 2) The period conditioned by the Pact of Constantinople in 1879. 
Thereby, the official dates of Muhajirism from the Georgian provinces span from 
1879 to 1882. As a result of Muhajirism, the canyon of Murghuli got almost empty; a 
lot of people have migrated from Guria, Gonio district, the Zemo Ajara. Unfortunate-
ly, we do not possess official data that would show the number of people who left 
the country and moved to the territory of Turkey.  

The same situation was in Abkhazia, where during the Russo-Ottoman War 
of 1877 – 1878, approximately 50,000 had to leave. As a result, most of the territo-
ries were deserted. The majority moved and still lives on the territory of Turkey; 
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some of them live in Jordan and Syria. The migration of the Muslims to Turkey was 
unprepared and disorganized. As usual they were transported by ships from the 
Black Sea ports or with the carriages by land. A lot of them died during the journey 
from hunger, diseases and other factors. The Turkish government assigned poor 
lands to them; many of them were left without land or house to live in. Soon enough 
they realized their mistake and tried to return to the homeland; however the Russian 
government denied them entry permit.

16
 

The Georgian society immediately started a fight against Muhajirism. For the 
return of some Muhajirs to the homeland a lot was done by G. Tsereteli, S. Meskhi, 
G. Gurieli and others. After that the process slowed down and part of the Muhajirs 
managed to get back to their homeland. Some of them settled on the Black Sea 
shore (territory of Chaneti), on the shore of the Marmara Sea, Istanbul and other 
cities. Part of them kept their native language and maintained some of their tradi-
tions.  

 
Archives 
Materials considering the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878, are richly pre-

served in the archives. The majority of data is kept in the archives of Russia, the 
Balkan countries, Turkey and other countries involved in the warfare. As for Geor-
gia, little data is maintained within the country’s archives. The reason is that by the 
time of the conflict, Georgia was a part of the Russian Empire, and most of the ma-
terials were sent to St. Petersburg. By agreement, made after the Russo-Ottoman 
War of 1877 – 1878, all the archive data had to remain in Batumi; however, the 
Ottomans neglected that agreement and most of the archive was taken by them, 
the rest was sent to St. Petersburg. This is the main reason why the national ar-
chives of Georgia contain so few documents about the conflict. Though, there is still 
some information preserved that is of great value to us. The documents about the 
Russo-Ottoman War are preserved in the funds 17 and 1087 of the national archive 
of Georgia in Tbilisi. Most of them represent the correspondence to the military 
echelon about the situation on the Turkish front (Fund 1087, abstract 1, case 545). 
A document describes the offensive of the Russian army towards the direction of 
Buga-Tapak-Kars. It indicates that General Devel had seven battalions under his 
command. It also mentions that the Ajarians were planning to start an offensive 
against the Turks in the direction of Akhaltsikhe. 

In the same archive the letters of Chavchavadze himself to General-adjutant 
Loris Melikov were preserved. One of the letters is dated with May 14

th
, 1877. It 

describes the armory of the enemy, it is mentioned that only light equipment and 
arms could be transported on the local roads, that the weather worsened and that 
the Russians would not be able to transport equipment by carriages. Certain rumors 
were spread in order to scare and psychologically pressure the enemy (in some 
cases these rumors had a ground). 

The same archive contains fund materials for publishing a history of the Rus-
so-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. It focused on the battles that took place on the 
Eastern shore of the Black Sea, where the divisions of Enguri and Marukhi were 
presented. According to these materials, the Enguri division was formed on the 
basis of the Kutaisi and Sokhumi divisions. It also describes the military operations 
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in Kobuleti which had a significant impact on the general success of the Russian 
forces. It states that in case of failure it would be necessary to increase the defen-
sive forces along the border of the Guria region. The materials also describe the 
battles that took place in Tsikhisdziri and Sokhumi, about Muhajirs, and about the 
capture of Mokvi and Kvitauri settlements by Abkhazians. 

Among the documents we found the history of the 14
th
 Georgian regiment of 

the grenadiers
17

, 1
st
 Caucasus grenadiers regiment’s, and the 19

th
 ground force 

unit’s participation in the military actions
18

; correspondence between the military 
staff and the government about the necessity of supporting the families of deceased 
soldiers. The document states that an organization was established to help the 
families of the deceased soldiers and the amount of the raised money was also 
mentioned

19
.  

There are more materials about the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 78 in the 
National archive of Georgia, such as: maps, layouts, plans

20
, also a temporary stat-

ute of governance of Batumi, which at that time was divided into: one – seaport 
Batumi, and three districts of Batumi, Artvin, and Ajara.

 21
 From the same docu-

ments, we discovered that the Russian side was considerate of the Ottoman way of 
ruling that is why two types of courts (majlises) were established: imperial and 
local.

22
  
It is important to mention that the Russian Empire started its colonization of 

newly obtained territories right after the Muhajir movement began. In the corre-
spondence of General-adjutant Svjatopolk-Mirskij we found:  

“The Muhajir movement is of great importance to us in the sense of creating 
stronger border with the Turks and improving our political situation in the Caucasus 
region… And for that we should: 1. Not prevent (in direct or indirect way) the Mus-
lims from migrating to Turkey; 2. The property left by the Muhajirs must be trans-
ferred in possession of the government… even if expenses will reach a million, it is 
worth of it. The most important is to enhance the settlements with Russians, other-
wise we can forget about populating the Caucasus with Russian people. It is of 
political, economic and military importance. Populating the area with Russians will 
lead the locals to willingly move to Turkey.”

23
  

Indeed, soon new Russian colonies were established in the region: Smeka-
lovka, near Kobuleti (in the name of the General-governor Smekalov), Komarovka 
(in the name of the first governor of Batumi region Komarov), Romanovka, Cholod-
naja Sloboda (nowadays – Boni), Stepanovka, Gorodok, Alekseevka and others. 
Nowadays, in the area of river Čorochi, we find toponyms such as Sinicyn, Bikov, 
Sacharov and others. 

After the Russo-Ottoman War, Ajara was under the governance of the Kutaisi 
province. That is why we found some information about the war in the national ar-
chive of Kutaisi. The documents show that Georgians were well aware of the new 
political situation and paid attention to the necessity of reuniting with the mother-
land. One of the documents states: “No matter what was the reason of the war, it 
was necessary and of a big importance to Georgia.”

24
 The Kutaisi National Archive 

preserved some remarkable documents that have never been researched, namely 
the so-called “military service list”. It describes some of the servicemen that were on 
active duty during the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. 
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Giorgi Agiashvili – captain of cavalry of the Caucasus military region life-
guards; born in 1831; participated in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1853 – 1856 (Cri-
mea) and the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878; on September, 13

th
 received the 

rang of junker (cadet), in 1861 – warrant officer, in 1868 – the rang of second lieu-
tenant and was transferred to the life-guards; he was married to a noble man’s 
daughter Natalia Dadiani, with whom he had two children – a boy and a girl: Nikoloz 
and Elizaveta; for his courage he was awarded with the 4

th
 degree order of St. Vla-

dimer bronze medal.
25

 
Levan Chichua – staff captain; born on April 16

th
, 1847; he studied in the Ku-

taisi gymnasium and Tbilisi cadet school; he participated in the Russo-Ottoman War 
of 1877 – 1878; he was wounded in a battle and was sent for recovery to the hospi-
tal of the 12

th
 military unit; for his courage he was awarded with the 4

th
 degree order 

of St. Valentin, bronze medal - on August 25
th
, 1877.

26
 

Ivane Gotsiridze – captain; born on February the 8
th
, 1943; he studied in a 

private school; on 5
th
 of December 1864 he was granted the rang of non-

commissioned officer for good scores in military studies, in 1866 he was promoted 
to the rang of junker (cadet); in 1877 he was transferred to the second headquarter 
of Guria; on November 26

th
 1877, for his courage in the battles against the Otto-

mans he was awarded with the third degree order of St. Stanislav and a sword; later 
he was assigned as a commander of company; he participated in the battles of 
Mukhaestate, Khutsubani; during his service he was in contact with the general-
lieutenant Oklobjhio, General-major Djanibekov, and the colonel of the general 
headquarters Kazbegi and others.

27
 

The Kutaisi State Archive also contains documents covering the rivalry be-
tween Russia and Turkey before and after the war. One of the documents states 
that the Ottoman crewing bureau in Batumi had misappropriated the real estate 
which was in the possession of the customs at that time. In a document the ex-
governor of Batumi, Mahmut Ağa, expressed his disappointment on the fact that the 
local police had detained the property of the Turks; after the Russian forces had 
been deployed to the area, all the property of the Turks was confiscated and trans-
ferred to Russians.

28
  

We found a few materials concerning the Russo-Ottoman War in the national 
archive of Ajara. However, some materials which directly or indirectly are related to 
that topic could be found in the British collection.

29
 The third part of the first volume 

of copies covers the historical period dating 1853 – 1877 and is mainly about the 
Crimean war. We find the reports of the Consul of Bagdad and the political agent of 
Arabic countries H. Roulinson, A. Ketguard, Simons and Polgreavs. They discussed 
mainly the economic and political situation of Batumi and Ajara. The fourth part of 
the first volume covers the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 78. The reports belong to 
H. Layard, who on his behalf discussed the letters of Dickson, Campbell, colonel 
Lenocks, captain Pipe, Grandphil, and the vice-consul Dephus. Documents con-
cerning the Treaty of San Stefano and the Congress of Berlin can be also found. 

Archive materials, press articles, and also folklore tales speak about the ef-
forts of the Turks to use the local Islamic forces to prevent Ajara from reuniting with 
Georgia. According to the document

30
 the local pro-Turkish forces were armed with 
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axes and knives and threatened the Russians that they would defend their land till 
the last drop of their blood and that the Turkish forces would back them up.

31
  

Ottoman propaganda declared the patriot Sherif Khimshiashvili a traitor. Af-
terwards, they organized a small armed force of local pro-Turkish residents led by 
Derviş Paşa. They burned down the property of Khimshiashvili. A telegram sent by 
Svjatopolk-Mirskij to the headquarters, stated: “There are riots in Ajara, Ajarians 
have destroyed the house of Sherif Khimshiashvili”. Later, when the people of the 
local force found out about the real plans of the Ottomans, they turned back to help 
Sherif Khimshiashvili.

32
 

In the first volume of the Fund i-83
33

 we found a letter of vice-consul Gardner 
dated with September 2

nd
, 1878. It was addressed to Solsberg who received it on 

September 27
th
 of the same year. It described certain events of the war, namely: 

“Dear sir, I’m honored to inform you that 15 cannons have been unloaded on the 
bank of the river Rioni. They will be transported further to arm the battery which is 
located about 5 miles to Poti. Short railroad has been installed between the port and 
the city.” The Turkish troops that have been located near the river had been given 
an order to move in direction to Tsikhisdziri and Batumi. They had to help in loading 
the arms and equipment on to the ships in the port. 

Neid Paşa and Hasan Beg had stayed for an additional day in Kutaisi and 
were discussing the issue of the evacuation from Batumi, which had to be handed 
to the Russians on the 7

th
 day of the month, but later the dates were changed to the 

12
th
/24

th
. The Russian corvette currently lied out and was ready to enter the port on 

the deadline. They thought that there would be no resistance. The majority of the 
Laz people had already moved from the river Čorochi area to the Turkish territory. 
The head of the railway had ordered to prepare the carriages for transportation of 
5,000 troops from Tbilisi to Poti. In the case Batumi got yielded, four battalions, 
stationed in camps, would be dislocated to Odessa and Sevastopol.

34
 

On September 7
th
 1878 Gardner in his letter to Solsberg wrote that on the 

one year anniversary of the Emperor’s wedding the city of Batumi was formally 
taken over. After 20 fires of volley the Turkish flag went down with no incidents, and 
on the 21

st
 fire of volley the Russian flag had been risen up. Gardner also described 

the terrible economic situation of the city, namely the Russians witnessed poverty 
and famine. That is why he requested the sending of provisions immediately. Sev-
eral projects were presented for connecting Tbilisi, Poti and Batumi with the rail-
road. Despite the fact that the railway through Borjomi from Tbilisi to Batumi was 
expensive and complicated, it was favored by the headquarters.

35
 

British documents commented the returning of Ajara to Georgia. They also 
described the negative sides of this fact, namely, a lot of people were exiled from 
the old Georgian regions. Population, targeted for exile, were Ajarians, Laz people, 
and other ethnic groups of Georgians, also Abkhazians, and population from the 
North Caucasus. The issue of the Laz people was discussed more thoroughly. The 
issue was also discussed on the Berlin congress. The British were against the reu-
nification of Batumi with Georgia since the Russians would get control of it. That is 
why they suggested a Lazistan khanate to be established. It seems that they in-
tended to use the Laz people against the Russians.

36
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In the letter, dating August 21
st
, 1878, which was addressed to marquis Sols-

berg, we found out that the Turks were in favor of moving the native population to 
the Turkish territory. Derviş Paşa ordered to inform the local people that the Rus-
sians will enter Batumi on the 27

th
, and the ones who wanted to emigrate had to do 

that before it. It was suggested that ships should be used for transportation of the 
emigrants and their belongings.

37
 After the defeat of the Turks local population be-

lieved that if some people did not want to migrate at this stage, they would be able 
to do that any time for the next three years. Before the migration they would stay 
under the control of the Russians. Turkish agents were actively working to assist 
the Muhajirs. This is the time when the Ottomans still believed that with the help of 
the Britain they would gain back the territories that were lost during the war. A doc-
ument of September 18

th
 stipulated that Batumi was ready for evacuation, the Rus-

sian army was stationed in Tsikhisdziri, and that they were planning to enter 
Artvin.

38
 According to the document Ali Paşa insisted that the Russians were forcing 

Ajarians and Laz people to migrate to Turkish territories, on the other hand, the 
Turkish consul thought that Russians were asking them to stay where they were.

39
 

The fact is that the migration of the locals to Turkish territories was advantageous 
for the both sides: The Russians would gain free land for colonization and the Turks 
would populate unsettled territories with people hostile to Russians to be used in 
future conflicts.  

In a letter the general adjutant Svjatopolk-Mirskij wrote:  
 
“Muhajir movement is of great importance in terms of creating stronger border 
with the Turks and improving our political situation in the Caucasus region… 
And for that:  

1. We should not prevent (in direct or indirect way) Muslims from mi-
grating to Turkey. 

2. The property left by the Muhajirs must be transferred in possession 
of the government. 

The most crucial thing is to enhance the settlements with Russians, 
otherwise we can forget about populating the Caucasus with the Russian peo-
ple. It is pity that rich lands of Akhaltsikhe and Alexandrepoli were populated 
not by Russians, but by Armenians, Greeks, and migrants from Turkey. Mis-
takes like that should not be forgiven. All we know how advantageous would 
be if we had Russians settled in different parts of the Caucasus. It is of great 
political, economic and military importance.  

The population should be formed under the principle of religion and it 
should be Christian. The majority must be represented by Russians. The exist-
ence of Russian settlements will make Turks to migrate to Turkey. For consid-
eration, on the first stage, 18,000 Russians could be settled, also Greeks and 
Armenians evenly, but not exceeding 6,000 people.”

40
 

 
According to archive documents, the loss of Georgian provinces and the de-

feat in the war with Russia was a tragedy for Yusuf Paşa, the governor of Trabzon. 
He left the city of Batumi the day before it was ought to be handed over to the Rus-
sians. “I would become ill if I have to stay in the city for few more days”, said the 
Governor.

41
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The British had a very practical approach to the idea of Muhajirism. The crea-
tion of a Lazistan khanate was supposed to stop handing over Batumi to the Rus-
sians. Also, the great-power policy of Russia towards newly occupied territories was 
obvious. 

In the national archive of Ajara we found documents describing the history of 
the relationship between Bulgaria and Georgia. Georgian nationals participated in 
the fight for independence of Bulgaria. Alexandre Tsereteli for example held the 
post of secretary of the general consul of Russia in Bulgaria. During the time of the 
uprising in Bulgaria in 1876, Tsereteli was appointed the vice-consul in Plovdiv, and 
during the war he was actively participating in the warfare. Later, because of his 
achievements, a street in Plovdiv was named after his name and one of the villages 
near the city as well.

42
 

We also found information about the volunteers who fought on the side of the 
Bulgarian patriots, and about the bravery of Chavchavadze, Amilakhvari, 
Chkheidze, Natishvili, Phanchulidze, Kavtaradze, Tumanishvili, Gurieli, Goguadze, 
Egadze, Shaverdnadze, Tavartkiladze, and others.

43
 Under the leadership of Ale-

ksandre Imeretinski (Bagrationi) several towns were freed from Turkish occupation. 
He contributed a lot to the liberation of the town of Pleven. In Loveč a statue was 
built in his honor, and one of the main streets was named after him.

44
 

In the archive of the Autonomous Republic of Ajara, we found materials that 
were used for publishing the journal “Батум и его окрестности” [Batumi and its 
suburbs]. It was issued to celebrate the 25

th
 anniversary of handing over Batumi 

back to Georgia.
45

 
 
The Russo-Ottoman War and its aftereffects  
At the time when the city of Batumi was reunited with its motherland Georgia, 

there were no secular Georgian language schools at all in the southwestern part of 
the country. In the schools of the other parts of the country the war was taught as 
an example of the Russian military superiority. Reuniting Ajara with Georgia was 
important for both Russia and Georgia. The same ideas were presented in all the 
textbooks that were published in the Soviet period. They stated that Georgia got 
united because of the victory of Russia over Turkey and how important this victory 
was for the country. However, many factors that made the victory of the Russian 
over the Ottoman Empire possible were ignored. Namely the heroism and the con-
tribution of the Georgian military forces in the warfare; the popular anti-Ottoman 
movement in the country, Ajarians refused to join the Ottoman army and started a 
fight for independence instead. These aspects were corrected in the post-Soviet 
publications. Also, the two points of view on the war – Russian Empire trying to 
extend its borders and the reunion of Ajara with the motherland Georgia were sepa-
rated.  

 
Alternative Form of Memory 
Apart from the institutionalized war memory, alternative forms of memory 

were voiced. In some parts of Southwest Georgia, people still hold a traumatic 
memory about both the Ottoman rule and the tragic events of the war. In the collec-
tive memory the war and its consequences were also perceived as a tragedy. The 
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Soviets were implementing a policy to shape the collective memory in a way that 
would represent Turkey as an ‘enemy’. On the anniversaries dedicated to the union 
of Ajara with Georgia the past separation was always reminded to form a national 
identity hostile to Turkey. 

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union the policy of Georgia towards neigh-
boring Turkey drastically changed but the collective memory for the period of the 
Ottoman rule is still associated with tragedy and suffering. It is well known that by 
using economic pressure the Ottomans have managed to convert part of the popu-
lation of Ajara to Islam. For the Georgians, Islam was associated with the Tatars, 
who on their behalf were associated with cruelty, as Georgia had always to defend 
itself against Muslim aggression. Before, during and after the war, the population of 
Ajara was also branded with this term. Despite the fact that the population of Ajara 
became Muslim (although ethnically Georgian), the Turks did not accept them as 
their own. Russians were not considering them as Georgians and simply labeled 
them with the insulting term ‘Tatars’. The Georgian Muslims considered themselves 
insulted. The situation did not change even after creation of the Soviet Union. 
Namely, during the first register of the population in the USSR, the Ajarians were 
considered as a different ethnos from the Georgians. Even today we witness some 
cases of relict of this type of attitude towards them. The similar attitude resulted with 
Muhajirism, when part of Muslim Ajarians migrated to the provinces in Turkey. It is 
obvious that the Russians were in favor of this fact. They had a chance to populate 
the empted lands with people they preferred. The Turks on the other hand had eth-
nic Georgians who would populate unsettled territories and would have a negative 
attitude towards the Russians. We have to consider the memory of the Muhajirs as 
a form of an alternative memory. Nowadays, Muhajirs consider living on the territory 
of Turkey as something natural, which could be explained by the lack of knowledge 
of historical events that happened in that period. On the other hand, the local Ajari-
ans still remember the results of the Russo-Ottoman War and the rule of the Otto-
mans. Their memory is, on the one hand, connected with the tragedy of their ances-
tors, and on the other hand, with the joy of reuniting Ajara with Georgia. In our opin-
ion, a part of the population in Ajara thinks that forgetting these historical events 
could cause a similar situation in the future. Despite the good neighboring relations 
with Turkey, this is the reason of disbelieve and cautiousness among the locals 
concerning the tendency of Turkish nationals to settle in Batumi. This is one of the 
cases when the attitude of the locals and the government does not collide.  

 
 
The Russo-Ottoman War in Georgian political journalism and visual  
materials 
The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 was widely covered by the Russian 

historiography: official reports from the battlefields, theoretical researches of the war 
as a social phenomenon, war memoirs and newspapers. It has to be noted that due 
to the extreme politization of the official historiography, the limited access to Turkish 
resources, and the obvious edition done by the Russian military commanders, the 
publications of that period are not fully accurate in respect to historical reality. 
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As for the Georgian newspapers they were not welcome on the territory of 
the Turkish vilayet – Adjaristan. In Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, the political and 
literary newspaper “Droeba” was issued by the united efforts of the progressive 
Georgian elite. For the period 1866 – 1885 it was published in Georgian language. 
Initially it was a weekly publication, but during the war period (1877 – 1878) it be-
came a daily newspaper. The editor of “Droeba” was Sergei Meskhi (1869 – 73, 
1874 – 79, 1882 – 83) who managed to unite great Georgian writers and thinkers to 
reflect objectively the advantages and disadvantages of the Russian Army on the 
Caucasian front and the actions of the Kobuleti quarter of militia officers. In 1885 
the newspaper was closed being accused of an anti-government approach. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Group of Georgian officers, Tsikhisdziri 1878 
Photo archive of the Central State Archive of Ajara, number 2012-09-25 15-

52-18_0002 
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Especially interesting are the essays of the Georgian war correspondents 
who worked for the Russian newspapers. For example in 1877 – 1878 the editor of 
the Russian political and literature liberal magazine “Golos” [Voice] published in St. 

Petersburg from 1863 to 1883 (Editor Andrej A. Kraevskij) sent the Georgian corre-
spondent Giorgi Tsereteli to West Georgia for covering the military actions on the 
Caucasus front. Tsereteli provided correspondence from Batumi, Abkhazia, and 
even Trabzon, describing the actions of the Russian Army and the Georgian Militia 
(approximately 22,000) against the Ottomans. Especially detailed was the descrip-
tion of the Ozurgeti division which was moving towards Batumi and was later re-
named as Kobuleti Division.  

The information was published in “Droeba” and in the newspaper “Tifliskij 
Vestnik” [Tbilisi newspaper] published in 1873 – 1882 by K.A. Bebutov. Considering 
the fact that the most crucial issue for Georgia – the return of the initially Georgian 
land Ajara to Georgia, it is not surprising that the Russian patriotic publications 
complied with the Georgian publications in terms of information and ideology.  

The attitude of the Georgian society towards the 1877 – 1878 war was well 
expressed by Sherif Khimshiashvili: “May it be the war to start soon. I am ready to 
join the Georgian children of my motherland immediately…”

46
 The same attitude 

was expressed by Gulo Kaikatsishvili, Dede Nizharadze, Akhmed Khalvashi, and 
others. There were local pro-Islamists though, for example, the brothers Osman and 
Ali Tavdrgiridze from Kobuleti, who remained devoted to the Sultan. However, the 
majority of the Muslim Georgians did not share their position.  

 
 

 Volunteers from Guria, 1878 
Photo archive of the Central State Archive of Ajara, number 2012-09-25 15-52-18_0002 
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Fiction 
The change of the thousand year old Georgian culture by foreign Islamic cus-

toms and rules was very painful for Georgian people. The cultural development of 
the country - a homeland of many famous writers and scientists - dropped dramati-
cally. For three hundred years not a single piece of literary or scientific work was 
created in ‘Ottoman Georgia’ and due to this fact there are almost no written 
sources about the Ottoman held Georgian lands in Georgian Language. Education 
in Georgian language was prohibited and this had a tragic impact on the local socie-
ty and on the Georgian way of thinking. Ilia Chavchavadze, the greatest Georgian 
public figure, wrote in 1877 about Ajara: “Our past life first bloomed in here, our life 
used to run as a stream in here, the power of our spiritual life hoisted its famous flag 
in here, this is almost the cradle of our spiritual predominance and this tends to be 
the grave of our thy past humanity.” 

After the completion of the Russo-Ottoman War the Georgian writers in their 
literary and publicistic works responded to the vital problems of the epoch and tried 
to find ways and means for their solutions. The process of the national awakening 
was mainly led by volunteer charity societies. The leading role played the ‘Society 
for spreading literacy among Georgians’ led by Giorgi Kazbegi after Ilia 
Chavchavadze’s death. Giorgi Kazbegi (1839 – 1921) fought in the Russo-Ottoman 
War. He was the commandant of Warsaw and then Vladivostok. Under his leader-
ship the ‘Society for spreading literacy among Georgians’ implemented essential 
activities in the field of education and culture. 

On the 20
th
 of September 1907, the ‘Society of History and Ethnography’ was 

founded in Georgia. The society had enthusiasts in every part of Georgia who used 
to collect materials about the historical past, folk traditions and contemporary life of 
Georgians. “Three Months in Turkish Georgia”

47
 by Giorgi Kazbegi was the most 

prominent early historical and ethnographic work. It should be noted that his journey 
to the historical provinces of Georgia was linked to military strategic and reconnais-
sance missions preceding the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878. “In the spring of 
1874, I used the possibility to travel in Turkish Georgia” – wrote (said) the author 
hiding his real intentions, the reconnaissance mission ordered by Russia. The trav-
eler’s notes of Giorgi Kazbegi were very important, since by that time the West 
Georgian provinces were not mapped at all or registered with mistakes. Those 
maps were fundamentally revised after Giorgi Kazbegi’s visit there. 

Dimitri Bakradze (1826 – 1890) travelled in Southwest Georgia in 1874. His 
travel notes served as the basis for his historical work “Archaeological Journey to 
Guria and Ajara”

48
. The work includes the vivid impressions of the author, rich fac-

tual materials related to Ajara under foreign rule. The book was printed in 1878 in 
St. Petersburg upon the request of the Emperor’s Academy of Science.  

After the end of the Turkish dominance Tedo Sakhokia (1868 – 1956) was 
the first one who travelled in Ajara when it was still influenced by the Ottoman cul-
ture. This journey resulted in a very interesting work called “Journeys”

49
, where the 

author studiously described the economical conditions, the culture of the region and 
recorded the facts of the development of new life in this part of Georgia. 

During the next period, for the whole 20
th
 century, literary works dedicated to 

the Russo-Ottoman War and its impacts were systematically published. The most 
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important role played Pridon Khalvashi who created a whole cycle of works related 
to the war. Among them most remarkable was his historical novel “Omri”.

50
 In other 

works he used the genre of letters
51

 and essays. The most interesting letters are 
“Word for Ajara”, “Survived Word”, and “Several Days in Turkey”.  

Iusuf Paghava (1912 – 1982), a writer of national importance, wrote about the 
unification of Georgia. Almost all his works like “Ancestors’ Ghosts”

52
 and many 

others were devoted to the brave fights of the Georgian people to maintain their 
nationality and to unite Ajara to the motherland Georgia.  

The poetic works of Mamia Varshanidze (1916 – 1999) were dedicated to the 
hard but brave past of Ajara. His attitude towards the native land and the home 
country were vividly expressed in his poems.

53
 Zurab Gorgiladze (1937 – 2006) was 

one of the most remarkable representatives of the 20
th
 century Georgian poetry. 

The refrain of all his poetic works such as “Flaming Candles” or “Alipasha” was the 
severe pain experienced by the southwestern part of Georgia still remaining 
wounded. The historical novel “Muhajiri”

54
 (1928) by Jemal Jakeli commented the 

issue of being a muhajir, which he considered as the greatest tragedy in Georgian 
history. The historical novel “The legend of Lazeti” (1933) of the famous Georgian 
public figure Ramaz Surmanidze was related to the Russo-Ottoman War and its 
impacts on the country. The author interpreted the hardships of the past from a 
present point of view.  

 
Folklore 
One of the basic motives of the Georgian folklore was patriotism. The topic of 

the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 was maintained mainly by the folklore of 
southwestern Georgia. The heroic folklore of the Ajara region expressed and main-
tained up to nowadays the great love for the homeland, the commitment to the pat-
riotic ideals, the national awakening in the times of difficulties and despair. In the 
folklore the topic of the Ajarian Muhajirs and the Russo-Ottoman War also found its 
expression. The folklore material recorded by Iason Natadze, a collaborator of the 
newspaper “Droeba”, was of utmost interest, the poems clearly expressed the 
negative attitude of the local people towards the Russians as well as towards the 
Turkish conquerors.

55
 Folklore materials devoted to the last stage of the Russo-

Ottoman War, when the future of Ajara was obvious and the Muhajir movement 
started, voiced the unspeakable tragedy of the local people caused by the colonial 
interests of two invaders being opposed in the oldest part of Georgia. The folklore of 
Ajara preserved the names of those noblemen, who lacking national awareness, 
betrayed their own people serving the Turks or the Russians. The folklore clearly 
expressed the civil ideals of the Georgian people: patriotism and freedom that were 
justified by their bravery and heroism in the condition of 300 year dominance of the 
Turks. 

 
Music 
The Russo-Ottoman War found an expression in music as well. Georgian 

people used to sing even in the times of hardship and difficulties. These songs 
voiced the national awareness of the Georgian people, their commitment to the 
country and readiness to die for the sake of the country. The songs related stories 
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of pain and suffering, of loyalty and betrayal in the condition of foreign dominance. 
The main theme of the Muhajirs’ songs was the sorrow and pain of the ones who 
had to leave their home country and people.  

 
Public and ecclesiastical celebrations in memory of deceased heroes of 
deceased heroes of the Russo-Ottoman War 
In Georgia there is a tradition of ceremonial commemoration of deceased 

soldiers who died defending their country. After the victory over the Ottomans and 
reuniting Ajara with Georgia all the churches in Georgia were conducting the cere-
monial requiem masses, although no official commemorations were initiated. After 
declaring Georgia a part of the USSR the majority of churches was closed and the 
names of the heroes deceased in the Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 were 
forgotten.   

In 2002, in the village Skhalta a museum dedicated to Sherif Khimshiashvili 
was established. He was a major general of the Russian Army and one of the lead-
ers of the liberation movement in Ajara. An obelisk was erected on his grave.  

 
 
 
 

Obelisk after Sherif Khimshiashvili in the village Skhalta 

Photo from the website of the museum 
http://www.adjaramuseums.ge/ge/?page=showmus&mid=11 
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In 1909, in the village of Khutsubani a memorial was erected to commemorate the 
soldiers who died on January 18

th
 1878 near Tsikhisdziri. The memorial was built by 

the union of officers from the 164
th
 ‘Zakatalsky’ infantry regiment. This regiment was 

a part of the Kobuleti complement led by Lieutenant-general Oklobjhio. The memo-
rial itself represents the monument for the officers, a stone hill, a cross, and an epi-
taph on the mass grave for the soldiers of the lower rank. The memorial is fenced.  

 

 

Memorial after the officers of the 
164

th
 “Zakatalsky” infantry regiment 

Khutsubani village, Ajara, Georgia 
Photo was taken by researchers from 
Shota Rustaveli State University during 
the field expedition conducted in the 
framework of MEMORYROW  

 

 
Gravestone on the mass grave after 
the soldiers of the low rank of the 2

nd
 

Caucasus infantry battalion, deceased 
on the January 18

th
, 1878 

Khutsubani village, Ajara, Georgia 
Photo was taken by researchers from 
Shota Rustaveli State University during the 
field expedition conducted in the 
framework of MEMORYROW 
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Conclusion  
The analysis of the Georgian historiography, political newspapers, archive 

materials, and fiction related to the Russo-Ottoman War witness dramatic changes 
in the memory culture. After Ajara reunited with Georgia a long period of intensive 
ruin of stereotypes began: first as part of the Russian Empire, then at the time of the 
revolution, the Soviet and post-Soviet period. Although the material traces of the 
war memory are not well preserved in Georgia, the wound of Muhajirism still re-
mains in certain families, and ‘the image of the enemy’ as reflected in the Georgian 
folklore and language is still in power. 
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Abstract: The article is focused on the Macedonian memories of the Russo-Ottoman 

War (1877 – 1878) and the Peace treaties of that period. Several historical points are con-
cerned such as the participation of the Macedonian volunteers in the war; the activity in Mac-
edonia after the end of the battles; the reaction to the Peace treaties and the emigration of 
the Macedonian population. We present the historical events related to the period of the 
Russo-Ottoman War as reflected in the Macedonian memories, the perception of the results 
of the War and its consequences for the Macedonians. 

 
 
Exploring the Russo-Ottoman War in relation to the Macedonian history 
Analysing the history of the Balkans at the end of the 19

th
 and the beginning 

of the 20
th
 century, our discussions are focussed on three main topics: the efforts of 

the Ottoman Empire to survive; the intentions of the Great powers to resolve the so-
called “Eastern Question” according to their own interests and, finally, the national 
movements within the Empire aimed at establishing their own national states. In 
fact, the national problem in this multi-national state became one of the key reasons 
for its disintegration. From the point of view of the non-Turkish population, it was an 
epoch of national liberation movements on the Balkans. The Russo-Ottoman War 
(1877 – 1878) represented just another series of motives and outwitting games the 
Great powers played for assigning the spheres of influences. Each of the actors 
involved, as well as the countries that indirectly felt the consequences of the war, 
had built its own version of the historical events. 

 
Participation of Macedonian volunteers in the Russo-Ottoman War 
Speaking of the 19

th
 century and the general tendencies among the Balkan 

Slavic peoples, when they were led by the anti-Ottoman liberation movement, the 
strongly expressed idea of belonging to the Slavs and Orthodox Christianity and 
therefore with a sense of explicit affection towards Slavic Orthodox Russia as their 
flagship and patron, Macedonians were involved as volunteers in almost all military 
conflicts on the Balkans, supporting the liberation aspirations of the Balkan peoples. 
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At the time of the preparation of the Russo-Ottoman War (1877 – 1878) Russia 
acceded to activities for getting information about the general situation on the 
Balkans. A commission was appointed including also members from Macedonia: 
Vasil Mišajkov from Bitola (graduated at the Faculty of Law in Moscow), Georgi 
Stamenov from Voden (a philologist and professor in the First Moscow Gymnasium) 
and Konstantin Stanišev from Kukuš (a professor at the University of Moscow, a 
member of the Moscow Slavic Committee).

1
 These steps, as well as the declared 

willingness of Russia to assist the liberation efforts, were a great encouragement 
and contributed to the activation of a large number of Macedonians in the later anti-
Ottoman campaign. 

When the gathering of volunteers began, the first volunteer units formed in 
April 1877 were composed primarily of participants who had taken part in the previ-
ous military actions on the Balkans. An important role in the formation of volunteer 
companies played the Russian Consul Michail Chitrovo and Stojan Vezenkov (1828 
– 1897) from Kruševo, who called on the Macedonian fighters (Voivodes) from Ser-
bia and Romania (participants in the Serbo-Ottoman War). The town Svištov in 
Bulgaria was designated as a place of gathering for the volunteers coming from 
Serbia and Romania. Later on, they participated in some of the most important mili-
tary actions (Trojan Passage, Stara Planina, Kjustendil etc.), namely by observing 
and protecting the crossings, and by mounting heavy Russian weapons on high 
mountain positions. The detachments acted on the side and at the head of the 
Russian army, fighting with başıbozuk and the regular Ottoman army, delivering 
information on their movements, numbers and positions. Many Macedonian volun-
teers became part of the Bulgarian Volunteer Corps, the folk volunteer detach-
ments, and provided reports or other services.

2
 During the war many of them were 

killed, some of them were rewarded with Russian military medals for their merits in 
the battles. 

 

 
 
Ǵorǵija M. Pulevski (1822/23 – 

1893) – a revival activist, lexicographer, 
poet, folklorist, auhor of grammar 
books, historian, ethnographer, 
komitadji, a volunteer in the Serbo-
Ottoman War (1876) and the Russo-
Ottoman War (1877 – 1878), a partici-
pant in the liberation actions in Pijanec 
and the Kresna Uprising (1878 – 1879). 

In the photograph: dressed in a 
folk costume, decorated with a “St. 
Georgi” medal awarded for bravery 
during the Russo-Ottoman War and a 
sabre from the Russian Emperor

3 
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Activities in Macedonia after the war 
The Russo-Ottoman War ended with the signing of the armistice of Edirne 

(19
th
 January 1878). The victory of the Russians was used by some voivodes from 

Macedonia (Trifunov, Ognenov, Robev, Pulevski, Cvetkov, Antonov etc.). Not pro-
vided a prior permission from the Russian command in Kjustendil, they crossed the 
demarcation line and, headed by Iljo Maleševski (1805 – 1898), entered the Pijanec 
region where they carried out a disarmament of the Turkish population and 
established a rebel authority. Some leaders of the Macedonian volunteers from the 
Serbian army did the same in Kumanovo and Kriva Palanka. The rule of the 
insurgent authority was interrupted by the news about the protocol signed in Vranje 
in the second half of February. In accordance with it, the liberated regions remained 
under Ottoman rule and, following the Russian orders, Iljo Maleševski and Dimitar 
Berovski (1840 – 1907) and their detachments moved back towards Kjustendil. The 
local authority remained in Pijanec up to the 9

th
 of March 1878. Following the 

conclusion of the Preliminary Treaty of San Stefano (19
th
 of February / 3

rd
 of March 

1978), any further actions were delayed and the liberated territory was abandoned. 
The local administration in Pijanec lasted until the 29

th
 of March 1878. Due to the 

news that the Ottoman army was approaching, there was a widespread panic and 
the majority of the population migrated.

4
 

 
Reaction to the Treaty of Berlin and the status of Macedonia 
After the Russo-Ottoman War and the Treaty of Berlin, according to which 

Macedonia remained within the Ottoman Empire, the position of the Great powers 
became clear – to delay the resolution of the Macedonian Question by creating 
favorable conditions for the realization of their own interests. As a result of the polit-
ical and territorial changes made after the Congress of Berlin, Macedonia was re-
turned under the authority of the Sultan. The increased violence, the frequent at-
tacks and looting by various armed gangs, the migration of Muslim refugees from 
Bosnia, Serbia, and Bulgaria, and the instability of the Ottoman state as a whole, 
led to the increase of the combative mood in Macedonia and an organized armed 
resistance developed. This popular movement spread to almost all regions.

5
 It was 

taken seriously by the Ottoman authorities and several times military forces were 
sent to suppress the uprisings. Activities carried out by multiple detachments or 
groups of detachments were observed in the regions of Maleševo, Pijanec and 
Kriva Palanka. They were composed partly of former participants in the Russo-
Ottoman War. These combat formations collided, occasionally, with the Ottoman 
army and the başıbozuk. The formation of detachments throughout Macedonia 
grew and Kresna Uprising began on the 5th / 17th of October 1878, by attacking a 
Turkish garrison in the village of Kresna. The number of soldiers in all the uprising 
groups was constantly growing, but because of the instruction of the Russian 
authorities against such activities on the territory of Turkey, there was a feeling of 
disappointment among the rebels. In May 1879 the uprising officially aborted.

6
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Emigration from Macedonia as a consequence from the war 
In Macedonia the end of the 19

th
 century was a time of poor security situa-

tion, rebellions, propaganda and international agreements unfavorable. The com-
plex situation, developed after the unsuccessful liberation activities and the remain-
ing of Macedonia within the Ottoman Empire, resulted in a large wave of emigration 
towards other Balkan countries and Russia. Because of the fear of revenge, the 
population moved towards the demarcation line and beyond, mostly towards 
Bulgarian territory. There were several refugee waves: towards Gorna Džumaja and 
the Kjustendil region; towards Dupnica, Loveč, Pleven, Lukovits region, Sofia and 
Čepinsko river valley; from the eastern slopes of the Pirin Mountain towards the 
Gorna Džumaja region. A part of the population that had fled, later returned to the 
abandoned villages, but another part settled there permanently.

7
 

 
Macedonian memory and presentations 
Understanding culture as a system of values uniting the creative activities of 

people (folklore, literature, music, art, etc.) and providing identity it is interesting to 
note how the identity of the nation was built by various cultural elements and how 
the whole culture reflects the experience accumulated over many generations.

8
 

Thus collective memory acquires special importance as a cradle of knowledge, 
experience and identity. The memory store develops and shapes the emotional and 
rational representations of historical events and persons. It is deposited in the 
popular and artistic creation, binding the past with the present. However, unlike 
what was a common historical development of the European nations (creating na-
tional state institutions, development of education and science, etc.), not a state but 
the culture served as a unifying framework for the Macedonians. In this regard, the 
folk oral traditions functioned as a guardian and transmitter of popular knowledge 
and memory. Collecting and nurturing the cultural heritage was an important task, 
particularly in view of the fact that neither own state nor institutions existed at that 
time.

 
This was aptly expressed by Vasil Ikonomov (1848 – 1934) from the village of 

Lazaropole, a collector and publicist who wrote: “But our folk life is mostly described 
in our folk songs and customs. Under the pressure of circumstances and the 
positions in which our people has often found itself – losing own scholars and their 
works, there was no one left but the folk singer to preserve the threads of our way 
of life from ages past. As a result, collecting and printing our songs and customs is 
of the greatest necessity, and is the only source in studying our past as a people.”

9
 

Concerning the period when Macedonia was part of the Ottoman Empire a 
distinctive type of folklore with characteristic motifs was created.

10
 Researching how 

the Macedonian memory refers to the period of the Russo-Ottoman War and after-
wards, we should take into consideration the traditional perceptions and representa-
tions as the people’s insights and notions of the results of the War and its conse-
quences for Macedonia. The records of contemporaries (authors and local writers) 
testify to the way they felt in the context of the historical events and the political 
situation, as the most immediate form of expression of those involved in the histori-
cal events. 

After defining the historical facts and circumstances in which the memories 
concerning the period of the Russo-Ottoman War occurred in Macedonia, the main 
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task is to examine the possibilities for determining the communicative memory and 
to set the basis for a profound examination of the cultural memory,

11
 i.e. how and in 

which form did the actual history remain remembered over time up to today – losing 
significance or gaining new content and explanatory power. 

 
Memory and narratives about the Russo-Ottoman War and the treaties 
Given that the events during and after the Russo-Ottoman War (which was 

not fought on the territory of Macedonia), including the agreements from San 
Stefano and Berlin, occurred rapidly, in a short time interval and were mutually 
contradicting, it becomes understandable why they did not leave significant traces 
in the memories and traditions in Macedonia. However, when talking about the 
traditional expression of folk singers who sang about their contemporaneity, then 
few registered songs with text and melody, which are directly related to the Russo-
Ottoman War and the time after the signing of the peace agreements, should 
certainly be mentioned. Thus, the “Song for the Liberation of Bulgaria (The Siege of 
Pleven)”,

12
 obviously refers to the war between the Russians and Ottomans (“blood 

flows through Bulgaria / around Pleven and Sofia”). The singers expressed affilia-
tions toward Russia and symbolically indicated the Russian supremacy in the war 
(“The Russians crossed the Danube / they have already arrived in Trnovo / around 
Pleven and Sofia”). 

In the context of recorded testimonies of the living generation who shared 
their personal life experiences in an informal communication, we find the “Song for 
the Liberation of Bulgaria from Turkish Slavery”.

13
 It is sung in the first person singu-

lar, and contains the singer's personal experiences and memories. It seems that the 
creator of this song was a direct participant in the military actions at Danube, admir-
ing the Russian army. Thus, the nišandžija (one who takes aim with weapons) is the 
main character in this song, a man with a mustache to his shoulders and a beard 
down to his knees, holding the reins of the horse in his left hand, and the cross and 
flag in the right. He sings about his courage in fighting for the liberation of Bulgaria. 

The song “The Cries of Macedonia”,
14

 deals with the time after the Congress 
of Berlin, the rage the people felt because Macedonia remained within the Ottoman 
Empire, as well as their indignation and anger towards Europe, naming it a mistress 
(„блудница Вавилонска“):

15
 “Damned and thrice damned, / Europe be you, / harlot 

of Babylon, / Macedonian executioner”. In the same sense some of the most power-
ful nations of the time are also mentioned (“Russia, sister dear, / come help me, / 
lest I perish, / Englishmen and Germans, / Italians and French, / want us under 
Turkish yoke.”). As we can see, at the same time the singer turns to Russia with 
fondness, calling her “Russia, sister dear” and expressing the Slavophil idea and 
belief in Russian support. We find the same motifs in many other presentations 
where people refer to the European policy concerning some historical decisions 
regarding Macedonia at different times later on too. 

In an attempt to understand the perception of the historical events in Mace-
donia at the time, it would perhaps be more adequate to analyze the memories of 
certain individuals expressed in their written texts. Thus, the events from this period 
were presented in the poetry and publicist works of Ǵorǵija Pulevski, who lived and 
died as an emigrant in Sofia. At the end of 1878 or early the following year, he pub-
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lished the political poem “Samovila makedonska” (“Macedonian Fairy”).
16

 In regard 
to the details concerning its publishing, its distribution, and its perception we find 
information in an account by Kuzman Šapkarev published in the newspaper 
“Marica” (Plovdiv, 1882). According to him, the poem was designed for singing and 
it was very popular among the Macedonian emigration in Sofia.

17
 

Written in an epic style, it is the only poem in Macedonian literary history ded-
icated to the Treaty of San Stefano and the Treaty of Berlin. The poem expressed 
views on the situation and position of Macedonia after the Congress of Berlin, as 
well as what steps should further be undertaken. It was a reflection on the people’s 
motives for mass participation in the Kresna Uprising. Pulevski began his poem by 
depicting the darkness that prevailed at the time (“Everyday’s dark above the 
Macedonian mountains / Is it covered by a dark fog or a dark cloud?”), then recalled 
the glorious past, and ended it with a call for a liberation struggle.

18
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Macedonian Poetry-Book”  
(Sofia, 1879), written by  
Ǵorǵija Pulevski 

 
Pulevski also published a collection of poems “Makedonska pesnarka” 

(“Macedonian Poetry-Book”) in Sofia (1879). Significantly, the collection contained 
some actualized folk poems as well as three poems written by himself (“The Weep 
of Macedonia”, “In Favour of the Macedonians” and “Macedonian Sorrow”)

19
 

graphically differentiated from the othеrs. In his songs Pulevski acted in accordance 
with the time and events he lived in. He probably wrote them during the Kresna 
Uprising, although they were published in 1879 in Sofia. If one carefully reads his 
poems, (s)he would find three distinct basic motifs in the following chronological 
order: а noticeable anger towards Europe and its decision that Macedonia would 
remain within the Ottoman Empire; celebrating the fighting spirit of the Macedonians 
against the decisions of Europe (the organised uprising); a call to all Slavic nations 
to help Macedonians, in particular the hope that Russia and the Russian Tsar would 
help them. 

The ideology of the participants in the Kresna Uprising was actually reflected 
in his poetry.

20
 In fact, Pulevski was the only known revolutionary poet of the Kresna 

Uprising. In the song “For Macedonians in Favor”, he expressed his anger and 
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strong disagreement with the decisions of the European countries regarding 
Macedonia. He cried out in revolt: “Hear us, brothers, European Christians, / We 
have had it with our destiny / And we want a homeland of our own”.

21
 His songs 

were probably sung by the revolutionaries to whom they were devoted. In fact, in 
the published books the author himself gave instructions as to the melodic line, i.e. 
he tried to note it by repeating certain vowels, by using punctuation marks, and so 
on.

22
 

Searching for testimonies of the War and its consequences, we could also re-
fer to memoirs written afterwards. For example, Ivan Hadži Nikolov (1861 – 1934) 
recalled: “We all rejoiced the Russian successes. When the Russians liberated 
Pleven, Edirne and the war drew to its successful conclusion, we had already start-
ed preparing to welcome the Russian army, which was supposed to come to Mace-
donia and liberate it”.

23
 

The Russo-Ottoman War and especially the developments that followed were 
to be narrated by the following generations, losing or gaining some additional ele-
ments. We find traces of trans-generational memories concerning this period in 
some works created several generations later. The authors of memoirs, collections 
of folklore and ethnographic materials, family genealogies and histories etc., had 
passed on the information they had heard (not experienced) about historical events 
and figures of the recent and distant past.

24
 

In his work “Galičnik and the Mijaks”, Rista Ognjanoviḱ-Lonoski recorded, 
amongst other things, the genealogy of some of the families from his village of 
Galičnik and, at the same time, provided several specific data related to our topic. 
Thus, writing about Pulevski, whose origins were from the same village, Lonoski 
wrote: “He lived in Belgrade and offered to be a volunteer against Turkey, but 
because Serbia had remained peaceful in 1878, he went on to the Danube with the 
Russians and participated in the siege of Pleven. Many elderly people remembered 
him walking around with a Russian sabre hanging over his shoulder according to 
the Russian manner. His heroic deeds were heard of here, up to Debar...”.

25
 

The accounts in some other similar works can be completely different in 
terms of character and content, but if we try to summarize, the strong emotions of 
the writers and their motives for writing these works were common for all of them. 
The authors intented to leave a trail for future generations, who would take a look at 
the successes and memories of their ancestors. 

 
The modern (institutionalized) memory culture in Macedonia 
As a system of remembering, recollection, and oblivion, memory is the link 

between the past which tends to occur in the present through some remembrances 
and the present which is predetermined to become the past.

26
 Collective memory 

appears as the essence of the people’s notion of self, creating the picture of their 
history as well as verifying the politics of memory. However, it is subjected to inter-
ventions made at certain historical moments or over time. What appears to be an 
interesting question is whether the different experiencing of historical events could 
influence the transmission of events through tradition, or how the different emotions 
have determined the traditional images in the folklore of the people and their 
reflection in the modern institutionalized memory culture. 
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The institutionalized representatives of the memory ― state-organized  
scientific and research institutions 
Concerning the period before the establishment of the modern Macedonian 

state, we should point to the founding of the Faculty of Philosophy in Skopje (1920) 
which was among the first official institutions that regulated the institutionalized 
development of history studies. However, the development of the research institu-
tions and professional historical science began to be practiced after the foundation 
of the state:

27
 at the Department of History and History of Art at the Faculty of Phi-

losophy, which was established in Skopje (1946) as a first high-educational institu-
tion of the future “Ss. Cyril and Methodius” University;

28
 The Institute of National 

History, established as a first specialized institution for history in Macedonia 
(1948)

29
; the supreme scientific and scholarly institution – The Macedonian Acade-

my of Sciences and Arts, established in 1967;
30

 the Historical Society of People’s 
Republic of Macedonia was founded as a civil organization (1952).

31
 The organized 

research in history especially intensified in the years since the independence of the 
Republic of Macedonia (1991). History studies developed through a series of new 
public and private higher education and research institutions and associations. 

 
The historical memory for the period of the Russo-Ottoman War as  
presented in historiography and textbooks in Macedonia 
We refer to all known non-institutionalized individual historical endeavors as a 

basis for the development of the Macedonian historiography today. In this sense, 
we believe that it is important to analyze the “Slavic-Macedonian General History” 
from the end of the 19

th 
century, written by Ǵorǵija Pulevski, as the first comprehen-

sive Macedonian historical book.
32

 What is particularly important for our research 
topic is that the author wrote about the Russo-Ottoman War, in which he actively 
participated. He presented this period in a separate section entitled “On the reign of 
Sultan Abdul Hamid II from 1876 to 1889” commenting the reasons for the War and 
the circumstances at the beginning of the War in 1877.

33
 According to him, Russia 

declared war to Turkey on the 12
th
 April 1877 and “The Russian-Turkish battles 

went on for ten months”.
34

 He provided an account of the transfer of the Russian 
army across the Danube. The most expressive he was when describing his person-
al experience and especially his participation in the battle of Šipka in a small de-
tachment that provided defence for eight days and nights and withstood the attacks 
in the conditions of unbearable winter cold.

35
 The detailed narrative of the fighting 

and the siege of Pleven is a confirmation that Pulevski participated in the siege. He 
described also other struggles, and especially the movement of the Russian forces 
at Stara Planina, Balkan, Stredec, Trojan etc., equally important. As a direct 
participant in some of the military actions during the War, the military activity of the 
Russians against the Ottoman army in the campaign for liberating Bulgaria were 
central, but he also wrote about “The Serbian Activity in 1877 and 1878”, as well as 
“The Kara-Vlachian Activity in 1877 and 1878” and “The Russian Conquests in Asia 
Minor in 1877 and 1878”. 

The author referred to the Treaty of San Stefano, stating that “it caused a 
great discontent in Western Europe”, and he briefly described the situation up to the 
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Congress of Berlin in the chapter “The Congress of Berlin from June 13
th
 to July 

13
th
 1878” and the Treaty of Berlin”

36
. He put a special emphasis on the part of the 

Treaty that recommended various measures according to which the Ottoman Porte 
was to make improvements regarding the situation of the Christians within the Em-
pire. However, as a direct consequence of the Ottoman Empire not fulfilling this 
obligation, the situation in Macedonia began to radicalize and the author became 
one of the protagonists in the Kresna Uprising (1878/79). The author noticed the 
dependency of the Balkans on the European policy towards the Ottoman Empire by 
the end 19

th
 century. 

In the period up to the establishment of the state (1944), we follow a whole 
set of individual historical and historiographical attempts.

37
 However, the organized 

institutional study of history in Macedonia began after the formation of the modern 
state. The development of the historiography followed the phases of the social-
economic and political development in general: communist/socialist and post-
socialist/transitional period, with other words the period of living within Yugoslav 
Federation and the period of independent Macedonian state. In the period from 
1944 to 1991, the interest of the historiography (especially during the early socialist 
period), was focused on the study of history of the formation of the Yugoslav state 
and military-political aspects of World War II. Research on national history within 
the Yugoslav Federation was marginalized. Moreover, the emphasis on 
‘brotherhood and unity’ of the nations of the Federation had been the recommended 
focus of historical interpretations. The study of the national histories was limited and 
treated with great caution (in the terms of self-censorship by authors). In the period 
of the so-called transition (after 1991), new processes started in the direction of 
breaking ties with the previous system, reconsidering the mainstream historiog-
raphy and redefining some historical interpretations. After rejecting the control over 
the historiography, the freedom of expression raised many questions. 

Since the establishment of the modern historical science in Macedonia, the 
Russo-Ottoman War has been researched by many authors in monographs, arti-
cles, and new archive publications

38
 and by organizing conferences. The dominant 

narratives concerned the reasons for the War and its results (interpretations of the 
Peace treaties and their consequences). Because of the fact that Macedonia was 
not directly affected by the War, the topics of interest were mostly related to the 
period of the Eastern Crisis in general.

39
 

The Preliminary Treaty of San Stefano was mostly considered as non realis-
tic with regard to the international relations between the Great powers at the time. 
However, the Treaty left a trace in the popular memory and history interpretations, 
causing questions such as whether it was an accumulator of further political prob-
lems or a possibility to resolve the question of the liberation of Macedonia in the 19

th
 

century. These questions were treated in various publications and in a special 
book.

40
 Since, according to the Treaty of Berlin, Macedonia remained within the 

borders of the Ottoman Empire, the Congress in Berlin became an important histor-
ical marker. Moreover, its decisions were a turning point in the politics of the Great 
powers and defined the political changes that followed in the Balkans, so they were 
questioned in the period afterwards.

41
 All the issues related to the Macedonian 

Question from the end of the 19
th
 century, especially the Kresna Uprising (as a di-
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rect reaction to the decisions of the Treaty of Berlin)
42

 and the historical personali-
ties of Macedonian fighters and commanders involved in the military actions, were 
frequent topics, elaborated in publications and celebrated at jubilees and anniver-
saries. 

The dominant narratives in the school literature usually follow the develop-
ment of the mainstream historiography. Up to 1991 history was taught in schools 
according to the concept in which the study of the unity of the nations of Yugoslavia 
was dominant, with some ideological interpretations and terminology characteristic 
for the socialist discourse. After the 1991 a reform of the educational system began. 
One of the main tasks was to improve the curriculum in history teaching and school 
literature for primary and secondary schools, in accordance with the new social and 
cultural trends. The difference in content is particularly noticeable in terms of better 
representation of the national history and the proportional representation of all other 
Balkan national histories. Regarding the presentation of the Russo-Ottoman War, 
the participation of Macedonian volunteers, Treaty of San Stefano, consequences 
for Macedonia with the decisions at the Congress of Berlin and Kresna Uprising as 
an expression of resistance, remain the special focus of interest. 

 
The preservation and presentation of the historical memory in archives  
and museums  
The system of organized collecting, filing and presenting archive material by 

the official institutions in Macedonia was introduced after the establishment of the 
State Archive in Skopje (1929 – 1941). But, the modern organized and institutional-
ized archival activity began after the establishment of the State Archive of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of Macedonia (1951).

43
 The classification scheme in the archives 

covers the archive funds and collections of the state units; social-political organiza-
tions, political parties; religious organizations and other organizations; personal and 
family funds. 

Speaking of the public presentation of history, it is mainly organized by the 
museums. We find the first opened museums in the period between the two World 
Wars. Institutional organized museum work in Macedonia began in 1924 with the 
establishment of the first museum. But the enhanced museum activity occurred 
after the Second World War with the establishment of more specialized museums, 
including national museums (Historical, Archaeological and Ethnological) and the 
National Institute for Protection of Cultural Heritage. The museums have been es-
tablished as centres for collecting, preserving and researching of the mobile histori-
cal heritage. The Historical Museum of Macedonia in Skopje later became a part of 
the complex of Museums of Macedonia (Archaeological, Ethnological and Histori-
cal). Recently, thematically organized museums have been established, such as 
The Holocaust Memorial Center of the Jews from Macedonia in Skopje (2011)

44
 and 

The Museum of the Macedonian Struggle for statehood and independence 
(2011),

45
 arranged according to modern standards for museum presentation.

46
 

Regarding museum exhibitions related to the period of the Russo-Ottoman 
War, we find some representations concerning historical events and figures of that 
period. As for the monuments, memory places and historical sites we have to keep 
in mind that during the socialist time construction of monuments in Macedonia was 
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much reduced as a result of the then restrictive policy towards the historical 
memory of the nations in Yugoslavia in general. The situation has changed after the 
independence of Macedonia and especially in recent times. 

Today’s view on history is a result of all political and cultural developments by 
which the complex of accumulated experiences has shaped the cultural memory 
and received an institutional verification. Historical truth is often elusive and 
dependent on those who promote it, so a more correct picture of the history 
sometimes could be found in the stored popular memory. It reports the folk under-
standing of history, its changes and its cultural meanings. Actually, if we marginalize 
the discourse of high politics, the interpretations of history in the popular memory of 
the different nations remain to be analyzed in order to comprehend the discrepancy 
between the various dominant national interpretations – with no obligation to reach 
an agreement, but as a necessity for mutual understanding and better 
communication. 
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 The museum work is regulated by the Law for Museums (work and activity of the 
museums) and the Law for Protection of the Cultural Heritage (types, identification, ways and 

instruments for protection of the cultural heritage of Macedonia etc.). 
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Abstract: This article is a review of the Greek Historiography on the Russo-Ottoman 

War of 1877 – 1878. The general perception was that of a traumatic conflict very much relat-
ed to the formation of a ‘Greater Bulgaria’. In the first decades following the Russo-Ottoman 
War the historiographical trend was shaped by former fighters and politicians trying to justify 
their position through history. It was only in the last years when some scholarly works critical-
ly evaluated the events and the Greek policy towards them. 

 
 
The Russo-Ottoman War of 1877 – 1878 holds a significant place in the 

Greek historiography since it is significantly related to the process of the Greek 
integration. In the last quarter of the 19

th
 century Greek foreign policy was concen-

trated on serious national issues with its irredentist policy of the ‘Great Idea’, at the 
centre. Burning national issues, especially the fate of the island of Crete, where an 
unsuccessful revolution took place in 1866 – 1869 and the permanent fear about 
the fate of the geographical region of Macedonia, especially after the Crimean War 
(1853 – 1856), kept the Greek governments on the alert. But at the same time 
Greece lacked the political will, the military power and the economic strength to 
impose its ambitions.  

The Kingdom was still unstable, the political elites were unable to follow the 
road to modernization, the formation of an effective army was questionable and the 
problem of robbery spreading in the country, especially across the borders, caused 
difficulties in the implementation of a centralized policy. In this framework it was 
evident that any chance and success in the current national issues would happen 
mostly as the result of the intervention of the Great Powers, especially Great Britain, 
Russia and France. These three powers preserved their traditional footholds in 
Greece since the Greek War of Independence (1821 – 1830).  

When the news about the declaration of the Russo-Ottoman War arrived in 
Athens, a massive movement by the Greek population pressed the government to 
enter the conflict on the side of Russia. King George I was anxious to do so, be-
cause of the economic weakness of his kingdom. The political parties were in a 
state of disarray.  
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On the other hand many irredentist organizations such as ‘Αδελφότητα’ [Fra-
ternity] and ‘Εθνική Άμυνα’ [National Defense] were preparing to send armed bands 
to the Ottoman occupied areas populated by Greeks. For the whole year of 1877 
the political situation in Athens was dominated by negotiations and hesitations. 
Simultaneously, the ambassadors of Russia and Great Britain in Athens tried to 
persuade the Greeks; the first to abstain from any military action, the latter to join 
the war by promising territorial gains.  

When, at the beginning of 1878, the Greek government decided to enter the 
war it was too late. The Ottoman army had already been defeated and the newly 
established Bulgarian principality was intended to play a predominant role in the 
Southern Balkans especially with the incorporation within its borders of the majority 
of the geographical Macedonia. This was the historic result of the Treaty of San 
Stefano, which temporarily created a ‘Greater Bulgaria’. The Greek army was 
forced to withdraw from the Ottoman territories, but in some historical Greek places 
like Macedonia, Epirus and Thessaly local uprisings broke out. These momentary 
disruptions ended during the summer of 1878, after the Treaty of Berlin, which kept 
geographical Macedonia under control of the Ottoman Empire, thus putting an end 
to Greek fears about the possible domination of the Bulgarians in that region. 

In this article I will try to highlight the perception of the Russo-Ottoman War 
by the Greeks. There is no doubt that the general perception was that of a traumatic 
conflict very much related to the formation of a ‘Greater Bulgaria’. 

 
The turbulent years 

‘A monstrous defeat for Greece’ 

 
When the Russo-Ottoman War ended and the treaties of San Stefano and 

Berlin were signed, a fierce debate opened within Greece about the responsibilities 
for the military fiasco and the diplomatic failures. Politicians, journalists and former 
bandits exchanged accusations trying to justify their position. 

In the aftermath of the war, in 1878, the Greek Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
published a volume with a selection of 127 documents referring to the 1877 – 1878 
events in Macedonia and Thessaly

1
. The volume was submitted to the Greek Par-

liament with the aim of proving the crimes committed against the local Greek popu-
lation by irregular Muslim bands. The diplomatic Greek network in these places was 
fully aware of these terrorist activities through its branches in various cities. It is 
obvious that the purpose of the publication was to justify the official Greek policy 
during the war and to prove it as inevitable because Greek interests in Macedonia 
were in danger. 

Right after the end of the Russo-Ottoman War, Miltiadis Seizanis, who partic-
ipated as a bandit in the revolutions organized by the Greek irredentist organiza-
tions, wrote a book entitled “The Greek Policy and the 1878 Revolution in Macedo-
nia, Epirus and Thessaly”

2
. In his preface Seizanis argued that his intent was “to 

enlighten both Greeks and other Europeans” about the reasons of the Greek inter-
vention and the benevolent feelings of the Greek revolutionaries. Seizanis had no 
doubt that the failure of the armed bands was a result of the official Greek policy 
which, he believed, had no intention of honestly helping the revolutionary move-
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ment. He also accused the irredentist organizations of not having a specific plan. 
Seizanis remarked that, despite the reluctance of the Greek government, both he 
and his comrades intended to continue their efforts to liberate the unredeemed 
Greeks.

3
  

In 1890, a former fighter during the Greek War of Independence and a close 
friend of the liberal Greek Prime Minister Harilaos Trikoupis, Georgios Kremos, 
published a “General History of Greece”

4
 where he argued that in 1877 Russia took 

the chance to implement the dream of Peter the Great, which was the dissolution of 
the Ottoman Empire. Kremos referred to the Treaty of San Stefano as a disastrous 
and monstrous moment, both for the Greeks and the Ottomans. He also used the 
word imprudence to describe the Greek official policy during the Russo-Ottoman 
War.

5
 But at the same time he underlined that the revolutionary movement in 1878 

began thoughtlessly and without any preparation.
6
 

The historian Tryfon Evangelidis
7
 agrees with what Kremos described as the 

dream of Peter the Great. Evangelidis eloquently described the reaction of the 
crowd in Athens when the news of the war arrived. Hundreds of demonstrators in 
the streets of the capital pressed the government to get involved in the military ac-
tions. With enthusiasm, military units left Athens for the Greek Ottoman borders.

8
 

The author strongly criticized Greek politicians for the procrastination in entering the 
war on the side of the Russians. This was the major difference between his work 
and Kremos’ book. Evangelidis was a supporter of the Russian interests in Greece 
and believed that Russia as an Orthodox country was the suitable ally for Greece. 
For Evangelidis, the Russo-Ottoman War was a unique moment in Greek history, 
but it was lost because of the hesitations of the Greek government. It was a great 
mistake, according to Evangelidis, who takes a strong position against the policy of 
Great Britain, which pressed Greece to join the Russian camp.

9
 Evangelidis refers 

to the Treaty of Saint Stefano as a total catastrophe for Greece.
10

 
Epameinondas Kyriakidis in his book

11
 argues that Russia started preparing a 

war against the Ottoman Empire right after the Crimean War, which was a real de-
feat for it. Since 1871, Kyriakidis wrote, Russian agents were sent to the Balkans in 
an effort to incite a Christian armed movement against the Ottomans.

12
 Kyriakidis 

was born in Constantinople and he strongly believed in the Greek ‘Great Idea’, the 
unification of the Greeks. In that regard and quite ironically, he criticized the disa-
greement between the Greek political parties, which openly expressed their will for 
a military action, but in reality found many excuses for not doing anything. He also 
believed that the rejection of the Russian offer was a mistake for the Greeks who 
gave in to British pressure.

13
 Kyriakidis believed that the Treaty of San Stefano was 

a great triumph for Panslavism and a great injustice for the Greeks.
14

 
Georgios Antoniou in 1880 argued that the Russo-Ottoman War was a prod-

uct organized by the Panslavism Movement. But it gave Greece the possibility to 
liberate its brethren.

15
 

 
Contemporary balanced settings 
Moving to contemporary Greek historiography we can easily distinguish the 

scholarly work by Evangelos Kofos. Kofos is a historian working as a consultant in 
the Greek Ministry of Foreign Affairs. His major work, “Greece and the Eastern Cri-
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sis 1875 – 1878”
16

 is the most balanced analysis of the events of 1875 – 1878. 
Based on a huge variety of archival sources, such as the historical archives of the 
Greek foreign ministry and the archives of many other Great powers at that time, 
Kofos recounts the political maneuvers day by day and the diplomatic negotiations 
leading firstly to the Russo-Ottoman War and then to the Treaties of San Stefano 
and Berlin. Kofos decribes the sentiments of the Greek population, just after the 
Treaty of San Stefano, which was viewed as a national catastrophe, possibly equal 
to the Fall of Constantinople in 1453.

17
 Kofos argues that during the Eastern Crisis 

the Greek kingdom was in a very weak position due to its military inability and the 
lack of diplomatic influence. This was the reason for the inertia and the disagree-
ments between the Greek political parties, he sums ups.

18
 In addition to the above-

noted work, Kofos is the author of many other books, articles and selections of doc-
uments about the Russo-Ottoman War and its consequences.

19
 

Lina Louvi in the collective volume “History of Modern Hellenism” character-
izes the intervention by the irredentist Greek bands in Thessaly, Epirus and Mace-
donia as a ‘political fiasco’, but he accepts that such initiatives helped the ‘Greek 
Question’ in diplomatic terms.

20
 Vasilis Gounaris in the same volume argues that 

the tactic followed by the Greek armed bands in Macedonia was a mistake.
21

 
Thanos Veremis and Ioannis Koliopoulos in their book “Greece: The Modern 

Sequel” are highly critical of the Greek policy following the 1877 – 1878 period. 
They argue that the Russo-Ottoman War challenged the reliability of the Greek 
government because Greek foreign policy was mapped by public opinion and the 
various patriotic organizations. Veremis and Koliopoulos wonder who was respon-
sible for defining the national interest. For them the importance of the Greek upris-
ings has been overestimated by Greek historians. They believe that the change of 
British and French policy, which led to the Treaty of Berlin, was not a result of the 
irredentist Greek policy, but a consequence of their preference for a stronger 
Greece to replace the Ottoman Empire in the area against the feared Slavs.

22
 

The newly established trend in Greek historiography has already influenced 
the history taught in elementary and secondary education. In the textbook for the 
third grade in the high schools, the events of the War were recounted without any 
emotional elation

23
. The same pattern was also used in the textbook for the third 

grade in elementary schools
24

, as well as the history textbook for the sixth grade
25

. 
 
Conclusions 
The Russo-Ottoman War was the starting point for a qualitative change in 

Greek foreign policy. With the fear of Panslavism, the traditional Greek policy of 
appeasement and not-interference towards the Ottoman Empire was abandoned. 
After 1878 Athens started to care more about Macedonia. It was also the first time 
that the Bulgarians, viewed as the ‘others’, were perceived as a possible threat to 
Greek national integration. 

The Treaty of San Stefano was a national catastrophe, but in the long term it 
proved salutary for Greece. For the next four decades Greece intervened openly in 
the case of Macedonia through a vast educational and religious campaign. The 
Balkan Wars (1912 – 1913) were the culmination of Greek successes, since more 
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than half of the geographical region of Macedonia was incorporated into the Greek 
nation state. 
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Abstract: The article gives an insight into memory politics and cultures in Turkey and 

into related discussions throughout the 20th century until today. Academic studies on 
memory politics and cultures have only begun recently, as this kind of research has always 
been linked to taboo topics such as the state’s politics against non-Muslim minorities in the 
Turkish Republic, as well as the methodology of oral history is still weakly institutionalized in 
Turkey. Furthermore the state’s monopoly in creating collective memories constituted a seri-
ous obstacle for alternatives in historical research. Although the ROW of 1877 – 1878 played 
a decisive role in the creation of modern Turkey at a political, social, cultural and demograph-
ic level and has therefore taken an important place in the popular memory, it has not caused 
an adequate manifestation in Turkish historiography and has not recently triggered a discus-
sion within the framework of memory politics and cultures in Turkey. 

 
 
 
“A new awareness of the fundamental importance of human suffering in un-
derstanding history is required. It has to be combined with the cultural practice 
of mourning and forgiving and the new, fundamental elements of ambivalence 
and ambiguity in the concepts of historical identity. All these elements have the 
potential to lead to a new form of historical culture in general and of academic 
discourse in particular. I would not hesitate to characterise these forms as 
genuinely humanistic. So our academic criticism of the political misuse of his-
torical cognition and of political interference should not only defend the 
achievements of an open, rational discourse in historical studies but it should 
be an incentive for a new humanism in history.”

 1
 

 
In this paper I will first introduce a concise theoretical and conceptual frame-

work of memory politics and memory studies in general. Then I will discuss the 
current memory politics in Turkey through a critical analysis of recent discussions 
while focusing especially on the collective memory on the ‘minorities’ in Turkey.  

Individual or personal memory and especially collective memory have been a 
topic of intellectual interest for centuries, but Olick traces the contemporary usage 
of term collective memory to Durkheim’s discussion on commemorative rituals in 
The Elementary Forms of Religious Life and to Durkheim’s student Maurice 
Halbwachs’ 1925 study, The Social Frameworks of Memory.

2
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Different terms are used by scholars often in the similar (if not the same) 
meaning in the relevant literature since Durkheim and Halbwachs: Cultural 
memory

3
, social memory

4
, public memory

5
 and/or popular memory

6
, there are how-

ever important distinctions among these concepts.
7
 In this essay I will use the most 

generally used term of collective memory.
8
  

Observing the recent increase in remembrance, memories, commemorations 
and memory studies, one can claim that there is a global ‘memory boom’ in the last 
decades: 

 
“No matter what the specific conceptualization, what may be called social 
memory studies (Olick and Robbins 1998) has become a prominent feature of 
scholarly discourse in recent decades, when Western societies in particular 
have been experiencing a sort of ‘memory boom’ (Winter 2006). Indeed, ex-
plaining this boom has been an important topic for social memory studies. 
Scholars have variously sought to explain the rise of interest in the past, 
memory, commemoration, nostalgia, and history in contexts ranging from con-
sumer promotions, popular culture, interior and exterior design, and public 
space, as well as the rise of reparations, apologies, and other forms of redress 
in domestic and international politics. Answers have included the decline of the 
nation-state as a carrier of identity, the end of faith in progress, the rise of mul-
ticulturalism, and postmodernity more generally.”

9
 

 
It is well known that selective use of memories, silences (oblivion) and dis-

torted or invented past stories (modern myths) have been playing key role in the 
nation building process in modern world history. The common mechanisms and 
means in this process have been academic and popular historiography, education 
(especially school textbooks), official and civil commemorations, media (press, radio 
and TV), fiction (poems, novels, theatre, etc.) and place names. 

The (still ongoing) construction of the ‘Turkish nation’ in the Turkish Republic 
after its foundation in 1923 exhibits a good example for this kind of politics of 
memory in the service of the nation-building process, as “Turkey is most shaped by 
its identity as a successor state to the collapsed Ottoman Empire .”

10
 

 
Politics of memory in Turkey: Neo-Ottomanism and liberal revisionism  
as a reaction to Kemalist republicanism 
 
“Turkey has long been considered an archetype of social amnesia. However, 
the country has recently been undergoing an explosion of memory. Academ-
ics, artists, novelists, screenwriters, members of the legal profession, politi-
cians, and of course ordinary citizens have been striving to recover pasts both 
real and imagined. Movies, novels, and TV series trigger debates on Ottoman 
wars of conquest, sixteenth-century palace life, everyday life in the tumultuous 
Balkans in the late nineteenth century, the private life of Mustafa Kemal Ata-
türk (the founder of the modern republic), and the legacy of youth political mo-
bilization in the 1970s. The recent memory wave also addresses the legacy of 
mass atrocities and authoritarianism: the 1915 deportation and mass killing of 
Armenians, discriminatory policies against non-Muslim minorities, the Dersim 
massacre of 1937 – 1938, the attacks against the lives and property of non-
Muslims in Istanbul on 6-7 September 1955, violent repercussions of class 
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conflict in the 1960s and 1970s, various massacres against the Alevi minority 
since the late 1970s, military interventions in 1960, 1971, and 1980, number-
less coup attempts and provocations since the 1960s, and of course the caus-
es, patterns, and consequences of the violence between the Turkish state and 
the PKK insurgency.”

11
 

 
Recently, one strong trend in memory politics in Turkey has been ‘neo-

Ottomanism’. Employed in the last decades more often for the new foreign policy of 
Turkish governments striving for more political, cultural and economic influence in 
the ex-Ottoman geography, the term neo-Ottomanism has also been, albeit less 
frequently, used for the recent focus at a domestic political and cultural level on the 
Ottoman past.  

The interest in the imperial Ottoman past in modern Turkey can be seen as a 
familiar phenomenon for a country built out of the collapse of an empire: 
 

“… historical legacies or memories of collapsed empires matter on a variety of 
levels for a successor state’s national identity. Imperial identities that are sup-
planted by national identities carry with them the expectations of international 
prestige and great power status that characterized the former grandeur of em-
pire. As such, the identity of a former empire is directly affected by the imperial 
legacy that its successor state is bequeathed, and, more importantly, the inter-
pretation of this legacy. The choices that a former imperial metropolis’ elites 
make in dealing with its imperial legacy are not only determined by rational 
self-interest and material capabilities, but also by the particular ideas that are 
enshrined in the formation of a national identity that might run counter to its 
own material and international interests.”

12
 

 
Indeed the question of sympathy (even nostalgia) for the Ottoman past has 

always existed in the Turkish Republic, but this long-existing phenomenon could be 
seen as a kind of romantic, rather unsystematic and often self-Orientalizing repre-
sentation of some elements in the Ottoman past can be seen among the nationalist 
and Islamist groups who (ab)use these elements sporadically in their political dis-
course of “romanticizing the Ottoman Past” in the service of constructing a “Neo-
Ottoman Turkish Identity”.

13
 

It has sometimes been a source of intellectual opposition among some mar-
ginal conservatives and mainly Islamists as a reaction to the modernist nationalist 
Republican (and often anti-Ottoman) politics of memory, but these people have 
hardly identified themselves with ‘Ottomanness’ and Ottomanism, or advocated the 
Ottoman Empire/system in its entirety, because it was neither Islamic enough nor 
Turkish indeed. However things started to change from 1990s onwards. 

Recent sympathy for the Ottoman past in Turkey can be seen as part of the 
global ‘historimania’, i.e. obsession with the past, but recently there is a new phe-
nomenon accompanying this rather non-political older trend. Apart from “an imperial 
re-collection, memory, and interest in the Ottoman experience as a great power in 
the region”

14
 at the international level, there is a trend on the domestic level towards 

taking the Ottoman (supposed) multi-culturalism and decentralism as a model for 
the post-national postmodern world: 
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“Some conservative and nationalist Turkish policymakers, especially Turgut 
Ozal (prime minister between 1983 and 1989 and president between 1989 and 
1993), began to use Turkey’s Ottoman legacy to resolve internal sociocultural 
tensions that resulted from cultural diversity, and to determine Turkish foreign 
policies, especially toward the Balkans. The Ottoman legacy was used to in-
voke a collective cultural memory by constructing a nostalgic narrative of Tur-
key’s shared past. Coupled with competing elite groups’ struggle over the 
country’s collective memory, this was a deliberate attempt to reconstruct the 
present; it was ‘cultural memorization’…”

15
 

 
The continuity between the ever existing sympathy in Turkey for some Otto-

man elements or usual use of history in public debates and the current rise in neo-
Ottomanism is clear, but it is still important to see the quantitative and qualitative 
differences in the current neo-Ottomanist nostalgia and “uses of history in recent 
public debates in Turkey”.

16
 In Turkey, (as in many other nation-states

17
) there has 

been a continuous ‘war of memories’ between the modernist state and oppositional 
conservative groups, and the characteristics of this ‘war’ have changed in different 
periods of Republican history according to modifications in the official discourse. 
Although hardly possible to offer a thorough analysis of it here, it is still possible to 
make some general observations on the always ambivalent place of the imperial 
legacy in the collective memory in Turkey: 

 
“The imperial reputation of the Ottoman Empire and the historical memory of 
modern Turkey are filled with paradoxes. On the one hand, the Ottoman Em-
pire is remembered largely in Turkey for its first 300 years of expansionist his-
tory that saw the Osman Tribe expand from along the Selcuk-Byzantine border 
in the late thirteenth century to rule throughout Anatolia and the Balkan Penin-
sula in the following centuries. On the other hand, the series of almost uninter-
rupted defeats at the hands of the West, including particularly the Habsburg 
and Romanov empires that began with the second siege of Vienna (1683) are 
remembered as being symptomatic of the decline and backwardness of the 
empire that was in dire need of modernization by the time of World War One. 
Like any modern nation, the Turkish Republic selectively constructed its histor-
ical narrative and focused attentions on the moments of triumphs, rather than 
dwelling on the anguish of defeats.”

18
 

 
Risking a certain amount of overgeneralization, one could agree with the 

widespread belief that during the first two decades of the Turkish Republic the Ke-
malist elite severed modern Turkey’s link to the Ottoman Empire and hence to the 
Oriental/Islamic past in the more general context of the radical and total moderniza-
tion/Westernization process in the country. Pursuing an opportunistic politics of 
memory, the new regime simultaneously cut many ties with the Ottoman past, 
“…while glorifying different aspects of the Ottoman legacy as evidenced by the 
Turkish military’s strong emphasis on Ottoman warfare in its curriculum.”

19
 Bakiner 

summarizes this Kemalist historical narrative in the first decades very precisely: 
 
“Kemalist historiography is based on a selective reading of late Ottoman (from 
the eighteenth century up to the end of World War I) and early Republican 
(1923 – 1946) history. It claims the Republic as a clear rupture from the Otto-
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man Empire, overlooking the cultural and political-institutional continuities. Ac-
cordingly, the Turkish Republic signifies a civilizational transformation away 
from the backwardness of the late Ottoman Empire. The shortcomings of the 
outgoing regime are scientific-technological, political, and normative at the 
same time; hence the Kemalists’ constant reference to the all-encompassing 
notion of “civilization” (medeniyet) in diagnosing the problems and proposing 

solutions.”
20

 

 
The Kemalist elite have managed to monopolise public memory through the 

use of all thinkable means controlled by the state and through a “policy of silencing 
alternative historical narratives”.

21
 

Recent Islamist challenges to the Kemalist politics of memory have led to a 
more explicit war of memory politics due to the Kemalist counter attack: 

 
“The endeavours to construct a new past for the nation and an alternative col-
lective cultural memory, especially among Islamists in the second half of the 
1990s, inspired Kemalist groups to launch a new programme to transmute 
Kemalism into a social identity by remembering the Republican past. Debates 
on the past between the Kemalist secularist groups and the conservative and 
pro-Islamic groups turned on competing politico-moral standards and different 
lifestyles. (…)  

The Kemalist establishment initiated commemorative activities to cele-
brate Ataturk’s time, the formative years of the Republican regime and to re-
trieve the spirit of Kemalism. The ceremonies of Republic Day on 29 October 
gained particular importance for Kemalist and secularist officials and groups 
after the rise of the Welfare Party (the ‘Islamic threat’), with its emphasis on the 
Ottoman past and celebration of the ‘Conquest of Istanbul’. Republic Day has 
been celebrated since the 1930s as a ‘holiday of reforms’ or a ‘holiday where-
by people came to appreciate their own achievements’.53 The rising tide of 
such commemorations in the 1990s seemed to be central to mobilizing social 
awareness of the achievements and civilized qualities of the Republic. Re-
membrance of the Kemalist past was directly related to the process of recon-
structing Kemalism in the 1990s for the sake of the hegemony of the secularist 
establishment.54 The effort to transmute Kemalism into a social identity was 
effected through organizing such social activities as rallies, conferences, con-
certs and balls; and establishing a network of Ataturkist/Kemalist civil societal 
elements, such as the Society for Ataturkist Thought and the Society to Sup-
port Contemporary Life.”

22
 

 
I totally agree with Bakiner’s statement about the current situation in the war 

of memory politics and about the memory policy of the governing Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) in Turkey: 

 
“Is Turkey coming to terms with its past? I observe the replacement of the 
hegemonic framework of memory (Kemalism) by a multiplicity of alternative 
memories. However, despite the ever-louder presence of new historical sensi-
tivities, policies that selectively silence those voices still inhibit a pluralistic pub-
lic memory. The AKP’s success at capturing voters’ disenchantment with the 
shortcomings of the Kemalist modernization project has, far from promoting 
(self-)critical historiography, created the conditions for another exclusionary 
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and uncritical portrayal of the Ottoman and Republican past. The governing 
elite, with its broad-based political support, has been trying to stabilize the field 
of memory by replacing one dominant nationalist narrative with another. Thus, 
the government’s efforts focus on closing the space for alternative memories. 
Nevertheless, the plurality of memory narratives and frameworks is likely to 
render the new hegemonic project out of step with social reality. The disarticu-
lation of Kemalism as the organizing framework of officially sanctioned memory 
underpins the polyphonic character of contemporary public discourse.”

23
 

 
In spite of a boost in a neo-Ottomanist politics of memory and general inter-

est in Ottoman history in Turkey, it is interesting to observe that discussions on 
specific issues in the past have rather been concerned mainly with Republican his-
tory, especially through attempts by liberals and leftists towards deconstruction 
(demythologization) of official memory, discussed by Bakiner as attempts towards 
‘coming to terms with the past’: “I observe an unprecedented interest in the coun-
try’s recent and distant past, accompanied by a societal demand for truth and jus-
tice in addressing past human rights violations. The state has always been a central 
actor in constructing and disseminating interpretations of the past, but the disarticu-
lation of Kemalism as an organizing memory framework has opened up the possibil-
ity of questioning the accuracy and legitimacy of state-sanctioned historiography.”

24
 

This questioning took place through tackling neglected issues and especially by 
means of a revisionist review of the history of state policies towards the non-
Muslims in Turkey, which will be discussed in more detail below. 

Some specific issues in the Second Constitutional Period (1908 – 1918/23), 
like the coup d’état attempt in March 1909, have recently been a matter of public 
debate to a certain degree, because this period is seen an inseparable part of Re-
publican history since almost all actors and institutions of the Republic emerged at 
that time.. Indeed there have always been (albeit rare) revisionist attempts towards 
questioning the Ottoman modernization history starting either with 1789 (i.e. with 
the enthronement of the modernist Sultan Selim III) or 1839 (when a clear state 
policy of modernization was declared through the Imperial Edict of Tanzimat). In-
deed the roots of the Turkish Republic (hence the history of modern Turkey) are 
often traced back to the beginning of the long nineteenth century (1789 – 1908), 
and one can without much doubt state that the Russo-Ottoman War (ROW) of 1877 
– 1878 and its consequences played a decisive role in the creation of modern Tur-
key at a political, social, cultural and demographic level. The ROW years not only 
witnessed the first parliamentarian experience in the Ottoman Empire, coined the 
First. Constitutional Period (1876 – 1878), but the direct consequences of this war 
can be seen in the enormous demographic changes that took place due to land 
losses and mass migrations. The subsequent despotic modernist Islamist regime 
(1878 – 1908) of Sultan Abdulhamit (1876 – 1909), during which the ruling elite of 
the Turkish Republic (Young Turks) emerged, has also been seen as an outcome of 
this war. 

Although the ROW has (directly or indirectly) taken an important place in the 
popular memory, neither there is enough (academic or popular) work in the Turkish 
historiography on this war and its consequences, nor has it taken any place in the 
recent discussions regarding the politics of memory in Turkey.  
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The place of ROW in the popular memory in Turkey which can be traced in 
the limited literature, popular culture, place names, fiction etc, is a subject of a sep-
arate essay. I turn now to the recent politics of memory focused on the Republican 
past. 

 
Recent revival of memory studies and oral history in Turkey 
Academic studies and popular debate on memory politics in Turkey have 

started rather recently. The main subjects of these studies and debate have been 
some thorny issues and the way(s) they are remembered and/or silenced: Oppres-
sive state policies in the service of the nation-building process and modernization in 
general, and especially the state politics against the non-Muslim minorities in the 
Turkish Republic, are among such issues. Critical studies and discussions on these 
(hitherto taboo) issues themselves have themselves recently started. There is a 
great need to study their place in the collective memory in Turkey, and oral history 
is the most appropriate way of doing so:  

 
“Itself a relatively new interdisciplinary field, oral history and memory studies is 
a fledgling research area in Turkey. This provides a contrast with history, a 
well-established, hegemonic discipline historically allied with the state. While 
many academics in the field of oral history and memory studies outside Turkey 
were trained in history, and through their work challenged and transformed 
traditional historiography, in Turkey, practitioners of oral history tend to come 
from other disciplines such as folklore, anthropology, sociology, literature and 
women’s studies. As a new field, oral history and memory studies is weakly in-
stitutionalized in academe: few universities offer courses in oral history and/or 
memory studies, usually on the initiative of individual academics based in other 
programs. In recent years, though, with the rise of identity politics and wide-
spread debate in the media on national history, academics as well as NGO’s, 
informal groups and individuals are turning to oral history as a means of redis-
covering and reinterpreting the past.”

25
 

 
While studying the collective memory/memories in Turkey, one of the main 

problems one would encounter is the changes in different periods. The periodization 
of the history of the Turkish Republic in terms of the politics of memory is an im-
portant problem. I would suggest the following periodization: 1) Early years of ‘anti-
Ottomanism’ under the mono-party system (1923 – 1945); 2) Coming to terms with 
the Ottoman past under the multi-party system (1946 – 1960); 3) Polyphonic period 
with alternative memories more explicitly represented in public debate (1960 – 
1980); 4) Back to mono-narrative under military dictatorship (1980 – 1990); and 
Rise of Neo-Ottomanism (1990 – today). A fuller discussion of this periodization and 
changes in the politics of memory in different periods must be attempted in a sepa-
rate work. 

Another important concern in collective studies in Turkey is the degree of in-
fluence of the official memory politics (‘official memory’) on ordinary people (individ-
ual, family and group memories), and to distinguish individual and social/cultural 
memories from political/public memories.

26
 A bigger challenge is to study these 

radically different ‘worlds of memories’ (unofficial social/cultural memories) among 
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different groups in Turkey surviving underground, the main source for which is oral 
history. 

Recent revisionist attempts in the academic and popular historiography in 
Turkey were mostly based on questioning the official memory and recognition of 
unofficial (hitherto underground) memories. They can also be seen as attempts 
towards ‘confronting the past’ through oral history or critical evaluation of conven-
tional sources. Autobiographic memory (through life-story interviews) and eye-
witness accounts of recent history have played an important role in the study of 
hitherto neglected traumatic events/issues like the Dersim genocide of 1937-38 and 
discussions on debated issues like repressive state policies in Kurdistan, the mas-
sacre on 1

st
 of May 1977 in Istanbul, and sufferings of the non-Muslim minorities in 

Turkey. 
Below is a good summary of recent studies on oral history and memory in 

Turkey by a scholar herself one of the initiators of these studies: 
 
“Oral history research in Turkey in recent years has tended to focus on a num-
ber of key themes or topics. These include women’s experiences (Durakbaşa 
and İlyasoğlu 2001, Çakır 2006 , Bora 2005, Akal 2003), the experiences of 
elites educated in republican institutions (Tan 2007, Özyürek 2006, Akşit 
2005), migration (Dinç n.d. ed.), the urban experience (Şenol Cantek 2003), 
urban poverty (Erdoğan 2002) and ethnic/religious identity, including Islamist 
(İlyasoğlu 1994), Alevi (Neyzi 2002), and Kurdish (Çağlayan 2007, Özgen 
2003) identity. Few and far between are studies carried out in rural settings 
(Hart 2007, Candan 2007). 

Whereas early work tended to rely on oral history interviewing, the 
2000s evidenced the emergence of memory studies. In 2003, sociologist Mel-
tem Ahıska organized a workshop at Boğaziçi University at which Andreas 
Huyssen, an important figure in the field of memory studies, was keynote 
speaker (Ahıska and Kolluoğlu 2003). Meltem Ahıska has made an important 
contribution to memory studies through her discussion of the concept of occi-
dentalism (Ahıska 2006). According to Ahıska, the lack of value accorded to 
archives in republican Turkey is no mere oversight but derives from a deep 
sense of unease with the past. Esra Özyürek and Yael Navaro-Yashin, anthro-
pologists teaching in the US and the UK respectively, have also contributed to 
research on memory studies in Turkey. Esra Özyürek showed how the early 
republican period was represented differently by secularists and Islamists vy-
ing for political power, and how republican iconography such as Atatürk’s pho-
tographs and statist rituals such as commemoration of the establishment of the 
republic, were privatized and commodified (Özyürek 2006). Navaro-Yashin 
showed how Atatürk is mythologized in popular culture, continuing to live on in 
the Turkish psyche as a kind of sacred ancestor (Navaro-Yashin 2002). Cur-
rent research on memory studies in Turkey is expanding to encompass new 
topics such as fiction, architecture, monuments, commemoration, museum and 
heritage studies (Neyzi f.c.). 

To date, oral history and memory studies remains weakly institutional-
ized in Turkish universities. Courses, in so far as they are available, are offered 
by a small number of academics based in a variety of disciplines. Sabancı 
University, a relatively new private university structured on the basis of inter-
disciplinary degree programs, has incorporated oral history and memory stud-
ies into its undergraduate and graduate curriculum (Sabancı University Cultur-
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al Studies Program). An oral history archive and oral history website were cre-
ated to archive and showcase the oral history research of students (Sabancı 
University Oral History Website).”

27 
 
An important dimension of the collective memory of recent history (and more 

distant past) is the generational/transgenerational memory
28

, which would help us to 
study important issues like ROW, the survivors of which cannot be alive anymore. 
Beside oral history focused on generational memory, close study of oral tradition 
and folklore would also be helpful in the study of such events in the relatively distant 
past.  

 
Current discussions on memory politics in Turkey: Confronting the past  
through examination of silenced and/or thorny issues 
Recent Turkish historiography re-viewing the history of Turkish state policies 

and public discussions on the controversial or hitherto silenced issues can be seen 
as a step in the transition from oblivion to obsession with the past,

29
 discussed 

above. 
Regarding the common issues and recent developments in the Turkish histo-

riography, two most important (highly political and extremely politicized) issues are 
the Armenian genocide in 1915 and the policy towards Kurds throughout the history 
of the Turkish Republic. There has been a great wave of publications in Turkey on 
these issues which must be dealt in a separate essay within their most complicated 
context. 

The disputes around the Armenian genocide always start (and usually also 
end) with the question of how to term the events in 1915: The alternatives vary from 
genocide, massacre(s) and/or forced migration (tehcir) to the Turkish claim of ‘recip-
rocal killings’ (mukatele) of the Turkish nationalists. The politicization of this issue 
and question of its naming has become so extreme that parliaments of many coun-
tries made it their duty to vote for condemning this event as genocide, and genocide 
denial is now criminalized in some countries. Analyzing the Turkish historiography 
on the Armenian question, Fatma Müge Göçek “… distinguishes three periods: the 
Ottoman investigative narrative (1910s), the republican defensive narrative (1953 
onwards) and the post-nationalist critical narrative (1990s onwards).”

30
 It is not pos-

sible to deal with this immense issue in this essay. 
The Kurdish issue, on the other hand, may not be as widely known and dis-

puted in the world as the Armenian Genocide, but it has been at least as burningly 
political (and even more actual) in Turkey, because of the ongoing armed struggle 
for the Kurdish cause in Turkey. That is why, the recent attempts towards disarticu-
lation of Kemalist public memory (usually by non-academic authors/actors) on the 
Kurdish issue automatically takes on extremely political characteristics in Turkey. 

It is hardly possible even to offer a brief analysis of the place of these two 
immense issues in the collective memory and their place in the recent politics of 
memory in one essay. Taking into consideration the fact that until recently these two 
issues had hardly been studied properly or alternative voices on these issues had 
hardly been heard (the alternative speakers had hardly found any room to survive) 
in Turkey, the current inflation of academic and popular publications is totally un-
derstandable, though this sudden increase is far from filling the gap caused by the 
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previous silence (or silencing) or of offering adequate reliable academic knowledge 
on which to base sensible discussions.  

This increase can also be seen as a part of growing attempts towards a revi-
sionist account of the Turkish Republic. The mythologized and/or taboo issues of 
the so-called ‘War of Independence’ (1919 – 1923) and its leader Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk (1881 – 1938) with all of his deeds and works as the ‘founder of modern 
Turkey’ and ‘father of the Turks’ have been subjects on which oppositional state-
ments may result in prosecution. This fact has, however, never stopped exceptional 
mavericks and (more importantly) recent attempts towards critical re-assessment of 
some other (for the establishment more peripheral or tolerable) secondary issues 
like the incidents of Çerkez Ethem (1920 – 1921) and Dersim Genocide (1937 – 
1938), both of which make actually an important part of the official narrative around 
Atatürk’s cult. As the main body of the works on these and similar issues have been 
non-academic (popular) books, it is important to note the lack of academic interest 
in such thorny issues, which might be due to a kind of self-censorship for reasons of 
social and political pressure or legal constraints.  

 
Persecution and mass violence against the non-Muslims: A silenced  
issue in the collective memory and recent attempts towards  
remembrance 
A more openly discussed critical issue has been the mostly suppressive and 

often brutal policy of the Turkish Republic towards its non-Muslim minorities since 
its foundation in 1923. Apart from the first coverage or mentioning in films and me-
dia in the last few decades, there have been several popular and academic books 
and articles published either on this theme in general or on specific examples of 
attacks/pogroms and suppression against the non-Muslims. These incidents had 
until recently been almost totally absent in the (popular and academic) historiog-
raphy. It is not surprising, therefore, that the authors of the recent critical works 
published since 1990s often start their work by complaining about the lack of inter-
est and deficiency of works and/or sources on these issues. They also criticize the 
problematic approach towards these issues in the general historiography whenever 
they are superficially mentioned. A comprehensive list of these works can be found 
an appendix to this essay, but it not my intention to offer a thorough analysis of all 
of them here. I will try, instead, to highlight some general characteristics.  

There are a large number of the reprehensible events in the history of the 
Turkish Republic in general that have not been confronted by the historians. A kind 
of confrontation with these affairs started with the discussions on the non-Muslims 
in Turkey from the 1990s on. The main issues that have been in focus and on which 
individual monographs and/or articles there have been written are as follows: 

i) Thrace Events/Pogrom (Trakya Olayları) in 1934: a series of violent at-
tacks against Jewish citizens of Turkey in June and July 1934 in the cit-
ies of in Tekirdağ, Edirne, Kırklareli, and Çanakkale the Thrace region 
of Turkey.

31
  

ii) Conscription of non-Muslims into Labour Battalions (Yirmi Kura Nafıa 
Askerleri) in 1941 – 1942: Hasty and often brutal conscription of mainly 
adult male non-Muslims of Turkey (Armenians, Greeks and Jews) aged 
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18-48 during the World War II, who were not qualified as true soldiers, 
given no weapons and not wearing military uniforms. Most of them 
were gathered in labour battalions where no Muslims were enlisted.

32
 

iii) Wealth/Capital Tax in 1942 – 1943 (Varlık Vergisi): The rigidly-enforced 
and discriminatory Turkish tax supposedly levied on the wealthy citi-
zens of Turkey in 1942 with the stated aim of raising funds for the coun-
try's defence in case of an eventual entry into World War II, which af-
fected the non-Muslims because of higher tariffs imposed on them usu-
ally in an arbitrary and unrealistic way. Around two thousand non-
Muslims, who could not pay the enormous amount within the given 
time-limit of thirty days, were arrested and sent to a forced labour camp 
and twenty-one of them died there.

33
 

iv) Anti-Greek Pogrom/Riots/Events of September 6-7, 1955: Anti-Greek 
riots (organized mob attacks) that broke out in Istanbul, Turkey on Sep-
tember 6-7, 1955 and assaulted Istanbul’s Greek, Armenian and Jew-
ish communities for nine hours.

34
 

v) The expelling of the Greeks in 1964: Sudden and forced deportation of 
the Greek citizens living in Turkey who had been given the right to live 
in Istanbul (together with their usually Turkish-citizen Greek families) 
since 1930.

35
 

 
It is interesting to note, actually, that the awareness about these issues in 

Turkey, where any kind of alternative narrative have always been punished in one 
way or other, started earlier than the discussion of other taboo issues mentioned at 
the beginning, and that the establishment has seemed to be readier to tolerate revi-
sionism regarding these issues. In other words, Turkey has been more readily con-
fronting her past when the sufferings of the non-Muslims are in question. Possible 
reasons for this can be discussed in a separate essay but one should not forget in 
this discussion that the non-Muslims of Turkey are not seen as a threat to the es-
tablishment anymore and the dominant sentiment behind this revisionism is nostal-
gia. 

Although one can claim that Turkey has been the least affected country in 
Southeast Europe from the developments after 1990, and that the authoritarian 
regime (of the cold-war era) founded at the beginning of the 20

th
 century has mainly 

survived under the multi-party system after 1950, the recent trend of revising the 
history and confronting the problematic aspects in the Turkish history also started in 
the 1990s. The role of the regional and global changes in that period on this trend 
can be discussed, but it is important to note that there had been an almost total 
silence about abovementioned in Turkey until the 1990s. One main exception was a 
book by Faik Ökte, one of the main actors of the implementation of Wealth Tax in 
Istanbul in 1942 and 1943, who published his apologetic book one year after the 
end of the one-party regime in 1950.

36
 The severe criticism of Ökte immediately 

after the publication of his book (in the press of that period and through a pamphlet 
accusing him of treachery)

37
 shows the general difficulty and dangers for anybody 

attempting such confessional statements about the recent past.  
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Among all of these events, the Wealth Tax event has actually had a relatively 
exceptional place in the Turkish collective memory, as this event had been more 
critically mentioned in some general works and/or memoirs and there have been 
more works on this issue – though appearing only from the 1990s. The critical atti-
tude to such works might be rather based on the concern of the authors about 
damaging the image of Turkey in the world and affecting the Turkish economy 
through scaring the bourgeoisie in general and discouraging entrepreneurship in 
Turkey, rather than human rights and minority rights paradigm. 

Another issue that has been (superficially) treated with such (rather partial 
and implicit) apology in some works has been the pogrom of 6-7 September 1955 
which started as an anti-Greek operation in Istanbul and ended as a pogrom 
against all non-Muslims all over Turkey.  

One reason for the break of silence on this issue has been because of a 
campaign following the events against a few leftist intellectuals and activists, and 
the imprisonment of some of them. As a result of this, we have got two separate 
memoirs written by two victims of this campaign, two important figures in Turkish 
intellectual life. Hasan İzettin Dinamo published a pamphlet in 1971 where he main-
ly gives an account of his imprisonment without telling much about the pogrom it-
self.

38
 Aziz Nesin wrote years later, on the other hand, offering a more detailed story 

of this campaign together his personal testimony about the pogrom and referring 
also to the sources published afterwards.

39
 

Another reason for the peculiar place of the events of September 6-7, 1955 is 
the fact that the government of that period was put on trial in a military court after 
the military coup of 1960 and that incidents such as the September 6-7, 1955 
events consequently became a matter of political rivalry between two main parties 
of the establishment.  

The Turkish state has always claimed to be secular(ist), but the policies 
against non-Muslims existed from the beginning of the Republic on. Though central-
ly shaped and controlled and often based on invented tradition, the Islamic charac-
teristic of the Turkish Republic should be kept in mind. 

Regarding the historiographic side of these studies individually and in gen-
eral, one can immediately observe that most of these works are based on a synthe-
sis of conventional sources and personal testimonies gathered through oral history 
interviews or personal archives. Whereas the general attitude is to publish these 
new documents in the books, there is a tendency towards discussing these events 
in a broader framework of Kemalist authoritarianism in general and its minority poli-
tics especially.  

Although the recent path-breaking publications have opened the way for con-
fronting the oppressive state policies and mass violence towards the non-Muslims, 
it is difficult to ignore the fact that the role of the civilians – as puppets of elements 
within the state operating outside the law and/or as eager participants of the pog-
roms – has been relatively neglected in the revisionist historiography. On can claim 
that a kind of dehumanization of these events has been taking place by focusing on 
the more abstract and vague agents like institutions, officials or the state in general. 
It is true that it is much more difficult and problematic to analyze the role of the 
masses and/or individuals that actively took part in these sometimes violent events. 
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Without doing so, however, the wholeheartedness and completeness of any attempt 
towards confrontation with the past will remain in doubt. Besides, in current discus-
sion it is usually others who are expected to recognize any possible wrongdoings – 
again something making the ‘confrontation’ questionable. As has recently been the 
case in Turkey, one invites, encourages and/or compels others to confront the past 
whereas confronting one’s own social or personal role in it remains out of the ques-
tion. Here it is also worth noting that revisionist accounts usually evoke institutional 
and/or social responsibilities, instead of personal psychological confrontations. One 
common and explicit type of avoidance or negligence (or deficiency) is to blame the 
state institutions and the regime in general, which inevitably forces the discussion to 
remain on an abstract or non-personal level. In recent oral history research projects 
on taboo issues one encounters the general attitude of focusing on the sufferings of 
the victims and their demands from the state, whereas the individual perpetrators 
are rarely interviewed about their deeds to be given the chance to confront their 
pasts. One wonders whether the country is ready for this further step. 

 
Conclusion 
Finally, taking into consideration the fact that in spite of the contribution of the 

recent revisionist historiography, some Turkish academics still continue to write 
books on “the [Turkish] Republic and minorities” without mentioning any example of 
the abovementioned repressive policy of the Turkish republic towards the minorities 
and that the issue of the minorities is still discussed only as though it were a prob-
lem or headache for the Turkish state and nation,

40
 one should be hesitant about 

claiming that the revisionist publications have yet had a positive influence in Turkey.  
It is very important to underline, however, that parallel to the increase in the 

number of the publications by some courageous authors confronting Kemalist histo-
ry, the critical and oppositional voices in these publications also becomes bolder to 
the extent that the Wealth Tax has been termed an ‘economic and cultural geno-
cide’

41
 and the trend is becoming everyday more widespread as the number of the 

MA and PhD studies on these thorny issues has been increasing as well.
42
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