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BALAZS TRENCSENYI

THE NATIONALIZATION OF PHILOSOPHY:
CONSTRUCTING A BULGARIAN ‘NATIONAL ONTOLOGY’
IN THE INTERWAR PERIOD!

I. Discourses of National Character in Bulgaria

The key problem of most of the social and political thought that emerged
in Bulgaria from the late-nineteenth century up to the establishment of the
post-WW II communist regime was the constantly evoked “paradox of devel-
opment.” While civilizational advancement was the overall aim of the na-
tion-building project,? it also meant social differentiation, the collapse of the
traditional life-world of the peasantry and of the entrepreneurial layer that
emerged in the mid-nineteenth century using the economic structures of the
Ottoman Empire. This posed a series of dilemmas concerning the identity of
the community. On the one hand, modernization implied a growing distance
between the emerging “nationalized” middle-class and the rural population;
it also raised the question of how to transmit this “national” culture to the
masses. On the other hand, it meant the relativizing of traditional role-mod-
els, threatening the newly-formed nation-state with apparent chaos caused by
the permanent dislocation of the principal actors, leading to “misunderstood”
forms and veritable mutations of the Western civilizational framework.

The political task of creating Bulgaria was intertwined with the pressing issue
of deciding who the Bulgarians actually were. From the 1860s onwards, then,
some sort of characterological rhetoric has been influential for Bulgarian na-

1 The present study is an extract from my longer manuscript on inter-war Bulgarian
political discourse, entitled “Symbolic Geographies and Normative Pasts: The Search for
the True Bulgarian Self,” resulting from the research conducted within the framework of
the NEXUS Project at the Centre of Advanced Study Sofia (September 2001 - June 2002).
I would like to thank especially Diana Mishkova, Boyan Manchev, Alexander Kiossev,
Alexei Kalionski, Blagovest Zlatanov, and Ivan Elenkov for their ideas, suggestions,
and the intellectually extremely stimulating company, which made my immersion
into Bulgarian culture and history not only a matter of bookish research, but also an
unforgettable personal experience.

2 On the social and ideological roots of Bulgarian nationalism in the nineteenth century,
see Meininger, The Formation of a Nationalist Bulgarian Intelligentsia, 1835-1878; and
Todorova, “The Course and Discourses of Bulgarian Nationalism.”




CAS Sofia www.cas.bg
=SOV14 CAS WORKING PAPER SERIES

tional discourse. The early attempts usually concentrated on folk customs as
the repository of the “national soul” or focused on the “national self” in view
of a comparison between ancient and modern patterns of life. By the turn of
the century, an “evolutionary-organicist” discourse emerged - trying to har-
monize a modernist perspective with the protection of “national specificities”
-, which criticized the superficial signs of imitation but firmly believed in the
“civilizational” agenda.

In turn, the 1910s witnessed another significant twist in the evolution of the
characterological discourse, giving birth to more “scientific” attempts of “the-
orizing” about the nation, adapting the German and French paradigms of the
psychology of peoples (in Bulgarian: narodopsihologia). The first important
work aiming at the creation of a self-standing national characterology was
written by Todor Panov (), a young teacher in the Sofia military academy.
Written just after the Balkan Wars, which resulted in a serious setback to
the Bulgarian national aspirations, the book noted the general propensity of
national characterology to flourish in the wake of great collective traumas.
Panov’s characterology - based on the public narrative of the Second Balkan
War as being a “Dolchstoss” in the back of the heroic nation that sacrificed its
best forces against the Turks -, used a self-stereotyping, which was intended
to prove that the Bulgarians were a heroic, but politically yet immature na-
tion, easily abused by their cowardly but cunning enemies. In Panov’s vision,
still rooted in an evolutionary narrative, the negative traits are not ontological
but caused by the overflow of positive energies: the nation is overly demo-
cratic, often given to debate and hesitation instead of concentrated action,
and it is also much too straightforward and heroic, while lacking sufficient
political and diplomatic sense to realize its advantages fought out on the
battlefield. (Panov, ITcuxosozuna na 6wazapckus mapog (Psychology of the
Bulgarian People) 105-117).

The underlying preoccupations of the writer, Anton Strashimirov (1872-1937),
who wrote the other key work of narodopsihologia in the 1910s, entitled Book
for Bulgarians, were in many ways similar to those of Panov, even in the
sense that the appearance of the book coincided with the catastrophic ending
of Bulgaria’s next military involvement, i.e. the First World War. The work
was published for Christmas 1918, when the war, bringing further humili-
ation for Bulgaria, was already over. Nevertheless, the articles were part of
Strashimirov’s war publications and were not permeated by the feeling of
total failure, but rather that of a heroic fight. In contrast to Panov, Strashi-
mirov sought to devise a socially more encompassing characterology, which
did not identify the national character completely with that of the rural lower
classes. At the same time, he called attention to other social divisions, which
were less accentuated in Panov’s text. The most important novelty of Stras-
himirov’s narrative was the unprecedented stress on the regional differences
in devising a characterology, which was obviously in marked contrast to the
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“unitarism” of Panov, and all those who tackled the national character before
him. Most importantly, according to Strashimirov, Bulgarianness is manifest
in the colorful variety of regional types and not in terms of a division between
the “elite” and the “people”. (Strashimirov, Kuuza sa 6ss2apume 10ff.)

After the catastrophic end of World War I, alongside with the rise of agrari-
anism, there were other voices of social criticism, which instrumentalized
the vocabulary of narodopsihologia, pointing out the social and political in-
coherence of the country, while concentrating mainly on the rural aspect of
the national character. This does not mean, however, that the national char-
acterology was used necessarily by all political camps. In fact, in the early
twenties, while both the agrarians and the socialists resorted sometimes to
its sweeping rhetorical characterizations concerning the features of this or
that social group, they did not find a way to integrate the complexity of the
discourse into their political propaganda, which was devised in terms of rigid
class-barriers. Thus, alongside with the general anti-intellectualism of these
ideologies, their perspective relegated the problem of the mediating role of the
cultural elite, the focal point of the previous characterologies, completely to
the margins of the public discourse.

In the wake of the fall of the agrarians, this solution to the dilemma of char-
acterology became extremely popular, contributing to the formation of an “ex
post facto” agrarian-populist discourse extolling the peasantry as the prin-
cipal focus of the nation’s essence.> The most important representative of
this discourse was the writer Konstantin Petkanov (1891-1952), who returned
repeatedly to the question of national character throughout the twenties and
thirties. Petkanov described the interaction of the peasantry and the intellec-
tual elite as the principal question of the national culture. He also used the
vocabulary of narodopsihologia as a basis of his character-discourse. There
is, however an overall shift in his narrative compared to the characterologies
of the previous decade. While the principal agents of his narrative were the
same (i.e. the modern cultural and social structures breaking through the tra-
ditional life-world of the peasantry, causing a feeling of anomie and collapse
of social coherence), his tone was markedly darker and he did not cherish a
belief in the ultimate harmony brought along by a more patient, organic and
evolutionary development on the part of the political elite.

In the late-twenties, the semi-authoritarian regime of the Democratic Alliance
became increasingly unpopular and was slowly but steadily disintegrating.
This reopened space for various political formations that were marginalized
by the regime to formulate their cultural and political agendas. At the same
time, the public sphere was rather limited and party politics had a strongly
negative connotation in popular consciousness. As a result, the intellectu-

3 See, for instance, the work of Ivan Kepov, lumeaiuzenyus u napog.
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als, who preferred to define themselves as free from daily political struggles,
tended to assume a more encompassing position of cultural criticism to ex-
press their opinion. Throughout the inter-war period, one can observe the
translation of the political dilemma concerning the ideal form of government
into the characterological language, focusing on the question of the ideal
match of political structure and Bulgaria’s national specificity. This discur-
sive situation, in essence, remained unaltered also during the short revival of
the parliamentary regime (1931-34), which was marked, after a moment of
enthusiasm, by an ever increasing distrust of party-politics. It was also natu-
rally fitting the post-1934 autocratic period, which once again acted to limit
the actual political involvement of the public sphere. Therefore, the period
witnessed an intensification of the characterological debates, and these years
produced an impressive number of divergent intellectual proposals, coexist-
ing in the same discursive field.* One has to place the new turn in the debate
around the interpretation of the “national icon,” Bay Ganyo, into this context
as well.®

Some of the elements of this discourse became incorporated into the more
general philosophical attempts of creating a “new identity” for the nation.® In
the 1920-1930s, Bulgaria was hit by the general crisis of evolutionary histori-
cal consciousness in a similar way as other Central and Southeast-European
countries. This crisis was due to the traumatic events at the end of the war
and the ensuing whirlwind of violent social and political change, which un-
dermined any kind of unwarranted belief in the beneficial and cumulative
effects of historical evolution. Various new ideological trends reached Bul-
garia, based on “cultural morphology”, relativizing the linearity of historical
time and stressing the incommensurability of civilizational circles. This also
overlapped with the emergence of new generational ideologies that problema-
tized the normative continuity of their tradition, asserting the fragmentation
of the past and the need to reconstruct it under the aegis of a new creative
synthesis.”

4 For this symbolic negotiation in the artistic sphere, see Avramov, Juautoe mekqy gbe
uskycmba; as well as Genova and Dimitrova, Mskycm6omo 6 Beamapus npes 20-me
2ogunu Mogeprussm U HayuoHaiHa ugea. Art in Bulgaria during the 1920’s. Modernism
and National Idea.

5 The debate was launched by Gerhard Gesemann whose text, in turn, was a reaction
to Petkanov’s intepretation (Gesemann, “Der problematische Bulgare”). The most
interesting reactions can be found in Quuocopcku npezseg, 4 (1931): 349-363. For a
recent interpretation of this debate, see Kiossev, “The Debate about the Problematic
Bulgarian: A View on the Pluralism of the National Ideologies in Bulgaria in the Interwar
Period.”

6 The best study on the Bulgarian “metaphysical” nationalist discourses is Elenkov’s Pogro
u gacwo. See also Dimitrova “Onumu 3a HayuoraiHokyimypra camougermupukayusa
Ha 6Bnzapuna. Memopukoguaocopcku nozsreg,” (Attempts on the National-Cultural
Self-Identification of the Bulgarians. Historical-Philosophical Overview) and Daskalov,
“Populists and Westerners in Bulgarian History and Present.”

7 One of the protagonists of this new Kulturphilosophie, fused with a generational discourse,
was Konstantin Galabov (1892-1980). See especially his 2ZKu6om, ucmurna, mBopuecmbo.
Aumepamypru onumu (Life, Truth and Creation. Literary Essays).
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At the same time, the positions of this new “meta-historical” discourse were
rather constrained. In the twenties and thirties, alongside the growing sensi-
bility to the problematic nature of the normative past,® the agents of “official”
nationalism were busy establishing a historical canon to buttress their efforts
of nation-building. As a matter of fact, as it befitted a culture with a rather
belated institutionalization of “national sciences,” the Bulgarian historical
canon, built mostly on positivist grounds, was to a large extent created in the
inter-war period.’ It is due also to this fact that most attempts to undermine
this framework of historical narrativity and the corresponding national char-
acterology remained rather idiosyncratic. On the whole, although the discur-
sive potential was there, even those who sought to subvert the official narra-
tive were trying to reach a compromise between the (symbolic) geographical
and temporal aspects of defining Bulgarianness.!

Another direction for development of the narodopsihologia-discourse was to-
wards “compartmentalization”, which came to border on the very dissolution
of the genre, as the authors produced an extremely wide range of studies on
the character of different social classes and types. Thus, apart from the more
normative discourses about the character of the peasants or intelligentsia, one
could read about the character of hooligans, prostitutes, bureaucrats, and even
about that of bachelors and spinsters. This proliferation did not mean, however,
that the characterological discourse lost entirely its innovative potential. Build-
ing on the previous traditions, but also reshaping them to a considerable extent,
various narratives, ranging from “official” nationalism to fundamentalist au-
tochthonism and radical leftism," sought to expropriate it in order to legitimize
their position with a reference to the “national essence.”

Of all this colourful variety, I am going to present here one of the most inter-
esting instances of the complex interplay between the characterological dis-
course and the drive to create a “national philosophy,” which was so prevalent
in interwar Central and South-East Europe. The works by Nayden Sheytanov

8 The best document of the “negotiation” between official nationalism and the “metaphysical”
crisis-discourse, is Kazandzhiev, IIpeg usbopa na skuBoma (In Front of the Source of Life),
printed in 1943, which contains texts written in the twenties and thirties.

9 The most representative author for this “official” narrative, instrumentalizing history for
constructing a new identity is Boris Jotzov, who also served as minister of culture in the
early 1940s. See Jotzov, “Hapogen 6ygumean,” (National Awakener) and “Beazapckama
ucmopus, Hetinama paspabomka go oc6oboxkgenuemo u sHavenuemo i 3a npodygama
Ha 6wazapckus mapog,” (Bulgarian History: Its Practice before Independence and its
Significance for the Awakening of the Nation). The most coherent attempt to create a
historical-characterological narrative was by Petar Mutafchiev, which remained however
unfinished due to the death of the author. See his Krnuea 3a 6wazapume (Book for the
Bulgarians).

10 A good example of this attempt of “compromise” is Iliev, Hayuonairo Bs3numarue
(National Education).

11  The most important attempt to reshape the Bulgarian national character along a left-wing
political agenda is by Ivan Hadzhiyski. See also Meshekov, As60 nokoasenue (Leftist
Generation).
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(1890-1970) and Janko Janev (1900-1944)'? can be considered as Bulgarian
counterparts to the philosophical attempts by Lucian Blaga, Mircea Eliade,
Mircea Vulcanescu and Emil Cioran in Romania, Lajos Prohdszka and Sdndor
Kardcsony in Hungary, or Vladimir Dvornikovi¢ and Nikolaj Velimirovi¢ in
Yugoslavia, all striving to devise an ontological scheme based on the speci-
ficity of their nation, dwelling especially close to the locus of “Being” itself.
This, however, does not mean that all these authors had overlapping method-
ological and epistemological frameworks - on the contrary, while the aim was
common, the intellectual solutions were highly divergent. As a matter of fact,
Sheytanov and Janev had also fairly divergent itineraries — both due to their
specific intellectual dispositions and their social-institutional environments.
In the following, I am going to analyze Sheytanov’s project of ‘national ontol-
ogy’ against the background of the alternative discourses of Bulgarianness
prevalent in the interwar period.

2. Nayden Sheytanov: The Magic Realism of Nation-Building

While emerging from the mainstream “official nationalist” ideological camp,
Nayden Sheytanov was one of the most idiosyncratic figures of the inter-war
intellectual scene. He was a clerk in the ministry of education, and an essay-
ist of considerable influence, contributing to many important cultural maga-
zines of the period, including 34amopoe, Ilpoc6ema, Bwvazapcka mucwva, and
Quaocogcku npezseg. Studying his works, one can grasp the intricate con-
nections of the “official” discourse and the more radical formulations of anti-
modernism, which was a peculiarity of the Bulgarian intellectual climate.

Sheytanov turned consciously back to the romantic model of the intellectual,
fusing poetic creation and social activism in the framework of shaping an
identity-discourse - for himself as well as for his nation. He was mainly inter-
ested in collective magic and the ritual aspect of human existence, be it in a
family or a more extended group. In his works, he fused this transcendental-
ism with elements of national characterology, offering a reinterpretation of
the Bulgarian national canon, identifying the mystical aspects of folklore as
well as of high culture, and finding magical structures in the special rituals as
well as in everyday life-world of the Bulgarians.

From his first appearance as an essayist there were certain permanent ele-
ments in his texts, such as the willingness to identify “specific national traits”
and the repudiation of the values taken to be imposed by the West. Prob-
ably, the only major shift in his oeuvre was that his mysticism, which for

12 His most important works are Bspxy upayuornainomo 8 ucmopusma (On the Irrational
in History); “@uaocopus na Pogunama” (Philosophy of the Fatherland); and the books
written in Germany, putting forward a new version of “Balkanism” in the service of
the Third Reich: Der Mythos auf dem Balkan; Aufstand gegen Europa; Ddmonie des
Jahrhunderts; Zwischen Abend und Morgen: eine Balkanrhapsodie.
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some time had a more personal aspect, was gradually taken up into the na-
tion-building ideology. In some of his poetic works, published in 1930-1931,
the overlapping of microcosmic and macrocosmic concerns could still appear
separately from the national ideology. The poetic cycle, entitled “Love,” writ-
ten together with his wife, offered a cosmological vision, fusing a pan-sexual
symbolism and a vegetative-organicist language, without too much reference
to nation-building, even though evoking national symbolism as building-
material for its metaphoric texture. (See Sheytanov and Sheytanova, Aw0608,
kocmozonus, Beceaenoareq (Love, Cosmology and the Universal Vision) and
w0606, Becerenoareg, nauaro (Love, Universal Vision and the Beginning).

However, already in the mid-twenties he produced a series of poetic essays
about Bulgarianness, continuing the tradition of narodopsihologia, but in many
ways subverting its conventional message. While mainstream national char-
acterology described socio-economic modernity as a tragic split undermining
the coherence of the nation, Sheytanov projected this coherence entirely on
a symbolic-metaphysical plane, thus resolving the contradiction between the
primordiality of the national self and the structures of modernity by eliminat-
ing the linearity of the historical sequence. Instead, he created a framework of
magic correspondences and a symbolic language which might lead to a new
coherence - “restoring some of the faces of the many-faced Bulgarian drag-
on.” (“Bwuacapcka mazuka. 3meam, Ceso, obekvm, Bounsm” (“Bulgarian
Magic: Dragon, Village, Man, Warrior”), in: Elenkov and Daskalov, 3awo cme
makuba? B mwpcene na 6wvazapckama kyimypra ugenmuunocm (Why are
we like that? In Search of Bulgarian Cultural Identity) 242). His proposed dis-
course is based on “magic mechanics,” referring the elements of contempo-
rary life to the structures of archaic existence. In his vision, everything evokes
everything in the endless cycle of meanings and occurrences. This eternity of
creation and dissolution can be grasped through archetypes, and especially
though archetypal polarities: male/female, youth/aged, rhythm/stillness. We
are constantly reviving the archetypal occurrences, running up and down on
the wheel of life. In this sense, existence is nothing but memory: the supra-
historical Being reviving its own eternal past in its eternal present.

While in his early essays Sheytanov tended to use the ethnic material in
a poetic and seemingly apolitical register, his texts obviously had a “meta-
political” message, redefining modernity, tradition and identity. The most
important question of Sheytanov’s early works was to what extent it was
possible to bring together the three registers he was operating with: that of
the poetic-metaphysical language, the Bulgarian adaptation of the European
crisis-literature, and the official canon of nation-building.

The first attempt at a synthesis was probably his article written back in 1925,

entitled “The Transfiguration of Bulgaria,” which sought to put the meta-
physical narrative of Bulgarianness into a broader European cultural-political
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context. (“IIpeobpakenue na Bwvazapus,” in: Elenkov and Daskalov, 3awo
cme makuBa? 266-269). The principal message of the essay was that moder-
nity is unstoppable, but its effects must be somehow integrated into the magic
structures of supra-historical circularity of the primordial collective self. “The
winner is the thousand-headed monster, called city” - the task is not to elimi-
nate it, but to “tame it.” (Sheytanov, “IIpeobpakenue Ha Bwazapus” 2606).
The new inventions and life-forms reinforce archetypal social hierarchies
- the “aristocrats of the present” are the ones who master the mechanical
dynamism of modernity, manifested in such spheres as sport, which is the
“mobilization of the body”, or cinematography, which is the mobilization of
the image. Caught in a transitional moment, Bulgaria is marked by a “tragi-
comical” fight “for the new world-view,” resulting in a total disorientation
of the intelligentsia, following foreign examples, marked by egoism and self-
serving exclusivism. The solution was to bring together Western technique
and local symbolic assets - to turn “local reason” into universal knowledge,
creating a Bulgarian “high culture,” bearing an uncontestable value for the
entire humankind.

By the turn of the decade, the problem of national character became even
more important for Sheytanov as he turned to the constitutive issues of the
characterology-debate. He revisited the basic questions these debates raised
about Bulgarian identity, such as the issue of Bogomilism or that of the “sec-
ond Renascence.” As for Bogomilism, he described it as the manifestation
of an autochthonous tradition of revolution, thus giving it an indisputably
positive connotation. But, radicalizing the usual interpretation, which cred-
ited the Bogomils with launching the European movement of church-reform,
culminating in the rise of Protestantism, Sheytanov coined an even more
straightforward protochronist argument, describing it as an archetype for any
messianistic movement of political modernity, the first appearance of the idea
of “New Jerusalem,” thus even professing a continuity between Bogomilism
and Bolshevism. (“Xuusgozoguwnunama Ha Bosw Mazecnuka” (1923)
(“The Millenium of Boyan Magus”) in: Elenkov and Daskalov, 3awo cme
makubBa?l 263-265).

Sheytanov was also among the first to tackle the question of returning to the
‘Renascence. Merging “official nationalists” with radical Westernizers, he at-
tacked all those who sought to discuss the Bulgarian Revival in terms of for-
eign influences and the “adaptation to Western modernity.” According to him,
this perspective implied a “slavish methodology” - attributing everything au-
tomatically to external influence. Instead, he extolled some of the cultural
creations of the Revival period which were subsequently dropped from the
national canon due to their idiosyncrasy, such as the linguistic speculations of
Georgi Rakovski, trying to define the Bulgarian language as an Ursprache.

In the thirties, however, Sheytanov opted for bringing together his “magic”

10
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collectivism with the canon of “official nationalism.” After a number of essays
published throughout the decade, his synthesis, entitled Beaukoowsarzapcku
c6emozaeq (Great-Bulgarian World-view), eventually appeared in 1939. The
book was the first volume of an unfinished trilogy, which was meant to lay
the ideological foundations of a new national identity, bearing the telling
name of Balkano-Bulgarian Titanism, designed to compete with the imperial-
istic Pan-movements of Europe.

The starting-point of the book was the assertion that until that moment there
had not been any all-encompassing attempt to create a new Bulgarian ideol-
ogy in line with the profound ideological transformation in Europe. In order
to face the challenge, it was not enough, as the old-fashioned nationalists be-
lieved, to strengthen the state or develop more effective means of propagating
the Bulgarian national position at home and abroad. What had to be done,
instead, was a fundamental change in the very basis of allegiance on the part
of the Bulgarians to their nation-state. A new world-view was needed - “to
determine the laws of the past and to proceed in tune with the contemporary
spirit.” (Beauko6wazapcku c6emoeseg Preface, 1).

Thus, Sheytanov’s aim was not only to devise a new political ideology or
historical interpretation, but something much more fundamental - to recre-
ate the entire national canon, from which a “Great-Bulgarian ideology” could
stem, stepping into mimetic competition with other national essentialisms.
The work was intended to be not a mere characterization, but a normative
image, “not a historical study, but a national and nourishing book” - a “law-
book,” “expressing the world-view of every Balkano-Bulgarian.” With all the
excentrism of his ideas, Sheytanov was deeply rooted in the local debates on
national character and national identity. In a sense, he was seeking to fulfill
what, among others, the cultural philosopher and psychologist Spiridon Ka-
zandzhiev (1882-1951) expected from the new perception of history, when as-
serting that it is not the factual side which is important, but the way this his-
torical narrative shapes the community. What in Sheytanov’s work exceeded
Kazandzhiev’s wildest speculations was the attempt at total indigenization,
not only of the aesthetics of nation-building, but of the very “meta-historical”
system of categories, which were meant to structure the historical narration.

Similar to the conventional identity-discourses, the source-materials of this
new ideology were mostly historical and geographical. His narrative is couched
in a symbolic geographical frame - based on the proliferation of some clas-
sical Bulgarian topoi of self-description — which provides the ultimate frame-
work for the arguments. The Balkans feature as the principal meeting-point
of the four geographical directions, a kind of axis mundi, “a focus of world
history”, “a bridge between three continents.” (Beauko6sazapcku c6emozreg
7). This symbolic geographical narrative, however, does not lead to a full-

fledge anti-historicist vision, where the past is frozen by the eternity of spatial

11
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determinants of identity. Sheytanov’s conception can be called rather “histo-
riosophic” - analyzing the symbols in a key of a normative historical canon
- even though this canon is not linear, but, as we have already seen, it is
envisioned in terms of cyclicality.

The principal aim of the book was thus to harmonize all those ideological
fragments which previously were played out against each other or were used
mainly to illustrate the incoherence of the national self. In this sense, it was
a program of “internal identity-building,” as much as a project of territorial
expansion. What his predecessors identified as antithetical elements, Shey-
tanov tried to force into a synthesis. The Bulgarians embody all the qualities
of metaphysical harmony: they are a new and an old nation, Northerners and
Southerners, peaceful Slavonic and bellicose Hunnic, urban and rural, pagan
and Christian - at the same time. Along these lines, he stressed that, contrary
to the followers of narodopsihologia, the three historical regions of Bulgarian-
ness, Moesia, Thrace and Macedonia were harmonically fit into the unitary
national type, as regional versions.

This ethnic mixture, the elements of which constitute “the geo-biological forc-
es of our country”, makes the Bulgarians not only the unquestionable lords
of the peninsula, but in a way the most complete conjunction of the different
types of human civilization, where - paradoxically - every new influx has re-
inforced the autochthonous nature of the population. It is a matter of perspec-
tive which aspect of this self-perpetuating continuity we stress: if we want to
accentuate the pre-historic and antique face of the inhabitants, they are Bal-
kano-Bulgarians, if we emphasize their confluence and “common historical
destiny,” they are “Bulgaro-Balkanic.” (Beauko6wsazapcku cBemozeaeg 25).

The “symbolic geographical” turn in his identity-discourse, fused with a cycli-
cal vision of Bulgarian history, led to a highly original solution of the dilemma
posed by narodopsihologia concerning the dissolution of the unitary charac-
ter. Sheytanov rejected the principal assertion of the organicist nationalists,
according to which the city is “alien”, while the village is authentic. In fact,
the Balkans provides a unique space, characterized by the organic intertwin-
ing of the village and the city. This organic relationship, once again, unfolds
in a circular pattern - the village becoming a city, and then the city turning
into a village. According to Sheytanov, there is a specific pulsation in the
“Balkano-Bulgarian” history or, better, an interference of two histories, which
connects these two “ontological” spaces. In times of foreign invasions, the
slopes of the mountains often served as a refuge for the inhabitants of the
plain, triggering the “ruralization” of an urban population.

In this scheme, the villagers always had ultimately urban origins, while, in
turn, the city-dwellers were coming from the village. This implies an organic
relationship of high and low cultures, the elite and the people. For instance,
the rural haiduks of the 18-19 century were progenies of the erstwhile knights
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(bagaturs). Rooted in this circularity, the potentiality of greatness is always
there, even in the most modest manifestation of the Bulgarian soul. “Our psy-
chical maximalism is based on our erstwhile historicity”: under the surface
of an ahistorical peasant culture, the glorious past is waiting for its turn to
become actualized once again. (Beauko6wazapcku c6emozaeg 31).

While these speculations were rather amusing, they were still connected to
the problems of the “mainstream” nationalist discourse. In fact, Sheytanov’s
ambition was to offer a fundamentally new solution to the problem which was
troubling his entire generation in Central and South-Eastern Europe: how is it
possible to reach the level of existence of universal significance for a small na-
tion, which was usually not taken into account in the gigantic power-struggles?

According to Sheytanov, the only way for Bulgaria to survive, and the only
available means to counter external aggression, is to subvert the symbolic hi-
erarchy between the local and the universal. The classical organicist solution
did not seem to be viable, since it advocated an artificial self-enclosing from
the effects of modernity. According to Sheytanov, this stance could only lead
to total failure, as the instruments of modernity could be turned easily into
symbolic - and real - weapons in the hands of Bulgaria’s enemies. His offer
was, therefore, to indigenize the very framework of modernity. Of course, this
was a variation on the central theme of the interwar meta-political literature,
all over Eastern-Europe, concerning the domestification of Western achieve-
ments. But Sheytanov was quite unique in pushing this to a logical extreme,
asserting that it is not at all a problematic venture to localize the achieve-
ments of European modernity, as they were “rooted in Bulgarian soil”, and
thus the very gesture of identifying them as “native” breaks the spell and lib-
erates the community from the painstaking work of harmonizing them with
their own life-world.

Sheytanov’s ultimate aspiration was to create an “ethnic philosophy”: a meta-
physical legitimization for autochthonizing history and geography. In order
to make his interpretation intellectually coherent, he had to push it to its
extreme: “indigenizing” the very categories of thinking, creating a “nation-
al ontology.” In contrast to some Romanian philosophers (such as Mircea
Vulcanescu or Constantin Noica), who developed “scholarly” philosophical
texts, fusing the traditional “European” patterns of argumentation with the
unusual material, Sheytanov was inserting his project into a more all-encom-
passing, and therefore “softer,” spiritualist texture. He sought to devise a kind
of interdisciplinary organon of the “national soul,” trying to fuse every poten-
tial register of - collective - identity into a “meta-signifier” of Bulgarianness,
and also following the local Bulgarian tradition which usually subsumed phi-
losophy and ethnography into narodopsihologia.

The “Great-Bulgarian world-view” was supposed to function as a religious

system, defining the Bulgarians as an “elect nation,” and the Balkans as the
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“holy land of Europe.” (Beaukobwazapcku cBemozseg 130). Sheytanov was
attempting to devise a mimetic religious discourse, where any historical mani-
festation of sacrality ultimately converged into the cult of the national commu-
nity. This syncretism, in his opinion, was not at all a problem, in fact it fitted
very well into his cultural morphology stressing the eternal return of pre-his-
torical archetypes. The “circularity” of different religious traditions confirmed
his claim that the Balkans were somehow “closer to the heavens” than the
other regions. The central mechanism of Balkanic spirituality is its anthropo-
morphism, personifying these essences, giving them such mythical forms as
that of Dionysos. All these figures form part of a “meta-historical” (Sheytanov
actually uses this term) framework, which connects the different divinities
to different constitutive layers of our collective memory. (Beauko6wazapcku
cbemoeseg 135).

The archetypal Balkanic divinity, Dionysos, plays a prominent role in the
theoretical “domestification” of Christianity as well. The idea of a vegetative
god, resurrected in a human body, is also a Balkanic mythological trope, so it
is not hard to reach the conclusion that “it was not Palestine, but the religion-
creating Balkans, together with the Thraco-Phrygian Asia Minor, that made
a world religion out of Christianity” (Beauko6sazapcku c6emozseg 189). Its
main ideas are rooted in the “tragic titanism” of the orphic movement, thema-
tizing “poetic self-destruction.” This “titanic” spirit of self-negation can still
be traced in the everyday life of the Bulgarians, if not elsewhere, at least in
their unusual way of saying yes while shaking their head. (Beaukobwsarzapcku
cbemoeseg 201-202).

Sheytanov thus inserts his quest for a national philosophy into this quasi-eth-
nographic context. The manifestations of the national mindset can be recon-
structed from proverbs and stories of folk wisdom and wise villagers (whom
he calls “Socratics” - CokpamobBuyu). (Beaukobwazapcku cbemoaieg 224).
While these speculations cannot be equated with the mainstream “nation-
al canon”, Sheytanov’s vision about the dissemination of this new national
creed fit very well into the framework of “national education” as discussed
by the “official nationalist” establishment. He emphasized the transmission
of “national knowledge” through education, and the creation of mass-organi-
sations, especially for the youth, which were intended to shape the coming
generations.

In the book about the “Great-Bulgarian youth”, which he published a year lat-
er, together with Nayden Pamukchiev, one of the protagonists of the imitative-
totalitarian youth movement, Sheytanov was trying to implement some of his
ideas in the context of the “etatization” of radical nationalism. (See Sheytanov
and Pamukchiev, Beaukobwazapcka maagesk (Great-Bulgarian Youth)). The
book was once again a complex negotiation between the canon of “official
nationalism” and Sheytanov’s own philosophical interest in “corporeality” as
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an eminently political issue. The preface of the book was written by Prime
Minister Bogdan Filov, who was a crucial figure in the official nationalist es-
tablishment around Tsar Boris. Filov used the typical bureaucratic language
of this ideological trend, fusing the authoritarian and the “constitutional” idi-
oms in a peculiar way. He greeted the “quasi-totalitarian” youth movements
as being “in line” with the new law on youth organizations, appealing to the
“civic duty” of every citizen to prepare for the defense of the motherland.

The main text of the booklet was also supporting the authoritarian project
of “national reintegration,” hailing the Germans for making it possible to
create finally Greater-Bulgaria. In fact, the entire argument was an attempt
at “domesticating” the generational impetus and turning its “revolutionary
energies” into the service of the official nationalist project. This meant that
many elements of Sheytanov’s previous essays about the “youth as the source
of life” or “love as the principal force” were re-iterated, but their original “an-
archic” potential was significantly tamed. Rather than devising a totalitarian
project fusing the nation’s body into an organic entity under some kind of
Fiihrerprinzip, the book retreated to a corporeal aesthetics, recalling the ideas
of the German Jugendbewegung, which had a considerable cultural impact
mainly in the 1910-20s.

The task of the Bulgarian elite was to devise a “generational indoctrination”:
i.e., reshaping the community in view of the new challenges. Sheytanov’s
own intended contribution to this epochal work was the formulation of a new
canon of identity. In fact, he was re-iterating the main elements of the “Great-
Bulgarian world-view,” but now his “national ontology” became an “applied
science”, subordinated to the “generational” perspective. He thus evoked the
continuity of the Thracians, the first and the second Bulgarian Empires, the
legendary heroes (bagaturs) of the Middle Ages, the haidutins and finally the
Renascence as the periodical manifestation of the regenerative potentials of
the young generation.

But, instead of devising a “Great-Bulgarian world-view”, Sheytanov formu-
lates rather vague ideas about the constitutive elements of such an ideology.
Bulgarianness is defined here in terms of the cult of the “motherland”, the
knowledge of the national past and racial properties, respect for the state,
love of war, and appreciation for culture. In any case, the vision of a “new
Bulgarian man” is less of an ideological problem here than a matter of “phy-
sis”: most of all, the “Great-Bulgarian” will need to have a “healthy body”, a
“fiery soul”, and “an iron will.” But to reach this it is not enough to formu-
late an ideological matrix: the canon has to be projected on the community.
Hence, Sheytanov’s discourse became much more institutional - he returned
to the framework of “national education”, soliciting teachers to mediate be-
tween the creative elite and the people, helping to bring the identity to the
surface of consciousness and eventually “turn our already unified mother-
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land into a real nation.” When it came to the dissemination of the national
ideology, he had to make even further concessions to the official canon and
tone down some of his heterodox formulations. One can follow this “negotia-
tion” in his books from the early-forties, which, contrary to “Great-Bulgar-
ian world-view”, were couched in established institutional frameworks. The
Knowledge of the Fatherland (omeuecmbosnanue) textbook, co-authored by
Sheytanov, was an attempt to translate the “creed” of new nationalism to
the language of school-children. His tone became normative (“Bulgaria is
our fatherland”...”we love our fatherland”), without, however, the previous
philosophical ideas about the ontological specificity of being Bulgarian. The
aim was rather to introduce the readers to the ethnographic-geographic speci-
ficity of the nation; providing, as it were, a “guidebook” on Bulgaria - for the
locals. In this process of conversion, the character-discourse got simplified to
a series of “basic truths” concerning the essence of Bulgarianness: “we speak
Bulgarian, we have a common past and identical interests.” (Sheytanov and
Vasilev, Omeuecmbosnanue 3a uemBspmo omgesenue (Knowledge of the
Fatherland - Textbook for the Fourth-Class) 75).

Sheytanov’s textbook on history, published in 1943, was also retreating to the
traditional nationalist canon. In the book we find markedly different views
about the Buglarian ethno-genesis than in the pages of the Great-Bulgarian
World-view. Thus, the book stressed the conventional Slavic/Proto-Bulgar-
ian fusion, leaving the Thracians entirely out. The book also reverted to the
traditional catalogue of national virtues and vices, contrasting the Bulgarians’
magnanimity, heroism, peace-loving, love of science and cult of work to the
lack of care for the common good, the aping of the foreign models, or their
haughtiness. Instead of the holistic strategy of describing Bulgarianness in
terms of a metaphysical perfection, the language of the textbook is typical
for the “official nationalist” pattern of indoctrination, fusing national char-
acterology and the “language of civil duties”: “every good Bulgarian should
help root out the negative qualities.” (Sheytanov and Bozhkov, Bsutzapcka u
obwa ucmopusa 3a mpemu npozumHasuaser kaac (Bulgarian and Univer-
sal History for the Third Class of Pro-gymnasium) 112).

While it was not a problem for him to fuse the socio-cultural imagery of the
tsar and the haidutin, thus creating a symbolic continuity of the modern rul-
ers through the popular tradition in the time of non-existent statehood, reli-
gious orthodoxy posed major limitations to the prospective institutionaliza-
tion of Sheytanov’s “Balkano-Bulgarian” doctrine. Abandoning the positive
tone of his previous works, the textbook retreated to the more mainstream
image of the “harmful influence” of Bogomilism upon the historical devel-
opment of Bulgaria. The ideological setting was close to that of the most
important historian of the period, Petar Mutafchiev (1883-1943), who posed
the question of Bogomilism from the perspective of national unity, asserting

that the division of this unity, through internal discord and faction in Church,
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always led to the “alienation of the nation from the state”, and ultimately to
decline. The textbook also returned to a more mono-linear vision of cultural
development. Radical protochronism gives way to a “milder” formulation of
historical achievements, intended to evoke the feeling of “national pride.”
The “universalist” tinge of Sheytanov’s autochthonism is also qualified, while
the intra-regional comparisons come to play a much more important role. For
instance, in this scheme the Turks were declared to be “less cultured” than
the Bulgarians.

All in all, his idiosyncratic role of a “national metaphysician” put him into a
respected, if marginal, position. Ultimately, his ideas could neither reshape
the national identity-discourse, nor could they emerge as the focus of an
alternative cultural-political project in opposition to the establishment. His
essays were read mostly for their peculiar poetic language, and the innovative
combination of philosophical and ethnographical material, regardless of the
“meta-political” ideas he formulated. The originality of Sheytanov lies in the
specific way he brought together all these elements - such as generational
ideology, authoritarianism, “Konservative Revolution”, cultural morphology,
radical protochronism, narodopsihologia, ethnography - under the aegis of a
national identity-discourse. Nevertheless, his synthesis remained a “personal”
ideology, lacking real followers and - one can perhaps add here: fortunately
- without any chance to turn into reality.

3. Conclusion

In sum, from the case studied above we can see that the positions of this
new “meta-historical” discourse were rather constrained. In the twenties and
thirties, alongside the growing sensibility to the problematic nature of the
normative past, the agents of “official” nationalism were just establishing
a historical canon to buttress their efforts of nation-building. As a matter
of fact, as it befitted a culture with a rather belated institutionalization of
“national sciences,” the Bulgarian historical canon, built mostly on positivist
grounds, was, to a large extent, created in the interwar period. It is due also to
this fact that most of the attempts at undermining this framework of histori-
cal narrativity and the corresponding national characterology remained rather
idiosyncratic. In contrast to the Romanian situation, where the discourse of
national character mutated to a new version of “national metaphysics”, in the
Bulgarian case, although the discursive potential was there, even those who
sought to subvert the official narrative were trying to reach a compromise
between the (symbolic) geographical and temporal aspects of defining Bul-
garianness. While it problematized the conception of normative continuity,
the mainstream discourse, seeking to “define the national self,” never turned
to the “ontologized” categories of atemporal symbolic geography.
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