Narratives in our histories
Introduction

Invoking history in this part of the world is nothing new. The mention of historical events, wounds and injustices done in the past is not just part of the curriculum, but also of everyday life, part of political relations and a foundation upon which to build interpersonal relations for individuals belonging to the same ethnic community, and even more so for individuals that are representatives of different ethnic communities. 

History is narrated, associated with family and personal experiences, and indicated as a source of lessons and morals that should guide the new generations when they build their lives and relationships. A narrative is a story; it is a historically based story with a very strong link between the person who is telling the story and the event that is being related. The link is based on emotions, a sense of belonging and dependence, and reflects the roots of one’s own existence. Moreover, the narrative always sends a message. The message of the historical narrative is something that the future generation is meant to receive, something that they should learn and draw experiences from.

History that is narrated is alive, close and acceptable. It is not a simple collection of data and facts that are logically connected, but it contains events, motives and action. The historical narrative is very often a national narrative, having exceptional importance to those shaping it, and is always ethnocentric. This is both natural and desired. This is how the self-confidence of every individual is built, through belonging to a group that is united by the same culture, language, and tradition. Therefore, the narrators, who are at the same time members of the ethnic group they are writing about, place their own group in the centre of their reflections and assign to it a central role every time when they need to present historical events that are of exceptional importance to the identity of their own group, i.e. to their own ethnic identity.

The national narratives of the Macedonian and Albanian ethnic communities, which are recorded in the official national historiographies of each community, represent an integral part of the development of the ethnic identity of each of these communities. These narratives have evolved and subsisted in parallel to each other, and at no moment have they become part of their common, united development. The fact that these two communities live in the same space, share similar experiences of their own national development, and face similar problems and obstacles in this development, has at no point been used as a counterbalance to their cultural, linguistic and religious differences. The lack of activities directed towards overcoming the parallelism in the existence of the two ethnic communities has, for a long time, encouraged the creation of stereotypes and prejudices, and was used as fertile soil for increasing mistrust, intolerance and inter-ethnic tensions. 

The roots of the events before and during the armed conflict in 2001 lie in the long tradition of mistrust between ethnic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians. This mistrust largely stems from the lack of knowledge about each other, ignorance of the history and development of “the others”, as well as from the complete absence of shared experiences about events in the past that were of significance to each of the ethnic communities individually or to both of them together.

The members of the different ethnic communities have had no chance to listen to the narratives of “the others“. They have had no possibility to find out about the aspirations, fears and messages in the narratives of the members of the other ethnic communities. Or, even when they had such a possibility, it was unwillingly used because of the imposed one-way nature of the process of getting to know each other. 

The educational material titled “Narratives in Our Histories“ aims to offer students a text with historical narratives about events that are important for the ethnic identity of both Macedonians and Albanians. The aim is not to negate or contest any of the narratives, but to enable the representatives of one ethnicity to become familiar with the narrative of “the other“ in order to be able to develop a feeling of respect for “the other“. Getting to know and respect each other requires that differences in the historical development of the ethnic communities are detected, but that the common elements are found as well. Only in this way will it become possible to bring down the tall, invisible wall towering between the narrators (and the narratives) from each side. 

The narratives contained in the educational material pertain to events from the history of the ethnic Macedonians and ethnic Albanians who  today share the territory of the Republic of Macedonia. The selected events have had a big influence on their national development and on the development of the ethnic identity of their members, but at the same time represent periods when the histories of the two ethnic communities intersect.
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