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The Prospects of Creating a Common Textbook on the History of South Caucasus

Abstract: The article is devoted to the issues of the creation of the common textbook on the History of South Caucasus. The gaps that exist in teaching History are studied in Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia. The advantages of the creation of the textbook have been substantiated. We referred to the Caucasian regional identity, putting it into comparison with other regional identities and studying it in the historical development. The principles, which can help to write the textbook of History which is for the citizens of the countries of Southern Caucasus, have been put into circulation.
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The peoples of South Caucasus have a reach history with long and stormy events, and their cultures attract great interest not only locally, but also globally. But as of today the relations between the three major nations of this region, i.e. Armenians, Azerbaijanis and Georgians, are very complicated and are strained in their nature up to the cases of open hostility. In this context, the creation of a common textbook on the history of South Caucasus is not only of a scientific importance, but also that of political. The creation of such a textbook or at least the executed activities for creating such a textbook will contribute to the peaceful settlement of the conflicts in South Caucasus and the comprehensive study of the history of the peoples in South Caucasus. As it was demonstrated by the sociological survey results undertaken specifically for this article, the main cause of the conflicts in South Caucasus region, according to Armenian respondents, is political and not ethno-cultural, as it is often presented by the governmental circles of these three countries. It is obvious that the official historiography of South Caucasus is saturated with such political and ideological stereotypes when historical events are used to complicate the existing political problems. This historic course is materialized in school and university textbooks, it is actively followed by the media, various political parties and their subordinate organizations include it in their programs.  At present, the dominant historiography of South Caucasus countries can be characterized as nationalistic, when historians seek to prove the uniqueness of the titular nation with all possible and impossible means. A question arises why not trust that history and whether or there are other versions of that history (Ferro, 1983). It is known that today each nation has several versions of its history. For example, the history of the Armenian people studied by the older generation in Soviet Armenia is significantly different from the one that is studied by the Armenian children enrolled in the Diaspora, as well as from the western or Russian interpretations of the Armenian history. They are the three versions of the same history. Moreover, we cannot argue that one of them is more real and legitimate than others.

Despite their obvious similarities, these three nations have their distinct features which are not only the basis of their national identity, but also the main obstacle of the dialogue. This fact should necessarily be taken into account by the creators of the common textbook on the history of South Caucasus. Unlike Armenians and Georgians, who have millennial tradition of historiography, the historical school of Azerbaijan, for example, was formed only at the beginning of the past century.

So, what are the necessary factors to create a common textbook? First, regardless of the ethnic and territorial problems between these nations, the co-existence and multilateral development of Armenian, Georgian and Azerbaijani nations should occur in this region. Unlike political issues, business and cultural relations between these peoples have always been characterized by mutual understanding and solidarity (Sidamonidze, 1965). It can be concluded from this that we should develop these ties which will  promote the establishment of political agreement in the region.


Second, the nations of South Caucasus must understand that the gained independence and the common development are of higher priority than the regional differences which are historically continuous.


Third, due to a number of circumstances, mutual hostility and hatred are quite popular among common people. Moreover, an interesting pattern is observed; it is more moderate  in urban areas than in rural areas. Therefore, there is a problem to form a positive public opinion, for which as an invaluable service can be the common history textbook.


Fourth, we should not constantly emphasize what differs us from one another, and focus only on war and destruction, but it is necessary to separate the historical facts unifying us and present them properly. 

Fifth, the nations of South Caucasus and their ruling circles should finally understand a few simple truths; on the background of current rates of migration (which is observed in all countries of the South Caucasus), unemployment, serious environmental problems, the constant focus on territorial issues is just without prospect (Hovhannisyan, 2010). We should realize that Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan together are greater force in the Middle East than individually, and being unanimous citizens of South Caucasus will be very honorable for the representatives of any nation in this region, solving the problems of ethnic identification associated with globalization, not falling into extremes. The creation of a common history textbook is certainly a long and difficult work, during which the scientists and politicians of the three countries need to agree with every word, phrase and sentence. Maybe the parties understand and use the same concept in different ways, as too often the application of the terms of nation and people leads to confusion. It should not be assumed that there are such problems only in the presentation of the common history of South Caucasus countries. If we take a slight look at the world practice of creating common textbooks, we can see that the situation is not so tragic. For example, the creation of French-German history textbook took place only about half a century after the last military conflict between them, and during the works of compiling textbooks, French and German colleagues had been debating for several years why the word of nation was used for indicating the collectivity of the French in the ninth century, and in the case of the Germans. It was in the XIX century, though it was accepted that the nations are the birth of capitalism (Anderson, 1991).

It is the first attempt that creation of a common textbook on the history of South Caucasus has been undertaken which needs a subsequent comprehensive study.

To substantiate the expediency of creating general textbook of the history of the Southern Caucasus we consider it’s important to refer to one of the types of identity, that is the regional identity. Here we are naturally interested in the Caucasian regional identity. The concept “Caucasus”, part of which is the Southern Caucasus, is from the sphere of “symbolic geography” and thus, it corresponds to such concepts as, for example, "The Balkans", "Middle East", "Eastern Europe" (Todorova, 1997). Studying the Southern Caucasus as a region, we will always have an opportunity to refer to the concept Caucasus, with which the latter has both similarities and obvious differences during the whole period of historical development. The concept Caucasus is not limited by the borders of the latter, but it also implies a certain complex of political, cultural, social and other characteristics of people living in that region.There are many works devoted to the emergence of such concepts in modern scientific literature.While discussing this question, certainly, it is impossible not mention the "Orientalism" by Edward Said, which has already become a classic, where the author has analyzed the emergence of the concept “East” in European science and literature, also the connection of “eastern”with the colonial policy of western powers (Said, 1977). The models that have been proposed for the concepts "East" or "the Balkans" can also be used for the concept “Caucasus”. The author of the above mentioned works has analyzed the process of the creation of culture of separate regions by means of archival documents, literary works and other historical sources. They have also shown that seperate countries or nations can be perceived as one unity based on certain characteristics. There are many such cases, when such concepts of the region has appeared outside of the region, and then they are either forced to residents of the region, or they are voluntarily adopted by the latters. What are the geographic boundaries of the Caucasus? By today’s understanding the Caucasus expands from Stavropol territory to the current borders of Turkey and Iran. But for the specialist who is familiar with the history of the Caucasus it is not difficult to notice that such notion and inclusion of the Caucasus is a completely new phenomenon, if we consider it from the angle of histoical past. It is particularly about the unification of the “Southern” and “Northern” “Caucasus”. In ancient times and Middle Ages the two parts of the Caucasus, actually, haverarely acted as one unity. If the Southern Caucasus has been under the domination of different countries for centuries (having also the periods of powerful state), the same cannot be said about the North. On the contrary, the Southern Caucasus was very often acting as a “savage”mountainous country for the South, from where "savage" and "militant" tribes regularly invaded the areas of their southern "peaceful" and "civilized" neighbours. In terms of geopolitics the situation changed after Tsarist Russia's expansionist war in the Caucasus, as aresult the Northern Caucasus entered into the empire. The status of the Northern Caucasus did not change neither in the Soviet Union, nor in Russian Federation. In modern times the events developed in some other way. After the October Revolution it was in the Southern Caucasus where three independent republics were established, though they did not have a long life, it is not by chance that Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia were included in the USSR as a union republic. After the liquidation of the USSR these independent republics had an opportunity to determine their own inner and foreign policy.

Which can be the policies by using which united textbook of the history of the Southern Caucasus can be written:

a) any observation should be thoroughly substantiated by the sources. The work required with the source suggests a generalization of this fact on one hand, and the reconstruction of the evolution based on the generalization of the facts on the other hand. But the emergence of possible logical errors should be excluded during the the generalization of the facts,

b) the united textbook of History should not be written in the style of debate, moreover, in a hostile style,

c) teaching the subject History, indeed, has a strong ideological power in it. The aim of the united textbook of History is to use that power for peaceful purposes. It is necessary to get rid of political and ideological stereotypes, when historical events are used to complicate political issues existing today. 

d) we should avoid to use statements containing nationalism and, moreover, hostiliy,

e) culture of nations, economic, social and spiritual life, political and diplomatic history should be introduced in detail in the united textbook. There is no need to focus on the wars, although it is clear that military history should also be introduced. Instead, it would be much more appropriate to introduce the social history of nations, which, in spite of the episodes of wars, will promote complete and accurate understanding of the other person.

f) it is necessary to provide the representation of different viewpoints about historical events, in order to develop the student's creative thinking and critical approach,

g) while choosing photos, it is necessary to give the advantage to those which are substantiated seriously in order to avoid controversial issues,

h) the map should be acceptable by everyone, we think the most probable thing for that is the presentation of physical map.

In fact, the preservation of most of these principles is necessary not only for the creation of the united textbook of History, but also for doing historical work of any scientific character.
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