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Globalization processes characteristic of modern times, 

the establishment of new international political, economic and 

military structures, the rapid development of information 

technologies, the opening of relatively closed societies to the 

world are prerequisites that lead to a strong activation of 

intercultural contacts, a clash of different identities, and imply the 

emergence of conflicts (collisions) within the framework of 

‘own” and “foreign” interaction. The in-depth knowledge and 

analysis of the historical experience of the Second World War 

with regard to the attitude towards this social phenomenon 

(otherness/foreignness) is crucial for understanding and 

managing political and social transformations and their 

communication processes. The traditional perception of war as 

the defense of high national ideals of freedom and justice, as the 

necessary evil that must solve political, economic, religious and 

social problems, as a cause for pride in victory, on the one hand, 

is confronted, on the other hand, with the understanding of the 

violent nature of opposition, with the meaninglessness of the 

thousands of human sacrifices in favor of selfish and 

fundamentalist interests, with the need for humane treatment of 

the different, with the pain of countless human tragedies and 

ruined destinies, with the catastrophe of primordial material and 

spiritual values. 
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The individual’s and various groups of people’s 

perceptions of past historical events are shaped not so much by 

historical scholarship (official/formalized historiography) but by 

works of art (especially literature) as an artistic expression of the 

social history of those events, a counterpoint of the often 

manipulated/manipulative official version of historical discourse. 

In short, this has provoked and defined the author’s 

interest in the topic of the dissertation: War in the context of 

otherness in the war short stories by Wolfgang Borchert and 

Yordan Valchev. Thus formulated, it fits into the identified 

problem framework, but without pretentions to presenting 

exhaustive study and analysis. The dissertation is the first attempt 

at comparative study of aspects of war in the context of otherness 

in Wolfgang Borchert’s and Yordan Valchev’s war short stories. 

It is becoming increasingly relevant in a contemporary 

geopolitics with its focus on the relation to the other. 

The object of the research is aspects of war, more 

specifically in the time and space of the Second World War in the 

context of otherness (xenological analysis). 

The subject of the study is the war short stories by 

Wolfgang Borchert and Yordan Valchev. Monographs and 

articles devoted to the works of both authors are also included in 
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the subject of the study. The war stories by the two authors reflect, 

in a social and personal aspect, events and experiences from the 

time of the Second World War, involving representatives of 

different cultures, identities and value systems. Both authors are 

victims of dictatorial regimes in their own countries - National 

Socialist in Germany and Communist in Bulgaria. Borchert's 

small body of work had a significant impact in the course of the 

"rethinking of the past" ("Vergangenheitsbewältigung"), 

specifically on the historical experience of World War II 

("Aufarbeitung der nationalsozialistischen Vergangenheit") on a 

large number of intellectuals and artists in postwar Germany. In 

Bulgaria, the personality and work of Yordan Valchev were 

marginalized by the socialist establishment and the intellectual 

elite that served it.  

The aim of the research is to present different 

perspectives in the attitude towards the social phenomenon of 

war, artistically depicted in the war short stories by Wolfgang 

Borchert and Yordan Valchev; to point out the similarities, 

differences and nuances in the presentation of war as an extreme 

state of society and the individual. In this sense, the phenomenon 

of "war" is treated as a phenomenon of radical otherness. 
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The main tasks leading to the achievement of the set aim 

can be summarized as follows: 

1. The features of the phenomenon "war" as a state of 

extreme otherness are outlined. 

2. The xenological aspects of the attitude to war in the two 

authors’ short stories are delineated. 

3. A comparative analysis is made with regard to the 

common human cultural universalities or the culturally specific 

features of the attitude to this social phenomenon. 

The content and formal structure of the presented 

dissertation in the volume of 123 pages and follows the priorities 

in the set tasks. In this regard, an introduction, four gaps, a 

conclusion, contributions, bibliography and appendices are 

distinguished. The findings of the study are systematized after 

each chapter and summarized in the conclusion.  

The introductory part of the dissertation briefly outlines 

the reasons behind the topic, the approach of the study, the 

objectives and the expected results of the research. In addition, 

the object and the subject of the research are outlined, its 

chronological frameworks and limits are established, and the 

relevance of the issue in the contemporary geopolitical context is 

justified. 

The study uses an interdisciplinary approach to fulfil 

the aims outlined in the introduction, and the methods for their 

achievement are presented. 
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The work is methodologically based, firstly, on the 

concept of literature as an inter-discourse, which unites and 

reconciles other extra-literary (non-fictional) narratives and 

discourses of a political, religious, historical, sociological, 

psychological, and everyday-life nature. Underlying this concept 

is the notion of the relation of literary fiction to the social reality 

outside it, in this case to the phenomenon of "war." It is assumed 

that literature thematizes this reality with the means of creative 

expression, reorganizes it in the spirit of pluralism of viewpoints 

and of the actual socio-cultural context, and thus, ensures the 

diversity of perspectives in the reception of a given social 

phenomenon. 

The main focus of the applied methodology is the 

xenological analysis, suitable for the study of topics with a high 

degree of deviation from the so-called "normal" state of 

communities and individuals, in this case "life in peacetime" vs 

"life in wartime". As a result of this opposition crystallize cultural 

universals, on the one hand, and, on the other hand, culturally 

specific peculiarities of attitude towards the social phenomenon 

of "war". The confrontation in wartime of entire political and 

social systems, of different kinds of identities in individual and 

community terms, of fundamental values and perceptions of life 

and the world, the disruption of traditional attitudes, norms and 

behavioral acts, presuppose the analysis of different aspects of 

war in the context of the radical 'other'. Processes and phenomena 

uncharacteristic of so-called peacetime development thus become 

visible.  

 The study is also based on the discourse of literature as 

a preserver of cultural memory, insofar as the narrative of the 

meaning or meaninglessness of war specifically and more 

generally; and the question of rethinking the historical past, 
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represent themes of high social validity and sustainability. 

Following the described methodology, the proposed work 

combines the analysis of historical (extra-literary) phenomena 

with the reception of the phenomenon of "war" in the fictional 

works of the studied authors, the main emphasis being on the 

xenological analysis of the perspectives on this important 

sociocultural phenomenon, relevant not only historically but also 

in the contemporary context. 

Chapter one of the theses/dissertation presents a brief 

overview of the problem, i.e. it examines the war in the context 

of otherness in time and space of the Second World War. 

- War is a clash of identities, in it the opposition of 

"own" and "other" reaches its culmination; it gives rise 

to extreme denial and hatred of otherness. In the time 

and space of war it is difficult to detect the 

attractiveness of the other and the desire to know him.   

- The Second World War was predetermined by two 

ideologies that played major role in the fate of 

European nations in the twentieth century - 

communism and National Socialism. A common and 

essential feature of these two doctrines was the 

opposition of groups of people - in the case of 

communism on the grounds of class, in the case of 

National Socialism on the grounds of race. But in both 

cases the confrontation is on the principle of the 

opposition between "us" and "them". 

-    The presentation of basic ideas of these two ideological 

doctrines aims to highlight the attitude towards the 

"other", the "different" in the Soviet Union and Hitler's 

Germany, and the inevitability of the military conflict 

between these countries (dictatorship against 
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dictatorship), which was also the largest in the Second 

World War. 

-    After the end of the Second World War, there was a 

change in the way of thinking. Awareness of guilt and 

acceptance of historical and moral responsibility was seen 

as a means of dealing with the traumas of the past. 

-   Rethinking, overcoming the past, forming common 

notions of the past with a view to building a peaceful 

present and future is a major task of both political elites, 

and representatives of social sciences and civil society. 

The process is an integral part of the problem of the 

historical and cultural memory of European peoples. 

-    In West Germany, the rethinking of National 

Socialism, of guilt and responsibility for the outbreak of 

the Second World War and the casualties and suffering it 

caused began not coincidentally in literature, with the term 

'hour 0' (Stunde 0). For the individual, fiction is more 

convincing and impactful than dry historical facts because 

it presents the 'view from below', the great social 

upheavals are artistically recreated through the personal 

drama of the author and his characters.  

-  In Bulgaria, the official position of the Communist Party 

is unambiguous - the September 9 coup and Bulgaria's 

subsequent participation in the war liberated the country 

from fascism and marked the beginning of its socialist 

construction. The guilty and the enemies were identified 

and were to be liquidated, and literature was to play a 

propaganda role in this process (see Dimitrov 1962: 19). 

-  The new conditions in today's rapidly globalizing world 

necessitate adequate attitude towards the other, the 

different, the alien. Rethinking the individual's idea of the 
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other is a message sent by history for a peaceful present 

and future, which unfortunately turned out to be utopian, 

given the current geopolitical developments in Europe and 

the world. 

After a review of the historical events and their rethinking 

from a contemporary perspective, the second chapter of the 

dissertation presents a portrait of the writer Wolfgang Borchert. 

First, the life background and creative path of the author are 

examined. 

- Wolfgang Borchert was born on 20 May 1921 in Hamburg as 

the only child of Fritz Borchert (an elementary school teacher in 

Hamburg) and the writer Herta Borchert. 

- Borchert began his career as a poet. He was only 15 when he 

wrote five, six, ten or more poems a day.  

- Between 1942 and 1945, Borchert's life was marked by World 

War II, being sent to the front, imprisonment, and illness. After 

the war, he was determined to make up for what he had lost and 

feverishly devoted himself to writing.     

- In January 1946, during his stay in Hamburg's Elisabeth 

Hospital, he wrote his first significant work of fiction, the short 

story "The Yellow Turtle".  

- By the end of 1946 he had produced nearly thirty short stories. 

In December 1946, the Hamburg Library Publishing House 

published his poetry collection “Street Lantern, Night and Stars. 

Poems about Hamburg"  

- In January 1947 he wrote the play Outside the Door in eight days 

(see Kraske 1996-1997: 82), which brought him worldwide fame. 

- His last work was the manifesto Then One Remains written in 

Basel a few days before his death (see Rühmkorf 1961: 34-154).  
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- After Borchert's death, works from his small oeuvre were 

published and republished both in his homeland and abroad.  

- He was the first and perhaps the most prominent representative 

of the post-war "literature of ruins" (Trümmerliteratur) in 

Germany. 

- Borchert's style is highly dramatic (he always saw himself 

primarily as an actor). The impact that expressionism and the 

American masters of the short story had on his literary style is 

obvious.  

- His work influenced a large number of post-World War II 

writers, including Alfred Andersch, Heinrich Böll, Wolfgang 

Köppen, Paul Schalluck, and Dieter Wellershoff. 

After a more detailed examination of the selected war 

short stories that are the subject of the analyses, chapter two also 

contains a review of the critical literature with a xenological 

analysis of the main motifs on the topic. The main aim of this 

review of the author's reception in various studies is to determine 

the place of the concept of war in the context of otherness 

(specifically the motif of guilt) in Borchert's work. 

It has been established that particular aspects of war in 

Wolfgang Borchert’s work have been examined in a large number 

of monographs and articles. Different scholarly approaches have 

been used and, as Marianne Schmidt points out, the philosophical 

and political views of the critics have proved decisive, while 

personal prejudices and biases have often also been of great 

importance. 

 The overview also shows how strong the interest in 

Borchert's work has been and continues to be among 

representatives of various philosophical currents and schools, not 

only in his native Germany but also abroad. 
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Chapter Two also contains a xenological analysis of the 

leading motifs on the subject in the author's fictional works. 

The main themes in Wolfgang Borchert's war stories are 

the tragedy of an individual in Nazi Germany, war as the ultimate 

evil, the horrors and suffering it caused, the crisis of identity 

during and after the fall of Hitlerism, the guilt of the ordinary 

German, the ruin of Germany after the war, and the dreams and 

hopes of the postwar generation for a decent life. Absent from 

Borchert's narratives are war propaganda, ideology, and the 

triumph of victory.  

The problem of guilt is explored in relation to other 

questions raised artistically, e.g. alongside the question of de-

personalization and the transformation of the individual into a 

functioning mechanism, or the question of the relationship to 

God. 

The characters act in a psychological trance, in a kind of 

prison of thoughts, desires, judgments. The sacred is lost, the 

already fragile moral foundations are destroyed, ultimately - the 

identity is changed, the essence of the person is altered, (s) he, 

figuratively speaking, has become alien to her/himself (intra-

subjective alienation). The change is so persistent and lasting that 

it is difficult to overcome in the post-war years when the time of 

re-evaluation comes. The rethinking of the recent past gives rise 

to continuous crises and mental anguish in the characters.   

Borchert's conception of God, his rebellion against God 

could be defined as peculiar to the atheist. For Borchert and his 

characters, God does not exist; moreover, we observe the logical 

paradox that the nonexistent God is the "culprit" and is 

responsible for the evil caused. 

The reconsideration of the bitter experience of war, 

overcoming the identity crisis, returning to the "normal self" is 
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accompanied by a pervasive sense of guilt towards one's own and 

others. Overcoming this feeling, however, is tantamount to 

"shifting" the blame and responsibility onto others. Accusations 

and feigned excuses come to the fore, but repentance and humility 

are absent.  

Borchert's messages are pacifist, imbued with 

understanding and compassion for the other. This sympathy bears 

the marks of humanism in the Enlightenment sense of the term. 

In Borchert's works, community in suffering and dreams gives 

birth to a certain degree of community in the determination to 

build a fair future world without wars. 

The dissertation mirrors chapter two, followed by chapter 

three, which presents a portrait of the writer Yordan Valchev. At 

the beginning, the author's life and creative path are examined. 

Yordan Todorov Valchev was born on 24 June 1924 in the 

town of Kula. 

- In September 1943 he enlisted as a soldier in the 1st 

Infantry Regiment of Sofia. In May 1944, he was admitted to the 

School for Reserve Officers. At the end of 1944 he was assigned 

to the 41st Regiment and took part in the military actions of the 

Bulgarian Army in Hungary. 

-After his return from the front, he wrote his first war short 

story, Oz is Seip, Oz is Seip, "as a joke", "out of nothing to do" 

(see Valchev 2013: 53). 

- This first short story was followed by the other war 

narratives in the forthcoming collection Combats. 

- In his memoirs, Yordan Valchev notes that his goal was 

not to become a writer; rather, he saw himself as a military man, 

a heavy trader, a high cleric. 
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- Yordan Valchev became interested in foreign languages, 

history and literature during his high school studies. Then he got 

acquainted with the works of Plato, Montaigne, Spinoza, Jose 

Ortega y Gasset, Freud, Bergson, Nietzsche, Leobon, 

Dostoevsky. 

- The Bulgarian authors Sofroni Vrachanski, Zahari 

Stoyanov, Ivan Vazov, Yordan Yovkov, Elin Pelin and Dimcho 

Debelyanov had the greatest influence on him. 

- Valchev's style is nervous, breathless, highly expressive, 

thus similar to the style of Borchert. The sentences are simple - 

subject, predicate, direct object. Relative pronouns, adverbs, 

conjunctions and adjectives are used sparingly. He himself points 

out that 'the actions of the characters should proceed in such a 

way as to suggest the relevant adjectives to the reader' (see 

Valchev 2013: 105). 

- Yordan Valchev is an exceptional phenomenon in the 

Bulgarian literature of the second half of the 20th century. He is 

not a typical representative as far as his way of life value system 

and morality are concerned. 

After a more detailed examination of the selected war 

short stories, the subject of the analyses, the second chapter 

contains a review of the critical literature with a xenological 

analysis of the main motifs on the subject. Again, the main aim 

of this review of the author's reception in various studies is to 

determine the place of the concept of war in the context of 

otherness (specifically the motif of guilt) in the work of Jordan 

Valchev. 

From the brief presentation of the literary criticism of 

Yordan Valchev's war stories it is evident that the author's 

specific style does not go unnoticed.  
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During the time of real socialism the author was 

denounced, he was declared an "enemy of the people", the 

reviews about him were extremely politicized, with very few 

exceptions there was no analysis of the literary merits of the 

stories. After 10.11.1989, some aspects of the stories have been 

discussed in a fragmentary way in separate articles.  

On the whole, however, Yordan Valchev's war narratives 

have not been the subject of an in-depth research. 

The third chapter also contains a xenological analysis of 

the leading motifs on the theme in the author's fictional works. 

The stories thematize adversity, self-denial and the high 

moral principles of Bulgarian officers and soldiers; existential 

problems are raised about the meaning of human life, about death, 

about the relation to the other. 

They lack the ideological clichés dominant in the 

literature of this historical period, the traditional literary images 

of Soviet comrades, party cadres, socialist slogans, and victorious 

zeal. The war is presented not so much as a victory and 

subsequent glory, but as a physical and moral catastrophe, a time 

and place of rethinking values, of catharsis. 

The main artistic suggestion in Valchev's stories is 

Christian humanity, which is born out of faith in God; the measure 

of everything humane is Christian ethics. The conscious and 

manifested humanity ennobles his characters, takes the "sin" 

away from them, and makes them free. Stereotypes of good and 

evil are absent; it is all part of human nature.  

Patriotism is an inseparable part of humanity - for the 

author and his characters it is a way of thinking beyond good and 

evil, a willingness to uphold a moral ideal, not a reason or 

occasion for revenge and revengefulness, the concept does not 

include upholding chimerical national ideals. 
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The fourth chapter of the dissertation contains a 

comparative analysis of the researched aspects of the topic of 

"war as a condition of the polar opposite dimensions of otherness" 

in the war narratives of Wolfgang Borchert and Jordan Valchev, 

respectively an analysis of the problem of guilt in the context of 

otherness. The choice of these authors is not accidental. In the 

representation of war in the context of otherness in both authors’ 

narratives there are a number of similarities and differences, both 

from a substantive and formal point of view. The differences are 

predetermined mainly by the starting positions of the perception 

of the world, the worldview of the two authors and their 

characters. In Wolfgang Borchert’s and Jordan Valchev’s war 

stories two different value systems are portrayed, namely, that of 

the non-believer in God and that of the believer in God. Hence 

the differences in the approach to the problems of the meaning of 

life, the perception of the other and the attitude towards him/her, 

sin, freedom, guilt, responsibility, and the necessary change in 

society and in the individual. This is the reason for the differences 

in the depth of the suggestions, the universality of the messages 

and the possibilities that the two authors provide to the readers for 

a receptive interpretation of the literary text. The aim is to show 

how war, and principally the problem of guilt, is resolved by the 

unbeliever in God and by the Christian. The two authors’ war 

stories are illustrative of the different ways of resolving this 

problem. 

The war stories by Wolfgang Borchert and Yordan 

Valchev are an example of literature in which the "view from 

below" is presented. They lack the politics of propaganda and 

ideological opposition so characteristic of literary works 

thematizing World War II. For both authors, war is not just about 

zeal, heroism, glory, and triumph. In their narratives, war is 

presented as personal, family, and tribal history and drama. The 
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characters are surrounded by a sweeping evil of deprivation, the 

violation of human dignity, of grief and death. 

The characters of Wolfgang Borchert and Yordan Valchev 

are young people who are turned into a means to serve strategic 

interests. The following nuances are noteworthy here: while 

Borchert openly raises the question of the guilt of those who 

caused the war, responsible for the millions of casualties, the 

genocide, the horrors and destruction, this question is absent in 

Valchev’s prose. Whereas in Borchert's stories the problem of 

depersonalization is central, in Valchev's short stories the 

problem of the depersonalization of the individual is not the 

subject of literary interpretation. Valchev's characters are not 

"objectified"; in Borchert's works, the characters rather take on 

the characteristics of "puppets", "uniforms", "state monuments", 

"slats without their own image in some endless fence of slats". 

This is explained primarily by objective historical facts. 

The problem of depersonalization in Borchert's narratives 

is related to the problem of the order; life in the Third Reich is 

reduced to mechanically issuing and following orders. In 

Valchev's work this question is posed differently. Naturally, 

during the war, Bulgarian soldiers obeyed orders, but these orders 

in Valchev's narratives are not instruments of humiliation of one's 

own people and others, but are expressions of the officer's 

concern for the life and safety of each soldier.  

Valchev's characters do not lose their moral principles; 

they do not experience identity crises so acutely; the war does not 

generate psychological traumas that are difficult to heal. 

Valchev's stories do not raise questions about the impossibility of 

returning to normal life, of joining society after the war. This 

difference can also be explained by objective historical facts.  

What is common between the characters and the fictional 

re-creations of warfare in the stories by Wolfgang Borchert and 
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Yordan Valchev is the profound insight that the alien, the enemy 

has the same fate, that their fate is the same as that of the soldiers 

fighting against them. Therefore, the frenzied hatred, the desire 

for vengeance and retribution is absent. The nuance here is this: 

Borchert's characters are aware that they are compelled to cause 

harm to people foreign to them in a country foreign to them; they 

(as Germans) are the cause of the war. Such a problem did not 

confront Bulgarian officers and soldiers, although Bulgaria was 

in political alliance with the Third Reich; at the end of the war we 

see an attempt to overcome this guilt and responsibility thanks to 

the participation of the Bulgarian army in the final part of the 

hostilities, which creates a different kind of atmosphere among 

the fighting Bulgarians represented in Valchev's short stories. 

Borchert's characters feel an excruciating sense of guilt - 

guilt for the suffering caused to the other, guilt in the face of dead 

comrades, guilt for the destruction, guilt for the war itself. Guilt 

is a major problem in Borchert's war narratives. His characters 

live with this feeling, perceive the world through it, seek a way to 

justify themselves and a path to the future. Bulgarian officers and 

soldiers do not feel such a sense of guilt, and there is no objective 

reason for it, which is why Valchev's characters are not faced with 

this problem so significantly. 

The meaning of the life of an Orthodox Christian is the 

salvation of his/her soul. This (s) he achieves by faith in God, by 

spiritual life. The spiritual life begins with the confession of sins, 

repentance and humility, and is expressed above all in abiding in 

the Word and rejecting the passions, because they cause sins. For 

the Orthodox Christian, God is love; towards the other, the 

neighbor (whether friend, stranger or enemy), (s) he feels love, 

not hatred. Freedom for the Orthodox Christian is expressed in 

striving for a life without sins: "“If you hold to my teaching, you 

are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the 

truth will set you free.”... Very truly I tell you, everyone who sins 
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is a slave to sin." (John 8:31, 32, 34). The Orthodox Christian 

does not strive for the material, for the reconstruction of society 

according to someone else's ideas; (s) he is aware of her/his 

sinfulness and understands that the necessary change must take 

place first and above all in her/him and that it means overcoming 

her/his own sins.  

Jordan Valchev's characters live with the value system of 

the Orthodox Christian.  They do not parade the Christian faith, 

for them it is an essence, a way of thinking and feeling. The great 

struggle for Valchev's characters lies in the struggle with the 

passions. For them war is not only destruction, it is also a time 

and place of supreme testing of their faith, hope and love. They 

realize that "with what judgment they judge, they will be judged, 

and with what measure they measure, it will be measured to them" 

(Matthew 7:2). They feel sympathy, compassion, and true 

Christian humanity for the stranger as a neighbor, which is the 

main literary suggestion in Yordan Valchev’s war stories.  

The Christian conception to forgive oneself and others is 

manifested in Valchev's war narratives. The reproach is to the 

wrong deeds, the crimes; the person is forgiven. Valchev's 

characters resolve the problem of guilt through confession and 

rejection of their own sins, repentance and humility. Before 

committing his extraordinary feat, Lieutenant Kokalanov utters 

the words, "cardinal sin, gentlemen" ("The Angered"). After 

rescuing the Hungarian child, Lieutenant Kokalanov "had 

cleansed his soul, had been transformed. He was powerful and 

capable. And he was not going to his death. He was going to new 

worlds. Worlds without bare victories" ("The Angered"). 

Particular attention should be paid to the consistency of the 

words, "had cleansed his soul, had been transformed... And was 

not going to death," which in its purest form expresses the 

Orthodox Christian's conception of the spiritual life. Lieutenant 

Kokalanov confesses his sin, rejects it, frees himself from it 
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through love, does good to others, and goes not to death but to 

life.  After realizing their sinfulness and asking for forgiveness 

from the dead man, the gravediggers "were transformed. They 

had become better" ("Ark"). Confession of sins, repentance, 

humility, love of God and one’s fellow man - this is the way to 

truth and life. This (in particular) is also the way to adequately 

address the problem of guilt.  

In Yordan Valchev's war stories empathy generates 

empathy, good - good, love - love. The other, the stranger, does 

what is done to him. In the story "Miloe", after receiving help 

from the Bulgarian officers and soldiers, the Serbian officer bids 

them farewell with the words, "Goodbye... Goodbye, brothers!" 

In the short story "Feri Baci", the Hungarian Feri Baci wants to 

be buried next to the Bulgarian Ivan Yotov, who died in the war, 

one of the Bulgarian soldiers who rescued the children from the 

Hungarian town of Harkan (for more examples in this regard, see 

3.4.). In the short story "The Bells of Sremska Mitrovica" the 

author recalls the war, the kindness shown to the Bulgarians by 

the Hungarians, the Serbs, the Germans, and says: "And together 

with everyone... my first contact with that new, unrealized, but 

beautiful world - what we ask of others, let us begin ourselves!" 

For Valchev, unlike Borchert, the change that is necessary to 

create a better world is not economic, political or social, but 

personal and spiritual. It must begin and take place within each 

individual. This change is expressed in "doing to others what each 

wants done to him." It is significant that Valchev's characters 

build and live in a world of empathy, kindness and love for the 

other, the stranger, even the enemy during one of the greatest evils 

humanity had to fight.  

In Yordan Valchev's war stories the problems of the 

attitude towards the other are solved in the way of Christian 

ethics. In Borchert's war narratives a radically different way of 

dealing with them is presented; Borchert and his characters do not 
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believe in God. As the author himself points out in the essay "The 

Generation That Would Not Say Goodbye," they are not given a 

god to whom to anchor their faith so not to lose heart ("The 

Reaper," "Kegelban"); the paradox is that they rebel against this 

same "missing" God because of their unfortunate fate. For them, 

God has no ears, He cannot hear ("The taste of coffee simply 

cannot be determined"), they are hungry but "Grandfather Lord 

has no spoon" ("Down the long, long street"), they are alone and 

betrayed by an otherwise "non-existent" God (see 2.4 for more on 

this). 

For the unbeliever everything is permitted and can be 

justified. The soldier returning from war who kills a man to take 

a piece of bread from him does not understand why he should not 

kill. He was hungry, wasn’t he? ("Tales of an Anthology") One of 

the two snipers, who blew countless heads off of people they 

didn't know and who did nothing to them, says, "Still... It was fun 

sometimes. Yeah, it's all there. Really fun" To the other's 

understanding that God made them that way, he retorts that God 

has an excuse because he doesn't exist. And you know, they were 

commanded to shoot ("The Kegelban"). During the war, Tim 

takes the piece of pink cloth that accidentally fell out of another 

soldier's wallet and taunts him in front of everyone. (The piece of 

cloth that the other soldier carries as a talisman is from his 

fiancée's nightgown). The other soldier throws the piece away and 

is killed the next day. Tim takes the piece of cloth with him. After 

returning from the front, he tells this story to a friend and says, 

"Nonsense, of course, that's quite clear. And I know it... But it's 

funny, you know, it's funny all the same" ("Maybe He's Got a 

Pink Nightgown"). On the front, the lieutenant of the story "My 

Pale Brother" sends the non-commissioned officer Heller, whom 

he detests, to go to the nearby battalion. The lieutenant knows 

how risky this venture is, realizes it is best to go himself, Heller 

is shot, and the lieutenant stands over the dead body and gloats. 



23 
 

But, still, the sense of guilt remains, for even if one convinces 

oneself that there is no God, even if one rebels against this non-

existent God, one still has a conscience from which (s)he cannot 

escape. The snipers in the story "The Kegelban" end their 

conversation with the words: "We have done well". The soldiers 

who were commanded to set fire to the Russian village are 

haunted all their lives by the snow that turned pink from the fire 

("A Cat Frozen in the Snow"). Lieutenant Fischer sees 

everywhere 57 dead comrades and 86 dead "Ivanovs" ("The 

Longer, Longer Street"). The voices of the dead float through the 

air and give no one rest ("Voices float... through the air, through 

the night").       

The meaning of a Christian's life, his moral principles, are 

set in clear frame of reference. This in a certain sense does not 

apply to the life of the unbeliever. The meaning of life as well as 

the identity characteristics of the unbeliever can change 

dynamically, determined by various factors, which is a natural 

process if we start from the notion of identity as a dynamic rather 

than a static category. It should be noted, however, that the moral 

and ethical principles and conceptions of non-believers, their 

attitudes towards others, involve a variety of often contradictory 

life practices. If there is no God, as it is pointed out in the "Grand 

Inquisitor" chapter of Dostoevsky's novel The Brothers 

Karamazov, anything is permitted. It is permissible not to believe 

in God, but it is also permissible to blame God for everything bad 

that happens; it is permissible to commit suicide, but it is also 

permissible not to commit suicide; it is permissible to kill, but 

perhaps it is better not to kill. It is permissible to blame others as 

an excuse for one's own failures. It is allowed to turn a person into 

a puppet, but (s) he is also allowed to rebel against it. One may 

feel guilt for doing harm to another, but one must overcome and 

justify that guilt in some way, for example, through the belief that 

such were the times and society, or the desire (quite sincere) for 
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a brighter future and a better life. Or this guilt may be the result 

of some misunderstandings, fantasies. In summary - everything is 

allowed, everything can find its justification. In this sense, the 

person who does not believe in God is in a permanent identity 

crisis. His/her reference point is his/her own desires, passions, 

conceptions, moral principles, but, since these are constantly 

changing, (s)he is also changing, and at every moment (s)he seeks 

this change to vindicate her/himself. 

All these arguments are related to the discussed topic (war 

in the context of otherness) in order to foreground the difference 

in the social behavior of two cultural groups, believers and non-

believers. In this case, comparison is not aimed to qualify them, 

but to demonstrate two types of behavior, and the consequences 

arising from both types of conception of the world in the context 

of overcoming the psychological and spiritual traumas inflicted 

by war. This problem is real, especially when it comes to 

participants in the wars of the twentieth century, the Second 

World War, the Vietnam War, the various invasions to "change" 

the social system in countries of Asia and Africa in the late 

twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. As an example, we can 

point out that 80-year-old surviving Vietnam veterans are still 

healing the "wounds" of the war; many of them ended their lives 

committing suicide. The same applies to participants in modern 

military conflicts; the fate of casualties of current wars will be no 

different (this is predictable), on both sides of the "barricade".  

The feeling of guilt in Borchert's short stories does not 

lead to catharsis, repentance, or spiritual change. The guilt of the 

characters is presented rather as a psychic trauma of experienced 

or inflicted horror, which they strive to overcome. It prevents 

them from living a normal life, haunts them and deprives them of 

peace, sleep and the possibility of social interaction. For 

Borchert's characters overcoming guilt involves transferring it to 

others by seeking and finding causes and circumstances that are 
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beyond their control and that they could not resist because they 

were simply obliged to follow orders. They feel deceived and 

misled by their fathers, teachers, priests. They justify their guilt 

by the suffering they endured, by their determination to build a 

new peaceful and just world. But, experiencing no spiritual 

change, they remain subject to their passions, living in constant 

fear and uncertainty. This is exemplified in the short story "The 

Cherries," in which Borchert expresses his distrust of his father. 

Doubt arises about the unconditional love in the father-son 

relationship. 

"Now he's eating the cherries that are for me," he thought. 

- "And I have a fever...And I have a fever." 

Borchert's characters do not find an adequate solution to 

the moral and psychological problems they encounter. "The sick 

man leaned against the wall, returning to his bed. When the father 

came in with the cherries, he had buried his head deep in the 

covers" ("The Cherries"). Some people cannot bear the burden of 

deprivation and guilt and commit suicide. Others become 

marginalized, incapable of a normal life, others manage through 

primitive pragmatic thinking to fit into society. Almost all 

feverishly dream of building a future happy world, of "a new look, 

a new laugh" ("The Generation That Didn't Say Goodbye"). 

Unlike Valchev's characters, they associate hopes for the good 

life with a need for social change rather than personal spiritual 

change. The outlines of the longed-for social changes are vague, 

unclear. The messages are anti-war, imbued with understanding 

and sympathy for the other, and this sympathy bears the marks of 

"atheistic" humanism. 

The conclusion of the dissertation contains in a summary 

of the conclusions reached in completing the individual tasks in 

view of the contributory nature of the research. 
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More generally: the radically different formal and content 

systems constructed in the Borchert’s and Valchev’s war short 

stories explain to some extent what happened in Germany and 

Bulgaria before and during the war. Hitler's rise to power and the 

establishment of National Socialism in Germany were determined 

by a large number of historical, economic, political, social and 

psychological factors. But the main reason for devotion to the 

Führer was the substitution of the individual’s will and faith, in 

the broadest sense of these terms, with ideology, which is 

characteristic of all dictatorial regimes. Faith in God has been 

replaced by faith in and devotion to the Führer. Another "saint" 

without God has been found. Racist "ideals", hatred, physical and 

psychological violence, homophobia are elevated into moral duty 

- the result is the genocide of millions of "different". It is in this 

"atmosphere" that the stories told by Borchert emerge.   

Yordan Valchev says that he was drawn to the war 

narrative by the aspiration and hope for a future in a virtuous 

world in which he grew up. What in German culture is called "die 

heile Welt" (the idyll of the still foreseeable world of the 19th 

century) is missing in Borchert’s work; "die heile Welt" was 

replaced by the words "Heil Hitler" accompanying the Nazi 

salute.  The rule of Bulgaria before the Second World War can be 

described as a regime with authoritarian features, in which Tsar 

Boris III played a leading role. Of course, the political regime, 

economic and social factors, and historical legacy influenced the 

mentality of Bulgarians before the Second World War. But a 

major factor in shaping the identity of the majority of Bulgarians 

at that time was the belief in God. This was also the basis of the 

virtuous world in which Yordan Valchev grew up, literarily 

recreated in his war stories. 

The war narratives by Wolfgang Borchert and Yordan 

Valchev are a striking example of two radically different ways of 

dealing with the problem of otherness in war. Borchert attempts 
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to resolve these issues from the position of a man applying the 

principle of Enlightenment humanism - "the best religion" 

according to Lessing in “Nathan the Sage”. Yordan Vulchev 

thematizes the attitude to the other from the position of a 

believing Christian. The results of the application of humanism 

without faith in social reality are also significant - revolutions, 

wars, crises, striving for an indefinitely "bright" future, worship 

of "saints" without God, intractable moral and psychological 

problems. The understanding of one’s fellow man (whether one’s 

own or someone else's) given to us by Jesus Christ is also clear. 

Everyone has the right to free choice.  

The author's translations of previously untranslated war 

stories by Wolfgang Borchert are in the appendix to the 

dissertation. 
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REFERENCE on the study’s contribution in the 

dissertation: 

1. The dissertation is the first comparative study of 

aspects of war in the context of otherness in Wolfgang 

Borchert’s and Jordan Valchev’s war short stories (xenological 

analysis). The significance of the research is becoming more and 

more relevant in contemporary geopolitics with its focus on the 

relation to the other, although the research was started before 

24.02.22.  

2. The work includes a thorough review of the critical 

literature and gives a comprehensive presentation of the war short 

stories by Wolfgang Borchert and Jordan Valchev. The study 

could contribute to the promotion of the writers' works in the 

Bulgarian cultural space. 

3. The paper analyses the different understanding of the 

concept of humanity as enlightenment humanism, respectively as 

Christian charity in the messages by the two authors.  

4. As the most important contribution of the dissertation 

can be pointed out the accomplishment of the main goal of the 

research - the presentation of the "trench" view on the social 

phenomenon "war", namely war as a fateful catastrophe in the 

personal and communal context vs war as a panorama of heroic 

deeds and achieved national ideals. 
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