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Anthropological deficits after writing
Postsocialism
László Kürti

Writing this introduction, it dawned on me that we have been tackling the same
questions since Tamás Hofer published his ‘anthropologists and native ethnographers’ article in Current Anthropology (Hofer 1968). Hofer was 86 years old when
he died in 2016, and I am somewhat disquieted to note that according to Google
Scholar his trailblazing article has been cited a total of 77 times in the past fifty
years worldwide! If that is the case, as I am sure it is a close approximation, then
there must be something terribly wrong. Otherwise, why would we anguish over
the same questions about what anthropology is, and why it evolved so differently
from, say, the way it is practiced in the UK, or the US for that matter? What makes
us so disparate that we do not seem to make any serious dent in the anthropological Berlin Wall? Maybe we already have or never will or just it is the age-old
question again about the glass being half empty or half full. When the Teaching
and Learning Anthropology Network of EASA (TANEASA) started in the mid1990s, it was Ulf Hannerz that sounded the alarm-bell by stating that “while we
know a lot about what we do in the field, we know practically nothing about our
own scholarship inside the classroom” (Kürti 2004: x). At the same time, Peter
Skalník also embarked upon a similar venture by editing several volumes on his
own to bring the vicissitudes of East European anthropological scholarship into the
open (Skalník 2000, 2002, 2005). In the following years, several volumes appeared
discussing anthropology in various national settings. With Peter I have found
a common platform, thanks to our regular engagement in European Association
of Social Anthropologists/Association Européenne des Anthropologues Sociaux
(EASA for short) conferences, and identified key questions in our volume
Postsocialist Europe: Anthropological Perspectives from Home (Kürti and Skalník
2009). We invited contributors to Postsocialist Europe who were living and working
in East Europe, save our now late friend Christian Giordano of Switzerland who
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 5–18
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wrote the afterword. Whether we have managed to answer why anthropology
in Eastern Europe has been progressing in rudimentary often discombobulated
ways is not for me to say. I am nevertheless confident that we have provided some
definitive answers that others also raised elsewhere (Barrera-González, Heintz, and
Horolets 2017; Bošković and Hann, 2013; Cervinkova, Buchowski, and Uherek,
2015; Čapo, 2014; Geană, 1999; Giordano, 2014; Hann et al, 2007; Hann, Sárkány
and Skalník, 2005; Kockel, Nic Craith, and Frykman, 2012).
The current special issue of Cargo with contributions by six colleagues represents another complex narrative of how anthropological scholarship has been
progressing in the East. Some of the chapters may be encouraging, others may
cause some raised eyebrows. All the better, nobody is forced to read it, and we
know that truth can hurt sometimes. I heartily agree with Peter Skalník that we as
citizens living and working east of the Elbe, to use the phrase uttered many times
since the 18th century in reference to the eastern half of the German/Austrian
realm, have things in common that tie us together. And I am not referring to
globalizing concepts such as culture, language or religion but to more basic and
influential political economic determinants. The editor lists four of these, but
individual authors have many more: schizophrenia, nationalism, communism,
and the German intellectual and educational tradition (Bildung). I would only
add one more element which is the raison d’étre of this edited collection: anthropological deficit (Kürti 2008: 29). And here we arrive at the crux of the matter
that I will address here briefly.
It has been stressed earlier and I can only stress again that neither East
European anthropology nor its Western counterpart are homogeneous and
monochrome. Anthropology is composed of both systematic and edifying paradigms swinging between scientific, humanistic and aesthetic pursuits (Rapport
and Overing 2000: 248-249). We do not live in a singular and bounded existence; our experiences and scholarly world are plural and multi-faceted. Many
colleagues possess excellent personal and institutional contacts with western
institutions and scholars, some manage to participate in joint projects and even
publish profusely in the West. Others, relegated to regional knowledge parks,
publish local monographs, and remain anchored to a single research subject for
decades, are less fortunate. We are obviously different, living and working within
the purview of our post-communist legacies. That monstrous tradition carries
one important burden, the separation between the capital and regional centres.
The primacy of national capitals, for instance the Big Bs (Belgrade, Bratislava,
Bucharest, or Budapest), continues to dominate intellectual landscapes in Eastern
Europe since major research institutions, national academies and universities are
located there. No such centre-periphery conflict seems to exist in the US, or the
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UK. The universities in Washington, D.C. do not compete with those in New
York, Chicago, or California. Oxford, London, or Cambridge are no superior
intellectual centres than Edinburgh, St. Andrews or Brighton in the UK. The
East European academic hydrocephaly, to use a familiar Hungarian expression,
is both symbolic and real as it continues to determine the allocation of both
intellectual as well as monetary resources.
Living in the countryside and working in a regional university, I experience
this on a daily basis, but I am not sorry after spending considerable years in
New York and Budapest. Cities, in fact all cities, such as Cluj, Ljubljana, Szeged,
Pardubice, Banská Bystrica, or Kraków exude an aura of Genius Loci. Research
institutions and university departments there, though often these are one and the
same, publish their yearbooks or monograph series making them uniquely identifiable. Yet, and I know this from personal experience, information and funding
could be diverted by those working in capitals, and conferences or publications
from the countryside rarely, if ever, make any difference in so-called national
scholarship. Since I returned to Hungary and worked in different universities,
attended a whole range of conferences and have been involved in a variety of
research projects, my experience is that Tamás Hofer was certainly right about
one thing. East Europeans produce differently; at times we have to because our
intellectual energies are constrained and diverted for various reasons. The lack of
financial resources is mind-boggling, local hierarchies may present insurmountable obstacles to intellectual freedom, and academic politics is a dog-eat-dog world.
I often hear colleagues from the countryside uttering similar horror stories. Some
of these can actually be read in these chapters, and if the past three decades are
any indication of what the future holds, we can foresee many more narratives
of that kind.
It is axiomatic by now that the collapse of communist states transformed
Eastern European societies dramatically. Education and the sciences have not
been immune to these transformations as various left and right-wing governments fought bitter battles to gain legitimacy. Godina rightly suggests that with
all the changes that have taken place since 1990, a certain de-professionalization
characterizes sociocultural anthropology in Eastern Europe. Just how this turn
came about needs to be addressed. It is instructive to remember here briefly Chris
Hann’s involvement with Hungarian colleagues and bureaucrats during the 1970s
and how he was reminded “on toning down” his discussion of increasing social
inequalities in rural Hungary (Hann 1995: xiii). Of course, repressive regimes and
their bureaucracy work systematically and many colleagues who eagerly wrote
under the sway of Marxist-Leninist dogma even during the 1980s emerged as
proponents of openness, democracy and liberal Western capitalism in the 1990s.
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 5–18
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A related question is why many colleagues educated in related disciplines
(literature, sociology, folklore studies, etc) are doggedly determined to claim
anthropological feathers instead of remaining true to their original fields.
Moreover, critical analyses are badly needed to ascertain how ‘opportunism’
continues to hamper a healthier scholarly praxis, and how introvert disciplines
such as Hungarology (magyarságtudomány) in Hungary, Czech nationgraphy/
peoplegraphy, and peoplelogy or ethnoanthropology in Poland maintain their
institutional primacy. This is a serious matter and I have provided some examples
earlier with reference to Romanian and Hungarian scholarly animosities (Kürti
2002; for similar cases, see Halpern and Kideckel 2000).
The marginalization of Eastern and Central Europe has long been our obsession, but there are some nations more marginalized than others. Russia has been
by far the most privileged scholarly subject in anthropology, its sheer size and
population not to mention its political and economic weight warrant this to some
extent (Golomshtok, 1933; Field, 1946; Krader, 1956; more recently,
Baiburin, Kelly, and Vakhtin 2012). But who remembers the once
fashionable detour of Russian national character studies legitimated by Ruth
Benedict, Margaret Mead and Geoffrey Gorer? What we should not forget are
the classic pioneer émi-grés from the Eastern part of Europe who carved out
a well-deserved place for themselves in anthropology; Maria Czaplicka,
Bronislaw Malinowski, and Ernest Gellner immediately come to mind. The
names of Géza Róheim, Andras E. Laszlo and Georges Devereux (György Dobó)
could be also mentioned for they invented idiosyncratic versions of medical and
psychoanalytic anthropology, the former two in America, latter in France (Kürti
2012). However, to analyse the names and contributions of 20th century émigrés
from Poland, Hungary, Romania, Austria and Czechoslovakia will have to be
taken up elsewhere. It seems that scholars from the Baltic states are slowly
making their way to the international stage of anthropology. That is why
I read Vytis Ciubrinskas’ recent contribution with interest. He analyses what
influence the Singing Revolution had on the ‘Sovietized’ disciplines of ethnology
and sociocultural anthropology in Lithuania. His is a per-sonal anthropological
perspective: from the mid-1980s, when he was a doctoral student in ethnology,
until the 2010s, when he became part of the establishment as a university
professor of social and cultural anthropology. His concern is to shed light on
how cultural nationalism promoted by the Singing Revolution, with its
ancient and traditional folk culture, opposed Soviet multicultural and
international socialist culture. As Ciubrinskas argues the development within
the Lithuanian academic sphere looks promising but academic opportunism,
where institutions utilize the fashionable anthropological label to attract students,
is a cause for concern. Moreover, there is a snag in the system as a legitimate
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doctoral program in sociocultural anthropology is nowhere in sight thanks to
government bureaucracy. It seems to be a current trend, not only in Lithuania
but elsewhere in the former Soviet bloc as well, that doctoral students have two
distinct possibilities: either to enter a multidisciplinary PhD program at home, or
leave and carry out doctoral studies and defend their dissertation in sociocultural
anthropology at a European, Canadian or USA institution.
In contrast with Ciubrinskas, Alexandru Iorga begins by looking at Romanian
folkloristics and ethnography as two disciplines entrusted with collecting and
archiving national culture, a dubious and highly contested notion but mostly
understood as dealing with 19-20th century autochthonous peasant traditions.
He focuses on the interwar period by highlighting some of the interesting
developments (i.e. the unique Gusti School), but which did not produce a truly
multidisciplinary orientation. However, Iorga makes clear that the centralized
structure of Romanian ethnography and folklore, under the umbrella of the
Romanian Academy of Sciences, served only ideological interests during state
socialist time, a situation that has not changed significantly since the collapse of
communism after 1990. Although there is now a legitimate anthropological orientation within the Medical Sciences of the Romanian Academy, ethnography and
folklore exist separately within the confines of the Constantin Brăiloiu Institute
of Ethnography of the Romanian Academy section for Art, Architecture and
Audio-Visual. One wonders how such a bifurcation of disciplines, both inward
and outward looking, will manage to exist symbiotically in the future and whether
the exotic others - in the image of tradition-ridden peasant or, alternately, post-socialist labourers working in multinational companies, or even the ever-fashionable
Roma traders – will continue in the numerous publications produced more or
less for international consumption.
In a similar context, Vintilă Mihăilescu argues perceptively that Romania was
not following a different path from other East European countries – ethnography
and folkloristics both served nation-building strategies in the inter-war years and
during the decades of Romanian national communism. One of the most criticized
aspects of the period was the Song to Romania festivals (“Cîntarea României ”),
massive folkloric pageants of songs, music and dance by staged village groups
extolling progress made by the socialist state. Similarly, the Hungarian Pearly
Bouquet (Gyöngyösbokréta) festivals of the inter-war period were also an elite-led
state sponsored populist movement. However, the two were quite contradictory
to Singing Revolution as described by Ciubrinskas. Notwithstanding, Song to
Romania and Pearly Bouquet needs to be compared in detail as populist cultural
movements to highlight their actual ideological and economic consequences for
the local communities where they took root. For what Mihăilescu refers to as the
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 5–18
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scholarly idea about the existence of ‘true folklore’ attached to timeless peasant
tradition has been firmly cemented in alternative subcultures in both countries;
in addition, such idée fixe serves as an ideological justification of long-distance
cultural nationalism. In Hungary, the ‘dance-house method’ of pedagogy – teaching peasant folklore, music and dance from books, films and village elders – was
awarded by UNESCO in 2011 for the Register of Good Safeguarding Practices.
One wonders that such ’true folklore’ ever existed but to enthusiasts Béla Bartók’s
lamentation in 1907 that folk music was in its final hours has been a wake-upcall for enthusiasts ever since (Kürti 2019: 181; Malvinni 2004: 242). Inexorably
science and politics make strange bedfellows and singing and dancing revolutions
go hand in hand with recurrent economic reforms and salient political reshuffling
of governments and national elites in Eastern Europe.
Interestingly, most contributors to this special issue explicitly lament the fact
that while western, mostly French, British, and US sociocultural anthropology
has brought limited rejuvenation into national disciplines major questions and
problems have multiplied in its path. It is certain that academic disciplines are
constantly in process and, as they are, may take decades and new generations
to change. As it is, certain national schools may be more vigorous than others,
some lag behind in their application of new ideas, methods and issues. There
is not one well-trodden path in nationalizing western anthropology. Moreover,
and this has not been adequately discussed previously, influential personalities,
individual contacts matter tremendously. During the 1980s, heads of departments and institutions in East-Central Europe, and I knew few in Hungary and
Romania, adamantly believed in once-and-for-all ideas concerning their disciplinary and institutional standing. Abhorring any change, including withering
away the party-state together with their own status quo, they allowed their own
version of western theories to take root in ‘their’ ivory towers. During the 1980s,
they were often the founders of so-called ethnology departments or professional
ethnology organizations, and by so doing granted a modicum of blood transfusion
into old-school ethnography and folkloristics. By the beginning of the 1990s, the
new spectre was haunting, the spectre of sociocultural anthropology. Jumping on
the democratization band-wagon, many realized that institutional freedom and
democracy were mortgaged to the notion of establishing cultural anthropology
as the most independent, democratic and legitimate discipline. One consequence
of this was that the first generation of apprentices who managed to take over the
batons from their masters embarked upon crafting virulent forms of anthropology.
What resulted from this coarse revolution is what is aptly described in this volume.
And what exactly is this kind of anthropology? There has been considerable
confusion about this ever since its establishment in the 1990s. As is the case in
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most East European countries the label anthropology refers to physical anthropology and sociocultural anthropology slowly replace ethnology or ethnography
by borrowing methods and theory from British or French schools at best, or
at worst by introducing an amalgam of US and Western European (German,
Scandinavian) theories. Actually, a catch-all program, a disjointed sort of anthropology with a good dosage of philosophy and post-modern literary theory without
a recognizable orientation and political commitment transcending the pitfalls of
academic elitism. It is this chaotic individualism, false promise of liberal tactics
and diversity that gives most of us cause for concern. Often, departments grant
degrees in anthropology without having any faculty members trained in that
discipline or possessing diplomas in anthropology per se. The Bologna-directives
unified but at the same time confused the situation for teaching anthropology. In
Hungary one can earn diploma of “BA, cultural anthropologist”, “BA, ethnographer” or “MA, cultural anthropologist” with questionable specifications (i.e.
“visual” or “applied”). One of my acquaintances has proudly claimed: “I earned
my PhD in sociology but actually what I do is anthropology.” His connections
paved the way for him to offer courses in an anthropology department. Plus ça
change, plus c’est la même chose. Furthering the already confused state of affairs,
colleagues with PhDs from US, French or British universities are often ostracized
and side-tracked by their fellow countrymen. Branding them as deviant black
sheep is rampant and marginalization may result in radical changes in their life
strategies. More often than not, they have become more resilient as they distance
themselves from established academic hierarchy by reassuring their identities
rather than fitting into a mould determined by their peers.
Not all is lost, however. When one looks at the anthropology of Poland, the
Czech Republic, Slovenia, Romania, Hungary or Russia to mention only a few
countries, the diversity, colour and experimentations eventually do prevail. Aside
from domestic publications, recent monographs by European presses such as
LIT Verlag, Sean Kingston, Berghahn Books or Routledge amply illustrate the
growing inclusion of East European scholars in international publishing. Looking
at some of the recently published titles, one cannot but notice the preponderance
of characteristically East European topics. Titles of exotic ʻother’, Gypsy/Roma
populations, remain abundant as Hungary, Romania, Slovakia and the southern
(Balkan?) states provide plenty on this subject for some time to come (cf. van Baar
and Kóczé 2020). With so much intellectual energy and diverse policy implications, not to mention all the efforts and funding offered, the working and living
conditions of Gypsies (cigányok in Hungarian) are far from ideal. Aside from the
vocal token Roma activists in local, national and international politics and the
media, the situation of Gypsies in Hungary has been continually deteriorating.
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 5–18
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In comparison, anthropological studies of other minorities in Hungary are few
and far between. I have yet to read an anthropological monograph on Slovaks,
Greeks or Rusyns in Hungary. That is why the study by John Swanson on ethnic
Germans in Hungary is a welcome addition to remedy this hiatus (Swanson 2017).
Another hallmark of East Europeanist anthropology is peasantry, a class of
people that lost its vitality and means of production and reproduction already by
the turn of the 19-20th centuries. The Soviet system of collectivized agriculture
only added to the demise of peasant land tenure and animal husbandry. Lawrence
Krader prophesized earlier for the Soviet Union that this fundamental change
“will bring about the disappearance of the Russian peasant” (Krader, 1956: 719).
Research on this by both home-grown ethnographers and foreign-born anthropologists attest to this destruction within the Soviet orbit. While the latter managed
to detail the consequences of collectivization and contradictions of socialist state
farming, for nationalized ethnography and folkloristics “remote regions”, “moral
economies”, and “national border cultures” have remained epicentres of historical significance and mythical past (Kürti, 2001: 20-21). Consequently, villagers
and rural producers of such terrain must carry intangible/tangible heritage as
they have been singled out as primordial trustees, both producers and carriers
of ethnonational traditions. Yet, agricultural production today is a far cry from
servitude and tilling the soil with an ox-pulled hoe. Today’s aspiring farmers
do not sing folksongs and never kick up their heels dancing csárdás but enjoy
watching folkloric revival ensembles doing that. Farmers today drive four-wheel
pick-up trucks and are hopelessly tied to satellite technology, EU-subsidies and
multinational corporations producing agrochemicals (Dow, Bayer, Syngenta) and
the latest farm machinery (Deere, Kubota). Obviously, dressage or show jumping
do not compare to medieval cavalry warfare, just as present-day pottery-making
does not replicate craftsmanship of a bygone era. Peasant arts and crafts thrive
solely in Lalaland of Disneyfied tourism and national pedagogy and since I know
few colleagues who profits from such industry, I digress.
Mutatis mutandis and true to anthropology’s diverse orientation, there are
more up-to-date subjects anchored to1989-1990 and the post-socialist quagmire
that followed the collapse of the Berlin Wall. Fashionable topics abound today
across the post-socialist landscape uniting us in a mutually inclusive cross-disciplinary framework: urban restructuring to replace dreary housing complexes,
the massive flux of people into new religious organizations and political parties,
rising unemployment and poverty from the closings of state firms, or alternately
celebrating the creation of a new working class facilitated by the ever increasing presence of multinational corporations from the Baltics to the Balkans. Still
more engaging studies have been connected to specific national events that
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determine anthropological scholarly output as has been the case, for instance,
with the Balkan War (see for example, Halpern and Kideckel 2000; Kirin and
Povrzanović, 1996).
Are we East Europeans unique among anthropologists? We are I would argue,
but we are not united. Are there commonalities to our enterprises in Belgrade,
Budapest, Vilnius, Bucharest, Moscow or Prague? I would argue that our commonality stems from the experience of the recent socio-economic upheaval and
the diverse knowledge of “really-existing” socialisms. Names and labels are often
misleading writes Sokolovskiy, a colleague from Moscow, and it is true that our
fieldwork experiences are multifarious and salient. Since fieldwork is space and
time specific, locations visited at various intervals add to the enrichment of our
knowledge of sociocultural change. Those of us with long-term fieldwork hindsight are well aware that revisiting families and informants befriended in previous
research will alter our ideas contributing to a more stereoscopic vision both of
anthropology and Eastern Europe.
The velvet revolution brought the collapse of the Soviet empire in Czechoslovakia,
East Germany, and Hungary, elsewhere this resulted in blood-baths (Romania,
Yugoslavia), bringing unprecedented changes into the lives of millions across the
Eurasian continent. Was that more of a significant socio-economic and demographic upheaval than, say, the Neolithic revolution, or the mayhem caused by
the bubonic plague? More specific and perhaps tragic because we experienced its
immediate side-effects but not anymore compelling. Velvet revolutions are ongoing facets of human existence just as wars. Actually, the names of Lech Wałęsa
and Václav Havel can be suggested as comrades in arms with Nelson Mandela,
who equally was the man of the times in bringing a relatively peaceful end to
South African apartheid. More often than not, the Prague Spring can be seen
as common experiences in various disguises all over the world. Similarly, the
destruction of the symbols and signs of previous rulers and regimes are natural
reactions to suffering, injustices and collective adrenalin. The damnatio memoriae,
or condemnation of memory, caught up with Saddam Hussein in Baghdad in
2003, but such occurrences took place in 1956 in Budapest, when Joseph Stalin’s
monument was pulled down by enraged citizens, and in 1871 when the bronze
statue of Napoleon I was dismantled actually on the spot where the monument of
Henry IV had previously stood. And the list could go on and on but the truth is
that statues will be defaced and destroyed just as new ones, some even uglier than
their predecessors’ will take their place. Changing street names to deny previous
histories has occurred almost everywhere in the former East bloc.
Skalník’s argument for East European anthropology’s “schizophrenic character” might be a bit harsh but it is to the point. Focussing on the internal others
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 5–18
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(i.e. Gypsies and Jews) often serve exoticizing projects for preserving majority
ideology in nation-state contestations. But such split mentality has, we must
admit, been part and parcel of western anthropologies as well. Remarkably, in
the East European setting such a demarcation seems to survive after the third
decade of the 21st century. Even in Russia, as Sokolovskiy describes, split-scenario
anthropology favours majoritarian nation-state construction. What happened,
for instance, in Austrian and German anthropology – a complete make-over
and critical reflection of national disciplines (Khittel, Plankensteiner and SixHohenbalken, 2004) – has not, we must admit, taken place in Eastern Europe.
Well, what about joining forces? Are these diverse strands and disciplinary
directions, ranging in scope as described by Sokolovskiy in Russia, Iorga and
Mihăilescu in Romania, or Ciubrinskas in Lithuania and Skalník in the Czech/
Slovak Republics, be put to good use, to mount a unified face and programme?
Or, can we thwart dilettantism and regurgitation of superficial, tribe-hopping
tales telling coupled with celebrations of folkloristic revivals embedded in East
European nationalistic disciplines? In Godina’s view the answer to these questions
is simple. In her analysis, she sees possibilities and flexibilities in the discipline.
While she recognizes the difficulties across the post-socialist states, she argues
that the future of sociocultural anthropology, in fact social sciences as a whole,
lies in the “productive cooperation” among anthropologists working in western
and eastern traditions.
Not only Godina, Peter Skalník and myself have been somewhat optimistic
about the direction anthropology might take in countries burdened with the legacy of socialist Volkskunde/Völkerkunde dichotomy. In light of the development
in Eastern Europe since publishing Postsocialist Europe in 2009, however, the
picture of anthropology, both as a university discipline and a more encompassing
research agenda outside academia, is far from rosy. While there are signs suggesting a departure from previous navel gazing, some aspects derail the development
of an up-to-date and internationally acceptable anthropology. Not only in states as
described by my colleagues in this issue of Cargo but also in Hungary we find cases
bordering on the ridiculous. Let me continue the example cited by Peter Skalník.
In the university ranking full professorship is achieved through a nomination-selection procedure. Candidates, already with a German-type of habilitation, may
be nominated by their universities to the Hungarian Accreditation Committee
(MAB). That body established stringent criteria asking for number of publications,
years of teaching and so on; some already speak of the anthropological citation
impact h-index (Hirsch-index)! The whole system is subverted by the Soviet system known as ‘academic doctor’, a title granted by the Hungarian Academy of
Sciences. The two types of institutionalization – universities and the Academy
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of Sciences – are separate on the surface but, in reality, obtaining the academy’s
doctorate is a sure ticket to university professorship. As Peter Skalník describes
the situation in Poland, the Czech and Slovak Republics, the two doctorate-system competes side-by-side in Hungary as well; one granted by the Academy of
Sciences, the other by the Ministry (the nominee receives his or her diploma
directly from the President of the Republic). Promotion to an academic doctorate
is standardized but highly constrained by criteria decided by a privileged board
composed of ‘academic doctors’ of each discipline. And we have come full circle
now: who and with what diploma sits on these boards? Perhaps this is easier
to see and understand if I offer an example. One colleague in his sixties at my
university was rejected for promotion to professorship by the MAB. In the same
department his junior colleague managed to earn the ‘academic doctor’ title and
consequently was promoted to professorship by the university. What this illustrates is the half-hearted attempt to dismantle the Soviet system of institutions
as the Hungarian academic doctorate remains the tabooed golden calf.
The final point I wish to make relates to the question of what this all means
and, perhaps more poignantly, what will happen from now on? And this is where
anthropologists should aim to solidify their deserved place in the frictious hierarchy of scientific endeavours both at home and internationally. As anthropologists,
we have the intellectual know-how to contest and challenge prevailing notions of
power, equality and the redistribution of resources. I am not naive in thinking
that anthropology has a magic wand to solve global problems but I know that
possibilities emerge from time to time to make our voices heard. After all, someone will have to explain the meaning and significance of the social and political
engineering taking place around us. As I write this introduction to a volume
following our work published more than a decade ago (Kürti and Skalník 2009),
we are witnessing intolerable processes on the world stage. US president Trump
has offered a peace plan (“Peace to Prosperity: A Vision to Improve the Lives
of the Palestinian and Israeli People” ) that actually ignited mass protests and
waves of violence in Gaza and the West Bank. Following Brexit and the closure
of the Honda and BMW factories in addition to branch liquidation by HSBC
and Barclays, citizens of Great Britain and Northern Ireland may just wonder if
their country is really that ‘great’ anymore. In Germany killing-sprees seem to
be the order of the day as far-right shooting has increased five-fold since 2012
(more recently in Halle and Hanau). In Poland and Hungary, illiberal copy-cat
governments nationalize and privatize feverishly everything at will. Romanians
and Poles have voted with their feet as millions seek betterment for themselves
and their families in Western Europe. As Hungary continues to ward off Arab
and Asian migrants by erecting walls along its southern border and passing laws
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 5–18
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restricting naturalization and working permits, France, Great Britain, Sweden
and Italy have been transformed from nations of emigration ending after WWI to
nations of immigration following WWII and onwards. These massive population
movements will have serious repercussions on the demographics of the aging and
shrinking European local populations. And to top all that experts now agree that
Coronavirus (COVID-19) has grown to epic proportion requiring exceptional
measures globally. Evidently, we are stranded on this earth (for the time being
at least), so we will have to seriously rethink our anthropological deficits, narrow
agendas and selective commitments.
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Singing Revolution Embraced Disciplines:
Identity Politics vis-a-vis Ethnology
and Anthropology
Vytis Ciubrinskas
Abstract: The ethno-cultural nationalism and (re)Westernization featured in the
post-communist change of the Baltic States are reflected in the (re)establishment
of the disciplines of national ethnology and social and cultural anthropology. This
paper seeks to unpack the influence of the Singing Revolution – an analogue of the
Velvet Revolution and other echoes of the Berlin Wall’s fall in the late 1980s – the
embrace of national identity politics on the educational and research strategies of
these two disciplines using the case of Lithuania. It suggests that national ethnology became a strategic field of political importance due to its expertise in ‘revealing
the nation’s original character’ and ‘cultural tradition’, nowadays still largely
framed by “Lithuanian studies”, the state prioritized field of research vulnerable
to methodological nationalism. Social and cultural anthropology arrived as a novelty resisting methodological nationalism and deconstructing ethno-nationalist
research strategies and was met as Westernization or an ‘American concoction’.
It faced difficulties of its recognition as a separate field of studies among ‘big
brother’ disciplines of history, national ethnology, or sociology.
Keywords: national ethnology, social and cultural anthropology, methodological
nationalism, identity politics, ethnic culture, Lithuania
The Singing Revolution is a nickname for the revolution that dismantled the communist regime in the Baltic States at the end of the 1980s. According to Guntis
Smidchens, it was a newly adopted form of a hundred-year-old tradition of mass
singing which had been performed during the National Folk Song Festival regularly organized in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania since the end of the nineteenth
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century (Smidchens 2007, 2014). The Singing Revolution was backed by a mass
interest in folklore which had already spread throughout Eastern Europe in the
1970s and the 1980s (ibid.). Many folklore ensembles, clubs, and local history
study clubs were founded as a result of the wave of neo-Romantic nationalism
enabled by Stalin’s death and Khrushchev’s reforms in the 1960s. Developing an
interest in performing ‘authentic’ folklore with intense interest in the ‘ancient
culture of the Baltic tribes’, along with recently appearing neo-pagan movements,
they became hugely popular in the 1970s and early 1980s (Ciubrinskas 2000;
Strmiska 2005; Smidchens 2014).
The ethnic-cultural nationalism, along with the (re)Westernization of these
Sovietized societies, are the two main aspects of the post-communist change
which were also reflected in the (re)establishment of the disciplines of national ethnology*1 and social and cultural anthropology in the Baltic States. This paper seeks
to unpack the influence of the Singing Revolution and its embrace of national
identity politics on the educational and research strategies of these two disciplines
using the case of Lithuania. The study is based on the author’s experience of being
a participant in the activities of Lithuanian research institutes and universities
during the period of change beginning in the mid-1980s, through his days as
a doctoral student in ethnology, ending with his appointment as a university
professor of social and cultural anthropology in the early 2010s.

Introduction
The constant epistemological focus of ethnology and social and cultural anthropology (characterized in Central and Eastern Europe by the ‘division of labor’
between ‘national ethnography’ and an anthropological understanding of ethnography: cf. Hofer 1968; Skalník 2002, Hann 2007) is in the category of ‘culture’
in relation to that of the ‘nation’. This is an appropriate point of departure in
studying the disciplinary transformations and theoretical and methodological
tensions that have constantly reappeared in this disciplinary field. In sociocultural anthropology, it was realized long ago that attempts to define ‘culture’ are
framed politically (Abu-Lughod 1991; Gupta, Ferguson 1992; Sahlins 1999; Fox
and King 2002), and can quite easily be interpreted as quests for cultural identity
in what is a global process (Friedman 1996). It is also assumed that ‘culture’ is
needed for analytical purposes, even if it ‘does not exist’ (de Munck 2004), due
1
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The term national ethnology is used here to emphasize that the discipline of ethnology
is meant in the sense of European Ethnology. It is historically rooted in the discipline of
Volkskunde and nowadays developed into European Ethnology, used (in Germany) interchangeably with the Empirical Cultural Studies (Empirische Kulturwissenschaft).
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to anthropology being the discipline which claims ‘culture’ as its central concept
(Fox 1999: i, cited from de Munck 2004: 34).
The opposing concepts of this extremely essentialist notions of ‘culture’ as ‘our
own culture’ and the understanding of the discipline of ethnology as consisting of
‘ethnic culture’ studies are still influential in Lithuania to this day (cf. Vaiskunas
2013). This ethnicized understanding of ‘culture’ as the subject matter of ethnology paves the way for methodological nationalism and is thoroughly grounded
in the identity politics provided by the Singing Revolution.

1. Singing Revolution as cultural revivalism and the forging
of ‘ancient-traditional-authentic’ culture
The Singing Revolution as a social movement for national independence of the
Baltic peoples could be portrayed as a cultural revivalist movement ‘for national
culture’ similar to those in Central and Eastern Europe known as ‘the spring
of nations’ and the ‘nation-building’ movements of the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries (Ciubrinskas 2000). Such cultural revivalism as a politics
of (national) culture makes fundamental ‘the culture’ in relation to ‘the nation’
particularly with reference to its past. Different periods of national history are
accorded different values, and the ‘ancient past’– the medieval ages of the Baltic
tribes along with the period of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania – came to be known
as the heroic ‘history of the forefathers’ as the ‘genuine past’ of the Lithuanian
nation. This was prioritized over the ‘syncretic’ periods of the Poland-Lithuania
Commonwealth of the 16th to 18th centuries and the periods of Russian and
Soviet oppression in the 19th and 20th centuries.
The Singing Revolution revivalists’ politics of Lithuania’s national past
were focused on reviving ‘the culture’ purified of anything foreign by finding
a new ascription for the national identity that was jeopardized by the atheism
and Russian culture imposed by the Soviet regime. Their claims in favor of
a ‘Lithuanian traditional folk culture,’ the ‘ancient Lithuanian language,’ along
with the Catholic religion came to be ascribed as distinct markers of ‘nationness’ and an alternative to the ‘Sovietized’ Lithuanian culture and its extremely
unpopular character of homo sovieticus (Kuznecoviene 2007). In this way, the
revivalists forged an image of the ‘ancient Baltic’ and ‘traditional folk’ as normative categories of what ‘Lithuanian culture’ means opposed to the ‘fake culture’
of the Soviet-Lithuanian cluster within Soviet ‘multiculturalism’. This ascription
to the ‘traditional’ and ‘ancient’ reinforced the symbolic power of the reference
to ‘authenticity’ in pre-Soviet Lithuania by marking a methodological distinction
from the Soviet manipulation of the term ‘culture’.
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a) Ethnification of (national) culture
In the revivalist understanding of ‘culture’, it was assumed to be a territorial
entity ‘rooted’ in ‘ethnographic territories’. As a result, the term ‘ethnographic’
became politically charged, a word used to mark a cultural distinctiveness and
belonging to distinct ‘cultural areas’. This cultural particularism was at the core
of the cultural nationalism promoted by the Singing Revolution, where nationhood and the national culture was framed as doubly rooted, both territorially
(as ‘ethnographic’), and temporally, as belonging to the ‘ancient past’ and the
‘traditional folk’.
Specifically, this signalled not only the ethnification of the ‘national’ and cultural fundamentalism of the building of the nation-state in the post-colonial
(Rapport 2006: 192) and post-communist era, it was also in agreement with the
fragmentation of the ‘global’. The ‘architects’ of Lithuania’s post-Soviet society
tried to (re)build the Lithuanian nation state by opening it to Western political
culture, modernization and globalization, but the ‘turn to roots’, i.e. fragmentation, superseded.
Jonathan Freedman, an anthropologist of globalization, meticulously describes
practices of global fragmentation. In his view globalization, characterized by the
decentralization of capital accumulation and the decline of modernity, produces
fragmentation (Friedman 2002, 2004). ‘In this decline, there is a turn to roots,
[and] to ethnicity... [and it provides] the basis for cultural politics and political
fragmentation’ (Friedman 2002: 295). Fragmentation, according to Friedman,
takes such forms as indigenization, the ethnification of the nation state, regionalism, and immigrant ethnification (idem.: 295–297). In this perspective, the
ethnification of cultural politics of identity can be seen as an outcome of global
fragmentation, in other words, fragmentation of monarchies, colonial and totalitarian states, and later of nation states, which constructed homogenizing identities
as standing entities (Geertz 1994). So in our case this understanding of ethnification can be assumed as the fragmentation of institutionalized identities of the
Soviet totalitarian establishment which was central to understanding of what was
happening with the revival of the national culture in Lithuania already starting
with Perestroika in the mid of 1980s.
b) ‘Ethnic culture’ institutionalized
Beginning the mid-1980s, the period of Perestroika-the notion of an ‘ethnic culture-had become central to discourses on the ‘Lithuanian tradition’, as well as
a key marker and a resource in the competition over recognition of the renewed
nation state and its national culture. After Lithuania regained its independence as
a nation state in 1990, this ‘ethnification’ of the ‘national’ continue, even becoming
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institutionalized when the Lithuanian Parliament’s Council for the Protection of
Ethnic Culture was founded in 2000 as a follow up to ‘the Law on the Principles
of State Protection of Ethnic Culture’, passed in 1999 (Law of 1999). At that time,
institutions of ‘ethnic culture’ were mushrooming throughout the country.
As Friedman suggested, processes of ethnification take the form of nation
states turning ‘fellow nationals’ into ‘ethnics’ at home, as well as abroad in the
diaspora. Ethnification occurs because of how ‘nativism’ and ‘culture’ are categorized. This was shown by the Law on the Principles of State Protection of Ethnic
Culture (Law of 1999), in which the heritage culture of the ethnic majority was
voiced and singled out at the expense of the silenced ‘ethnic cultures’ of ethnic
minorities. Here the ‘ethnic culture’ is seen as both inherited as ‘passed from
generation to generation’ as well as a living body that is continually changing by
being ‘constantly renewed’ (ibid.). Thus the term ‘culture’ is portrayed as a set of
ethno-national ‘cultural properties, created by the entire nation (ethnos)’ (ibid.).
Both terms, nation and ethnicity (ethnos), when used together, fit well in the
classic Herderian understanding of the nation as folk but here, the dimension of
the folk was changed into ethnicity, recalling the stateless situation of Lithuanians
during the communist period. In reality, this singled out one culture of an entire
nation due to the majoritarian conceptualization of the ‘ethnic culture’ monopolized particular cultural resources, that is, the local cultures of Lithuanian
ethnographic regions, which had come to be seen as parts of the Lithuanian
ethnic culture (cf. Law of 1999).
Through this judicial act, the national cultural heritage and tradition came
to be defined and legitimized as ‘ethnic culture’ (in the singular). Thus, in the
ethnic-national sense, the ‘Lithuanian heritage’ was assumed to be both ethnically Lithuanian and nationally Lithuanian by definition. The stress in the
Law on ‘the uniqueness of the ethnic language’ (ibid.) and the ‘uniqueness of
ethnographic regions’ (ibid.) as ‘the essence of national existence’ (ibid.) appears
as a categorization of nativism which left no room in Lithuania for minority
cultures-such as Polish or Jewish (Yiddish)-to prove themselves as ‘unique’ and
ethnographically rooted.
Thus in this way, the notion of ‘ethnic culture’ became a model for the normative understanding of ‘tradition’, ‘heritage’ and even ‘national culture’, as was
made particularly explicit in public discourses about ‘true’ Lithuanian identity.

c) Label of ‘ethnic culture’ studies: ethnification of Lithuanian ethnology
The category of ethnic culture was introduced as a scholarly term in Lithuanian
ethnology in 1989 and defined, at least in the narrow sense of the term, as a synonym with the terms ‘folk culture’ or ‘traditional culture’(Kalnius 2011: 75).
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During that time, the entire field of ‘Lithuanian traditional folk culture’ studies
came to be labelled ‘ethnic culture studies’, while the disciplines of ethnology
and folklore studies were recognized as strategic for national identity politics.
Eventually, the disciplines of the Lithuanian language, Lithuanian literature, and
Lithuanian history also were reinforced by their role as ‘cornerstones of identity’
and were regarded as the most resourceful disciplines in Lithuanian studies. This
was an outcome of Zeitgeist of the late 1980s and early 1990s, during and just
after the Singing Revolution.
Accordingly, Zeitgeist ethnologists and folklorists of the period were expected
to act as academic experts in defining ‘authentic’ Lithuanian culture against
what was considered as sovietized or face culture. This also meant playing a key
epistemological and methodological role in handling Lithuanian studies. It was
a time in which ethnologists and folklorists, along with other Lithuanian studies professionals – historians, linguists, and literature specialists – began to
‘act publicly’, and there were many offers from the increasingly free media to
write an article or speak out on issues surrounding the vogue term Lithuanian
ethnic culture, instead of ‘traditional culture’. This new label came to be used
for branding the idea of a ‘core nationhood’, in other words, rooted in ancient
Lithuanian mythology, rituals, symbols, and traditions, and to be singled out
as genuine ethnic.
Actually such ethnification of culture was already used in the period of the
First Lithuanian Republic of 1918-40, also gaining further usage during the
Soviet period in the disciplinary field of Soviet ethnography. During the interwar period national ethnography or ‘national ethnology’ first became established
as a field of studies in the country at the Department of Ethnica (Etnikos katedra) at Vytautas Magnus University in 1934 (Ciubrinskas 2001). It appeared
there as a version of Volkskunde by predominantly using cultural-historical paradigm (Kulturgeschichte), descriptivism and ‘culture collecting’ (for archives and
museums) along with ‘salvage ethnography’ (Gellner 1996: 115–6). Next was the
ethnification of Lithuanian ethnology during the Soviet period which was heavily
grounded in the ‘theory of ethnos’ of the Soviet ethnographer Yulian Bromley
who was extremely influential throughout the 1980s. Thus the post-Soviet focus
on ‘ethnos’ could be regarded as just a continuation of the Soviet Russian ethnography school of thought. Here studies of groups of people were seen through
the category of ‘ethnicity’ as a major systemic marker, expecting to deal with
humanity by making it an ethnic categorization, even approaching whole nations
as entities of ‘ethnos’ (Bondarenko and Korotayev 2003).
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2. (Re)Westernization of academia: anthropology popping up in 1990
By paving the way for the adoption of ‘Western standards,’ The Singing Revolution
also ushered in an ‘opening up to the West’. In higher education this meant primarily the appearance of ‘new’ fields and disciplines. Such disciplines, ‘unknown’
in the Soviet period, as political science, religious studies, and social and cultural
anthropology were welcomed in the academies of the new nation states. Teaching
the ‘new’ disciplines formed part of the (re)Westernization of totalitarian societies brought mostly to Lithuania in the form of social remittances from fellow
nationals, expatriates in the West, mainly in North America, where the main
wave of refugees from the Baltic States, who had fled communism, moved to in
the late 1940s. They were now expected to return from the diaspora in a philanthropic spirit. The ‘rebuilding of education’ in the wake of the ending of Soviet
rule can be seen as an element of diaspora identity politics that was ‘transplanted
back’ to the homeland (Ciubrinskas 2018). This is not surprising, since the forced
migrants of the generation of the Displaced Persons’ Camps (DP) took education
especially seriously. Already in the DP camps in Germany, they had managed to
establish a Lithuanian high school in Spakenberg-Geesthacht, later relocated to
Hüttenfeld, as well as a Baltic University in Pinneberg, near Hamburg (Tumosiene
1995: 7). Later, a complete network of Lithuanian Saturday schools was established
in the U.S. In 1989, months before the fall of the Berlin Wall, the re-launch of
Vytautas Magnus University (VMU) in Kaunas, which had been closed in the
early 1950s by Stalin, stood as a remarkable example of the philanthropic efforts
of returning emigrants. The VMU’s reopening was representative of the results
of diaspora economic and social remittances sent to and brought back to the
homeland (Ciubrinskas 2018).
VMU, formed as the first such institution in the country to be independent
of Soviet authority, became a prime example of how the importation of Western
standards challenged the whole of the Lithuanian education system and the totalitarian state at the tail end of the Soviet era. VMU’s first two presidents were
Lithuanian-Americans who set up a system along the North American line. That
meant a strong ‘Anglo-Saxon’ emphasis with English as the language of tuition, an
open attitude towards foreign academic staff based on a flexible system designed
to accommodate visiting professors (Vastokas 2005), as well as adherence to the
principle of liberal arts (Artes Liberales). VMU became known as a ‘Lithuanian
diaspora University”, the first autonomous university in the whole of the Soviet
Union at that time, and certainly open to novelties.
The best example of such novelties was the establishment of cultural anthropolog y and the Department of Anthropology, launched in 1990, based on
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American four-field anthropology, and led by Lithuanian-American professors.
It was a ‘product of Westernization’ which came to the country as studies of the
global human condition in comparative perspectives, ‘untouched by Marxism or
nationalism’ (Buchowski 2004:10).
The field of anthropology at the ‘diaspora University’ was greatly appreciated
by students, even attracting students from Latvia, despite this, anthropology
succeeded in acquiring its own department, and no anthropology study program
was developed. And in less than three years, of those wanting to study the subject
of anthropology, the program was divided between ‘Lithuanian ethnic culture’
studies and anthropology, the so-called ‘American concoction’ (Vastokas 2005).
Obviously, in this, priority was given to a ‘national ethnology’, which by 1993 had
already taken over anthropology through the efforts of the local ethnologists and
folklorists – ‘ethnic culture’ specialists. In the same year, instead of anthropology,
the Department of Ethnology and Folklore Studies was established. (Anglickiene
and Senvaityte 2001). Such ‘restructuring’ was a victory of the academic politics, which was again, guided by the Zeitgeist of ethnic nationalism dominant
post-Singing revolution period well illustrated by the statement of the one of
folklore professors:‘We don’t need to be taught about Africa: there is an urgent
need to learn about our traditions instead. Even more so, we should learn more
about our traditions because they are dying and the former Soviet regime was
not in favor of studying it’ (Sauka 1999).
Such a position was perfect grounds for the field of national ethnology to stay
in its Volkskundian shape; which stayed that way for a while, eventually undergoing significant changes.

3. Lithuanian ethnology: change of label and paradigm
Since the 1990s, heavily influenced by the Singing Revolution’s identity politics
of ethnification and carrying the label of ‘ethnic culture studies’, the field of ethnology continued with ‘patriotism,’ a strategy inherited from the Soviet period.
The ethnologists of the main ethnologic institution in the country – Department
of Ethnography of the Institute of History of Academy of Sciences of Lithuanian
SSR – were implicitly keeping the continuity of interwar ethnographic scholarly
tradition (Čepaitiene-2016:172).
The same ‘continuation’ happened at VMU – the only university in the country
which already since the 1990s, started offering the BA and MA study programs
in ethnology (‘ethnic culture’) and the PhD program in ethnology. Initially,
the previously mentioned Department of Ethnology and Folklore intended to
continue the paradigmatic tradition of ethnic studies of interwar period VMU

26

Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 19–36

Vy t i s C iu b r i n s k a s

(Apanavicius 2009, from Čepaitiene 2016:17) given at the Department of Ethnica.
In its curriculum were a significant selection of courses on ‘ethnic culture’ but
also including subjects in anthropology, i.e. introduction to physical and cultural
anthropology, world cultures, culture and personality etc., that was absent from
the curriculum of the Department of Anthropology. By the end of 2000s most
anthropology subjects became replaced with subjects in history, medieval studies, modern philosophy, political and social theories, semiotics, cultural theory
and cultural studies; direction towards the field of cultural studies became clear.
They considered supplementing the ethnological studies with the subjects from
anthropology, cultural studies, history, sociology, and religious studies established
more possibilities for the field (Apanavičius 2009 from Cepaitiene 2016: 173). But
in reality, it became a sort of bricolage, in 2012, ending with a changing of the
title of the department into the Department of Cultural Studies and Ethnology
by approving the label of cultural studies.
Change of label was even more visible on the usage of ‘anthropology’ which
impacted the former ethnological and ethnographic institutions of the former
communist Central Eastern European region: they started to change their
names into departments of ethnology and cultural anthropology. Folklorists and
ethnographers gave up their identities overnight and began to call themselves
‘anthropologists’ (Godina 2002: 13). The new label recognized the fact that
anthropology, as of late, became fashionable along with other trends in Western
scholarship and had been adopted in Central and Eastern Europe throughout the
post-socialist period of change as ‘products of the West’. In Lithuania, in 2016, the
leading institution of ethnological research at the Lithuanian Institute of History
changed its name to the Department of Ethnology and Anthropology. According
to Peter Skalník, it could be considered ‘late opportunism,’ comparable to the
name change in the Slovak Academy of Sciences – Department of Ethnology and
Social Anthropology (Skalnik 2016).
Paradigm shifts occurred as well. First coming with a rethinking of historicism
and ‘tradition’ as main paradigms. On one hand, methodology of historicism
still appears to be the most popular methodology among the Lithuanian ethnologists as ‘historical-comparative analysis is the most broadly used’ in dealing
with ‘local history studies’ and in revealing the ‘localism of ethnic culture’
(Savoniakaite 2011: 131).). Here the paradigm of ‘culture’ is included in the package
of ‘culture-as-tradition’ by using an old paradigm of ‘culture’ as a bounded and
transmitted (transmit-able) tradition, which is still regarded as valid in contemporary research. On the other hand, attempts were made to add a synchronic
perspective to diachronic analysis. Zilvytis Saknys, in his introduction to the
first volume of the Atlas of Customs (where the paradigm of ‘area studies’ and
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the cartography of cultural patterns is the focus), emphasizes that previous areabased research – for example, in the Baltic Ethnographic Atlases of the mid-1980s
– ‘diachronic culture expression’ prevailed. While in the new program of ‘the
Lithuanian Atlas of Ethnic Culture: Customs’, for the first time in Lithuania,
analyses of local patterns of culture were conducted using a synchronic perspective in approaching present-day cultural representations (Saknys 2007: 12).
The paradigm of ‘tradition’ was beginning to be replaced by ‘identity’ in
research on patterns of regional and local belonging, particularly in Lithuanian
minority studies abroad (cf. Merkiene et al. 2005). In this sense, ‘tradition’ is
approached from the ‘identity’ perspective, while ‘ethno-cultural identity is understood as a continuity of cultural patterns, including innovations’ (Merkiene and
Savoniakaite 1999). In this way, ‘identity’ is conceptualized as something ascribed,
which, according to Clifford Geertz, can be assumed to be a ‘primordial loyalty’
(Geertz 1994). According to this concept, local life worlds are seen as shaped by
long-term social relationships, while notions of belonging and identity practices
are experienced as a ‘natural’ extension of the past into the present.
According to David Sutton, a specialist in the anthropology of Europe who
did two decades of research on the Greek islands, this extension of the past
by ‘preserving tradition has become an increasingly private affair as existential
memory practices’ (Sutton 2009). One might add that handling ‘tradition’, by
contrast, remains a public and political affair and, as pointed out earlier, the
legitimization of ‘tradition’ in contemporary post-communist Lithuania was
repackaged as ‘ethnic culture’ and institutionalized as intangible heritage and
a ‘living tradition’. As the Law on Ethnic Culture Protection states, ‘the living
tradition of ethnic culture is the transmission of inherited national culture, its
creation and renewal’ (Law of 1999).
While some Lithuanian ethnologists, eager to study ’traditionalization’ and
detraditionalization as a paradigm and reworking of ‘tradition’ goes along with
questioning of its recognition it is not always clear whether they are taking it
from a positivist or a constructivist perspective.

4. Anthropology in Lithuania: complicated academic establishment
and developments
During the first try, in the early 1990s, the establishment of anthropology in
Lithuania heavily depended on diaspora professors (many of whom have stayed
at VMU only temporarily), and even more so on post-Singing Revolution curriculum development politics. The second try to establish anthropology was at
Vilnius University and faced the same challenges.
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Starting in the mid of 1990s, where an introductory course in social anthropology was given at the School of History (Faculty of History) for the history and
archaeology program students (taught by the author), VMU grew, reaching six
anthropology courses by the end of 1990s. The co-operation with social anthropologists at Lund and Copenhagen universities, student and professors’ exchange
programs, and the first Nordic-Baltic school of anthropology for research students, organized in 1996, made a considerable impact on the development of the
discipline, even contributing to the ‘anthropologization’ of ethnology, history
and political science graduate students and young researchers on a large scale
(Ciubrinskas 2015, Cepaitiene 2016). Unfortunately, after a few years, beginning in
2000, the field of anthropology was accused of ‘competing’ with the field of history
by attracting an increasing number of students, with the dean of the School of
History deciding to drastically reduce the number of courses in anthropology. This
serves as another example of academically political ‘manipulation’ of the field of
anthropology. The BA Program in Cultural History and Anthropology, launched
at the School of History in 2001, by taking the label of ‘anthropology,’ attempted
to attract increased enrollment for its history studies. The program is situated in
the academic category of history but uses the label of ‘anthropology’ by offering
only one or two introductory courses in social anthropology. Currently three
anthropologists-with PhDs in anthropology from UK and USA universities-work
at Vilnius University, teaching introductory courses in social anthropology for
history, psychology, and Asian studies. Actually, the number of anthropology
courses is growing again but the future of the field remains unpredictable.
The third try to develop anthropology in Lithuania occurred in 2004, again at
VMU. This attempt was the first Masters’ Program in Social Anthropology in the
Baltic States-which follows the ‘British-Scandinavian model’ of social anthropology-launched at the Department of Sociology, remains the only program of its kind
in the country. The Masters’ Program developed its focus considering there were no
national models of social or cultural anthropology academic programs any Central
Eastern European postsocialist countries and the discipline in some universities
in the region, for example, the Central European University in Budapest and the
University of Krakow, anthropology, are modelled in a disciplinary relationship
with sociology. Much later, in 2015, another program – the BA in Sociology and
Anthropology – was developed in close parallel. Placed in the field of sociology the
degree program and could be easily labeled as ‘sociologization’ of anthropology (cf.
Cepaitiene 2016). Nevertheless, the program offers six to seven obligatory courses
in social anthropology and could be seen almost as a double degree program.
The Master’s Program in Social Anthropology started in Kaunas with three
university professors having PhD in anthropology; one from Lund University
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(Sweden), the other from University of British Columbia (Canada), the last
with a PhD in ethnology from Vilnius University. Later, they were joined by
two visiting professors, one with a PhD in anthropology from the University
of California, the other from the University of Marburg (Germany). In 2010
the Program received international recognition through its American partnership. The Southern Illinois University (SIU) Certificate program: Intercultural
Understanding, taught by visiting faculty from the SIU became part of the degree
with the SIU Certificate issued alongside the VMU Master’s Diploma.
Thematic focus of the Program has been put on transnational mobility, contested cultural practices of inclusion and exclusion, and the state transformation.
The anthropology of postsocialism, with a regional emphasis on Eastern Europe,
stood here as a prime example of the Singing revolution’s impact on societies having
undergone rapid social change and crisis over recent decades, from socialism to
post-socialism with ethnic nationalism and eventually to neoliberalism and austerity.
The Program was a ‘post-socialist novelty’ clearly separated by the disciplinary
line from ‘ethnic culture’ or cultural studies in the shape of national ethnology.
This seems palpable when teaching ‘social change’ through the lens of anthropology of socialism and postsocialism. It challenges methodological nationalism by
tackling the categories of ‘uncertainty’, ‘politics of memory’, ‘emotion of nostalgia’
etc. All this helped students to confront reification of culture, its essencialization
and ethnification as ‘past’ seen here as constructed, with the definition of ‘national
culture’ appearing as a good example of many reifications of culture.
One of the strategic focuses in Lithuanian anthropology in general is on
political anthropology and post-communism studies. Here research is mainly
carried out in the form of doctoral dissertation projects by conducting ethnographic fieldwork in Lithuania and other post-socialist countries. In the period
from 1997–2020 seven doctoral dissertations in anthropology, based on fieldwork
in Lithuania, were defended by Kristina Sliavaite (Lund University), Neringa
Klumbyte (University of Pittsburgh, USA), Pernille Hohnen (Copenhagen
University), Asta Vonderau (Humboldt University, Berlin), Ida Knudsen (Max
Planck Institute of Social Anthropology, Halle, Germany), Gediminas Lankauskas
(University of Toronto), Lina Pranaityte-Wergin (University of Martin Luther,
Halle, Germany). Another five dissertations were defended in the fields of the
anthropology of religion, post-socialism and migration – Donatas Brandisauskas
(Aberdeen University, Scotland), Renatas Berniunas (Queen’s University, Belfast),
Vitalija Stepusaityte (Heriot-Watt University, Edinburgh), Kristina Jonutyte
(Max Planck Institute of Social Anthropology, Halle Germany) and Eugenijus
Liutkevicius (University of Birmingham, UK).
The Center for Social Anthropology (CSA), an anthropological research unit
established at VMU in 2005 has been the only one in the country since that time.
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From the very beginning, it built a library, ran anthropological and interdisciplinary research projects, hosted visiting doctoral students and postdoctoral fellows
(four of them were coming on a Fulbright program from the US), and organized
conferences and research seminars. In both 2005 and 2009, two international
conferences were co-organized by the CSA and the Institute of the Baltic Sea
Region at the University of Klaipeda; the first on regional studies and borderlands,
the second on identity politics, migration and multilingualism (Ciubrinskas and
Sliuzinskas 2006a, 2006b, 2009, 2010).
Anthropological research at CSA is carried out in two main directions. First,
by exploring “anthropology at home” from the perspective of identity politics,
(trans)nationalism and the anthropology of post-socialism. Secondly, a diaspora
and migration studies mainly focusing on Central East European out-migration
to North America and Western Europe.
In 2005, the first research project was conducted at the CSAwas in ‘anthropology at home,’ challenging methodological nationalism by exploring the variety of
frameworks of Lithuanian national identity and investigating the manipulation of
identity under conditions of globalization in comparative perspective (Ciubrinskas
and Kuznecoviene 2008). Since 2007 research projects on migration and (im)
mobility have been prominent at SCA. For example, during the period from
2007–2009 research was focused on identifying models of belonging among East
European labor migrants in response to assimilation and identity politics in the
host countries: England, Ireland, Norway, Spain, and the USA (Ciubrinskas 2011).
Another project conducted from 2012-2014 investigated an impact of globalization
and transnationalism as marked processes of fragmentation of the state in reshaping national loyalties and belonging of ethnic minorities (Russians in Lithuania),
borderlands (Polish population in Lithuania) and diaspora (Lithuanians in UK
and the US) (Ciubrinskas et al. 2014). From 2020, two research projects have
been conducted in migration and memory studies. One project is focused on
remigration and social remittances by exploring Croatia, Poland, and Lithuania
cases in comparative perspective, the other on social memory studies of forced
migration diasporas in Kazakhstan and Trans-Volga Russia.
In line with the research direction of the CSA, six doctoral research projects
based on ethnographic fieldwork were conducted from 2009 to 2013 by exploring
patterns of East European labor migration (in Northern Ireland, Norway, the
USA), refugees (from a anthropology of medicine perspective), and minorities
(Roma). All six dissertations used anthropological perspective but were defended
in the field of sociology (VMU) as anthropology was (and still) not recognized in
Lithuania as a separate discipline for the awarding of a PhD. Meanwhile, attempts
have been made in this direction.
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Since 2014 a joint doctoral program in social anthropology has been under
development by the four Baltic States’ universities running MA study programs
in anthropology and ethnology. They have created the Baltic Anthropology
Graduate School (BAGS), which, besides VMU, includes the University of Latvia,
Riga Stradins University, Tallinn University and Tartu University in cooperation with Manchester University, Southern Illinois University and Copenhagen
University. It was funded by an institutional development grant from the WennerGren Foundation. Despite continuous efforts with the PhD program eventually
becoming fully prepared in 2018, it did not go into full operation due to not being
approved and recognized by the higher education authorities of all three Baltic
States. Despite significant differences in accommodation of PhD studies in all
three states in general, the major obstacle has been non-recognition of the field
of anthropology as a separate field for doctoral studies. With this in mind, BAGS
became enacted in the framework of two-three day sessions or ‘schools’ organized
at each of the partner universities in cooperation. In 2015, BAGS began as a winter
school in Tallinn, with Riga soon following, and finally, in the fall of 2017, it came
to VMU in Kaunas. Here it was attended by more than a dozen of PhD students
who shared their research experiences in using anthropological approach and
fieldwork methodology. Lectures were given by the speakers from the institutions
in cooperation with BAGS – Jonathan Hill (Southern Illinois University), Jeanette
Edwards (Manchester University), Robin Cohen (University of Oxford), Christian
Giordano (University of Fribourg) and Steven Sampson (Lund University).
BAGS schools as well as workshops provided a significant impact on graduate
students of anthropology in Kaunas, with some even enrolling in doctoral studies
in anthropology abroad. Four graduates of the Program have already received
their doctoral degrees in anthropology from the UK and German universities,
with others preparing their doctorates at University College London (SOAS), the
City University of New York, Ludwig-Maximillian University in Munich etc.

Conclusions
Two disciplines in the field of studying peoples appeared on different sides of
the Singing Revolution-governed post-socialist panorama of social change in
Lithuania. On one side was national ethnology, which was developed by using
a descriptivist cultural-historical methodology, eventually became a strategic field
of political importance amid the post-Soviet changes. This was due to its expertise
and instrumentality in ‘revealing the nation’s original character’ in terms of the
social engineering of the ‘cultural tradition’. This discipline is still, at least partly,
engaged in the paradigm of ‘ethnic culture’. In fact, nowadays its approaches are

32

Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 19–36

Vy t i s C iu b r i n s k a s

taken increasingly from the constructivist perspective, employing the paradigm
of ‘identity’ instead of ‘tradition’. Although their topics of research, in terms of the
geography and epistemology are still largely framed by the Lithuanian studies, this
is one of the state supported prioritized fields of research vulnerable to methodological nationalism. Even more, the disciplines of Lithuanian studies are keen to use
a label of ‘anthropology’ which makes, for example, the study field of (Lithuanian)
history (through the name of the study program) and the research field of national
ethnology (through the change of the department name) more attractive.
On another side, a significant impact of the Singing Revolution on the scholarly
field in Lithuania was the appearance of social and cultural anthropology as a discipline. It arrived as a novelty and a product of the post-socialist Westernization
of Eastern Europe. From the beginning, in the early 1990s it came in the form of
social remittances transferred by the diaspora expatriates from North America.
Later, having difficulties of its establishment and recognition as a separate field
of studies, it tried to find its place ‘under the sun’, but became manipulated by
the ‘big brother’ disciplines of history, sociology, and the state patronized field
of “ethnic culture’ studies, nicknaming it an ‘American concoction’.
Anthropology came into the field of humanities and social science in Lithuania
during the upheaval of Singing Revolution nationalism by resisting methodological nationalism and deconstructing ethno-nationalist research strategies. It
provided a clear substitute and alternative to ‘ethnic culture’ studies, opening new
ways of approaching issues of ‘traditional culture’, ‘ethnicity’, ‘nation’, territorial
in-rootedness etc. by employing such analytical perspectives as constructivism,
global comparativism. transnational mobility and (de)territorialization. Not
speaking about its methodological impact with an imperative of doing a long
stay ethnographic fieldwork and an emphasis on using emic approach.
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Ethnography in Romania: Hegemony,
Project and the Myth of Structuralism
Alexandru Iorga

Abstract: This article is the second in a series of texts about ethnography in
Romania. In the previous paper1, I discussed the tangled history of ethnography
and other social sciences, pointing out that the hegemonic project of interwar
sociology in Romania had a significant impact on the development of ethnography
as a scientific discipline2 . I highlighted the fact that ethnography – understood in
its broader political context was (i.) guided by the shadows of the past, (ii.) and
its main role was to discipline and patrimonialize popular culture, and (iii.) it
was neither synchronous nor ground-breaking in relation to other comparable
cases in Europe. In what follows, I focus on the institutionalized ethnographic
research agenda and on the various meanings of such research by discussing its
relationships with other social sciences in the context of the national development
of ethnography as a distinct branch (e.g. from anthropology) since its very beginning. Secondly, I argue that institutionalized ethnographic practice in Romania
during the communist period and immediately after the fall of the communist
regime significantly lacked reflective assessments and development of a theoretical
corpus. I focus on the research practices developed in the context of the decadeslong project of the Romanian Ethnographic Atlas (REA), and its impact on the
current status of the discipline.
Keywords: [history of] ethnography, anthropology, sociology, institutionalization,
Romanian Ethnographic Atlas, Romanian Academy

1
2

See Iorga 2015.
Some ideas from the previous text are resumed and/or summed up here.
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The context
A history of local ethnography – a social science trying to discipline and coagulate a national cultural heritage – is necessary in order to better understand the
nature and purposes of ethnographic knowledge, the past and present modes of
its production. Such issues, generally labelled as problematic and controversial,
may considerably improve the corpus of knowledge on the dynamics of this
branch of social sciences in Romania, and hopefully bring some impetus towards
reforming and remodelling present ethnographic practices.
In Central and Eastern European countries, Ethnography and Folkloristics
have been concerned with the study of local cultures, more precisely with “one’s
own cultural history” as Kürti (1996: 14) puts it. Kürti explains how and why
this was possible by pointing out that: “many practitioners have laboured to
assist national archives, institutes and museums to collect and organize artifacts
(sic!) considered valuable from the vantage point of social cultural change of
the country in question” (1996: 14; see also Baskar 2008). In Eastern Europe,
nation-state building relied on “small national ethnologies” as an “[i]nstrument of
nationalis[m]” (Baskar 2008: 65). Progressively, the concept of “culture” became,
on the one hand, synonymous with “traditional”, or “national”, or “ethnical”; on
the other hand, more and more invented (see Baskar 2008, Stocking 1982). Thus,
the concept of “culture” – in Eastern European countries – tends to problematize
the very scientific character of the disciplines.
It is already commonplace to look upon ethnography in Eastern Europe as
always in the shadow of other disciplines, mainly of folkloristics and sociolog y
(Stahl 1981; Čapo 2014; see also Frykman 2012). It was permanently at the
borders of other disciplines, often misunderstood, and considered ethnology,
folklore, folkloristics, folklore studies, [cultural/social] anthropology, ethnohistory (Zhdanko 1964; Simionescu 1984), or just a simple tool for history (Krader
1959). Its history seems to be one of the discipline’s endless struggles and internal
perennial crisis or stagnation.
Although intuition recommends considering ethnography in conjunction with
anthropology, juxtaposed to it, in the Romanian case this relationship became
possible rather late, i.e.: in post-socialism. Thus, from a historical point of view,
the relationship between sociology, folkloristics/ folklore studies and ethnography
is much more powerful than the one between ethnography and anthropology
(see Cole 1984; Geană 1999; Cotoi 2011; Mihăilescu 2004; Karnoouh 2011; Şerban
and Dorondel 2014; Chelcea 2009). Even though already established ethnographers, ethnologists and folklorists have institutionalized access (mainly through
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libraries) to foreign books and a series of important periodicals3, Romanian scholars became involved in discussing neither the local status, nor the contemporary
international developments in terms of research practices and theories regarding
their disciplines4 until post-socialism.
After 1989, as a consequence of re-discovering eastern national ethnographies
or local traditions by western anthropologists, and because of a lack of a clear
institutional agenda, eastern ethnographers, folklorists, ethnologists, historians,
geographers, philologists, philosophers, psychologists etc. started to label themselves as anthropologists and/or as ethnologists5, depending on the social and
political contexts in which they situated themselves, to the knowledge products
they delivered, and to their personal preferences. No matter how strange it might
seem, the practice is not something new. It is rooted in the specialization by
training in ethnography, ethnology, folkloristics, folklore studies, anthropology,
etc. during communism; because the researchers were instructed and specialized in other disciplines and only afterwards were they distributed in order to
occupy specific working positions in accordance with their graduation marks.
Universities’ top graduates were assigned to research institutes and centres, which
were assigned in specializing personnel at a higher level and in non-degree disciplines (such as ethnochoreology, ethnomusicology, ethnography and so on). From
this point of view, the Romanian Academy helped in protecting a large number
of disciplines that had no other institutional background. Regardless of this situation, the institutionalized practice of ethnography, anthropology, ethnology
and folkloristics or folklore studies within the Romanian Academy remains to
a certain extent unchanged, defined neither by a paradigm change, nor by hoax6.
Adopting a history of science approach and placing institutional arrangements
of ethnography in Romania right at the core of the genealogy of disciplinary
practice through various political contexts, my paper offers a novel contribution
3

4
5

6

The international exchange of periodicals was a vivid practice for almost 40 years (from
1970 to 2000). The periodicals and book collections hosted by the “Constantin Brăiloiu”
Institute for Ethnography and Folklore’s (IEF) library are remarkable.
Buhociu’s paper from 1966 is a very good example supporting this idea.
This ambiguity based on misleading homophonies seems to have been introduced with
the establishment of the European Association for Social Anthropologists (EASA, 19891990) alongside the opening of local ethnographies to western Anglo-Saxon anthropology. Anyhow, these mutual openings put local ethnographies under strain thus generating
ambiguous relations between ethnography and anthropology.
I presented a first version of this paper at the International Union of Anthropological and
Ethnological Sciences’ (IUAES) Inter-Congress World Anthropologies and Privatization
of Knowledge: Engaging anthropology in public, held in 2016 in Dubrovnik, for the panel
“Anthropologies and ethnologies in post-communist Europe: Paradigm change or hoax?”
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to rather under-documented ways of ethnographic knowledge production in
Romania. Building my argument on such a genealogy of practices and knowledge
production I draw on several legacies and myths that ethnography encompassed
and also produced. From the starting point of early efforts to institutionalize the
discipline, through the legacies created during the interwar period – when ethnography was marginalized and incorporated in the huge project of the Bucharest
Sociological School, then continuing with the socialist period – when the discipline reconfigured itself, got institutionalized and thrived as a result of the
project of Romanian Ethnographic Atlas, and summing up with some legacies
and myths related to the socialist period – such as the proximity of anthropology
and ethnography or the structuralist method used in REA`s methodology, my
paper offers a critical image of the history of ethnography in Romania.

The politics of ethnography and the Institute
Ethnography and folkloristics in Romania are deep-rooted in the 19th century
practices related to nation-building through gathering pieces and documents of
oral and material culture. The processes of institutionalization emerged from
the practices of conserving such documents and developing local and national
museums. Philologists and geographers were the first interested in institutionally
articulating ethnographic and ethnologic materials. In doing so, they created
societies (e.g.: in 1875, in Bucharest, the Romanian Geography Society had
a small subdivision of ethnology; in 1923, George Vâlsan7 created the Romanian
Ethnography Society) and museums (e.g.: in 1905, ASTRA Museum of History
and Ethnography and in 1906, the Museum of Ethnography, National Art and
Decorative and Industrial Art and in 1936, the Village Museum).
During the interwar epoch, in parallel with the emergent development of
a hegemonic sociology, Romulus Vuia8 succeeded in establishing the open-air
Ethnographic Museum of Transylvania, the first of its kind, in 1922–1923, in
Cluj. In addition, he taught a course on ethnography at the University of Cluj
and helped, alongside George Vâlsan, in developing a department of ethnography and folklore studies at the Faculty of Letters, University of Cluj, in 1926. In
1928, in Bucharest, Constantin Brăiloiu – ethnomusicologist and one of the most
active and important collaborators of Gusti’s Sociological School9, established
7
8
9

40

He is considered one of the founding fathers of Romanian modern geography and ethnography and he instituted the Romanian Ethnographic Society in 1923.
He had a PhD in geography and had studied ethnography and ethnology in Berlin.
Dimitrie Gusti (1880–1955), a Romanian philosopher and sociologist who studied in
Germany and taught at the University of Bucharest, served as Romania’s Minister of
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the Folklore Archive of the Society of Romanian Composers, which became
the Institute of Folklore, in 1949. However, interwar ethnography was marginalized and muted as it could not “justify its theoretical existence, because it was
considered a failed doublet of sociology […]. Ethnography, folkloristics and the
science of popular art were sociological instruments of investigation” (Vulcănescu
1975: 44). In contrast, in 1933, Emil Racoviţă10 established the Anthropological
Society in Cluj. In 1940 the Institute of Anthropology, based in Bucharest, was
inaugurated by Francisc Rainer11, as a part of the Faculty of Human Medicine.
It had no connections with ethnography. In any case, at the end of the interwar
period, ethnography was underrepresented and marginalized in museums.
This situation persisted until 1954, when the Academy of the People’s Republic
of Romania established an ethnographic research sector inside the Institute
of Archaeology, following the Soviet model of understanding ethnography as
a branch of history. Later, in 1960, ethnography was moved to the Institute of the
History of Art and merged with the Sector of Popular Art and Ethnography. It was
an important moment because the communist regime found ethnography useful
and tried to create a Commission of Anthropology and Ethnography within the
Academy. A presentation brochure of the Romanian Folklore Institute, printed
in English, states that: “while building up a new, socialist system, the Rumanian
people are also creating for themselves a new culture, socialist in content and
national in form, which is evolving organically out of their age-old traditions”
(The Rumanian Folklore Institute 1959: 5).
In 1963, the ethnographic research branch joined the Institute of Folklore,
under the name of the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore (IEF) with a very
clear task: “the complex research of popular creation” (Vulcănescu 1975: 66).
Thus, ethnography regained some institutional and political space and power.
The newly created institute functioned under this name until 1974, when it was
again merged with the Phonetic and Dialectological Research Centre, becoming
the Institute for Ethnology and Dialectological Research until 1990. The institute
functioned under the guidance of the regime´s Council for Socialist Culture and

10
11

Education, and held other important political positions. He was the head of a large sociological research project during the interwar period – later called the Bucharest School of
Sociology. He guided extensive research campaigns (1925–1945) in several Romanian villages and he trained a new generation of sociologists. In a positivist manner, under the
label of interdisciplinarity and multidisciplinarity, he regarded sociology as a science of
the nation.
Romanian explorer and biologist who studied in France.
He was also a close core collaborator with the Sociological School and a friend of Dimitrie
Gusti.
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Education, and channelled the rise of nationalism, mainly by organising the wellknown Singing Romania (Cântarea României) national festival12.
Early communist researchers acknowledged that ethnography and folkloristics were closed off and drifting away inside museums during the last decades
of the interwar period, as opposed to their reassessment under the communist
regime and, again, opposed to general opinion from the early 1990s, when scholars
imagined a great rupture with the socialist imperatives regarding ethnography.
At the bottom line, the communist process of instrumentalization meant the
emancipation of ethnography as a discipline otherwise endangered and facing the
risk of demise. For example, Emilia Comișel13 states from the onset of her paper
that “the regime of popular democracy has actively created excellent conditions
for scientific research […]” (Comișel 1960: 90)14. In an attempt for a synthesis
of the developments of social sciences in Romania, Romulus Vulcănescu wrote
about ethnography:
“After the Second World War, ethnographic researches start to be re-organized in their thematic and methodological structure on Marxist theoretical
and practical criteria. The re-organizing process includes the creation of the
material base, in parallel with the restructuring of the scientific conceptual
framework conception and, finally, the elaboration of analytic and synthetic
works in order to justify the Romanian specific ethnic indigenousness, continuity and creativity” (Vulcănescu 1975: 65).
First of all, the restructuring of the scientific conceptual framework mentioned
by Vulcănescu never took place, and a simpler path was chosen, namely ethnography understood as ethnohistory, which was shortly followed by the disappearance
of ethnography into the larger pool of ethnological sciences and/or disciplines.15
12
13
14

15
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Started in 1976, Cântarea României was an annual, gigantic festival of socialist culture and
education.
She was an ethnomusicologist and a student of Constantin Brăiloiu.
A thing generally re-confirmed by Cătălin Zamfir, who states that “anthropology and ethnography/ ethnology have experienced a peak in the communist period, especially in the
difficult years (1948–1965) and in the period of liberalization (1966–1977). Ethnography
had been a discipline of a special interest, as a part of the self-awareness programme of
Romania. During the communist period, anthropology and ethnography received special political consideration, and in the 1950s it had represented a hideout for sociologists”
(Zamfir and Filipescu 2015: 271).
It is still undocumented and unclear how the term “ethnology” came into general use in
Romania especially as it seems to incorporate multiple disciplines – from cultural anthropology, ethnography, folkloristics to ethnomusicology, ethnochoreology and so on – under
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From the very beginning of its institutionalization, ethnography succeeded in
combining forces with folkloristics by defining which parts of the popular culture each of them were to study. Ethnography appropriated the material culture
– collecting, describing, categorizing and cataloguing the elements of Romanian
popular culture, with the clear task of producing the Romanian Ethnographic
Atlas (REA) – The Project; at the same time, folkloristics took less material subjects, considered patrimonial, and assumed the responsibility to archive them
(see also Iosif 2012). As such, ethnography and folkloristics had two separate
roads ahead which, as time passed, developed very few crossroads between them.
Furthermore, the Marxist perspective was barely understood, deferentially treated
and thoroughly avoided through defensive discursive mechanisms of citation
practice in all social sciences in Romania, including ethnography and folkloristics. To sum up, during the communist period, Romanian ethnographers and
folklorists did not apply the methodologies of Soviet socialist realism, Marxism,
or the ones of structuralism, while choosing to maintain an ideological line only,
and avoiding any theory and generally floating adrift16.
In 1990, the Institute for Ethnology and Dialectological Research was reincorporated by the Romanian Academy and was separated from Dialectology, thus
becoming today’s “Constantin Brăiloiu” Institute of Ethnography and Folklore. The
institute is now part of the Romanian Academy section for Art, Architecture and
Audio-Visual. On the other hand, the centre of anthropology, established in 1964,
became the “Francisc Rainer” Institute of Anthropology in 2007, and today functions as part of the bigger section of Medical Sciences of the Romanian Academy.

The project
The idea of an ethnographic atlas stimulated generations of Romanian scholars and was deeply inspired by the 19th century German Volkskunde tradition.
After the Second World War, scholars revisited the ideas of pre-war and interwar
scholars who planned17 and some of them succeeded in completing and publishing

16

17

its umbrella, while the entire bunch of research subjects were directed to Romania and
Romanians only. From this point of view, the “diffuse ethnology” (Mihăilescu 2004: 209)
and the way it became pluralized as “ethnological disciplines” is worth documenting.
For instance, a quick look at the journals and publications’ content from the era shows
that theoretical settings and debates related to the meanings and the uses of ethnography stopped in the early 1970s. Their place was taken by more applied ones related to the
REA’s methodologies.
Namely, the Social Atlas of Romania (Atlasul social al României) as planned by Dimitrie
Gusti and his colleagues.
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an ethnographic atlas18. Atlases were looked upon as a political necessity because
they were deemed to represent consistent monoliths in constructing the Romanian
nation-state and a ground for scientifically defining the identity and particularities
of Romania and its inhabitants. It is noticeably clear from the Preface of the first
volume of the Romanian Ethnographic Atlas that:
“the publication of the linguistic atlases, closely followed up by the ethnographic atlases, started as a natural response to the standardization process
of the local languages and traditions that began as early as the 19th century
in western European countries” (Ghinoiu 2003: 18).
From its very beginning and despite the political regime, the ethnographic atlas
had both scientific and political reasons and ends19, which were never reflexively
approached either by ethnographers or by historians.
The idea of an ethnographic atlas fit the communist ideology to a tee, as folkloristics, ethnography and ethnology, altogether, had the role of a supervisory
body; they had the role of a guardian for the “cultural and spiritual heritage of the
people” (Mihăilescu 1993: 44). Such a project became a necessity for the regime
as it was meant to establish once and for all the uniquely special characteristics
of the Romanian people, preserving them and thus allowing the communist
modernization project of the society to start. The need for elaborating an ethnographic atlas was emphasized and methodological and theoretical sketches for
the Romanian Ethnographic Atlas were presented in 1965, two years after the
Institute of Ethnography and Folklore (IEF) was created, at a meeting organized
by the IEF and the State Committee for Culture and Art, under the umbrella
of the Academy of the Socialist Republic of Romania. After another two years,
in 1967, the elaboration of REA was included in the IEF’s research plan and
the Project officially started. A huge amount of resources (both material and
non-material) was allocated to the IEF, for many decades, in order to make it
feasible. Among other things, it included over a decade of field work research
(1972–1984) in over 500 villages and the expansion of the Institute’s staff by
employing young people from various scientific fields in order to train them in
ethnography and continue work on the Project. Considering the context of general marginalization of social sciences in Romania during communism and the
fact that there were no academic programs dedicated to teaching ethnography,
18
19

44

See Mănuilă 1943.
As an example of how science was put to work and the usage of ethnographic and linguistic maps and atlases, see Case 2009.
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this state of things was of great importance because most of the scholars acquired
unique fieldwork experience which gave rise to specialized researchers in the
field of [national] ethnography.
As Vulcănescu (1972: 10) pointed out in the first Bulletin of the Romanian
Ethnographic Atlas20, the REA was intended to be finished and published between
1980 and 1982. Despite the deadlines firmly established in 1972, the atlas’ first
volume was only published in 2003 and was concluded with the fifth one in 2014.
This despite the fact that the REA’s methodology had changed and the conceptual
design of the published volumes is radically different from the one developed at
the beginning of the project. This paper does not discuss the content of the REA
but draws attention to two issues: (i.) the radical revisions regarding minorities and co-nationalities and (ii.) the main domains of ethnographic research.
Firstly, the primary structure of the REA was designed to include cartographic
methods accompanied by textual explanations, thus becoming an “integrating
synthesis, on one hand diachronic – ethnographic, and on the other, synchronous – cartographic, of the material and spiritual life of Romanian people and
co-nationalities” (Vulcănescu 1972: 4). However, the published volumes are the
result of the reshaping of the REA’s design, which occurred after 1989, and are
something radically different from what Vulcănescu referred to. Although materials about co-nationalities were gathered during the very long fieldwork research,
nevertheless, the data about minorities are alas absent from the REA. Secondly,
the main fields of contemporary ethnography are the ones charted by the REA,
namely: habitation, occupations, popular techniques, popular art, popular customs and mythology; all of them understood in terms of the atlas, as they became
established and define the institutionalized practice of ethnography. It is not clear
whether this reflects ethnography’s closure, or it is just an aspect of the hegemony
of the Project. Most likely it is both.
The atlas was a huge project which involved hundreds of scholars, researchers
and associates, spanning three generations. The first generation of ethnographers
– or the first core, was made of people who, in part, had previously worked with
the Sociological School during interwar period and who had had experience
in museums. The second generation involved young people educated in other
specializations than ethnography and they were explicitly brought in for the
Project. This is the second core of the Project and includes ethnographers by
training due to the very fact that they learned ethnography by doing it while
they worked for the methodological developments of the Project and by gathering
20

The Bulletin was designed for internal use only. It was published in 9 volumes between
1977 and 1982.

Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 37–49

45

E t h n o g r a p hy i n R o m a n i a : He g e m o ny, P r oj e c t a n d t h e My t h o f S t r u c t u r a l i s m

the necessary data and materials through fieldwork research. Nowadays, they
represent the old generation. Finally, the third generation working in and for the
Project is the younger generation whose merits are related to the elaboration of
the final forms of the volumes in order to be published. And even though they
have been published, today scholars from the third generation are still working
for the Project, as the transcription of all fieldwork materials21 was scheduled to
be published in the following years in an extensive collection of series named
Romanian Ethnographic Documents (Documente Etnografice Românești). The
type of work required from the third generation bears a peculiar resemblance
to armchair ethnography22.
All in all, there is a huge gap between the second and the third generation in
terms of age23, knowledge and openness to new theoretical trends, contemporary
issues and to critical self-assessment. “What does it mean to know or do ethnography?” and “What is ethnography about?” are general, cynical queries addressed
to the scholars of third generation by those from the second. Since they feel that
they have to some extent a monopoly over the discipline, they are self-assured
in saying to them: “although you read books about ethnography, you are not an
ethnographer”.

Final Remarks
The embeddedness of institutionalized ethnography in the Project of the REA
generated hegemonic strategies and closures. Ethnography’s current status is
tangled, mainly because it lacks theory, an articulated agenda and an internal
critical assessment. Let me offer just two examples. Firstly, Lévi-Straussian structuralism was embraced by Romanian ethnographers and it was included in their
discourse mainly due to its, at that time, trendiness, and not because its thinking
structure was fully comprehended. As Anthropologie structurale was translated
into Romanian in 1978, it was the basis on which normative practices regarding
the ordering of the disciplines (ethnography, ethnology, and anthropology) were
made available. Not even mathematicians, who were open to interdisciplinarity
21
22

23
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REA’s archives comprise approximately 8000 questionnaires with an average volume of
80 pages per questionnaire.
The annual plan of the institute mentions fieldwork research in order to enrich the archives
and to update the existing information, but there are no funds for such an activity. No
ethnographic fieldwork organized by the institute was conducted in the last decade. So, the
simple question is: if the formation of ethnographers is by training and fieldwork research,
the absence of fieldwork research means the impossibility of becoming an ethnographer?
An intermediate generation is absent.
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and promoted structuralism, fully understood it, or at least they did not produce
any studies based on structuralism that would prove their accurate understanding.
During the last 60 years, ethnography in Romania came to be massively infused24
with methodologies from geography, sociology, history and archaeology in order
to fulfil the atlas’ project – a project which, after three generations, was finally
rounded up; but with no comprehension of the theory behind it25. Secondly, there
is a dilemma among the researchers in the IEF that speaks for itself, namely:
“Whom do I cite?! We are ethnographers, but we do not document topics that
we know about and that are undocumented, and we do not write ethnographies
and monographs”.
In Romania, ethnography is constantly “borrowing” methods and discourses,
but not theories, and it is contextually shifting identities in order to fulfil its
proposed objectives. How and why does this happen? What are its objectives, its
status quo and its relationships with other disciplines? By trying to find answers
to them we might understand ethnography’s constant ambiguity in relation to its
objects, subjects, and methods of study. This ambiguity did not lead to a clearcut disciplinary path. Instead, ethnography fell prey to a perpetual return to
the past when its essential role was to provide profitable “traditional”, “specific”,
“archaic”, “surviving”, “local”, “descriptive data”, etc. elements that could constitute potent weapons in the struggle to affirm a national identity. But, in doing so,
it seems that the taxonomical method unhappily turned into a cultural taxidermy
method, based on coloured dots on coloured maps. However, this is not surprising, since the very beginning of ethnography is rooted in establishing museums
of ethnographic artefacts while the study of non-material culture and processual
transformations was left to folkloristics and other humanities. Through a complex
process, the institutionalized ethnography in Romania became an instrument of
patrimonialization; a closed and retreated ethnography.

24

25

Again, folkloristics got remarkably close to philology and letters, but without embracing
their precision, except for a formalist approach in categorizing the elements of popular
culture and establishing typologies.
And it seems that this was the trend in Soviet ethnography as well: “the concentrated interest in diachronic problems has two facets: continuities (“survivals”) and transformations.
The rejection of synchronism and structuralism is in part ideological, based on the attack
against formalism and synchronist studies in general” (Krader 1959: 155).
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Audit Culture on the Periphery.
Anthropology and Ethnology
in Post-Socialist Romania1
Vintilă Mihăilescu
Abstract: The present paper is revisiting what seems to be a shared cliché of
Central/Eastern Europe (CEE) Sonderweg and its Western colonization by placing
the academic field under scrutiny (anthropology/ethnology) in the global context
of “audit culture” rather than in the common center-periphery frame. From this
point of view, it is suggested that the problem is not as much the recycled divide
between East and West, but much more so the common positioning of anthropology in the power field of audit culture hegemony. In doing so, we take Romania
as a case study.
Keywords: anthropology, ethnology, audit culture, nation building, periphery
Presenting their panel on Anthropologies and ethnologies in post-communist Europe: paradigm change or hoax? at the 2016 IUAES Inter-Congress in
Dubrovnik, Petr Skalník and Bojan Žikić claimed that “colonization of post-communist anthropologies/ethnologies by the Western academia at best produced
exoticising Roma studies (= our colonials), at worse mere re-chewing of the
Western jargons, especially that of the postmodern kind. Isolated attempts
at independent developments were not successful because of inward-looking
1

This text had been submitted shortly before the author’s untimely death. The result of the
blinded peer review was positive with both reviewers recommending the article’s publication after minor revisions. These could not be implemented by the author, but the Editorin-Chief, having secured the approval of both reviewers and the Editorial Board, took the
decision to publish the article in its original form after standard copyediting.
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scholarly establishments which did not want to allow creative openings.” (Skalník
and Žikić 2016) As any other Central/Eastern European anthropologist, I can
see what the two colleagues meant, but I am still wondering if things are not
indeed a little bit more complex.

Anthropology in the (Post-socialist) Periphery
The new impetus of globalization that followed the fall of communism in Europe
and the determination to build a “new Europe” yet reproduced symbolically some
old borders, and Central and Eastern Europe became “the other Europe” (e.g.
Rupnik 1993). This new periphery of “post-socialism” became an object of research
in itself, co-produced by a long list of global and local players under asymmetric
power relations. (Re)starting anthropology in CEE also became a topic of scrutiny
through the looking glass of the same symbolic geography. On the “periphery”
of international conferences, scholars were proposing, time and again, panels
or working groups on anthropology on the periphery or just on anthropology’s
state of affairs in post-socialist countries, while other scholars were engaging in
cross-border polemics (e.g. Prica 1995; Baskar 1998; Skalník 2002; Kürti 2008;
Kürti and Skalník 2009; Buchowski 2004; 2005; 2012; Hann 2005; Bošković and
Hann 2013; Elchinova 2010; Șerban and Dorondel 2014; for more recent reviews,
see Čapo 2014; Benovska Sabkova and Krasteva Blagoeva 2014). While most of
the writings engaged in this debate had an “important role in co-producing the
self-Orientalizing narrative on ‘socialism’ and ‘post-socialism’ in general”, “the
challenge to produce a non-Orientalizing narrative about CEE was not without
a response” either (Petrovici 2015: 82).
To some extent, this field of debate is rather old wine in new bottles. In anthropology, the “significance of place in the construction of anthropological theory”
has been recognized for a long time (e.g. Appadurai 1986); but what should we
mean nowadays by place or periphery? On the other hand, the anthropology of (not
on) the “others” has been incorporated to a large extent in the global picture of
the discipline and efforts to imagine “a plural landscape of world anthropologies”
(e.g. Restrepo and Escobar 2005; Ribeiro and Escobar 2018) are also underway;
but what should we mean today by anthropology?
Keeping in mind this general problematic frame, the present paper will
follow a much more modest and grassroots approach, looking at the current
practices of anthropological knowledge production under the new centre cum
periphery power design of “audit culture”, taking for this purpose Romania
as a case study.
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The Disciplinary Heritage
“Ethnology” was a term used only incidentally in Romanian professional jargon before 1990, whereas the term “anthropology” found use only in the field
of physical anthropology promoted mainly by the anatomist Francisc Rainer,
founder of a Laboratory of Anthropology in 1939. Otherwise, as in many other
small countries, “ethnography” and “folklore” were disciplines with a well-established academic and institutional background since the dawn of the nation.
Following the recommendation of the international conference of European “folk
ethnographers” held in 1955 in Arnhem, we may use in their case the general
term of “national ethnology” (see Hofer 1968). Thereafter, we probably should
open up its field beyond ethnography and folklore in order to include all the historians, geographers, psychologists, philosophers or poets who also contributed
sui generis to the study of “the being of the people” (Pârvan 1920) by collecting
and interpreting “documents of popular mentality” (Bîrlea 1969: 7)2. All in all,
Romanian “national ethnology” in both its limited and extended meanings can be
better described as a “nation-building” ethnology (Stocking 1982) rather than as
a “Romanian experience in doing anthropology at home” (Geană 1999). Classical
social/cultural anthropology never existed in Romania not only for the trivial reason that Romania had no colonies to engage in a western type of “empire-building
anthropology”, but also because the “rational choice” of the very nation-building
strategy had to – and actually did – bet on the large peasant society (82.4% of
population in 1899) in order to build the indispensable unity, continuity, and
specificity of the people. The professional aim of national ethnology thus followed
the political stakes of nation-building and made the autochthonous peasant its
primary object of research.
This autochthonism was not without contestations by some enlightenment-oriented scholars, but romantic ideology had the last word. Public polemics on
cosmopolite “synchronism” versus local “nationalism” covered mainly the “high
culture” scene. A kind of constitutive schizophrenia emerged, opposing an eternal
and inspirational traditional peasant to the vocational modernizing elite.
With the coming of communism, autochthonism was removed for a while by
the Soviet-inspired internationalism, but was recovered and emphasized soon
after by the national-communism turn of the 1980s. An ideologically selected folk
culture was staged by the national festival “Cîntarea României”, and produced
a large category of cultural activists that spread all over the country where they
2

I have suggested elsewhere to cover this overarching disciplinary field by the term “diffuse ethnology” (Mihăilescu 2007).
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were put in charge of the organization, selection and promotion of “our popular
culture”. Professional folklorists were part of the game, but while some of them
just followed the rules, many others tried to keep the “true folklore” away from the
ideological machinery and/or to turn the nationalistic impetus into a legitimizing frame of their empiric field researches (Mihăilescu 2008)3. The monumental
Ethnographic Atlas, for instance, still is – and will remain – an excellent resource
for further ethnological researches. This way of preserving the past could also be
seen as a form of resistance to the ideology of the present.
Under the initiative of Vasile Caramelea, a handful of scholars coming from
different disciplines engaged in the 1970s in a small research group of “social
and cultural anthropology” in Rainer’s former Centre of Anthropology, but their
minimal institutionalization did not entail an equivalent professionalisation of
the field.

(Ethnological) Restoration and (Anthropological) Deconstruction
After the fall of communism, the longue durée divide between autochthonism
and synchronism was academically updated as a competition between (autochthonous) ethnology and (cosmopolitan) anthropology. The two disciplines hardly
communicate, having rather opposed aims and values.
Being compromised to some extent by their implication in national communism, folk studies kept their institutions and people, recovered a part of
the “cultural activists” but had to change status and re-brand as “ethnology”.
Its national association was (re)launched only in 2005, stating as its official
aims “the research and interpretation of Romanian folk culture in Balkan and
European context” in order to “manage and promote the real traditional values”.
Academic training is offered in different faculties and under a variety of labels,
from “Romanian literature, literary theory and ethnology”, to “Cultural studies
and ethnology”, or just “Ethnology”. A few individuals opened up their research
interests to urban ethnology and/or anthropology, and some university ethnological training includes anthropology (e.g. “Ethnography and Anthropology”
or even an all-embracing training in “Ethnology, cultural anthropology and
folklore”).
3
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The same was true in other Eastern European countries. “Ethnography actually constituted a safe haven from ideological pressures (…). There is compelling evidence to claim
that Polish ethnologists practiced everything but Marxism, even in the period of Stalinism
tyranny” (Buchowski and Cervinkova 2015: 6). In Romania, “even if formal affiliation
to Marxism‐Leninism was a must”, “Marxism mattered mostly as an empty slot” (Cotoi
2011: 144–146)
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The majority of researchers, however, are now located in the Romanian
Academy’s institutes, regional archives and ethnographic museums - institutions
which turned into ethnological strongholds. With recent populist-nationalist
revival movements, the prestige of “true” experts in national identity and patrimony also grew.
Lacking a former local model, anthropology in Romania adopted the western status and brand. However, while a national association was established in
1990, it lacks institutional backing and followers. Via both the Anglo-Saxon and
French connections, anthropology initially entered Romania on the white horse
of post-modern de-constructivism, for which there was an important political
demand: (communist) nationalist myths and representations about specificity had
to be dismantled, hidden communist realities had to be uncovered, and the scale
had to be reversed from macro to micro through a genuine trans-disciplinary
effort at bridging anthropology, sociology, history, oral history, and political sciences (Butoi 2016). Anthropology in Romania developed as a discipline mainly
via the western (or a local, but western-inspired) training of a new generation,
while only very few of the elder social scholars joined the movement. For this
“young anthropology”, the Western mainstream post-colonial, post-structural
and deconstructivist approaches were taken over as a professional prerequisite;
but in doing so, the local anthropologists were also using them to solve their own
post-communist adversities. The relativist touch of the deconstructivist fashion
was used to deconstruct communist and nationalist grand narratives as well as
traditional folk study’s autochthonism. Additionally, the focus on agency versus
structure was a welcomed method to uncover the everyday life of people and local
social facts covered over by communist homogenization. Later on, Romanian
anthropologists shifted from the mainly anti-communist reactive approaches to
anti-capitalist/liberalist ones (e.g. the Cluj-based group of socio-anthropologists),
placing the “Romanian case” on a global map of socio-economic and political
developments. “Put briefly, Romanian researchers seem to have common interests,
at least at the topic level, with international academia” – two Romanian reviewers recently concluded (Serban and Dorondel 2014: 211). In doing so, they also
professionally fuelled a much-needed social critique of contemporary Romanian
society4. Western anthropology became indeed a frame of mind, a model that
was imported, but also as poiesis, not only as mimesis. Followers on the global
stage of anthropology, these local post-communist anthropologists were thus
also pioneer discoverers of their own society.
4

Only a few anthropologists managed to engage in fieldwork beyond Romania thanks to
Western grants (Chelcea 2009).
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In time, anthropology gained strongholds in only several established universities focusing on cooperation within international academic research networks:
most of the anthropologists are active members in international rather than
national scholarly associations.

Audit Culture is Coming to Romania
European integration, in general, and the Bologna process, in particular, brought
“quality standards” to Romania. New institutions have been built and new rules
of resource redistribution and professional promotion have been implemented in
order to comply with European regulations in education and research. But these
“rational” and “global” standards did not always fit into the national landscape of
more subjective and local conflicting interests. Staging the whole range of internationally accredited “rationalized myths” (Meyer and Rowan 1977; Schriewer
2009) and “rituals of verification” (Power 1997), the state is actually taking them
apart by “adjusting” them according to its own contextual interests. While putting a growing pressure on academia to align with Western “good practices”,
the “quality standards” promoted by the state are changing with the change of
governments, ministers and administrative cohorts. The “audit culture” (Strathern
2000; Shore 2008) gained ground, but it is used rather as a competition kit in
a struggle for legitimacy between generations and/or interest groups. Presented
as a means of transparent accountability and meritocracy, audit culture is also
instrumented as a tool of hidden political and/or academic clienteles.
As noted by Meyer forty years ago, this kind of rationalized myths “provides
legitimacy rather than improves performance” (Meyer and Rowan op.cit.: 352). Or
it was precisely legitimacy that proved to be one of the most puzzling issues of
the post-communist transition: who is legitimated to take over power of one kind
or another? In this context, “audit culture”, legitimized by Western prestige, was
legitimizing in its turn a local “audit cleansing” (Mihăilescu 2016) of the academia.
Initially, a western-oriented group of reformists, motivated by an honest or just
an opportunistic anti-communist commitment, instrumented quality standards
(in fact templates of pure metrics)5, with the almost explicit aim to get rid of the
5
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Official promoters of audit culture have over-reacted time and again in implementing
“Western standards” largely exceeding the standards in the West. In this respect, Liviu
Chelcea remembers that “the first time I ever heard of ISI indexed journals was not while
I carried out my doctoral studies at the University of Michigan, but only after I returned to
Romania in 2004, where it was quickly becoming the new gold standard. Books published
in Romania are taken into account, according to the existing legislation, only if they are
to be found in 12 university libraries from the “civilized world”, i.e. member states of the
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large category of “old communist” irremovable personalities. Later on, old and
new establishment scholars tried to reverse the rules of quality control in order
to silence the new generation of emerging experts, considered to be just “young
wolves” disconnected from national realities and values. In between, a few are
trying to appease this “tyranny of excellence” (Smith 2015) by matching the
impact agenda with the real needs of social knowledge. Regardless of these different trends, national and institutional committees keep changing the rules of
the game by recalculating the share of national and international publications
and conferences in the final score of scholars’ publication records: the alleged
shared ethics of audit culture turns into an idiosyncratic power game.
Anthropologists and ethnologists alike had to cope with audit culture standards, but their academic background and interests were different from the very
beginning. Focused on folk culture, ethnologists were rooting both their knowledge production and legitimacy in the promotion of the real traditional values,
resorting to national literature and sharing their research in national or even
regional professional networks. Adapting to international abstract criteria of
performance was both an objective and subjective challenge they tried to avoid
in time by an esprit de corps hosted by strong national institutions such as the
Romanian Academy. On the other hand, for younger anthropologists, trained
as they were in and by international networks, adapting to international quality
standards was at hand from the very beginning. Both knowledge production and
legitimacy were for them rather individual than institutional, mediated rather by
their personal trans-national networks than by any sense of national institutional
belonging.
In institutional terms (e.g. Meyer and Rowan 1977; Hannan and Freeman 1977;
DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Scott 1995; Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2008; D’Ascanio
2014), the state is trying to impose a “coercive isomorphism” on academia in
order to join the European scientific market. While ethnologists respond rather
by a “mimetic isomorphism”, anthropologists are seeking mainly “normative
isomorphism”, trying to “establish a cognitive base and legitimation for their
occupational autonomy” (DiMaggio and Powell op. cit.: 152). Nevertheless, this
(self)imposed global isomorphism, striving for an international market, goes hand
in hand with idiosyncratic decoupling, claims of national, institutional or professional exceptionalism that entails measures of exemptionalism, seeking thus to
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (i.e. European Union, Russia, US,
Canada). Such dogmatisms do not spring from American anthropology, not even from the
US at all. In Romania, the [main] promoter of this reform was a Romanian-born, Frenchtrained chemist, who prior to turning to domestic politics [as minister of education] held
research positions in Germany” (Chelcea 2012: 4)
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ensure access to alternative markets. In the meantime, Romanian academia is
launching Thomson Reuters or Scopus indexed national journals open to every
Romanian scholar (even with zero impact factor) or peer reviewed international
journals (even if most of the contributors are Romanians).
In this context, ethnologists struggle mainly for national(ist) legitimated
resources and publish their research mainly in Romanian (or possibly regional)
journals, while anthropologists are looking mainly for internationally legitimated
publication outlets, seeking to enter the professional global market. Regional
and institutional competitions further produce sui generis rules of legitimacy.
Institutional and individual reactive “agency” takes over, to some extent, structural isomorphism (Nigro et al. 2013).

Ethnological and Anthropological Professional Fields
The following figures are based on random samples of 50 members of the two
main professional associations (SASC for anthropologists and ASER for ethnologists6) and a selection of their publications. By this, I do not intend to add
more “sociometrics” but to offer a kind of inspirational statistics that may suggest
comparative particularities of the two professional fields:
Members Mean References
Mean
age
Rom. authors delay*

Publications
In Rom. Foreignlang/Ro Abroad

SASC

96

36

20%

14 years 36 %

23 %

41 %

ASER

107

56

80%

38 years 84 %

10 %

8%

				

* “Mean delay” is an ad hoc index of the time frame of the references used by anthropologists and ethnologists, computed by subtracting the mean year of the references quoted
in the publication from the year of publication.

As a general trend, anthropologists seem to be much younger than ethnologists7. They publish mainly abroad (41% versus 8% in the case of ethnologists)
or, if in Romanian journals, then more frequently in English (23% versus 10%),
in their publications they quote Romanian authors four times less frequently
than ethnologists (20% versus 80%) and they use much more recent references.
6

7
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SASC stands for Societatea de Antropologie Socială și Culturală din România [Romanian
Society of Cultural and Social Anthropology], ASER for Asociația de Științe Etnologice
din Romania [Romanian Association of Ethnological Sciences].
As a matter of fact, according to the ASER statute, only scholars over 35 years of age may
be considered “full members”. Age seems thus to be also a question of strategy…
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To summarize – anthropologists are younger, more western and present oriented,
while ethnologists are older, past and nationally inner oriented. To some extent,
this may be just natural: ethnology is a much older discipline than anthropology
and it is historically focused mainly on the longue durée of the national culture.
Nevertheless, these data suggest also a different positioning of the two disciplines.
Though doing fieldwork in Romania, anthropologists are connected rather to the
global literature on the topic of their research than to national references on its
context; the historical dimension is also frequently lost. What seems to matter is
mainly legitimacy on the global market. On the other hand, ethnologists seem
to be oriented toward the national past and rather reluctant to enter comparative
“European ethnology”. Legitimacy on the local market seems of primary importance, while the number of scholars practicing modern comparative ethnology
is marginal.

Anthropological Knowledge on the Periphery?
In 2008 László Kürti published his radiography on the East-West divide in
anthropology, deploring “the perplexing vast academic hiatus existing between
us – ‘Eastern European Anthropologists’ – and our foreign colleagues. What we
face within anthropology today can be described by two words: indifference and
misunderstanding” (Kürti 2008: 26). Some facts are undeniable. When turning to
CEE, for instance, Western experts, most of them former sovietologists, do not
seem to credit much of the local knowledge and in their collective work include
just a few local authors – and sometimes none. “The spectre of Orientalism”, as
labelled by Michal Buchowski (2006), is indeed haunting Eastern Europe. But
isn’t it a very old story? As reminded by Tomasz Zarycki – and as we all know
– “a deep-rooted stereotype of the ‘East’ (defined both as the Eastern part of
Europe as well as the Eastern confines of a country) as a backward social world
lagging behind European ‘normalcy’ still persists” (Zarycki 2010: 73–74). Recent
academic orientalism seems thus to be deeply rooted in European history and
political power relations. In this context, the main problem is not as much the
persisting symbolic geography, but rather the already mentioned fact that this
space is turned into an “epistemic oasis” that needs a “different epistemic outlook”. Beyond this grounding difference, the “stigmatized brother” syndrome
(Buchowski 2006), which most CEE anthropologists seem to suffer from, should
be nuanced.
In the early 1990s, native anthropologists were indeed to a large extent marginalized. But this was due, in part, to the fact that national anthropology in these
countries was just (re)emerging. In time, East-West networks developed and local
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 51–64
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anthropologists started to be more visible and vocal. Michal Buchowski and Hana
Cervinkova even consider their 2015 volume as “the ‘tip of an iceberg’ of a new
wave of writings in Central European anthropological scholarship” (Buchowski
and Cervinkova 2015: 1).
On the other hand, local anthropologists (at least in the Romanian case) also
neglect their co-nationals: Romanian anthropologists working on Romanian
issues include only about 20% Romanian colleagues in their works, the same
percentage as Western editors do in their books on CEE topics8. It seems that at
least a part of those accusing Western colleagues of metropolitan colonialism are
practicing in their turn what Alexander Kiossev (2004) called “self-colonization”.
Complementary to it, the inner divide between anthropology and ethnology is
much higher and stronger than the external one between Western and Eastern
anthropologists. Under these circumstances, it is hard to (re)build a genuine
updated “national social knowledge” worth being taken into consideration both
nationally and internationally.
But could it be otherwise? In a globalizing audit culture, CEE anthropologists have to comply with the general requests of this “economy of citationality”
(Berliner 2014), and “to be here and to publish there” (Prica 1995). Especially if
there is a low market and political demand for anthropology in their countries,
professional legitimacy has to come via Western publications and networks. On
the ethnological side, a growing popular/populist demand will inevitably fuel an
institutional “decoupling”, with its own national(ist) sensitive quality standards.
The initial questions about anthropologies and ethnologies in post-communist
Europe, East-West divide in anthropology, and centre and periphery should then
be reframed in the global context of the audit culture hegemony we all live in.
In his overview, László Kürti is well aware of this, when he says: “being cited,
or having a recognition of one’s work by others may have serious repercussions
in terms of academic advancement, hiring or scholarliness as defined in various national settings. This is even more serious as the impact factor or citation
index are fast becoming the standard of measurement of scholarly work in most
countries by now.” (Kürti op. cit.: 33). But he considers this new framework to
be just amplifying old divides: “The ‘publish or perish’ slogan so well-known in
the US higher-education has a special, rather distorted, meaning in European
academia as well. Scholarly works printed in local languages, say Romanian,
Hungarian or Croatian, do not necessarily reach the right academic circles in the
West and those published in English (cf. Naumescu 2007; Sántha and Safonova
8
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The mean number of local anthropologists included in 24 collective anthropological books
on CEE edited in the West during the last twenty years is just about 20%.
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2007) may take many years before they are recognized - if at all. One never really
knows if studies appearing in national journals such as the Romanian Martor, the
Croatian Narodna Umjetnost, the Polish Lud, the Slovak Slovenský národopis, the
Anthropological Notebooks published in Slovenia, or the Hungarian Ethnographia
are ever read by our Western colleagues” (idem: 32). Again, facts are undeniable.
But what do they really mean and how should one react to them?
One may turn around regarding some of these complains. Indeed, even if it is
paid ever more attention, CEE anthropological production is still second class in
EU academia. But a first range national knowledge is also important and could
prove even more productive. Actually, anthropologists in CEE have to make their
way into the global market and have indeed to seek legitimacy from abroad, but
they could also regroup, come to peace with ethnologists and force the state to
re-evaluate their knowledge production as a national “common good”. In the
same line, why should an anthropologist be ashamed of being an expert in just
one culture and known (mainly) by the members of this culture? Italian anthropologists, for instance, are rather a part of the Periphery, even if Italy is placed at
the Centre, but they had (and, to some extent, still have) no problems in writing
and publishing in Italian. The difference from the Romanian case is then rather
that Italians seem to read each other while Romanians rarely do.
Post-communist anthropologies did indeed not develop many innovative methods and research initiatives, but why should day-long innovation be the supreme
dream of an honest anthropologist? In fact, audit culture is producing mainly
parade innovation all over the world, just a “production of words” (production
de langage) as some French critics love to say. On the other hand, as already
mentioned, many CEE anthropologists have been creative-while-imitating: it is
rather relevance than innovation that knowledge really needs.
Do we have to feel marginal, on the periphery of the mighty world? Yes, actually
we are marginal, but in a new, post-modern way. Knowledge follows economy
in being displaced, and “peripheral” knowledge producers may be next-door.
To a large extent, “periphery” is thus a matter of national, institutional and personal positioning and choice. It has become less important where and by whom
(anthropological) knowledge is produced; instead, it is still important where and
by whom it is capitalized. Consequently, the problem is not so much that of the
recycled divide between East and West, but much more of the positioning of
anthropology in the power field of audit culture hegemony.
The main concern of anthropologists should thus be less the misfortune of
the anthropological knowledge on the periphery rather than the scary peripheralization of the very anthropological knowledge by the new academic market,
governed as it is through hegemonic audit rules.
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A Bundle of Disparate Interests:
Research Fields and Sub-Disciplines
in the Present-Day Russian Anthropology

✳

Sergei V. Sokolovskiy
Abstract: The article presents an overview of the current state of various anthropological sub-disciplines and specializations within Russian anthropology. The
co-citation analysis documents the existence of three largest categories of researchers that constitute the core of this national tradition of anthropological research:
political anthropologists, ethno-folklorists, and regionalists, with further fragmentation into special interest schools teams and research domains, including
such specializations as urban, linguistic, legal, medical, economic, and visual
anthropologies, anthropology of religion, sport, technology, professions, etc. Each
of these domains is briefly characterized in terms of their chronology, existing
centres and journals, other publication activities, and leading authors.
Keywords: Russian anthropology, anthropological research domains, history of
anthropology, regional studies, research traditions
Names are often misleading, the names of the disciplines doubly so. What went
by the name of anthropology in Russia just a few years ago (and is still going on
beyond its capitals and large universities) often needs elaborate comments and
long explanations for our colleagues elsewhere. In gross terms, the predominant
occupations of Russian (socio-cultural) anthropologists cum ethnologists might
be roughly grouped into two large and mutually independent (in terms of research
activities, journals, reading audiences, and mutual citations, or, better, the lack of
✳
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the latter) domains. The first and more populous area is the study of the so-called
nationalities policy with its perpetual issues, such as nation-building, ‘inter-ethnic relations’, ‘ethnic conflicts’, minorities’ and indigenous peoples’ rights, the
policies of ethnic categorization and ethnic groups recognition, identity politics,
multiculturalism and tolerance. The second, less directly influenced by political
whims and fashions is the old Russian tradition of anthropological research that
is centred on what has been elsewhere known as ethnology proper, with its own
conventional objects – folklore, mythology, traditions, customs and rituals (all
under generic name of ‘traditional culture studies’), and with its recent interest
in more fluid and flimsy urban ways and lifestyles. There are also physical or
bio-anthropology and archaeology, but they are not viewed as parts of Russian
anthropology: most former ‘ethnographers-turned-cultural/social anthropologists’ consider these specializations as separate disciplines, albeit often sharing
the same administrative and financial resources as ‘anthropology proper’ (on the
rare exceptions, see below)1.
There is yet one more fairly large and mixed group of researchers, working
at anthropological institutions and research centres across the country, who by
their training and current preoccupations could be more suitably described as
historians, sociologists, political scientists, philosophers, linguists, demographers,
biologists, geographers, geneticists, etc. The subject-matter of their research
projects influenced by loyalty to the disciplines they have been trained in, on
the one hand, and their research positions within anthropological departments,
on the other, turn them into ‘human bridges’ that both facilitate interdisciplina
r y endeavours and fragment what has gone so far under the name of Russian
anthropology into more and more specialized research fields. This third category
is defined against the first two as not-specializing in their respective domains, and
thus do not constitute a separate and homogeneous area of research interests, but
more an artefact of classification, a diverse assembly of interdisciplinary research,
associated with various anthropological centres.
As particular research projects operate in specific timeframes and locations, so
most of the experts within the three categories listed above practice simultaneously some regional and (especially in the case of historians cum anthropologists)
1
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As I argued elsewhere (Sokolovskiy 2014: 179) both domains and their research agendas have been for a long time linked with imperial and nationalist ideologies: the more
anti-communitarian nationalities policy research with iwas various historical projects of
nation-building (the predecessor to the current Russian nation was Soviet people project);
and folkloristic ethnology with its roots in romantic nationalism of the XIX c. and the ideology of narodnik or populist movement, that continues to sponsor various local nationalisms, including Russian in its ethnic dimension.
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historical period specializations that criss-cross the divides among ‘political
anthropologists’, ‘folklorists’ and ‘inter-disciplinary scholars’, occasionally bringing them together in joint research of a particular locus, in regional ethnography
(and less frequently – regional history) departments and in regional specialized
publications.
Fragmentation and differentiation of research agendas and interests within
each of the two main divisions of Russian anthropology had their own pace and
chronology, that roughly coincided only in periods of societal crises or major
political turmoil and/or administrative changes. The oldest specializations, among
them folklore studies, the study of ethnic history and ethnogenesis, physical and
legal anthropology, and archaeology with special emphasis on ethnic groups’
origins, inherited from the 19th century, were reformed according to the dogmas
of the Marxist social theory in the period of 1930–50s, which due to the needs
of the war effort and post-war reconstruction (including new political borders
demarcation) saw also the beginnings of two new subdisciplines within Soviet
etnografia: ethnic demography and ethnic cartography.
The second wave of differentiation started during the late 1960s and continued through the 1970s to mid-1980s, when a number of hybrid sub-disciplines
were institutionalized as research departments at the Institute of Ethnography,
a part of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR (further IE AS2; now the Institute
of Ethnology and Anthropology, IEA RAS), the main research institution that
co-ordinated ethnographic research throughout the country and had a number
of branches across it, including its Leningrad branch that now constitutes an
autonomous anthropological research centre, the famous Kunstkamera. Among
the new sub-disciplines were ethno-sociology, ethnic ecology, and ethnic psychology – specializations for which it would be hard to find analogues elsewhere,
for they were based on a peculiar version of ethnic group conceptualization that
came to be known as the Soviet theory of ethnos (for details, see: Banks 1996:
17–23; Bromley and Kozlov 1989; Chichlo 1984, 1985; Dragadze 1980a; 1980b;
1990; 1995; Gellner 1988; Skalník 1986; 1988).
The third wave of fragmentation of the discipline’s research subject occurred
at the end of 1980s and beginning of 1990s, with institutionalization of such
‘ethno-prefixed’ sub-disciplines as ‘ethnoconflictology’ (a sort of applied political
anthropology with a focus on the study of ‘inter-ethnic conflicts’), ethno-gender
2

The Institute changed its name in 1991; prior to 1992 it consisted of two large branches
in Moscow and St. Petersburg; in 1992 Kunstkamera (St. Petersburg’s branch of the institute) became an independent institution of the Russian Academy of Sciences. Peter the
Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnology
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studies (gender relations studied, again, within particular ethnic groups and at
the intersection of ethnic and gender identities), as well as such less idiosyncratic
disciplines as urban, visual, medical and economic anthropology.
Today, when Russian anthropologists start to turn their attention to research of
science, technology, sport, tourism, state administration, business organizations,
media, fashion, body, dreams, emotions, digital technologies etc., we witness the
fourth wave of research domains differentiation, producing small groups of scholars, specializing in STS, media, business, cognitive, and sensorial anthropology.
It might be worth noting, that due to the over-centralized character of the
Soviet academy, the emergence of new research domains and sub-disciplines
roughly coincided with major administrative changes at the main centre of ethnographic research – the IE AS, each new director of which came with his own
ambitious theoretical innovations that dictated changes, sometimes quite radical,
in research agenda of the whole discipline3. The other two most important factors
that contributed to the development and change of research agendas and the
growing scope of the discipline’s subject were progressive ‘etatisation’ (with its
3
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Sergey Tolstov (1907–1976) became the director of IE AN in 1942 and organized archaeological research of the ancient Khorezm oasis; he established the department of ethno-archaeology at the IE AS. Besides, as a member of the communist party, he initiated the
turn to contemporaneity in ethnographic research (ethnography was viewed at the time
as a predominantly historical discipline).
Julian Bromley (1921–1990) replaced Tolstov in 1966 and soon afterwards consolidated the
views of his predecessors (particularly of Sergey Shirokogoroff and Nikolai Mogilianskiy)
and colleagues (in particular Pavel Kushner, Sergey Tokarev, Nikolay Cheboksarov, and
Viktor Kozlov) into what would be later known as the Soviet theory of ethnos. Ethnos
theory viewed as the foundation of Soviet ethnographic research had greatly contributed
to the ‘ethnicization’ of the discipline’s subject matter, and each new interdisciplinary
endeavor or alliance of thus understood ethnography with neighbouring research fields
and new departments at the institute received prefix ‘ethno-’ to underline their preoccupation with ‘everything ethnic’ (e.g. ethno-ecology, ethno-sociology, ethno-history, etc.).
Valery Tishkov (1941) was elected as the director of IA AN in 1989 and put much energy
into polemics with the ethnos theory, advocating instead less primordialist concepts of
ethnicity and ethnic identification; his other main contributions to broadening the subject of anthropology were ethnic conflicts studies (etnokonfliktologia) and applied research
of ‘inter-ethnic’ relations in close co-operation with various state institutions (in 1992 he
held the office of the Minister for Nationalities Affairs). His tenure of office ended in 2015.
The next director (2015–2018) was Marina Martynova who specialized in Balkan ethnography. Elections of the new director are scheduled for May 2019.
After 1990s with the appearance of a score of the new anthropological research centers,
departments, chairs, and journals (not all of them surviving for long) the centralized character of the discipline gave way to more pluralist, uneven and less predictable development
in terms of overall research agenda and sub-discipline specialization.
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pernicious ‘governmentality’) among anthropologists, specialising in nationalities
policy research, expressed in proliferation of applied research either controlled
by the state institutions or motivated by the state interests, on the one hand, and
the quirks and whims of academic fashion, on the other, shifting their attention
from visual to medical anthropology, or from gender research to STS.
In what follows, I shall try to outline the specifics of some of the recently
emerged research domains and sub-disciplines within that broad field of social
and cultural research in Russia, that is practiced by those who call themselves
anthropologists or ethnologists, and who are either employees at various anthropological institutions and university centres, or freelancers. The main sources for
this undertaking are insider information4, and the recently formed, but powerful
academic information database e-library.ru (comprising now over 28 million publications by more than 900 thousand authors, among them 10 thousand historians
and 4.5 thousand sociologists – degrees that Russian anthropologists often get
after completion PhD dissertation), as well as anthropological websites in Runet.
As noted above, the leading specializations in Russian anthropological
research, the two large loosely grouped autonomous domains, are not easily
mapped onto disciplinary divisions and boundaries in other national traditions.
Russian “political anthropology” in terms of its current research foci tends to
transgress standard understanding of this field and could be more correctly
labelled as applied research in nationalities policy, often done in close co-operation with federal and regional authorities. The second domain, “ethnographic
folklore studies”, admittedly closer to traditional anthropology’s concerns, are of
special interest for our colleagues in Western universities, but not so much for
anthropologists, as for Slavists and, sometimes, for scholars in cultural studies.
This mismatch between what is commonly understood as anthropological concerns in the rest of the world (former Soviet bloc countries are notable exceptions),
on the one hand, and the research interests of Russian ‘ethnographers-turned-anthropologists’, on the other, creates the inimitable and eclectic character of the
4

I am working for thirty five years as research anthropologist at IEA RAS (I started my
anthropological career at this institution back in 1983 as a post-graduate, but spent several years before in field population genetics and bio-anthropological research in Western
Siberia). Another source of my familiarity with the current situation in Russian anthropology is my current position as the editor-in-chief of Etnograficheskoe obozrenie, that I have
held for two consecutive terms (with one year off in-between), starting in 2004, having
served before that as an editorial board member. Still another source is my involvement
in associations and events taking place in Russian anthropology, including its bi-annual
congresses, as well as my own academic research and lecturing. Communication with
colleagues across the country from Vladivostok to Moscow and from Saint-Petersburg to
Krasnodar is yet another invaluable source for the feel of the discipline’s pulse.
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Russian discipline and produces confusion in our contacts with colleagues from
abroad. As a result, anthropologists from Russia are more often and in greater
numbers seen at ASN, CESS, or ASEEES, that is, with political scientists’, regional
specialists’, and Slavists fora, than at anthropological congresses such as AAA
or EASA.

Political Anthropology a la russe
Russian brand of political anthropology, more known locally as etnopolitologia,
continues from its inception in early 1990s to suffer from, according to an apt
phrase by one of its leaders, “a lack of discipline” (Tishkov 1994: 91). A motley
combination of disparate methods drawn ad hoc from a number of neighbouring
disciplines, such as political sociology, human geography, social demography,
conflict studies, history of nationalist movements, empire studies, etc., and propelled mainly by the vicissitudes of political fashion and ever-changing federal
and regional political elites interests, it has never reached either a coherent methodology, or even a definable and conclusive set of research objects. Drifting from
one applied project to another, changing regional emphasis from Chechnya to
Tatarstan, and from South Ossetia to Crimea, and its topical focus from ethnic
conflicts to ethnic group voting behaviour, or from population census to education
reform, its practitioners have never considered a coherent agenda or theoretical
consistency. The area’s boundaries in sociological terms are defined more by the
vagaries of government research tenders and the state apparatus of social science
knowledge, than by its own dynamics, which is expected to progress due to
methodological refinement or theoretical debates.
Admittedly, there were theoretical debates between the so-called ‘primordialists’ and ‘constructivists’, or rather adherents to Yulian Bromley’s or Lev Gumilev’s
versions of ethnos theory, on the one hand, and ‘western-oriented’ proponents
of ethnicity in 1980s and 1990s, on the other, but these discussions subsided
by the end of the 2000s with inconclusive results (although rumour was, that
‘constructivists’ took the upper hand). The results of the attempt to organize
a similar discussion on the concepts of nation and nationalism with its evident
political application to the case of the Russian nation (Tishkov 1998; Tishkov and
Shnirelman 2007; Tishkov and Filippova 2016) are yet to be seen. Systems-theory
and/or information-theory approaches that were in vogue during the nascent
days of Soviet ethnos theory (cf.: Arutyunov 1989: 19-41; Pimenov 1977) and that
might had suited theoretical needs of the whole enterprise (cf.: Avksentiev 1996)
were dropped, together with the concept of ethnos, except in tangential cases of
ethnic conflicts conceptualization.
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The tangled roots of etnopolitologia, disguising prevalent political myths under
social sciences jargon, brought a plethora of publications, the subject of which
remains elusive: e.g. in a paper with a simple enough heading “Ethnic Conflict in
N-sk”, published in one of a score of Russian anthropological journals, one might
find either a sketch of an ethnic composition of urban population with a focus
on migrants, or an analysis of identity dynamics of a certain social group, or an
outline of electoral behaviour of its citizens, or a subculture study, or a report
on a strife over regional budget, or a combination of several topics just listed.
Soviet version of political anthropology, although called somewhat quizzically
etnopotestarnaia etnografia (from Latin potestas – power), suited the label of this
anthropological discipline much better than its current successor etnopolitologia,
but as often happens with sweeping generalizations of such vast fields as etnopolitologia in Russia5, there are noteworthy exceptions that one might appropriately
define as ‘political anthropology proper’. Among them, the work in quantitative
history of state-building in pre-industrial societies by Nikolay Kradin and Andrey
Korotayev (cf.: Korotayev 2004; Grinin et al 2004), on the history of political
anthropology by Viktor Bocharov (cf.: Bocharov and Tishkov 2001), and Africanist
studies by Vladimir Popov (2001) and Dmitry Bondarenko (2001), with such
eminent predecessors as Dmitry Olderogge, Lev Kubbel, Abram Pershitz, Olga
Tomanovskaia and Yulia Zotova. Much of this research could be perceived as
classic social anthropology with its traditional attention to kinship terminology,
social structure and cross-cultural comparisons. But they remain a tiny portion
of the voluminous etnopolitologia’s print production. Most of the courses read
today at various anthropology departments across the country include more often
readings on the mundane objects of etnopolitologia, including ethnos, ethnicity
theories, and ethnic conflicts, but rarely a course on political anthropology proper.
Endemic ‘lack of discipline’ in the studies of ethnic politics has its roots in the
current administrative arrangement of the Russian academy and of its research
funding. With what came to be perceived as the ‘threat of colour revolutions’,
Western research grant agencies were made to leave the country or to drop their
most effective research grant programs6. Academic research became again almost
5
6

There are several hundred anthropologists, out of approximately one thousand-strong
Russian anthropological community, who regularly publish on topics related to this field.
The Eurasia Foundation ended its research programs support in Russia in 2004; Heritage
Foundation left Russia in April 2010; USAID at the end of 2012; Open Society Foundation
(part of the Soros foundation network) left the country in 2013; in January 2014 Kennan
Institute for Advanced Russian Studies followed suit; in July 2015 they have been followed
by the Moscow office of J. and K. MacArthur Foundation. There is a couple of research
granting agencies with western funding that continue to operate in Russia (among them
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exclusively government or state-sponsored, as it had been in the USSR. The difference is that back in Soviet planned economy times an individual scholar got
her research support from her own institution, now when research is supported
by grant agencies, much depends upon their policies and procedures. Most of the
Russian anthropological research institutions do not have any special fundraising
units, and researchers have to procure grants themselves, but this is a minor,
although time-consuming, problem. The real problem is the non-transparency
and conflict of interests, reigning at many of the Russian granting agencies, whose
councils are not elected, but appointed by members of the Russian Academy of
Sciences and its research institutes directors (often the same persons), whose
protégés (staff members of the same institutes) during the selection procedures
(far from anonymous, as nobody tries to conceal the applicant’s name) closely
follow the ‘advices’, given by their seniors. The result is that from one year to the
next the lists of the winners have the same names (bosses included) with slight
variations of research topics, getting more stale and sterile with every year passing.
The standards of double-blind peer-review or transparent procedures of expert
board formation have never taken root in all of the major state-sponsored research
granting agencies; bureaucracy is fond of controlling finance and proficient in
channelling it in ‘appropriate’ directions.

Ethno-prefixed Subdisciplines
The focus on applied research in nationalities policy, that formed the core of
Soviet ethnographic studies during the post-war period, gave birth to a plethora of
‘ethno-prefixed’ sub-disciplines and contributed both to modernisation of Russian
etnografia, and to the emergence of multiple alliances with neighbouring social
sciences and humanities. Among the offspring of such alliances were ethno-demography, ethnic geography (ethnic groups geography and ethnic migrations
mapping), ethno-statistics (categorization of population and its applications to
population census programmes). At a later stage these pragmatically driven set of
sub-disciplines were supplemented by several more academically oriented research
specialisations, such as ethnic ecology, ethnic sociology, and ethnic psychology,
all of which were believed to be specialized bodies of knowledge that could contribute to a better understanding of ethnic processes and throw light on the most
fundamental theoretical object of Soviet etnografia – etnos.
New Eurasia Foundation and Moscow Carnegie Centre), but they are engaged either as
a social development or political counselling agencies and do not play any active role in
academic research either in social sciences or in humanities.
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Ethnic Sociology
A close kin of etnopolitologia was the so-called ethno-sociology, the child of Yulian
Bromley’s attempt at the end of 1960s at Russian etnografia’s modernization,
when he invited Yurik Arutyunian and Ovsey Shkaratan, two sociologists from
Leningrad, to open new sociological department at IE AN. Today when the heyday of this discipline is over, and there are no large-scale ethno-sociological
‘expeditions’, typical for the period of 1966–1986 (for sub-discipline’s history and
a list of collective fieldwork ventures see: Komarova 2016: 306–311; Drobizheva
2001), the initially productive alliance between etnologia and sociology in this
particular area of ethnic groups sociology dried up to a trickle of publications,
devoted for the most part to documenting its history, rather than to the results
of contemporary research, which shifted to ethno-political concerns (the study of
nationalist activism, ethnic elites research, etc.), which could be better assessed
as a part of political sociology, rather than anthropology.
Ethnic Conflicts Research
Yet one more off-shoot of ethno-political and ethno-sociological research with
a brand name of etnokonfliktologia (ethnic conflicts research) had been initiated
in early 1990s by a small group of ethnologists and sociologists, situated mainly
at the two academic institutes (IEA RAN, and the Institute of Sociology RAN)
in Moscow. With proliferation of violent conflicts and separatist movements in
late 1980s and early 1990s, this kind of research specialization quickly spread into
various research centres across the country. Back in Soviet times there were no
conflict studies, except of family conflicts by social psychologists and psychotherapists, hence Russian ethnologists and anthropologists had to devise conceptual
schemes and theories from scratch, or to borrow them from other research traditions, combining vocabularies of demography, geography, social psychology,
sociology, political sciences, and history. The results were, in terms of academic
research, often discouraging, but their activities as knowledge brokers and raw
data providers paid well. On more positive side, the ‘ethnic’ conflicts7 research
brought better familiarity with political theory, including current theories of federalism, of separatist movements and conflict dynamics, migration research, conflict
monitoring and early warning systems, etc. However, if one asks what makes
one think that these preoccupations still might be perceived as anthropology (or,
7

I have to use quotation marks for ‘ethnic’ as most conflicts thus described were not ethnic
by origin, by motives or even by ethnicity of the warring opponents, but were perceived
and portrayed as such due to prevailing primordialist ideology both among scholars and
ruling elites.
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for that matter, ethnology), one would be forced to admit that they are mainly
institutional (this type of research proliferate at anthropological research centres) and administrative factors, among them a long tradition of government use
of academic research with corresponding demand, only reinforced by the state
funding, for the research to be of applied type. Both methodology, and prevailing
theoretical approach of this sub-discipline belong to political sciences and sociology of ethnic relations, and although most of the scholars from this community
work at anthropological institutes and centres, their university specialties vary
widely, and the community includes former geographers, sociologists, demographers, psychologists, historians, linguists, but very rarely those, who had been
trained as ethnologists or anthropologists. Hence, the prevalent research methods
are surveys, formal interviewing, discourse analysis and archival research; field
research and participant observation remaining a rare exception.

Ethnic Psychology
The attempts to found ethnic psychology roughly coincided with the establishment of ethno-sociological departments in late 1970s and early 1980s, but with
comparably fewer numbers of psychologists in the country, they were never
on a par with ethno-sociologists and often joined them in on-going research
projects. The first attempts to find the constituent subject that would anchor
the sub-discipline as a separate field were awkward. The old romantic idea with
strong Herderian flavour that every ‘ethnos’ should have distinct ‘psychological
make-up’ dangerously bordered with racialism, if not subtle academic ethno-racism. Subsequent readjustments and corrections of research focus as the study of
ethnic stereotyping and intolerance in 1990s and re-naming of ethnopsikhologia
in line with similar research traditions elsewhere into cross-cultural psychology in
the 2000s slightly corrected the drawbacks of its false start, but this happened at
the time when preoccupation with etnos as the main object of etnologia were past,
and most of ‘ethno-prefixed’ sub-discipline communities declined in numbers
or ‘migrated’ from anthropological research centres either to university departments of its kin disciplines (e.g. to political science and psychology departments
in cases of etnopolitologia and ethnopsikhologia, respectively), or to the main
institutes of the Russian Academy of Sciences (as in the case of ethno-sociologists
some of whom left IEA for the Institute of Sociology). The preoccupation with
everything ethnic in its early formative period has not been entirely overcome
till the present day, with the result that the re-christened sub-discipline never
fitted its ‘cross-cultural’ prefix, as it continues to focus rather on ‘cross-ethnic’
comparison. The ethnic culture assumptions remain so deeply entrenched, that
the rich heritage of multiple inter-dependencies between culture and psychology,
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exemplified in the works by Lev Vygodskiy and Aleksandr Luria, have never
found its expression in the works of ethnopsikhologia practitioners.

Ethnic Ecology
Ethnic ecology (etnoekologia) emerged as a distinct sub-discipline in early
1980s and is taught now mostly at geography departments at a university level.
It coalesced from several research strands during 1970s, although much of its
research of, for example, types of traditional subsistence economy, predated the
institutionalisation of this specialisation by several decades. Among its various
precursors were Waldemar Bogoraz, who had suggested detailed typology of culture, including its subsistence components, which he categorized in his famous The
Chukchee in large groupings of ‘habitat’ and ‘habitation’ (1904: 12–16; 169–183);
Sergey Tolstov, who provided a list of subsistence types of pre-historic societies in
his “Essays on Early Islam” (1932: 31–32); and Maxim Levin, who analysed the historical succession of subsistence types among peoples of the Russian Arctic (1947).
The concept of the so-called economic-cultural types (kulturno-khoziaistvennyi
tip), to a large degree influenced by the Julian Steward’s ideas of cultural ecology
(1955), was elaborated by Boris Andrianov and Nikolay Cheboksarov (1972).
Later, these typological insights were developed by Lev Gumilev (1967, 1971)
and especially by Valery Alekseev (1975, 1984), who suggested the closely related
concepts of anthropocenosis and anthropogeocenosis, respectively.
Other theoretical strands that contributed to the development of applied
human ecology were studies of ethnic groups adaptation to various climatic
and geochemical conditions, both bio-anthropological (Tatyana Alekseyeva and
her colleagues at the Moscow Institute for Anthropology, a bio-anthropological
research centre of the Moscow State University), and medical (pursued mainly
at the Institute of Clinical and Experimental Medicine, Novosibirsk).
Yet one more important concept of subsistence system (systema zhizneobespechenia) formed a distinct research focus within human and cultural ecology
(Sergey Arutiunov and his colleagues) and applied cosmic biomedicine (Vlail
Kaznacheev, Siberian Dept. of the Academy of Medical Sciences of the USSR).
The ethnographic sub-discipline got its present name in 1981, when Viktor
Kozlov, Soviet ethno-demographer and ethno-geographer, headed the newly
formed ethnic ecology department at IE AN, that was an outgrowth of a joint
Soviet-American project for the study of human aging and longevity, initiated in
19778. Ecology at the time was a highly fashionable discipline, exerting its influence
8

The joint research venture was initiated by the American side, represented by Research
Institute for the Study of Man (RISM) and its director Dr. Vera D. Rubin (1911–1985),
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on social sciences and humanities9, and Yulian Bromley, who was a full member
of the Academy of Sciences, wanted that the institute he directed was on the cutting edge of contemporary research in human and social sciences. Although the
department still exists at IEA RAN, very few scholars now practice ethnic ecology
in the form its founders have devised it.

Ethno-Gender Studies
The latest among ‘ethno-prefixed’ sub-disciplines, ‘ethno-gender studies’ (etnogendernye issledovania), was institutionalized at IEA RAS as a research group
in 1992 (in 1997 this group received the status of a department). Russian sociologists and sexologist Igor Kon acted as its informal leader in its starting years.
The group under his leadership initiated gender studies in Russia, covering the
broad range of feminist theory, masculinity, LGBT issues, family studies, etc. The
prefix ‘ethno-’ served as a sort of cover, explaining why the group was a part of
IEA RAN. In 2006, Natalia Pushkareva, a specialist in medieval history, headed
the sector and changed its research priorities by channeling them into women’s
history.
There are several other gender research centers in Russia with inter-disciplinary
agenda, but their members do not usually associate themselves with ethnology
and do not need to style their discipline as having to do with anything ‘ethnic’;
neither do they specialize in history, as it was characteristic of Soviet etnografia
(ethnology) that was considered a sub-discipline of history, or a ‘historical science’.
Most of ‘ethno-prefixed’ disciplines, the heritage of 1980s, moored to the concept of ethnos, are now either marginalised and survive in academic periphery, or
slowly dissolve along with primordialist views on ethnic phenomena and attempts
at positivist theory-building.

9

76

who studied anthropology at Columbia University under Ruth Benedict, Margaret Mead
and Julian Steward. An active team member was another student of Ruth Benedict, and
also a RISM senior fellow Sula Benet (1903-1982). Both Rubin and Benet were of Eastern
European Jewish origin, born in Moscow and Warsaw, respectively; both studied cannabis and its effects on human health.
In early 1980s a number of books by leading ecologists were translated into Russian and
published by publishing house “Progress”, among them “Précis d’Ecologie” by Roger Dajoz
(Russian translation published in 1975); “Energy Basis for Man and Nature” by Howard
and Elisabeth Odum (translation publ. in 1978); “Communities and Ecosystems” by Robert
Whitaker (translation published in 1980); “Evolutionary Ecology” by Eric Pianka (translation published in 1981), “Introduction to Population Biology and Evolution” by Otto and
Dorothy Solbrig (translation published in 1982), and others.
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Folklore Studies and ‘Adjectival’ Anthropologies
Folklore studies
There is a view that folklore studies constitute the core of Russian etnografia
and should be considered as ethnology proper, compared to other more recent
offshoots and ‘deviations’ of anthropological research. Historically and even
sociologically (in terms of the number of people involved and overall number
of, etc.), to analyse dialectal linguistic stocks, morphology, grammar, etc., on the
one side, and ethnographic or anthropological folklore studies with a focus on
ritual, customs, material culture, contemporary urban folklore (e.g., Anthropology
Department at the European University in St. Petersburg; Russian Studies
Department at IEA RAS), on the other.
Figures in table lines reflect the number of citations of papers, published in
anthropological journals, indicated in the head of the table; figures in columns
reflect the numbers of citations of this journal materials in other journals, indicated in the first column of the table.
1. Etnograpficheskoe obozrenie [Ethnographic Review]; 2. Vostok [Orient];
3. Arkheologia, etnografia i antropologia Evrazii [Archaeology, Ethnology &
Anthropology* of Eurasia]; 4. Vestnik Instituta istorii, arkheologii i etnografii
(Makhachkala) [Herald of the Institute of History, Archaeology, and
Ethnography (Daghestan)]; 5. Vestnik antropologii, arkheologii i etnografii
(Tyumen’) [Herald of Anthropology*, Archaeology, and Ethnography, Tyumen];
6. Voprosy antropologii [Issues of anthropology*]; 7. Ab Imperio (Kazan’);
8. Vestnik Evrazii [Herald of Eurasia]; 9. Vostochnaia kollektsia [Oriental
Collection]; 10. Zhurnal sotsiologii i sotsialnoi antropologii [Journal of sociology
and social anthropology]; 11. Lichnost’. Kul’tura. Obschestvo [Person. Culture.
Society]; 12. Mir Rossii. Sotsiologia. Etnologia [Universe of Russia. Sociology.
Ethnology]; 13. Diaspory [Diasporas]; 14. Etnopanorama [Ethno-Panorama];
15. Chelovek [Man]; 16. Gumanitarnye nauki v Sibiri [Humanities in Siberia];
17. Slavianovedenie [Slavic Studies]; 18. Traditsionnaia kul’tura [Traditional
Culture]; 19. Zhivaia starina [Antiquity Alive]; 20. Antropologicheskii forum
[Forum For Anthropology].
Note: ‘anthropology*’ means here ‘physical anthropology’. The red lines in the upper-left and
lower-right corners of the Table show the groups of journals with maximum of co-citations;
the groupings reflect the divide between ‘political’ anthropologists and ‘folklorists’.
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Table 1. Co-citation in Russian anthropologic journals (2012)
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Both sub-divisions have their own traditions in the long histories of linguistic
and ethnographic research, and though sometimes overlap, remain distinct not
only in perspectives and methods, but also institutionally, in terms of research
networks and publications. ‘Linguistic’ folklorists tend to communicate more
with linguistic anthropologists and dialectologists, whereas ‘ethnographic’ folklorists are often in urban anthropology or religion studies. The first publish
their research in such journals as Traditional Culture (Traditsionnaia kul’tura),
Antiquities Alive (Zhivaia starina), or Slavic Studies (Slavianovedcheskie
issledovania), whereas the second tend to send their articles either to Forum
for Anthropology (Antropologicheskii forum) or to Ethnographic Review
(Etnograficeskoe obozrenie). The journal co-citation in 2012 is documented
in Table 1, above. Folklore studies in this sense embrace much of urban and
linguistic anthropology, and anthropology of religion, as well as parts of visual
and medical anthropology.

Urban ethnography/anthropology
The broad research area of urban studies, sometimes designated as urbanistika, constitutes a separate domain of multidisciplinary research, where urban
planners, architects, geographers, historians, sociologists, archaeologists and
anthropologists interact. In anthropology (or to use the original term of the
Soviet period, when urban studies emerged as a separate anthropological research
field, etnografia), the study of urban population started back in the early 1950s
with the demand to focus on contemporaneity and contemporary culture (versus
previous exclusive focus on the past and tradition). The initial research focus was
the culture and folklore of the urban working class. Peasant ethnography was to
be supplemented by proletariat studies to include the whole of ‘working classes’ or
‘people’ (narod, etnos), the main subject of etnografia; other urban strata remained
a peculiar blind spot for much of the Soviet period. Etnografia has established
itself in Soviet academy from mid-1930s as a historical discipline, so the study
of contemporary mores and ways looked at the time as a major innovation. As it
often happens with innovations, the conceptual means and models were lacking,
so the standard methods of rural peasant studies were extended for application
to the new research objects. Predictably, the predominantly descriptive studies of
the ‘working class culture’ had not brought any conceptual advance, but it made
the focus on urban population strata in Soviet ethnographic research to seem an
appropriate ethnographical enterprise and introduced comparatively modern-day
traditions as legitimate objects for anthropological analysis.
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Table 2. Urban anthropology publications in the journal Sovetskaia etnografia/
Etnograficheskoe obozrenie, 1946–2017
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New research methods, including mass surveys and focus groups research
came to sub-discipline with the rise of ethno-sociology in 1980s. A new focus
of research emerged in 2000s, when urban youth subcultures attracted attention
of the young generation of Russian anthropologists, who were influenced by the
success of Birmingham youth culture studies. Subculture concept critique that
followed brought a substantial decrease in the number of such studies. Table 2
above summarises the topical changes in urban ethnographic research by 10-years
periods as reflected in publications of the flagship Russian anthropological journal
“Etnograficheskoe obozrenie”10.

Anthropology of religion
This is an old, vast and thriving research domain in Russian anthropology, converging with religion studies (religiovedenie), that often overlaps with regional
specializations (e.g. most anthropologists, specializing in Caucasus, Volga or
Central Asian studies contribute to the study of Islam; many ‘Siberianists’ pursue
research of shamanism, folklorists often excel in the knowledge of Orthodox
rites, etc.). The discipline is not institutionalized in current Russian anthropology,
except for regular publications and occasional university courses. As research
domain with a focus on rituals and customs, it continues to be the backbone of
much field ethnography, and remains a subject that many Russian anthropologists
could claim as their research specialization.
Linguistic anthropology
There are very few Russian anthropologists who could claim to pursue linguistic
anthropology, and most of these few are linguists by training. It so happened, and
linguistic diversity of the country’s population might be an explanatory factor
here, that few anthropologists learn the language of the group they (initially)
study, and in most cases when they know it, they know it either from childhood
by being a so-called ‘native’ anthropologist, or by being a long-time resident of
the region. Many regions of the country are multilingual, as its linguistic diversity
(about 200 languages) outstrips the number of languages in any European country
by degree. This creates an unusual background for the career choices of a young
anthropologist: you can invest your time in learning the language and get stuck
for much of your career with one (often quite small) group, or you specialize
10

The journal was established in 1889 under the same name, but later had been twice renamed
(Etnografia in 1926, and Soviet etnografia in 1930). Its initial name was restored in 1992.
It is the oldest and most influential anthropological academic publication in the country,
with few rivals in terms of the number of research areas covered, the number of papers
published yearly, and the geography of its contributors.
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regionally by thorough acquaintance with history, geography, culture, archives
etc. of a whole region that holds many diverse groups, traditional residents of the
region, but you converse with them in Russian11, perhaps with a few occasional
phrases in their own languages. Hence most anthropology departments in the
country do not demand from their students the knowledge of local languages
(knowledge of English is considered more important for academic reading and
publishing), and the few post-doc departments that do, have narrow regional
focus.
Linguistic field anthropology in Russia remains rather a linguistic than anthropological discipline with a focus on socio-linguistic research and with academic
research centres, situated either at linguistic university departments (Novosibirsk,
Tomsk and Chita universities), or at the institutes of Russian Academy, such as the
Institute of Linguistics, RAS in Moscow and the Institute of Linguistic Studies,
RAS in St. Petersburg, and European University in St. Petersburg. In 1960s–1980s
there was a group for the study of onomastics (the study of proper names, including ethnonyms and toponymy) under the leadership of Vladimir Nikonov at
IE AN, a specialization needed for ethnogenesis and ethnic migrations research,
but with the decline of ethnic groups’ origin studies, the group ceased to exist.

Visual anthropology
Although Soviet visual anthropology is often linked to Dziga Vertov and his
documentary film theory of 1920s, most Russian visual anthropologists (aside
from field photography and occasional shooting of rituals that had been considered as a mere instrumental ‘fixation’ of field materials, along with pencil
drawings, diary writing, and audio recording) date their discipline’s birth as
summer 1987, when the first Soviet ethnographic film festival was held in Pärnu,
Estonia (cf. Aleksandrov 2007: 9). It took about next ten years for Russian visual
anthropology to mature, before the first Russian anthropological film festival
took place in Salekhard, in August 199812. In 2002 Moscow International Visual
Anthropology Festival was organized to become a bi-annual event. Now, besides
the Centre for Visual Anthropology at Moscow State University, there are groups
of enthusiasts at Saratov Technological University, as well as in Izhevsk (Udmurt
Republic), Perm, Yekaterinburg, Novosibirsk, and St. Petersburg.
11

12
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According to the All-Russian population census of 2010 among 137 227 107 persons, who
provided the answer on the question on ethnic group affiliation, 136 019 395, or 99.11%
informed that they know Russian (http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/perepis2010/croc/
Documents/Vol4/pub-04-03.pdf).
For details see the website of the Centre for Visual Anthropology at Moscow State University
(http://visant.etnos.ru/fest/rfaf_1.php#up).
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Legal anthropology
The study of customs and customary law were inalienable parts of ethnological
research in Russia since its formation in XVIII c. (for details, see: Vermeulen
2015). However, it was constituted as a distinct anthropological discipline only
in mid-1990s, when anthropologists and jurists joined their efforts to establish
juridicheskaia antropologia as a set of teaching courses, summer schools, conferences and a series of publications, mainly in the form of conference proceedings
(cf.: Benda-Beckmann and Finkler 1999), article and documentary collections
and occasional monographs (cf.: Bocharov 2012), focussing mainly on indigenous
peoples’ or minority groups’ rights or the study of Shari‘a law and adats as forms
of customary law. Russian anthropologists, specializing in these subjects, often act
as consultants or experts in legislation process in cases that concern nationalities
policy issues or at courts that deal with violations of indigenous and minority
rights or with the cases of xenophobia and intolerance.
Medical anthropology
The discipline bearing this name has been for a long time considered a part of
medical students curriculum, while Soviet ethnographers paid only occasional
attention to the so-called traditional medicine and healing practices. This situation
started to change in 1980s in the context of multidisciplinary aging and longevity
studies (see section on ethnic ecology above), when ethnographers and physical
anthropologists worked in close collaboration with geriatricians. During that
period many of the standard issues and research topics a medical anthropologist
usually grapple with, were studied in social hygiene, medical geography and
the history of medicine. As a part of socio-cultural anthropology the discipline
started its institutionalisation only in 2000s, when Valentina Kharitonova at
IEA RAS initiated regular seminars and conferences, originally concentrating
on traditional healing and shamanism research. Now medical anthropology is
being taught and practiced at several university centres (besides Moscow, also
in Saratov and Tomsk), but it remains quantitatively a relatively small community, if one compares it with USA, encompassing perhaps only several dozens
of Russian anthropologists, who promote it and are actively involved in medical
anthropological research projects.
Economic anthropology
One might credibly assert that economic anthropology does not exist as a separate
discipline in Russian anthropology or, at best, it goes through its nascent period of
institutionalization, although there are university courses and textbooks bearing
the title. This is a paradox, as world-renowned economic anthropologists, such
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as Alexander Chayanov, lived and worked in Russia. It is a double paradox, as
presumably Marxist Soviet etnografia should have paid much more attention to
‘economic base’, production, exchange, and consumption research than it was the
case. However, to state that there is no separate discipline under the name of “economic anthropology” in contemporary Russian academy is not equivalent to the
statement that there is no anthropological research on economic issues. In fact the
research of many issues that could be referred as ‘economic’ have been practiced
by Soviet ethnographers throughout Soviet period, although such research was
often dispersed in terms of intra-disciplinary arrangement of academic labour
division. For example, the typology of the economic-cultural types (see the section
on ethnic ecology above) demanded close knowledge of the economy of societies
classified. Material culture studies contained much information on traditional
economies. There was an animated discussion of economic formations and of the
Marxist concept of Asiatic mode of production; the modes of production were part
of the research agenda of the department of pre-historic societies (sector pervobytnoi istorii) that had been created at IE AN in 1967. Theoretical contributions to
pre-industrial economies research, made by the staff members of that department
(Abram Pershits, Anatoly Khazanov, Yuri Semyonov, Lev Kubbel, Vladimir Kabo,
Viktor Shnirelman, Olga Artemova), as well as a series of translations into Russian
of the works that became classical in economic anthropology (Henry Morgan,
Marcel Mauss, Bronislaw Malinowski, Maurice Godelier, and Marshall Sahlins,
among others) attest to the rich tradition of economic-anthropological research
in the country. Attempts to the institutionalisation of the discipline continue (e.g.
there was a baccalaureate course at the Moscow branch of the Higher School of
Economics in 2012–2014, read by Nikolai Ssorin-Chaikov and Grigorii Yudin).

New Research Domains and Innovative Fields
Anthropology of professions and leisure
There were occasional publications (notably, in urban anthropology, when a certain subculture became a focus of research, but also in folklore studies, when
ethnographers concentrated on folklore of, say, village smiths or herdsmen) that
could be viewed as precursors to the anthropology of professions. However, the
rise of this sub-discipline is usually traced to the works of sociologists, based at the
chair for social anthropology and social work of Saratov Technological University
and at the Centre for Social Policy and Social Research (Saratov), who conducted
a score of thematic conferences and summer schools, and published a series of
article collections on anthropology of various professions, occupations, and trades
that contained a plethora of case studies, covering fieldwork among taxi-drivers
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and policemen, ballet dances and iron founders, cemetery workers and dentists,
lawyers and healers (Romanov and Iarskaia-Smirnova 2005; 2007; 2011; 2012).
There is no neat division of labour among anthropologists who specialize in
such fields as anthropology of business and organisations, science and technology,
medicine, transport, youth sub-cultures, or tourism with those, who are involved
in research on anthropology of professions and leisure. Not only all these fields of
interest significantly overlap, there is a substantial commonality in methods and
theories employed, as well as mingling and mixing of approaches and vocabularies used. Predictably, these new research fields involve younger scholars, and
all the centres that pursue this kind of research are not the research institutes
of the Academy of Sciences or old anthropological departments, but relatively
new university centres (the already mentioned Saratov, European University in
St. Petersburg, Tomsk University, and the Higher School of Economics with its
branches in Moscow and St. Petersburg). The students are often trained as sociologists, coming to anthropology for their degree or postdoc specialisation.

Anthropology of the state
There is an emergent research field of anthropology of the state with small number of researchers, involving both anthropologists and historians that could be
provisionally viewed as ‘kin’ to anthropology of organizations and institutions.
The field is loosely institutionalized as a network of researchers, operating from
Social Sciences and Humanities School of the Higher School of Economics in
St. Petersburg and Anthropological Department of the European University
in St. Petersburg (cf.: Abashin 2015; Ssorin-Chaikov 2003). Additionally,
a Commission for Economic Anthropology has been recently created at the
Russian Anthropological and Ethnological Association to encourage the development of this field. This approach is complemented by already mentioned
comparative research in quantitative history of the state-building in pre-industrial societies (Korotayev 2004; Grinin et al 2006), relying mostly on archival
sources interpretation and cross-tabulation of ethnographic traits analysis in
the style of George Murdock. The leading journal, publishing research papers in
this field is Ab Imperio.
Anthropology of science and technology
This is a new research area in Russia (with diverse strands and a motley set of
scholars) that has not yet gained the status of an anthropological sub-discipline
or any institutionalisation beyond occasional university course or article collection. There are notable exceptions in terms of sustainable research networks that
coalesced around such topics as the anthropology of the academy (Komarova
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2008; 2010; 2013), or STS and ANT in anthropological research (Sokolovskiy
2015; 2016; 2018). However, most of publications in this area discuss the history
of various sciences and disciplines, scholars’ biographies, or institutional histories, as well as the history of particular ideas or technologies, or philosophical
issues that might be relevant to the discussion of scientific theories, methods and
their implementation. There is a special institute among academic institutions
in Russian Academy of Sciences, that conduct and co-ordinate research in the
field of history of science and technology and publishes several journals and
series collections13.

Sensory anthropology, body and movement studies
This is an emerging and promising new area for anthropological research in
Russia, drawing anthropologists’ attention to other channels of perception besides
the auditory and visual, and to kinaesthetics (in case of the latter, previously only
dance studies were among the objects of ethnographer’s attention). Now, there
appeared a number of publications on the anthropology of smell, taste, and touch
(cf.: Pirogovskaya 2015; Vainstein 2003).

Conclusion
A very substantial part of what is going on under the umbrella terms of etnologia
or antropologia in Russia is in fact applied political and sociological research,
a highly ideologized government-sponsored sphere of dealing with issues of
legislation consultancy, nationalities policy, ‘ethnic situation’ monitoring and
so-called ‘ethnic conflicts’ (or alleged ‘threats’ of such conflicts), accompanied
and supported by specific political discourse. In a way, albeit indirect, all these
preoccupations reflect the current situation in the country, when various informal
networks, including territorial local clans, ethnic groups, university ‘brotherhoods’, or plain criminal gangs infiltrate much of economy, politics and even
academy and compete and conflict over scarce resources, be it an administrative
post, an economic advantage, or a research grant.
There is, however, another faction, or rather a set of various collectives and
networks within Russian anthropological community, who specialise in what
I termed here ‘adjectival anthropologies’ and ‘new research domains’, which
much better suit the name of anthropology and are better integrated in current
discipline’s agenda especially when looked from an international perspective.
13
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The two communities, although often sharing the same administrative
resources, rarely collaborate. They rely on different research methods; they have
different explanatory frameworks in terms of their theoretical sympathies, conceptual glossaries, or peer and authority structures. They also publish their papers
in different periodicals and do not cite each other’s work. Nowadays anthropology
of almost any national tradition is fragmented into many sub-disciplines and specialised research fields. This is also the case of Russian anthropology, but unlike
the situation in many other traditions, Russian anthropological community is
also split into two ‘camps’, not necessarily warring with each other, but definitely
looking to different directions and projecting quite distinctive ‘futures’ of the
discipline. The research agenda of political anthropologists in Russia is closely
bound with the current tasks of the nation state and might be viewed as a version
of academic or methodological nationalism. I have argued elsewhere (Sokolovskiy
2014) that the second largest group, the folklorists, involved in ‘traditional culture’
research, are prone to another version of nationalism that might be viewed as academic historicism, as their findings are often used by all sorts of local nationalists
to boost their claims either to the status of first inhabitants of some region, or to
some kind of ancient and noble roots that put their communities well above the
rest. Both strands of academic inquiry produce research of somewhat parochial
variety, although there is a number of emerging anthropological research fields,
that are still quite new for Russian anthropological tradition and that are capable
to significantly transform its research agenda.
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Social and Cultural Anthropology
in Postsocialist Europe Three Decades
Later: A Lost War for Social and Cultural
Anthropology in Postsocialism?
Vesna Godina
Abstract: This paper is intended as an analysis of the post-socialist war over social
and cultural anthropology. It presents the four most important groups which
participated in this war: the group of the “Volkskunde” people; the group of the
“Völkerkunde” people; the group of native anthropologists; and the group of the
western-educated socio-cultural anthropologists. It isolates the most important
logic of this war, i.e., the logic of ‘money and power’, as well as other important,
ultimately decisive factors in the outcome of the post-socialist changes and development in the field of social and cultural anthropology, such as the role of social
capital and the role of (political) chameleonism. Additionally, some of basic results
of the post-socialist war over social and cultural anthropology – redefining ethno
logy and social and cultural anthropology, the invention of anthropo-ethnology
and de-professionalization – are all presented and analysed.
Keywords: social and cultural anthropology, postsocialist countries, anthropologization of ethnology, anthropo-ethnology, de-professionalization, history of
anthropology, social capital, political chameleonism

1. Introduction
The aim of my article is to present some general trends which have become part
of social and cultural anthropology in East and Central European postsocialist
countries over the last thirty years. This aim brings with it several limitations.
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The first limitation is geographical; postsocialist Russia, as well as other
post-Soviet, postsocialist countries, does not form part of my analysis. There
are several reasons for this decision; first, under socialism, the USSR developed
its own tradition of ethnography, ethnology, and anthropology; second, part
of this tradition was a tendency to equalize anthropology with ethnology and
ethnography; third, in the USSR, anthropology formed part of the historical
sciences; fourth, in the USSR, ethnology and anthropology participated not only
in the ‘nation-building’ project, but also in the ‘empire-building’ project. These
are the most important reasons that socialist and postsocialist anthropology in
socialist and postsocialist Russia and other post-soviet states constitutes a special
case that should be analyzed separately.
The second limitation relates to the fact that my text is not intended to present
and analyse the changes, processes and developments in any of the East and
Central European postsocialist countries in detail. There are several reasons for
this decision, too. The first is that such an analysis would exceed the space limitation for an article in Cargo. The second concerns the fact that detailed analyses
of specific European postsocialist countries have already been done by several
other authors (see Barrera-González, Heintz, and Horolets 2017; Bošković 2008a;
Bošković and Hann 2013; Giordano, Ruegg, and Boscoboinik 2014; Hann, Sárkány,
and Skalník 2005; Kockel, Craith, and Frykman 2012; Köstlin, Niedermüller, and
Nikitsch 2002; Kürti and Skalník 2009; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumović 2008c;
Mühlfried, and Sokolovskiy 2011; Skalník 2000, 2002, 2005; Slavec Gradišnik
2000)1. I have used their analyses and their data as basic materials for my text.
This was not, however, the only means of data collection. Several items of my data
are a result of direct observation with participation (I have been part of socialist
and postsocialist social and cultural anthropology since 1981), and I collected
much important additional data through conversations with many socialist and
postsocialist anthropologists. However, those who specialize in postsocialist social
and cultural anthropology in a specific European postsocialist country would
inevitably find many deficiencies in my text when that particular European postsocialist country is in question (concrete contexts are missing, several factual
situations are omitted etc.). This is normal. The change, development, dilemmas
and problems associated with social and cultural anthropology in every East and
Central European postsocialist country would need a book to describe.

1
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2. Four Groups Which Played the Game
When Godina analysed the situation of social and cultural anthropology in
European postsocialist countries in 2002, she stressed among others that for
postsocialist countries so-called ‘money and power dilemma’ was characteristic
(ibid: 19). This dilemma means that in the process of the institutionalisation of
social and cultural anthropology in European postsocialist countries the main
interest was not to establish professional departments and institutes of social and
cultural anthropology, but to gain control over a new discipline, the introduction
of which was connected with new jobs, new money and new professional positions
(see also Ciubrinskas 2017: 181-82; Kiliánova 2012: 116; Kürti 1996: 15).
In accordance with the data I possess, what really happened in the years since
the fall of socialism was a fight for money and power between four groups of
scientists: 1. ‘Volkskunde leute’ (i.e., ‘Volkskunde people’); 2. ‘Völkerkunde leute’
(i.e., ‘Völkerkunde people’); 3. native social and/or cultural anthropologists; and
4. socio-cultural anthropologists, educated in the West.2

2.1. Group No. 1: Volkskunde People/Ethnologists
In most European postsocialist countries the important group was the one of
‘Volkskunde leute’, which must be distinguished from ‘Völkerkunde leute’.
In the German-speaking area, Central Europe and Scandinavia, there is
a standardized difference between Völkerkunde and Volkskunde. As Barnard and
Spencer (2008: 627) point out, “Völkerkunde is German for ‘folks-study’... The
term is synonymous with ethnology (German Ethnologie) or cultural anthropology, but sharply distinguished from Volkskunde, ‘own folk-study’.” (see also
Bennett 1999; Dostal and Gingrich 2008; Hann 2007; Hofer 1968). According to
this distinction in Central Europe, the German-speaking area and Scandinavia,
there was Völkerkunde, which was equalized with social and especially cultural
anthropology.
However, in most European socialist countries, it was Volkskunde, which was
identified with ethnology.3 This was a result of very specific national developments in the fields of Volkskunde and Völkerkunde (see BR). Even though we
2

3

In Sárkány’s opinion (2002: 560), there were also some other groups which advocated for
the introduction of social and cultural anthropology in postsocialist countries. However,
in accordance with the data I possess, these groups did not play an important role in the
postsocialist war over social and cultural anthropology.
Here the equation of German-speaking countries and Scandinavian countries with
European socialist and postsocialist countries is wrong. This mistake is frequently present
(see Barnard and Spencer 2008: 627; Dostal and Gingrich 2008: 263–65; Ingold 2007: xiv).
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cannot describe and analyse these developments, we need to stress some general
characteristics which are connected with the fact that it was Volkskunde and not
Völkerkunde that in postsocialism became equated with ethnology.
What existed in socialism in European socialist countries was Volkskunde, the
field which was the study of the folk customs of the researcher’s own country, not
a study and research of foreign, especially non-European folks (see BR).4 Such
an orientation had several reasons. We will mention only two of them: the first
is ideological; and the second is political.
When ideological reasons are in question, it was of fundamental importance
that in most European socialist countries Volkskunde was understood as a branch
which studied a concrete ethnic history in accordance with the Marxist understanding of history (see BR.). Opinions vary on how strong and important the
effect of Marxism was on socialist ethnography and ethnology. In Sárkány’s
opinion, Marxism in socialist ethnology had never been extensively applied
(Sárkány 2002: 563). On the other hand, Kodra-Hysa (2013) reports that for the
Albanian case there was about almost absolute determination of Albanian ethno
graphy with Marxism.
The second reason which promoted the existence of Volkskunde was political,
connected with the affirmation and sometimes also with establishment of independent nations and national socialist states (Sárkány 2002: 562). Volkskunde in
socialist countries was a nation-building science (Stocking 1982).5 Mihăilescu,
Iliev, and Naumović (2008b: 13-14) stressed this characteristic as one of the basic
differences between ethnology and social and cultural anthropology: ethnology
is ‘nation-building’, western social and cultural anthropology is ‘empire-building’.6 Studying nations, their origins and folk customs was a special form of
formal recognition of a concrete nation. On the other hand, such study of
nations was also a form of political legitimisation of the socialist states as democratic political and historical units. That was also the reason why socialist
states not only allowed, but also stimulated ‘folk-study’, as long as this study
4

5

6
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Native terms for Volkskunde are: “národopis”, “narodopisje”, “ludoznawstwo”, “narodouka”,
“néprajz” etc. – all these terms mean “a description of people” or “knowledge about people”.
The people which were described and/or analysed were in principle the etnologist’s own
ethnic/national group or related ethnic groups (such as Slavs, Ugrofinns etc.).
This nation-building function of ethnology was present already before socialism (see
Cvetkovič 2008: 285–88; Eretescu 2008: 41–44; Hedeşan 2008: 21–24; Iliev 2008: 148–51;
Mihăilescu 2008: 78; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumović 2008b: 3–13; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and
Naumović 2008c: 433, 437, 440–42; Naumovič 2008: 214–18).
The idea of ‘national-building’ ethnology was critisized by several postsocialist ethnologists and anthropologists (see Buchowski 2012; Čapo-Žmegač 2014; Kiliánová 2012).
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was oriented to the history and customs of nations officially recognized by
concrete socialist state.7
The original form of ‘folk-study’ in all European socialist countries received
a form of folklorist study, which was also described as ‘ethnography’ (see BR).
Gradually in some European socialist countries a new form of ‘folk-study’ develo
ped, which was more sociologically and anthropologically oriented. In many
cases, for this new type of ‘folk-study’ the term ‘ethnology’ was introduced to
distinguish it from traditional folkloristics/ethnography.
In some European socialist countries traditional folkloristics/ethnography and
ethnology became two separate disciplines. As Kremenšek (in Kremenšek and
Halpern 1995: 55), one of the most prominent Slovene ethnologists (see Slavec
Gradišnik 2000, 2013), described in 1995, “Folkloristics and ethnology are two
essentially different things in Slovenia today.”
To conclude: in the second half of the 20th century, there were at least two
different ethnologies in Europe: the first one was ethnology in German-speaking
countries and in Scandinavia, where it was a synonym for Völkerkunde and social
and cultural anthropology; and the second was ethnology in European socialist
countries, where it was a synonym for Volkskunde. There were several important differences between these two ethnologies (see Balikci 2008: 180, 182–3;
Benovska–Sabkova 2008: 120–24, 128; Bitušíková 2002: 141; Garnizov 2008:
168–72; Gorunović 2008: 311–12; Hann 2007, 2008: 400–1; Hedeşan 2008: 21–38;
Hofer 1968; Južnič 1987: 33; Kandert 2002: 43; Kasabova 2008: 190–91; Kodra–
Hysa 2013, 2014; Kremenšek and Halpern 1995; Melikishvili 2002: 67; Mihăilescu
2008: 72, 74; Mucha 2002: 87; Naumović 2008: 216, 230–31, 251; Prelić 2008: 279;
Prošić–Dvornić 2008: 364, 368–69, 372, 376; Sárkány 2002; Slavec Gradišnik 2000;
Sokolovski 2002; Spasič 2008: 343): first, the research and study in ethnology/
Völkerkunde were oriented towards non-European societies and cultures, and in
ethnology/Volkskunde, study and research were oriented towards the researcher’s
own folk group; second, for ethnology/Volkskunde, the tradition of ethnographic,
folkloric, and ethnological methods of fieldwork was characteristic, ethnology/
Völkerkunde practiced mostly anthropological observation with participation;
the third important difference lies in the fact that ethnology/Völkerkunde was
7

For more about the complex relation between socialist ethnology and nationalism see:
Balikci 2008: 180; Benovska– Sabkova 2008: 120; Buchowski 2012; Cvetković 2008: 300;
Čapo–Žmegač 2014; Eretescu 2008: 51; Garnizov 2008: 162; Gorunović 2008: 328; Hann
2008: 402, 404; Iliev 2008: 148, 151; Mihăilescu 2008: 57, 61; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumović
2008a: 425, 428; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumović 2008b: 1–10, 12–18; Mihăilescu, Iliev,
and Naumović 2008c: 438, 445; Naumovič 2008: 214, 218–9, 225, 242–3, 250; Prelić 2008:
262–4; Prošić–Dvornić 2008: 354, 359.
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essentially a comparative discipline, ethnology/Volkskunde remained a discipline characterised by “positivistic descriptions” (Kandert 2002: 43); the fourth
difference concerns the type of knowledge: ethnology/Volkskunde was the development of ‘self-knowledge’ (Kremenšek in Kremenšek and Halpern 1995: 54),
while ethnology/Völkerkunde developed knowledge about ‘Others’; for the majority of ethnology/Volkskunde, Marxist theory was characteristic; in ethnology/
Völkerkunde, a broad range of theoretical frames was used.8
The above mentioned two ethnologies had different statuses in European socia
list countries. Volkskunde/ethnology had been formally recognized as an academic
discipline (see BR).9 On the other hand, separate and independent departments
and reseach institutes for ethnology/Völkerkunde/cultural anthropology were
in principle absent. Departments named as ‘Department of Ethnology’ were in
fact departments of ethnology/Volkskunde and not departments of ethnology/
Völkerkunde/cultural anthropology.
On the other hand, ‘folk-study’ in all European socialist countries has a long
and well-recognized tradition (see BR; Čapo–Žmegač 1993, 2014; Geană 1990,
1997, 1999, 2002; Kotnik 1986; Kremenšek 1978, 1983, 1985, 1991, 1995; Kremenšek
and Halpern 1995). For Völkerkunde/ethnology/cultural anthropology in most
European socialist countries any important tradition is not characteristic (see BR).
And, as already mentioned, Volkskunde/ethnology was understood as an
acceptable discipline and science, while ethnology/Völkerkunde/cultural anthropology was understood as a “bourgeois pseudo-science” (Melikishivili 2002: 67).
As such it was mariginalized (see Godina 2002).
To conclude: the first group which participated in East and Central European
postsocialist countries in the war over social and cultural anthropology was
a group of ex-socialist ethnologists, i.e., the group consisting of ex-socialist
Volkskunde people. This group was the equipped, with well-established social
network and political connections and support, with the best institutional back-up
8

9
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In European socialist countries, some ethnologists and social and cultural anthropologists denied these differences (see Brumen 2001, 2002; Buchowski 2004, 2005, 2012; ČapoŽmegač 1993, 2014; Čapo and Gulin Zrnić 2014, 2017; Frykman 2012; Jezernik 1991, 1993;
Jezernik and Muršič 2000; Muršič 2002, 2008; Prica 1995, 2006, 2007; Šmitek 1991, 1996;
Šmitek and Jezernik 1992, 1995). However, they present exceptions among ethnologists
and social and cultural anthropologists in postsocialist countries (see BR).
In different European socialist countries, there were important differences in the field of
the institutionalisation of ethnology/Volkskunde; for example, in Bulgaria “in the universities, the position of ethngraphy and folklore studies was weak.” (Elchinova 2002: 26) On
the other hand, in Slovenia there was a separate Department of Ethnology at the Faculty
of Arts, University of Ljubljana.
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and with the longest historical tradition. In some European socialist countries,
ethnologists were seen “as belonging to the intelectual elite of their nation”
(Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumović 2008b: 14).

2.2. Group No. 2: Völkerkunde People
In some European socialist countries, there were also specialists for non-European
cultures and societies (see Bošković 2008b; Bošković and Hann 2013; Godina
2002; Hann, Sárkány, and Skalník 2005; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumovič 2008c;
Slavec Gradišnik 2000; Sárkány 2002).
The largest group for the study of the folk customs of ethnic groups, which
were not the researcher’s own groups, was established in the Soviet Union because
the Soviet Union as a multicultural state incorporated a large number of very
different non-Russian ethnic groups (Sokolovski 2002). In other European socialist
countries “their number was small” (Sárkány 2002: 560). In Bulgaria, no such
group existed (Benovska-Sabkova 2008: 118).
The specialists for ethnic groups, which were not the same as the researcher’s
ethnic group, in principle did not have their own research institutes and university
departments (see BR). This area of study and research was not recognized as a separate discipline; in principle, it was understood as the ‘ethnology of non-European
countries’, i.e., as a study of non-European cultures and societies in folkloristic/
Volkskunde tradition. It was the reason why some of the specialists for non-native
ethnic groups worked in institutes of ethnology/Volkskunde (see BR).10
This coexistence of Völkerkunde and Volkskunde types of ethnology produces
several important consequences. One is that in ex-socialist ethnographies/ethnologies the perception that Völkerkunde and Volkskunde types of ethnology are
two divided disciplines was not very common (in contrast to the German tradition). The second is the feature “that there has never been an absolute dichotomy
between domestic investigations and research on distant territories” (Sárkány
2002: 562). And third: “The existence of ties between domestic ethnography
and non-European studies … helped incorporate some anthropological ideas
in Central and Eastern European ethno-sciences” (ibid.: 563) which led to the
process of the anthropologisation of ethnology.
All these characteristics have important consequences also in the postsocialist
developments of ethnology and social and cultural anthropology.

10

In Slovenia Zmago Šmitek was a professor for non-European ethnology at the Department
of Ethnology, Faculty of Arts, University of Ljubljana. He was the only professor for this
field (see Slavec Gradišnik 2000).
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Because of the coexistence of the ethnology of non-European societies with
Volkskunde for ethnologists, who were specialists in non-European societies, not
only the absence of separate and specialized research institutes and university
department was characteristic, but also a lack of an elaborate social network
and political connections (if those existed, they were individual not group connections and networks; if there were group connections, these connections were
shared by Volkskunde ethnologists). They were not strong and important; they
were few in number, as a group – if the group existed at all – small, with little
social capital. For them also a lack of a separated recognized historical tradition
was characteristic.

2.3. Group No. 3: Native Social and Cultural Anthropologists
The third group, which participated in the struggle over social social and cultural
anthropology in European postsocialist countries, was a group, consisting of
native social and cultural anthropologists, which in European socialist countries
practiced anthropology already in the socialist period (see BR).
Many native socialist anthropological traditions are connected with physical
anthropology, which in most European socialist countries was recognized as
a separate research and study discipline (see Benovska-Sabkova 2008; Godina
2002; Martinovič Klarič 2013; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumovič 2008a). There
were separate and well-recognized institutes for physical anthropology, as well
as separate departments at universities to study physical anthropology (ibid.).
Because most of the physical anthropologists were natural scientists, there were
not understood by the socialist state as ideologically dangerous. These were reasons
why the position of physical anthropology in most European socialist states was
stable, and in some cases even privileged. As a group, they had (good) institutional
support. They also shared several other characteristics with ethnology/Volkskunde:
this group was in principle the biggest group of native anthropologists in European
socialist countries, with an elaborated social network and in some cases also with
political connections and support, with long (if not the longest) anthropological
historical tradition and with a recognized public position and respect.
Quite the opposite was true for the situation of native social and cultural
anthropology.
Despite social and cultural anthropology formally not existing in European
socialist countries (see Elchinova 2002: 25; Godina 2002; Kandert 2002: 43;
Mihăilescu, Iliev and Naumovič 2008a: 425), at least in some European socialist
countries, there were small groups – in some cases only isolated individuals –
who practiced a kind of social and cultural anthropology of the western type
(see BR). In several European socialist countries something like native social and
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cultural anthropological traditions can be recognized, for example in Romania
(see Eretescu 2008; Geană 1990, 1997, 1999, 2002; Hedeşan 2008; Mihăilescu 2008;
Sárkány 2002), in Serbia with Zagorka Pešić Golubovič (see Bošković 2008a: 161–2;
Gorunović 2008: 320; Mihăilescu, Ilia, and Naumović 2008a: 431, 2008c: 443–4;
Naumović 2008: 232, 238–9, 249, 254; Pešič 1994; 2005; Spasić 2008), in Croatia
with Rudi Supek, Dunja Rihtman Auguštin and Eva Erlich (see Bošković 2008b;
Čapo–Žmegač 1993, 2014; Godina 2002: 6; Rihtman Auguštin 1998, 2001, 2004)
and in Slovenia with Stane Južnić (see Bošković 2008a: 161; Godina 2013; Minnich
2013: 349–50; Slavec Gradišnik 2000: 43, 105–106, 119–120, 517). In some other
countries, there were also individuals, who worked as social and cultural anthropologists. They tried to introduce the knowledge, research, and professional standards
from western social and cultural anthropology into European socialist countries,
and studied their own European socialist countries in a new, anthropological way.
Some of them managed to introduce social and cultural anthropology as a separate discipline into research institutions and universities (see Eretescu 2008;
Geană 1990, 1997, 1999, 2002; Hedeşan 2008; Mihăilesu 2008; Mihăilescu, Iliev,
and Naumovič 2008c: 435; Sárkány 2002: 558). In Slovenia, the person who introduced western social and cultural anthropology was Prof. Stane Južnič (see Godina
2013; Minnich 2013: 349–50; Slavec Gradišnik 2000: 43, 105–106, 119–120, 517).
However, the native social and cultural anthropologists were exceptions, marginalized individuals, in European socialist countries. The main reason for that
was ideological: they did not work in the strict framework of Marxism, they
introduced non-Marxist theories and theoretical frameworks. Because of this,
native social and cultural anthropology was understood as ‘a bourgeois discipline’,
as a dangerous theoretical, methodological, research and study digression from
Marxist social science (see Bošković 2008b; Bošković and Hann 2013; Godina
2002, 2013; Hann, Sárkány, and Skalník 2005; Kandert 2002; Mihăilescu, Iliev,
and Naumovič 2008c; Slavec Gradišnik 2000; Melikishivili 2002).
This was the reason why social and cultural anthropology and the individuals
who worked in it, were negatively politically stigmatized. This was also the reason
why socialist folklorists, ethnographers and ethnologists did not show any interest
in identifying themselves with it; they strictly insisted on self-identification as
folklorists, ethnographers or ethnologists.
To conclude: in European socialist countries, the absence of institutionalization
was characteristic for native social and cultural anthropology as well as a lack
of a recognized historical tradition. Native social and cultural anthropologists
were recognized as unimportant individual excesses, which were ideologically
problematic. As groups and individuals, they had almost no institutional back-up,
little (if any) social capital and influential political connections.
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2.4. Group No. 4: Social and Cultural Anthropologists Educated in the West
The fourth group, which participated in the postsocialist war for social and cultural anthropology in European socialist countries, was a group that consisted
of social and cultural anthropologists educated in the West (see BR).
In most European socialist countries, there were few scientists who had studied
social and cultural anthropology in western countries with an established and
recognised social and/or cultural anthropological tradition. Some of these individuals had received a classical social and/or cultural anthropological education
which, paradoxically, in principle prevented them from coming back to their home
countries and incorporating themselves into research institutes and departments.
The reason is the already mentioned fact that social and cultural anthropology
had the status of ‘a bourgeois science’ in European socialist countries. This was
the reason why those who studied social and cultural anthropology abroad were
in principle understood as ideologically disoriented individuals who must be controlled and marginalized. Some of them were also in a situation which resulted
in their migration from their native socialist state.
For all these reasons, not only the absence of separate and specialized research
institutes and university departments but also a lack of elaborate social network
and political connections (if those existed, there were individual, not group connections and networks) were characteristic for social and cultural anthropologists
educated in the West. As a group they possessed very little social capital. For
them also a lack of separate recognized historical tradition was characteristic.
They were systematicaly marginalized.

3. About the Postsocialist War Over Social and Cultural Anthropology
From the contemporary perspective, it is evident that in European postsocialist
countries it was the groups of ex-socialist ethnologists who won the war over
social and cultural anthropology. They succeeded in defeating not only the native
social and cultural anthropologists and the social and cultural anthropologists
educated in the West but also the physical anthropologists, who lost their former
position under socialism.
There are several reasons for this ethnological victory in the postsocialist war
over social and cultural anthropology in European postsocialist countries. The
already described characteristics of socialist ethnology played a crucial role. In
the postsocialist war over social and cultural anthropology, these characteristics
– the already existing institutionalization, ethnology as a recognized scientific
discipline, socialist ethnologists as respected scientists – turned into a powerful weapon. It was much easier to rename the already existing Department
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(Institute) of Ethnology as the Department (Institute) of Ethnology and (Cultural)
Anthropology than to establish a new one.11 In the negotiation for new departments, institutes, researches, jobs, positions etc. respected socialist ethnologists
had a better position than marginalized native social and cultural anthropologists
and social and cultural anthropologists educated in the West, and so on.
However, there were also several less visible factors which played a crucial
role in the ethnological victory in the postsocialist war over social and cultural
anthropology. We will describe only two of them.

3.1. The Role of Social Capital
Perhaps the most important, less visible factor was the social capital that ex-socialist ethnologists possessed from socialism. As Lampland (2007) showed in the
case of the Hungarian postsocialist agrarian sector, it was exactly social capital
which was the crucial factor in establishing positions in the new postsocialist
social organisation. The basic principle is clear: those who had more important
and influential group and individual connections received the best positions
in new postsocialist society. The quality and quantity of knowledge was not
important.
In my opinion, the same logic lies also behind the success of socialist ethnolo
gists in the postsocialist war for social and cultural anthropology. From among
all groups which participated in the war over social and cultural anthropology,
the socialist ethnologists had the largest social capital, i.e., the most elaborated formal and informal individual and group connections and networks.
Naumović (2008: 211) described these connections and networks as “dangerous
liaisons.”
This social capital was a heritage from socialism. Socialist ethnologists established formal and informal individual and group connections during socialism, in
which, as we have already mentioned, they had a privileged position in the study
of ethnic groups. They established dense networks of inter-individual and intergroup connections, which enabled them in the socialist past and continued to
enable them also in postsiocialism to organize (mostly informal) social networks,
processes of decision-making, research institutions, university departments, etc.
in a form which guaranteed them the realisation of their interests.
11

During the last three dacades, the renaming of ethnological departments, institutes, journals etc. was a general practice in European postsocialist countries (see Benovska-Sabkova
2008; Bošković and Hann 2013; Elchinova 2002; Geană 2002; Hann, Sárkány, and Skalník
2005; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumović 2008c; Mucha 2002; Muršič 2002; Sárkány 2002).
The only reported exception from this practice was postsocialist Slovakia (see Bitušíková
2002: 142–44).
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The important part of their social capital was already in socialism their
established connections with the political elite and the Communist Party. Some
socialist ethnologists did more to have them, some did less or nothing (see
Slavec Gradišnik 2013). Despite the formal discontinuity with socialism these
connections and networks remained crucial in all spheres of the new postsocialist societies (see Godina 2015). The same was true for groups of socialist
ethnologists. At least some of them, those with already established connections
with the ex-ruling Communist Party, could use their connections and networks
also in postsocialist reality. In Slovenia, for example, we know by name those
who among the socialist ethnologists were closely connected with the Slovene
Communist Party during socialism.

3.2. The Role of (Political) Chameleonism
The second important invisible factor for the ethnological victory in the postsocialist war over social and cultural anthropology is connected to the ability/
inability for ideological thinking, argumentation, conversion and manipulation.
Some socialist ethnologists developed several of those skills already in
socialism, during the period when they were working in a politically loyal science. It included at least some of above-mentioned practices and skills.
On the other hand, physical anthropologists were mostly not skilled in these
ideological activities, which in postsocialism became perhaps even more important than they were in socialism. If socialism was, when ideological definitions
were in question, a relatively stable system and period, postsocialism has been
much more turbulent. This turbulent climate rewarded only those individuals
and groups, who have been able to make quick ideological accommodations
and (sometimes shameless) switching from one ideological position to another.
Postsocialist history proved that among the four mentioned groups which
fought in the war for social and cultural anthropology, in most European postsocialist countries the most skilled were the groups of socialist ethnologists.
They adapted themselves successfully to the new social and political conditions.
Without any problems some of them changed their political positions, renamed
their disciplines, institutes and departments, rewrote the history of ethnology
and social and cultural anthropology in their countries in the way to suit them
and their interests. Their behaviour, activities and argumentations are instructive,
even striking to study.12
12

Such an instructive example would also include the activities and argumentations of some
Slovene socialist ethnologists (see Brumen 2001, 2002; Jezernik 1991, 1993; Jezernik and
Muršič 2000; Muršič 2002; Šmitek 1991, 1996; Šmitek and Jezernik 1992, 1995).
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4. Some Consequences and Results
After groups of socialist ethnologists won the war over social and cultural anthropology in most of European postsocialist countries, important changes took place
in postsocialist ethnology and social and cultural anthropology. We will discuss
only few of them here, namely those that seem to have changed the landscape of
social and cultural anthropology in European postsocialist countries irreversibly.

4.1. Redefining Ethnology and Social and Cultural Anthropology
During the postsocialist war over social and cultural anthropology, the fields of
ethnology and social and cultural anthropology were redefined. These redefinitions did not produce a clear picture of what ethnology and social and cultural
anthropology in postsocialist countries are or should be but resulted instead in
a situation where there is no clear and universally accepted understanding of
social and cultural anthropology.
In Slovenia and Croatia, for example, some ethnologists=cultural anthropologists deny the differences between ethnology and social and cultural anthropology,
in opposition to the generally accepted opinion in the social sciences and humanities, and in opposition to the international standards of science (Brumen 2001,
2002; Buchowski 2004, 2005, 2012; Čapo-Žmegač 1993, 2014; Čapo and Gulin
Zrnić 2014, 2017; Jezernik 1991, 1993; Jezernik and Muršič 2000, 2002; Prica
1995, 2006, 2007; Šmitek 1991, 1996; Šmitek and Jezernik 1992, 1995). Buchowski
(2012: 22) writes about a “well-established anthropological tradition commonly
named ethnology.” For Bulgaria, Elchinova (2002: 32) reports that “the distinction
between the two disciplines is more about terminology than content.”
In other European postsocialist countries, the relation between ethnology and
social and cultural anthropology is understood quite differently. Such is the case
in Slovakia, where the ethnological approach is understood as different from the
anthropological one (Bitušíková 2002: 144). Melikishvili (2002:72) reports from
Georgia’s perspective that “every ethnologist, every cultural and social anthropologist is now working for the government.” A strong connection with politics
was also reported for Croat ethno-anthropology (Rihtman Auguštin 2001: 192,
194); their field research was openly patriotic, which was recognized by some
Western anthropologists as Croat nationalism (ibid.: 196; see Greverus 1996).
Connections with politics, in Muršič’s opinion, has nothing to do with social
and cultural anthropology (see Muršič 2002: 162). Melikishivili’s understanding
of ethnology and social and cultural anthropology differs fundamentally from
Kürti’s idea of social and cultural anthropology in European postsocialist countries (Kürti 1996, 2000, 2002a, 2002b, 2008). And so on.
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To draw some kind of conclusion: in many European postsocialist countries
we have reached a situation in which the fields of ethnology and of social and
cultural anthropology are understood differently from country to country, even
from one author to another within one country.

4.2. The Invention of Anthropo-Ethnology
At least in some European postsocialist countries, especially in those where
groups of socialist ethnologists identify themselves as social and cultural
anthropologists occupied the most important positions in the field of social
and cultural anthropology, a new quasi scientific discipline has become dominant, which their protagonists usually describe as ‘cultural anthropology’.
However, this postsocialist ‘cultural anthropology’ remains in many important
epistemological, theoretical and methodological aspects, essentially ethnology,
to which some assorted anthropological elements have been added. Although
called ‘cultural anthropology’, a more correct description for it is anthropo-ethnology, i.e., a discipline which comprises an imaginary synthesis of
ethnology and social and cultural anthropology. However, closer observation proves that this ‘discipline’ is neither ethnology nor social and cultural
anthropology.
In describing what anthropo-ethnology is not, we have not yet given any
positive definition of what anthropo-ethnology is. In my opinion, anthropo-ethnology can be understood as a result of the anthropologisation of ethnology.
From many European postsocialist countries we have reports about how new
methods, research problems and methodology from social and cultural anthropology have been introduced into classic ethnological or ethnographical study
(BR; Brumen 2001, 2002; Čapo-Žmegač 1993, 2002, 2014; Jezernik 1991, 1993;
Jezernik and Muršič 2000; Kremenšek and Halpern 1995; Muršič 2002; Šmitek
1991, 1996; Šmitek and Jezernik 1992, 1995). This proves that an anthropologisation of ethnology is in process.
How long this process has lasted in any specific European postsocialist country
and how many results it has so far produced, differs. In Slovenia, for example, contemporary anthropo-ethnology is a result of the second phase of the
anthropologisation of Slovene ethnology. The first phase of this process took place
under socialism. Kremenšek (in Kremenšek and Halpern 1995: 53) described
it as the “anthropologisation of our ethnology” and situated it “in the sixties
and seventies.” However, as Kremenšek (ibid.: 55) stressed, “this did not make
us anthropologists.” Kremenšek insisted on the difference between ethnology
and social and cultural anthropology (see Kremenšek 1991, 1995; Kremenšek in
Kremenšek and Halpern 1995).
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And here lies the basic difference between the first and second phases of the
anthropologisation of Slovene ethnology. Contemporary Slovene anthropo-ethnologists claim that the introduction of social and cultural anthropological
knowledge into their ethnology has made them cultural (and also social) anthropologists (see Brumen 2001, 2002; Jezernik 1991, 1993; Jezernik and Muršič 2000;
Muršič 2002; Šmitek 1991, 1996; Šmitek and Jezernik 1992, 1995). As Muršič
(2002: 162) explained, “either we declare ourselves as anthropologists or ethnologists.”13 Such a dual or hybrid identity brings with it several advantages, especially
in connection with the ‘money and power dilemma’.
However, the process of the anthropologisation of ethnology was not limited
only to Slovene ethnology. Rihtman Auguštin described it for Croatian ethnology
(Rihtman Auguštin 1998, 2001, 2004). In Croatia the result of this process was in
her opinion a new scientific identity – “ethno-anthropology” (Rihtman Auguštin
2001: 276).14 Croatian ethno-anthropology differs in many characteristics from
western social and cultural anthropology (see Čapo 2014: 61; Rihtman Auguštin
2001: 181-199). According to Rihtman Auguštin, Croatian ethno-anthropology
is not a part of western social and cultural anthropology (ibid.).
Another example of the process of the anthropologisation of ethnology is the
Serbian case (see Cvetkovič 2008: 302; Mihăilescu, Iliev, and Naumović 2008c:
445–6; Naumovič 2008: 246, 251; Prelić 2008: 280).

4.3. De-professionalization
The last crucial result of the war over social and cultural anthropology in European
postsocialist countries that we will discuss is the de-professionalization of social
and cultural anthropology.
An important role in the de-professionalization of postsocialist social and
cultural anthropology was played by the marginalisation of Western-educated
social and cultural anthropologists, physical anthropologists, native social and
cultural anthropology and of those ethnologists who did not support the transformation of ethnology into anthropo-ethnology.15 All these groups generally
13

14

15

It must be mentioned, however, that this equation in Slovenia is valid only for Slovene ethnologists; if, for example, a Slovene social and/or cultural anthropologist would insist on
also being an ethnologist, this equation would no longer be valid.
I find Rihtman’s term ethno-antropology misleading. Ethno-anthropology in namely
not a special subfield or subdiscipline of social and cultural anthropology, but it “denotes
anthropologised ethnological sciences.” (Čapo 2014: 61) This is the reason why the correct name for it is anthropo-ethnology.
In European postsocialist countries, many of ethnologists did not accept the transformation of ethnology into anthropo-ethnology (see BR). In Slovenia, this group of ethnologists represents the majority of professional ethnologists.
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maintained higher professional standards than those being practiced in postsocialist anthropo-ethnology.
There are several reasons for that. One is the traditional non-acceptance of
postmodernist anthropology among most of these mentioned groups.16 The
second concerns the conviction that they could escape marginalisation by producing serious scientific work and results. The third was the comparison they
regularly made with western universities and research institutions; those institutions modelled the professional standards they wanted to put into practice in
their social and cultural anthropology and physical anthropology at home. The
final reason we would like to mention is as follows: under socialism, they had
still believed that in the (near) future they would be able to establish social and
cultural anthropological departments at universities and research institutions.
They thus sought to be prepared through serious anthropological work for such
establishments.
Other circumstances which played an important role in the de-professionalization of social and cultural anthropology in at least some European postsocialist
countries are as follows (see Elchinova 2002: 29–30; Kürti 2002a:76): the motivation to become anthropologists in order to prove democratic attitudes and values;
the motivation to switch into anthropology to get a job; the motivation to become
anthropologists to find a new label for a research activity not hosted by other
already established disciplines etc. All these practices provided an entrance into
social and cultural anthropology for individuals who perhaps had the motivation,
even enthusiasm for becoming social and cultural anthropologists, but who lacked
basic knowledge about the discipline they were joining.
Geană (2002: 105) described the basic logic of de-professionalization in
European postsocialist countries in this way: “After the implementation of cultural anthropology, it is only the denomination of ‘anthropology’ that was spread
in academia and society, not its whole concept, i.e., not also the specific research
methods and the specific disciplinary language.”17

16

17

Some anthropo-ethnologists embraced postmodernism as the theoretical and methodological back-up of their analysis and research. Croatian anthropo-etnologists “used the theoretical approach of postmodern ethnography.” (Rihtman Auguštin 2001: 192) In Sárkány’s
opinion postmodernism in postsocialist ethnology and social and cultural anthropology
has had very different effects than in the USA: “It hindered the choice of a firm paradigm.”
(Sárkány 2002: 563)
By ‘concept’, Geană (2002: 111) means “a group of elements ‘holding together’; in our case,
the concept of anthropology refers to the group of ontological, methodological and categorical elements together making up the disciplinary pattern of this science.”
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5. Conclusion
In most East and Central European postsocialist countries, social and cultural
anthropology during last 30 years experienced institutionalisation, but not the
expected professionalization. As Geană (2002) correctly stresses, in European
postsocialist countries these two processes did not in most cases unfold in parallel,
as expected, but in many cases in opposition: the more institutionalisation, the
less professionalization. The fact that institutionalisation of social and cultural
anthropology has often been accompanied by de-professionalization, relates to
the mentioned fact that what was institutionalized in most cases was deprofessionalized or at best semi-professionalized anthropo-ethnology.
Against all obstacles, it seems of crucial importance for the future of social and
cultural anthropology in European postsocialist countries to introduce professional standards to the discipline, despite the fact that such practice is described
by some western social and cultural anthropologists and by some postsocialist
anthropo-ethnologists and social and cultural anthropologists as colonial (see
Barrera-González, Heintz, and Horolets 2017; Buchowski 2004, 2005, 2012; ČapoŽmegač 1993, 2002, 2014; Čapo and Gulin Zrnić 2014; Frykman 2012; Kiliánová
2012; Kürti 2008; Kürti and Skalník 2009; Pobłocki 2009; Prica 1995, 2006, 2007;
Restrepo and Escobar 2005). Some postsocialist anthropo-ethnologists openly
criticized those postsocialist social and cultural anthropologists who stand for
professional standards in postsocialist social and cultural anthropology. For
instance Čapo (2014: 65-66) in this respect criticises Kürti and Skalník.
This problem opens a question of how to make a productive distinction
between professional standards in social and cultural anthropology and colonialism. Uncritical equalization of western social and cultural anthropology with
not only colonialism but everything bad on the one hand and anthropo-ethnology
as anti-colonial and good on the other hand has been established. However, this
equalization ignores the fact that not everything that is part of western social
and cultural anthropology is either bad or colonial, while not everything from
anthropo-ethnology is good and/or anti-colonial. As we have already learned in
other professional fields, it is not the western knowledge in mathematics, medicine
etc. as such which can be declared colonial or anti-colonial, but how it is used. If
the western knowledge is used in non-western societies for the empowerment of
non-western societies, it is an anti-colonial fact. On the other hand, ignorance of
western knowledge which reproduces western power over non-western societies
is colonial practice.
The productive way out in postsocialist social and cultural anthropology is
to use western social and cultural anthropological knowledge and to adopt the
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professional standards of western social and cultural anthropology (this will make
postsocialist social and cultural anthropology a professional activity) but use this
knowledge and these standards for the empowerment of European postsocialist
countries in the contemporary world capitalist system. All other solutions lead
not only to de-professionalized social and cultural anthropology, but also to the
reproduction of “neo-neocolonialism” (Godina 2015: 128) in European postsocialist countries.
Those of us who are dedicated to professional social and cultural anthropology
should unify our activities (including internationally), to improve the position of
professional social and cultural anthropology in European postsocialist countries and to guarantee that professional social and cultural anthropological
knowledge is used for the empowerment of social and cultural anthropology
and European postsocialist countries. We should start with activities to protect
our discipline from the devastating results of the de-professionalisation and
dilettantism that have been rampant also because this de-professionalisation
and dilettantism is part of neo-neocolonialism, practiced in European postsocialist countries. For the realisation of this aim, international cooperation
will be needed.
This international cooperation should change westernized social and cultural
anthropology into de-westernized international social and cultural anthropology.
How this social and cultural anthropology should be named – either cosmopolitan
anthropology (Hann 2012) or world anthropology/world anthropologies (Pobłocki
2009; Restrepo and Escobar 2005) or trans-national anthropology (Čapo 2014)
etc. – remains an open question. It is clear, however, that this social and cultural
anthropology should be based on productive cooperation between western social
and cultural anthropology and social and cultural anthropology in postsocialist
countries. The crucial dimension of this cooperation will be a productive dialogue
between social and cultural anthropologists from different geographic locations
and theoretical and national traditions, which Kuper predicted already in 1994
to be a crucial dimension of future social and cultural anthropology (see Kuper
1994: 115).
For western social and cultural anthropologists such cooperation means,
among others, not only to accept the de-westernization of professional social
and cultural anthropology, but also to accept criticism on the part of non-western social and cultural anthropologists. And for European postsocialist social
and cultural anthropologists, such cooperation presupposes not only to stop the
de-professionalization of social and cultural anthropology in European postsocialist countries, but also to stop the affective, sometimes irrational attacks on
western social and cultural anthropology.
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Power Struggles and Competing Visions
around Paradigm Shift: Socio-Cultural
Anthropology in Post-Communist Czechia

1,2

Petr Skalník

Abstract: The article critically analyses the last 30 years of sociocultural anthropology in post-communist Czechia. The author points out that in 1990 there was
practically no sociocultural anthropology in the country. The transcendence of
previous disciplines of nationgraphy and ethnography was complicated by many
structural constraints and terminological confusion, German cultural influence,
nationalism, dependency path of communism and the lack of a culture of contention. The beginnings and further development of sociocultural anthropology
were marked by the competition with ethnology understood as a synonym of
Volkskunde-type studies. First departments emerged outside of the capital city in
Plzeň (Pilsen) and Pardubice. Debates eventually arrived. Some were existential,
and others pertained to the status of the Roma as a cultural minority. The article
shows the gradual growth of the discipline of Czech sociocultural anthropology in
institutional, publication and international dimensions. Although Czech sociocultural anthropology established itself during the studied period as a respected
1

2

I dedicate this article to Ulf Hannerz and Andrés Barrera-González. The former suggested
in early 1980 that I write an article on Czechoslovakia for his special issue of Ethnos on
national anthropologies (Gerholm and Hannerz 1982) and I responded at the time that
there was nothing to report. The latter and Monica Heintz invited me in 2010 to submit
an article about Czechia to their collection (Barrera-González, Heintz and Horolets 2017)
and I never managed to complete it on time.
I use “post-communist” because “post-socialist” or “post-state-socialist” appears to me as
scientifically incorrect. The country was ruled by the Communist Party in a totalitarian
way. “Socialism” was a propaganda term which the communist regime used in order to
confuse the people. “State-socialism” is also not a correct term because the state was fully
dominated by the communist party.
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social science discipline, it still will have to overcome the paradigmatic threshold
of theoretical hesitancy marred by jockeying for institutional power.
Keywords: sociocultural anthropology, Czechia, Roma, culture of contention, paradigm, power

Introduction
In the 30 years since the communist party lost its constitutional hegemony in
Czechoslovakia, the Czech Republic has emerged from the first skirmish between
the Czech and Slovak post-communist politicians in 1993. Pretty soon it became
clear that the political, economic, social and cultural inertia or even the continuity
between the communist era and post-communist period would last longer than
had been expected. In an essay published in 1996, I suggested that this period
would be as long as the previous era, i.e., forty years (Skalník 1996). Despite this
gloomy prediction, the attempts to establish socio-cultural anthropology were
launched immediately after the regime change (Skalník 2002). The fact that even
after a full 30 years a question mark hangs over its existence is shocking. What and
who has caused sociocultural anthropology still to be a marginal discipline in free
Czechia? Was Václav Hubinger (1992a) right when he wrote on the eve of the 2nd
biennial conference of the European Association of Social Anthropologists (EASA)
held in Prague in August 1992 that the explanation for why we (i.e., Czechoslovaks)
have no social anthropology is the existence of národopis (nationgraphy3)?
The present article4 has emerged from discussions of papers at Dubrovnik
in 2016. Panel 352 at the Inter-congress of the International Union of Anthro
pological and Ethnological Sciences, convened by the present writer, was entitled
3

4

“Nationgraphy” is my neologism which literally translates národopis. Historically národopis/
lidozpyt/lidopis has been equivalent of the German term Volkskunde. During the communist era národopis was often used as a synonym of et/h/nografie or etnografie a folkloristika. After 1989 národopis was sometimes translated as ethnology, see Česká národopisná
společnost/Czech ethnological society/Société ethnologique tchèque at https://ich.unesco.
org/en-state/czechia-CZ?info=accredited-ngos#ngo-00654.
An earlier version with a broader European scope was published as an entry in the
International Encyclopedia of Anthropology (Skalník 2018). I thank Jakub Grygar for his
criticism of this encyclopaedic entry. Han Vermeulen copy-edited and commented on the
text. I am grateful to Zbyněk Andrš, Nikola Balaš, Vesna Godina, Ulf Hannerz, Marek
Jakoubek, Adam Kuper, Tim Quinlan, Jaroslav Skupnik and Zdeněk Uherek for their
comments. I also thank three anonymous reviewers for their detailed inputs. The
responsibility for the arti-cle remains exclusively mine.
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“Anthropologies and ethnologies in post-communist Europe: Paradigm shift or
hoax?”5 The description of the panel, written by me as convenor, opened with
these words:
“What has really happened in ethnology and socio-cultural anthropolog y
during the last 25 years since the fall of communism/socialism? Why
do Western anthropologies not take seriously their post-communist equivalents? Why do post-communist anthropologies not develop innovative methods
and research initiatives?”
In other words, I was puzzled by the apparent impotence of post-communist
anthropology to get rid of residues of the descriptive positivism of so-called
Heimatkunde,6 now called ethnology. I further asserted that “in most European
post-communist countries the descriptive study of local folk cultures was well
developed without much contact with theoretical developments due to colonial
and post-colonial research outside Europe.”
So, I contrasted the theory that Western socio-cultural anthropology developed
from fieldwork-based analyses of the “Other,” mostly non-capitalist societies of
Africa, the Americas and Australasia, with the inward-looking study of home
folkways which had a long tradition in Europe. What fascinated me was the
contrast between the apparent adoption of liberal democratic politics in Eastern
Europe and the very weak beginnings of a critical comparative knowledge production common in sociocultural anthropology in western liberal democracies but
lacking in Eastern Europe. I wondered whether this was caused by the inability
of seeing one’s society from a distance or just by inherent conservatism typical
of a society which historically makes no radical decisions. Or was it simply lack
of courage on the part of those who wanted to bring about fundamental change
but wanted to make it without “pain”?
Thus, the purpose of the Dubrovnik panel and this article has been to determine whether a real paradigm shift happened during the three decennia since
the fall of communist regimes or rather the world was played a trick on … In
other words, is it “‘Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose’”? Was there an irreversible move from which there is no return? Was a transition accomplished
5

6

At the 17th World Congress of Anthropology held in Florianopolis, Brazil, in 2018, I co-organized a panel „Can we speak of scientific progress in anthropology?“ and presented the
paper „The Czech case: skirmishes between sociocultural anthropology and národopis.“
“Heimatkunde”, in Czech vlastivěda, is perhaps a broader expression than národopis/
nationgraphy but often these terms are mutually substitutable.

Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 117–151

119

Powe r S t r u g g l e s a n d C o m p e t i n g V i s i o n s a r o u n d P a r a d i g m S h i f t

from historical orientation towards social science? I was also wondering whether
the terminological transition from nationgraphy/ethnography to ethnology was
justified or not. “Is the widespread combination of ethnology and cultural anthropology in the names of departments in Eastern Europe genuine? Why has no
independent department or institute for social anthropology emerged for such
a long time in ex-communist parts of Europe?7 Is ethnology coterminous with
social and cultural anthropology in eastern European usage? What is meant by
this term “ethnology”?
The essays published in this special issue of Cargo try to answer these questions.
The reader can judge how successful we have been querying this goal.
The Czechoslovak (and thereby Czech) case is fascinating because by 1990
there was hardly any tradition of non-European research and no sociocultural
anthropology to speak of. The pioneers of the 1960s, namely Ladislav Holý and
Milan Stuchlík, did not return to Czechoslovakia from their stints abroad.8 Still,
in 1993 Václav Hubinger, one of the Czech pioneers of social anthropology, when
reporting for the nationgraphic journal Český lid (Czech people) about the 2nd
conference of the EASA which met in Prague largely thanks to his initiative, wrote
about “mythical ‘social anthropology’” (Hubinger 1993: 336) and that “social
anthropology is no spectre nor a discipline dealing exclusively with ‘exotic’ cultures” (ibid. p. 338). He wrote this from the position of “our discipline (náš obor)”
(ibid.) meaning, of course, nationgraphy or ethnography in the sense of folklore
studies. Hubinger then exhorted his readers “not to fear and offer professionally
what we have” (ibid.). Did he then still believe in the potential of the discipline
from which he came? Along with Hubinger, Juraj Podoba, a future pioneer of
social anthropology in his native Slovakia, also came to Coimbra, for the 1st
EASA conference. At the time a research fellow in the Institute of Ethnography
and Folklore of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, Podoba expressed his surprise
at “essential disparities between Anglo-Saxon or Western social (and cultural)
anthropology and East-Central European ethnography (etnografia, národopis,
néprajz) … and the nature of that first encounter was a kind of cultural shock.
I unexpectedly found myself face to face with an advanced, modern social science”
7

8

Somewhat exceptional was the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle,
East Germany, where the German name that was registered legally in 1999 is Max Planck
Institut für ethnologische Forschung.
Attempts to establish non-European ethnography and social anthropology in Czechoslovakia
were buried after the departure in 1968 of Ladislav Holý for Zambia and Milan Stuchlík for
Chile and confirmed by the dissolution of a special non-European department by Antonín
Robek soon after he assumed directorship of the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore at
the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences in 1972.
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(Podoba 2007: 28). Podoba’s account is very frank. “I experienced the biggest
cultural shock later when I spent a long time at the universities in Zurich and
Cambridge…It was a confrontation between the archaic, pre-scientific, descriptive
field of ethnography, with no theory or methodology of its own…and a modern,
theoretically and methodologically elaborated social science that endeavours to
reflect on a broad and diverse array of fundamental issues in the sphere of social
and cultural development, and to do so in literally a global comparative context”
(Podoba 2007a: 29; see also Podoba 2007b).
For obvious reasons, socio-cultural anthropologists had to be recruited from
among ethnographers or nationgraphers who were not satisfied by the arid “národopopis” (ironically meaning a mere description of the nation instead of a science
of nation) and physical anthropologists as well as theorists of culture (culturologists). In effect, people reared in a humanity discipline would be required, by
joining socio-cultural anthropology as a social science, to commit theoretical
and methodological suicide. If these recruits would succeed in institutionalizing
the new discipline, they and their students would become the true founders of
socio-cultural anthropology in the Czech Republic.

Structural constraints
A digression is needed here. Several historical and other circumstances were
framing the potential for socio-cultural anthropology in post-communist
Czechia. How to explain that social and cultural anthropology was an anathema
for Czech nationgraphers/ethnographers? I believe that there were several
structural impediments. The following several clusters of facts determined the
absence of socio-cultural anthropology in Czechia (and other post-communist
countries).
The first limitation is terminological. Even today if one mentions “anthropology” or introduces her/him/self as “I am an anthropologist,” the average
Czech interlocutor understands that you are talking about biological or physical
anthropology. Such is the historically evolved folk model of the term, in Germany
and Russia as well. Therefore, it is no surprise that “sociocultural anthropology”
is missing from the vocabulary. This understanding of the word “anthropology” is quite widespread on the European continent. In the USA, anthropology
includes both biological and sociocultural anthropology, even archaeology and
linguistics. Only slowly is the Czech public becoming accustomed to the terms
“social anthropology,” “cultural anthropology” and “sociocultural anthropology.”
At the same time, a hybrid concept of anthropology is expressed in the phrase
“general anthropology” or just “anthropology” which in both cases includes all
Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 117–151
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four types of anthropology. In some cases, the term “anthropology” may even
include philosophical anthropology, psychological anthropology, ethnology or
even pure philosophy. This confusion contributes to the problematic status of
an academic discipline that is at the same time a natural and a social science,
nay humanity. Therefore, to understand sociocultural anthropology as strictly
a social science would strengthen its position both among sciences and in the
public’s eye.
Another limitation is German cultural influence on the Czech academic
milieu. It is reflected in the whole organisation of scientific life. The German
academic tradition is highly hierarchical. From the Middle Ages, academics have
been divided into professors, docents (readers, associate professors) and masters/
assistants. To climb in this hierarchy is very tedious and dependent on various
extra-academic conditions. First, a master will have to attain a doctorate. But that
is not enough. Especially the transition from an assistant or specialised assistant
to the “docentura” (docentship) is crucial for one’s career. This process is called
“habilitation.” Most doctors never make it through to the benchmark of docentship. Only docents and professors are considered the true teachers at institutions
of higher learning. Yet in practice lesser paid assistants and specialised assistants
do the bulk of the teaching. The secret why they do not reach the benchmark is
that they are too busy teaching and are unable to produce those scholarly works
that are the main criteria in the habilitation. Once a person manages to publish
several articles or chapters in prestigious media, he or she may dare to become
a candidate for habilitation through submitting a special thesis (habilitační práce)
that is assessed by a special ad hoc habilitation committee composed only by
docents and professors. If approved, the candidate is invited to pronounce her/
his habilitation lecture whereupon the scientific council of the entire faculty votes
in secret ballot whether or not the docent title can be conferred to the candidate.
The members of this council may not know the candidate or have no idea about
her or his academic specialisation. The next stage of becoming a professor is by
appointment. This means that within the faculty a consensus has to be reached
that a particular docent is worthy of a nomination. If the candidate is approved by
the faculty’s scientific council and the university’s scientific council the nomination to a professorship is sent to the President of the Czech Republic for approval.
Although this feudal-type privilege should be a formality, the President may delay
or even try not to approve the nomination.
Nationalism is another serious hindrance to making sociocultural anthropology less acceptable in post-communist Czechia. Whereas sociocultural
anthropology studies comparatively all societies of all times, the Czech tradition of studying one’s own nation or people (or related nations, i.e., Slavic) has
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dominated the academic scene during the modern era9. In this case, too, the
German inspiration was strong: the division into Volkskunde/Ethnographie
and Völkerkunde/Ethnologie reflects itself analogically in Czechia and other
post-communist countries. The Czech forms of self-study have predominantly
been concerned with the rural folk (in fact, well-to-do peasants) and the discipline
was largely descriptive. Therefore, we encounter studies related to “vlastivěda”
(literal science of mother/ fatherland, German Heimatkunde), “národopis”
(description of [own] nation) or “lidopis” (description of the folk), even “lidozpyt” (science of the folk). Often the study of [one’s own] folklore is included. The
scientific quality of writing was lowered by self-celebratory homeland tones. In the
English-speaking literature, the practitioners of these inward-looking disciplines
are called “native ethnographers” (Hofer 1968) or even “ethno-anthropologists”
(Rihtman-Auguštin 1997; Buchowski and Cervinkova 2015; Buchowski 2017: 40).
Historically, nationalist forms of self-study contributed to political conscientisation, identity building or nation-building, eventually leading to the political
independence of Czechoslovakia, since 1993 of Slovakia and Czechia (as well
a host of other nation-states in Europe and to some extent also the non-European
world). The comparative and analytic dimensions of this branch of knowledge are
hardly discernible. Some researchers perform the study of the “internal other,”
such as exoticized minorities like the Roma (formerly known as Gypsies). Native
ethnographers also show interest in national diasporas, such as Czechs in Ukraine,
Kazakhstan, USA, even in far-away countries such as Namibia (Mildnerová 2018,
2020). Since 1893 they have their own scholarly society, now called the “Česká
národopisná společnost” (for translations see note 3). Under communism, nationalistic self-study (nationgraphy) almost had a monopoly. The study of “foreign
nations” (cizokrajný národopis, obecná etnografie) was quite marginal. After the
demise of communism, some nationgraphers tended to embrace social and cultural anthropology, many not whole-heartedly. The majority, however, embraced
the name ethnologists (under communist rule, the denomination “ethnology”
was officially considered a bourgeois pseudoscience).
The dependency path of communism is another obstacle in the way of sociocultural anthropology. The communist rule in Czechoslovakia (1948–1989) marked
by the hegemony of the Communist Party of Czechoslovakia determined the fate
of nationgraphy and socio-cultural anthropology. The latter was seen as a direct
competitor to Marxism and therefore suppressed while the former was considered a historical discipline, in fact, an auxiliary to Marxist-Leninist historical
9

Most contributions of this kind can be found in the pages of Český lid, the main journal
of Czech nationgraphers.
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materialism. What was most important was to reconstruct the origins of human
society, private property and the state, following Engels’ classical compilation. The
Soviet preoccupation was decisive also for Czech nationgraphers who now studied
the working class, starting with miners, which substituted the traditional study of
peasants. However, it was again historical reconstruction writing. Practically no
substantial study of contemporary “socialist” society was undertaken. Attempts
to introduce Soviet-style ethnography as the study of the peoples of the world
(comparable to German Völkerkunde) were not successful either. Although in the
communist era departments were renamed into those of “ethnography and folklore,” nationgraphy continued to dominate. A later Soviet reorientation towards
the study of ethnoses was echoed in late-communist Czechia by research on
ethnicity and “ethnic theory,” which Hubinger (2015: 70), with the benefit of
hindsight, considers as rudimentary anthropological. As late as 1991, articles
appeared in Český lid about these Soviet- induced themes (Hubinger 1988, 1990;
Brouček et al. 1991). The heritage of communist rule is active until the present
day (Summer 2020).
Perhaps the last but very important impediment is the lack of discussions. One
of the young students who spent a semester or more at a university in Britain,
Nikola Balaš, in an early article contrasted the academic style in his home university in Czechia with a British university (Balaš 2014). He clearly stated that “the
parochialism of Czech anthropology is also caused by the structure, form and
content of contemporary curricula in sociocultural anthropology” (Balaš 2014:
76) and that the “educational practice I encountered in England was a far cry
from Czech practice. The cultural shock I suffered in England made me ponder
the nature of the two systems” (Ibid. p. 81). The most important deficiencies were
little time for library study, no fieldwork, too many courses which amount to
the “German idea of Bildung,” no learning how to write, not enough knowledge
of English (Ibid. p. 85). Balaš concluded his intriguing article by arguing that if
we look for causes for the limited nature of Czech anthropology “we cannot get
far with historical explanations” (Ibid. p. 87). I would tend to agree with him if
I were not aware of how much the inertia of the past is alive. Balaš developed
his criticism of Czech anthropology in another article four years later, admitting
that there is a strong line of descent between nationgraphy/ethnography towards
sociocultural anthropology, at least in its Czech brand. At the same time, he
stressed that Western anthropology is characterized by its contentiousness. Balaš
painstakingly showed that the Czech journal Český lid did not exemplify any trace
of contention. The lack of fundamental discussions goes hand in hand with the
lack of theory. After 1990 some young authors who studied and even published
in the late 1980s presented interesting articles after their stints abroad. However,
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“[T]hose ethnographers [now calling themselves ethnologists, PS] in the
Ethnography Department who began their careers during Robek’s era still
made up the majority of the department’s staff until a few years ago. They
were thus in a key position from which to reproduce their academic habitus.
Whereas curricula changed quickly in the early 1990s and students could
freshly pursue anthropological knowledge, their education was carried out
mostly by academics whose habitus was unaccustomed to practices that promote a contentious style and extensive writing” (Balaš 2018: 363).
In conclusion, Balaš (2018: 364) wrote: “Anthropology as knowledge was
accepted quickly, but the same cannot be said of anthropology as a scholarly
practice.”

First steps
When the present writer first revisited Czechoslovakia in December 1989/January
1990 and after his return from exile while working at the Institute of Near East,
India and Africa of Charles University in Prague (1990–1992, 1997–1999), he proposed to establish social anthropology as a separate study subject in the Faculty
of Philosophy. This initiative received backing of Josef Kandert (born 1943), then
curator of African collections at the Náprstek Museum of Asian, African and
American Cultures in Prague, and Josef Wolf (1927-2012), the physical anthropologist cum sociocultural anthropologist. This attempt was not successful as
František Vrhel, the freshly elected head of the Department of Ethnography and
Folklore, vehemently opposed this proposal. He did arrange that this department
was renamed in 1991 to become the Department of Ethnology, later the Institute
of Ethnology, but it showed only marginal interest in non-European ethnology.10
10

The largely unexpected fall of communist rule and the arrival of post-communism prompted
society-wide criticism of the communist past but this criticism was never thorough and was
sometimes inaccurate. It was often uncritically positive about the period of the interwar
Republic of Czechoslovakia (1918–1939). These same deficiencies can be detected also in
academic disciplines including the social sciences. Národopis/ethnography/ethnology was
also subjected to a sort of audit or scrutiny. Almost immediately after the fall of the communist rule the then Národopisná společnost československá (Czechoslovak Nationgraphic
Society) nominated two of its members to evaluate of the communist period but their report
did not go into crucial details. The critical article by David Scheffel and Josef Kandert published in the U.S. in 1994 remained practically unknown at home because of its inaccessibility (both of the language and the journal as such). When the present author translated
it into Czech and it was eventually published in 2002 (Scheffel and Kandert 1994, 2002,
cf. Kandert 2002), it met with disagreement and even rejection by most of those who joined
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However, in 1990 a separate Faculty of Social Sciences was re-established at
Charles University as a remedy of the restrictive past. Social anthropology lectures were introduced in this new faculty in 1992 and one full-time position for
a social anthropologist was created in the Department of Sociology. The present
author won the competition for this post but suggested it to be divided into two
halves, one for him and the other for Josef Kandert. While the present writer
assumed the position of Czechoslovak and later Czech ambassador to Lebanon in
1992–1997, Kandert continued to work there, eventually in a full-time position,
until his retirement in the 2010s.
Still, there was no real institutional base on which social anthropology could
evolve. A small light appeared on the horizon when Prague became one of the
three podiums of the Central European University (CEU), financed by the Open
Society Foundation of the philanthropist George Soros. Ernest Gellner joined that
university in 1993 upon his retirement from Cambridge where he had been William
Wyse Professor of Social Anthropology. In Prague, Gellner became the head of the
newly founded Centre for the Study of Nationalism. Gellner’s coming to Prague was
important for several adepts of social anthropology, among them Zdeněk Uherek
and Radan Haluzík, who attended lectures and seminars that took place at this
Centre. Gellner’s untimely death in 1995 was a blow to the fledgeling socio-cultural
anthropology in Czechia. The Centre was dissolved and CEU retreated to Budapest
and Warsaw. In 1993 Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism was translated into Czech.
During the 1990s a group of students and graduates from the Department of
Ethnography and Folklore/Ethnology showed a keen interest in social and cultural
anthropology, eventually launching their journal Cargo: Journal of Cultural/Social
Anthropology in 1998.11 The “Cargonauts,” as I called them at the time, have played
an important role in establishing socio-cultural anthropology in Czechia. Some of
them joined the EASA and attended international conferences. Along with several
senior colleagues, they were instrumental in founding the Czech Association for
Social Anthropology (CASA) in 2008. I shall return to CASA later in this article.

11

the discussion (“missed opportunity,” “failed attempt” “anachronistic error” “lampoon”
“belated uselessness,” etc.). The present author had pointed out in the notes of the translator, and in a special four-page commentary, that the article contained inaccuracies and
misplaced generalizations; see Holubová et al. 2002: 213-270).
At first, Cargo - Journal for Cultural/Social Anthropology published in Czech, Slovak and
English was a journal of dissident students at the Institute of Ethnology, Charles University
of Prague, which appeared in ten separate printed issues until 2003. As such Cargo was listed
in the European Reference Index for the Humanities (ERIH). Then there was a break until
2009 when a sequel “swansong” issue appeared. From 2010 on the journal was adopted by
the newly formed Czech Association for Social Anthropology and has since (except for volume 11 for 2013) been printed biannually in single issues. Cargo is listed in the ERIH/NAT.
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The formation of the Institute of Fundamentals of Learning (Institut základů
vzdělanosti, IZV) that substituted the abolished Institute of Marxism-Leninism
of Charles University was significant for socio-cultural anthropology. In 1993, the
IZV launched an M.A. course called “‘Integral Study of Man’” which was later
expanded with “‘General Anthropology’” (Integrální studium člověka; Obecná
antropologie). As the IZV had no right to confer degrees it was the restored
Faculty of Social Sciences at Charles University that helped out for some years
only to withdraw from this function when it appeared that there were some
irregularities. The Faculty of Science took over the task of conferring degrees to
IZV graduates until a new university faculty, the Faculty of Humanities (FHS),
was formed in 2000. Mirjam Moravcová (born 1931), originally a Slavic ethnographer, has been the spiritus movens of the IZV and despite her advanced age she
continues to give support to the FHS.
Another attempt to create a base for social anthropology was the launch of
monthly Gellner Seminars by the sociologist Jiří Musil and the present writer in
1998. Both founders were friends of the late Ernest Gellner. The seminars, given by
local Czech and foreign anthropologists and sociologists passing through Prague,
became the main activity of the newly founded Section of Social Anthropology
within the Masaryk Czech Sociological Association. The Gellner Seminars still
meet today, now convened by the Czech Association for Social Anthropology in
cooperation with the French Centre for Research in Social Sciences in Prague.
Almost 190 seminars have taken place up to now.
Meanwhile, in 1999, the 4th International Anthropological Congress of Aleš
Hrdlička took place in Prague and Humpolec, Hrdlička´s birthplace. Although
until then a domain of physical anthropologists, this decennial event included
a panel on “Social and cultural anthropology” for the first time. In the Preface to
the edited volume resulting from this panel, I wrote the following: “Painstaking
search for truth by way of extensive fieldwork was an anathema for the theologians
of ‘historical materialism’ and ‘scientific communism’. Thus, it is quite symbolic
that when the yoke of communism has been removed, sociocultural anthropology was put on the programme of the 4th Hrdlička congress” (Skalník 2000: ix).
Among the authors contributing essays was Zdeněk Uherek.
The University of Western Bohemia, based in the beer city of Pilsen, was the
first in Czechia to obtain an accreditation for teaching “cultural anthropology” at
the B.A. level in 1998. This accreditation12 was within the study programme of the
humanities. It was expanded to the M.A. level in 2001. However, the Pilsen Faculty
12

The Accreditation Commission of the Ministry of Education, since 2016 the National
Accreditation Office, approves which subjects will be broadly taught at what schools.
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of Philosophy requested the right to award PhDs in ethnology and not in cultural
anthropology because the “humanities” would not allow that. Ethnology was
officially listed among the historical disciplines, while the sociology programme
allowed for social anthropology. Jitka Kotalová, a doctor in social anthropology
(fieldwork in Bangladesh) from the University of Stockholm, was the mainstay
of this department for more than a decade. Over the years the Pilsen department went through several metamorphoses. Originally, when it started its first
bachelor programme, its name was the Department of Cultural Anthropology.
Now it is called Department of Anthropology but until recently it was known as
Department of Anthropological and Historical Sciences. Its founder, Ivo Budil,
had studied in the Department of [physical] Anthropology of the Faculty of
Science at Charles University until 1990. Afterwards, he defended a PhD in the
Department of the Theory of Culture and published his first textbook of cultural
anthropology (Budil 1992). Subsequently, he moved to Pilsen, soon became the
dean of the Faculty of the Humanities and obtained the habilitation [docentship]
in sociology for his book Za obzor Západu [Beyond the Horizon of the West].
This volume (Budil 2001) is a broadly conceived (pre-)history of anthropology up
until the late 19th century but was later found to be deficient in references and
suspected of plagiarism. The Budil scandal (Skalník 2007, 2018) tarnished social
and cultural anthropology in the Czech Republic quite considerably and other
disciplines such as sociology or historiography have been looking at it with
suspicion for a while. The Pilsen department has been known for its
iconoclastic approach to studies of the Romanies (Romové, Cikáni). The team
was led by Marek Jakoubek, who did his fieldwork in eastern Slovakia. I shall
dwell on the resulting controversies below. While the department employed the
US-trained archaeologist Daniel Sosna (now based at the Ethnological Institute of
the Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic in Prague) for years, another of its
graduates, David Henig, took his PhD at Durham and accepted a teaching
appointment in Kent (recently he moved to the University of Utrecht in the
Netherlands). Since 2012, the department has been headed by Petr Lozoviuk,
a staunch Volkskunde-type ethnologist interested, among others, in the influence
of German Volkskunde in the Czech lands.
The only department in the Czech Republic that began to teach social anthropology as its main specialization was the Department of Social Sciences (since 2018,
Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology) at the University of Pardubice
in East Bohemia. Established in 2001, this department was quite dynamic during
the first years of its existence. Its first head was the folklorist Bohuslav Šalanda, who
recruited several people claiming to practice social anthropology: Petr Skalník,
Lívia Šavelková, Tereza Hyánková and Tomáš Boukal, who were later joined by
Tomáš Samek and Hana Synková. The department also includes the Romany
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specialists Zbyněk Andrš and Lada Viková as well as the visual anthropologist and
filmmaker Tomáš Petráň. Most of the members graduated from the Department
of Ethnology of Charles University but Samek also studied anthropology in the
USA and France, whereas Skalník’s degrees were from Leningrad State University,
Charles University and the University of Cape Town. Emphasizing the sine qua non
of fieldwork, the department received an M.A. accreditation in Social Anthropology
in 2004 but efforts to start a PhD program were systematically thwarted by a lack
of support on the faculty leadership level. A docent from Prague’s ethnology,
Oldřich Kašpar, a historian of Latin America, joined the department in 2007 to
be followed by Lale Yalçin-Heckmann, a specialist in economic anthropology,
who took her PhD from the London School of Economics (as a student of Ernest
Gellner) and habilitated in Germany in 2009. However, Šalanda left in 2005 and
Skalník followed him in 2010. From 2015 on the new head of the department has
been Adam Horálek, a young dynamic specialist on ethnicity in East Asia. He
appointed Tomáš Retka, a graduate of Pardubice anthropology and a specialist
on the mountaineers of Tajikistan, to an assistant lectureship. Retka recently took
his PhD from the Faculty of the Humanities at Charles University.
Efforts to introduce the teaching of social anthropology at the Department
of Sociology in the Faculty of Social Studies of the Masaryk University of Brno
succeeded in 2005. Social anthropology has accreditation for a Bc. degree. For
a while, Jakub Grygar commuted to Brno to strengthen social anthropology there.
As mentioned, Josef Kandert, one of the pioneers of social anthropology
and a disciple of Ladislav Holý, had become a staff member at the Department
of Sociology in the Faculty of Social Sciences of Charles University in 1992.
Gradually strengthening his position, Kandert became head of the department
and eventually managed to accredit social anthropology as a separate Bc. subject
in 2011. But this accreditation was discontinued after a few years in connection
with the retirement of its founder. At present, social anthropology is being taught
as one of the sociological specialisations on the bachelor’s and master’s levels.13
The Department of Sociology, Andragogy and Cultural Anthropology in
the Faculty of Philosophy of Palacký University in Olomouc added “cultural
anthropology” as the last ingredient of this hybrid department. Martin Soukup,
a prolific writer on field ethnography and of anthropological textbooks, joined the
department in 2014. Thanks to his scholarly reputation “cultural anthropology”
recently received the accreditation to confer bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral
degrees. However, Soukup left the department in 2019 and the “guarantor” of
the doctoral programme became Hana Horáková, habilitated in 2011.
13

I am grateful to Zdeněk Uherek for this up-to-date information.
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Debates
While during the communist era debates, discussions and disputations were
extremely rare or practically non-existent, the onset of post-communism brought
about an exchange between Ladislav Holý and Václav Hubinger. Holý came to
Prague with a British research grant to carry out a study of Czech political culture
in the wake of the demise of communist rule (Holý 1996). He gave a talk about
“Freedom, nation and the individual in Czech culture.” to his former institute
at the academy. Its reception was mixed. The lecture was published in Český lid/
Národopisný časopis. Holý argued that protests during the final stage of communism were symbolic, not very concrete. He saw in them nationalist expressions
putting the nation up against the state. The individual is constructed as part of
the nation. Nation and state must be in cultural accord. The Czechoslovak crisis
was a crisis of the symbolic order, in other words, culture. Hubinger wrote a long
critique to which Holý rejoined (Holý 1991, 1992; Hubinger 1992). Hubinger’s
reaction was well measured, not emotional. He believed that Holý did not analyse
empirical facts but rather his idea of the Czech nation, about Czechness and the
relation between the nation and the state as reflected in some cultural facts. In
his rejoinder, Holý defended his interpretation because an “anthropologist does
not do anything else than interpreting interpretations of others” (Holý 1992: 265).
Rejecting the existence of reality other than culturally constructed, he asserted
that the “whole Czech culture is aimed at the systematic devaluation of individualism” and “intolerance toward whatever deviation from the collective norm is
striking” (Ibid. p. 268).
In 2004 the “ethnological” journal Český lid published a polemical article by
Zdeněk Nešpor and Marek Jakoubek, then two young Turks, with the title “What
is cultural/social anthropology and what it is not” (Nešpor and Jakoubek 2004).
Nešpor (born 1976) studied general anthropology (Mgr. 2001),14 while Jakoubek
(born 1975) studied at the Institute of Fundamentals of Knowledge and took
his Mgr. in General Anthropology in 1999. They were working on their PhDs at
the moment of the publication of the article. It was meant to be polemical and
several people commented on it in subsequent issues. The gist of the article was
that sociocultural anthropology has little in common with národopis/ethnology.
The authors criticised the fact that sociocultural anthropology was adopted by
14

Although Nešpor became docent in cultural and social anthropology in 2009 and (thus
far the only) professor in the same subject in 2017, his interest in sociocultural anthropology is marginal. He specialises in religious studies and also took a PhD. in history. He
teaches at the Faculty of Humanities of Charles University and researches at the Institute
of Sociology of the Czech Academy of Sciences.
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many as a term without really grasping what this discipline aimed at and what
a sociocultural anthropologist does. “It is a question what fruits the graft of cultural/social anthropology gives in our meads” (Nešpor and Jakoubek 2004: 75).
While sociocultural anthropology only slowly searches for its niche, the authors
suggest that its research field should be mainly aimed at Czechia and the linguistically related regions to the east and southeast (Ibid. p. 76). Jakoubek became
the director of the Institute of Ethnology at Charles University ten years later, in
2014, when he started to reorganise this major institution by “anthropologizing”
it (Jakoubek 2014).
Several authors responded to the article. For example, Jiří Woitsch (2004) more
or less agreed even though he did not and does not consider himself a sociocultural anthropologist. The present writer was not sure about the sense of the
article in a situation in which socio-cultural anthropology in Czechia did not
exist as a discipline (Skalník 2004). Finally, Václav Hubinger wrote in a stylistically elegant article that he did not see much difference between sociocultural
anthropology and ethnology/ethnography (Hubinger 2005). This would not be
that objectionable if by ethnology was meant what in German-speaking countries is meant by Völkerkunde/Ethnologie and in France ethnologie. However, the
meanings in these countries have nothing to do with “ethnology” in Czechia
where, after 1990, národopis/etnografie was renamed etnologie without a real
paradigmatic shift.
The next discussion was called forth by a text written by Chris Hann, one of the
directors of the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle, Germany.
Supported by prolonged field experience in Hungary and Poland and a lifetime
of monitoring of the communist and post-communist societies of Eurasia, Hann
suggested that the native ethnography as had been practised in Central-East
Europe should merge or combine with social anthropology as practised in the
West. The article was published with quite a few responses, simultaneously in
English and Czech (Hann et al. 2007; Hann 2007). The Czech version of the
discussion was entitled “Social Anthropology and Národopis (i.e., nationgraphy): Partners or Rivals?” Most participants in the discussion rejected or were
sceptical of Hann’s idea. Only Zdeněk Uherek, along with the Polish colleague
Michał Buchowski, showed sympathy to Hann’s idea. However, Uherek asserted
that in the Czech Republic the traditional nationgraphers (národopisci) after the
communist takeover had been diminished in both numbers and importance and
were substituted by an “emerging generation of ethnographers and folklorists”
who instead of Marxism applied evolutionist approaches to the study of workers, industrial society and urban culture (Uherek 2007: 200). Unfortunately, as
to the postcommunist period, Uherek did not comment on the almost instant
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transformation of ethnography and folklore into “ethnology”. Instead, he mocked
- without any references - the “first generation of ethnographers to emerge after
1989 who were already calling themselves social and cultural anthropologists”
(whom did he mean, really?!) and confused village life nationgraphers with ethnographers of the communist era. According to Uherek the freshly emerged
sociocultural anthropologists very conveniently criticised nationgraphers because
these were no longer around and could not defend themselves. “A ‘mob’ of
irate social anthropologists enthusiastically exorcised a non-existent opponent,
celebrated their victory, and were able to blame the damaging influence of ethnographers as responsible for their failures. This was a secure and almost touchingly
childish game” (Uherek 2007: 201; Uherek in Hann 2007b: 47). By the end of the
century, this situation had begun to change when the new generation established
systematic contact with world anthropology.
Chris Hann responded to Uherek and Skalník by admitting that the symbiosis
of native ethnography and social anthropology was highly problematic (Hann
2007b: 55). This was corroborated by Katherine Verdery, a leading American
specialist on the anthropology of East-Central Europe, who wrote:
“Peter Skalník’s edited book The Struggles for Sociocultural Anthropology in
Central and Eastern Europe (2002) offers unexpected insights. These contribu
tors (all from CEE) tell us that Franglus anthropologists are not trying to
impose their anthropology on CEE: rather, the impetus comes from CEE
scholars trying to import it. According to these papers, the postsocialist era
offers an opportunity for would-be anthropologists in CEE to achieve upward
mobility and to gain access to western benefits such as grants, trips abroad,
etc., by building up western-style anthropology as a symbol of ‘democratization.’…Traditional ethnographers, however, have resisted this move: nearly
all the papers in Skalník’s book complain how difficult it is to institutionalize Franglus anthropology and create jobs in it, against the opposition of
already-entrenched native ethnographers. Skalník’s report of his futile efforts to
build Franglus anthropology in the Czech and Slovak republics is particularly
revealing (Verdery in Hann 2007b: 49-50).”15
The ensuing discussions were diatribes rather than anything else. Jakoubek,
for many an enfant terrible, excelled in it. He engaged in an exchange of unflattering labels with Jaroslav Skupnik, who pointed out that Budilová and Jakoubek’s
study of Romany kinship lacks coherence (Budilová, Jakoubek 2007; Skupnik
15

Franglus is Verdery’s term for a combination of French, English and American languages.
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2009; cf. Budilová and Jakoubek 2019). Later Jakoubek got into a polemic with
the foremost ethnologist Jiří Woitsch (Woitsch 2011). The substance was a rather
fundamentalist exchange about the differences between ethnography/národopis
and anthropology (= sociocultural anthropology). While Jakoubek charged that
ethnography is not a science, Woitsch rather cynically countercharged that ethnography can get more research funding, because the gatekeepers who approve
funding are “owners of a nice countryside cottage and costume after their great
grandmother” (Woitsch 2011: 509). Woitsch wondered whether Jakoubek, whom
he considered a practitioner of true anthropology, wanted to join “the sectarians for whom národopis is the most terrible nightmare (Skalník 2002)?”
(Ibid. p. 508). It seems that the stone of contention was the meaning of the
term ethnography. While in anthropology ethnography is both the product and
process of an anthropologist’s work not only in the field but also when writing it up,16 ethnography in Czech národopis/ethnography denotes a specialist
historical science. This fundamental difference was evident to Jakoubek (cf.
Jakoubek 2017) but not to the entire Czech guild of practitioners of národopis/
ethnography/“ethnology.”
Marek Jakoubek is, however, better known to the Czech audience for his
research on the culture of the “Roma” or “Romanies” and the polemics around
them. First of all, he denied that Romanies were an ethnic unit or nation.
Distinguishing three types of Roma culture, namely (1) traditional Roma culture
of rural settlements which is based on kinship/joint family, (2) national Roma
culture which is a consciously built entity, and finally (3) a culture of poverty,
emerging in urban ghettoes, Jakoubek dismissed the Romist17 establishment for
not knowing what the (anthropological concept of) culture is and believing in
the blood/racial unity of the Roma (Jakoubek 2005: 227–234; cf. Jakoubek and
Poduška 2003; Jakoubek 2004, 2006; Svoboda 2006; Pivoň 2018). This set of viewpoints has put him in conflict with those Romists and the educated Roma who
consider the Roma an ethnic group or minority based on origin and physical
characteristics.18 The study of Roma culture and society attracted many adepts
of sociocultural anthropology in Czechia, who travelled to Slovakia in search of
the colonial Other, but often avoided the most burning issues. For example. the
16

17
18

“If ethnographies can be seen as the building blocks and testing grounds of anthropological theory, ethnographies and the ethnographic process from which they derive are also
shaped and moulded by theory” (Sanjek 1996).
Romists are usually non-Roma specialists on the Roma language, folklore and “culture”
who are often also engaged in activism in favour of emancipation of the Roma people.
After the fall of communism, the Roma (Romové) have been classified by the Czech state
as an ethnic minority along with Slovaks, Poles, and Germans living in Czechia.
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Czech-born Canadian anthropologist David Zdeněk Scheffel, who helped Czech
anthropologists to enter the Slovak Roma field, after many years in the field
(Scheffel 2005) was detained in November 2017 and since then kept in Prešov
prison, awaiting the result of his appeal against a judgment of 7 years of imprisonment19, in fact for his detailed research on juvenile prostitution among the Roma
of eastern Slovakia. He is bitter about the fact that “Slovak-Czech anthropology
after thirty years of scholarly freedom did not show interest in a real analysis of
the ‘culture of settlements’ – which in Slovakia number almost 1000, from which
at least 300 belong to the ‘socially excluded’ – where I did my research, is scandalous” (Scheffel to Skalník, 28 March 2020). Scheffel admits that there are a few
exceptions but the “crushing majority of anthropological research…continues
in the tradition of socialist aim at ‘integration’ or assimilation. Settlements are
considered a transient phenomenon – similarly to Indian reserves, studied up
to the 1960s – opposed to the merger of the minority with the rest of society”
(Ibid). The debate about Roma research is expected to continue in the framework
of ethic workshops organized by CASA.
In 2016 an artfully argued paper by Jakoubek was published in Anthropological
Notebooks, an influential Slovenian journal published exclusively in English.
Presenting the positivist historical method of nationgraphy/ethnology, he contrasted it with the anthropological method of constructivism. According to the
latter, the formerly exiled Czechs of St. Helena/Voyvodovo’s belief in their origin
in the wake of the battle on White Mountain (1620) is culturally valid even though
it may not be true historically (Jakoubek 2016a). The earlier 2012 Czech version
(Jakoubek 2012) of the article was criticised by Nikola Balaš who found it too rigid
because his (and Nešpor’s) concept of sociocultural anthropology is too narrow
for the “proclaimed interdisciplinarity, theoretical plurality and multiparadigmatic character” (Balaš 2016: 488). Was Czech sociocultural anthropology to be
acceptable to all and be perceived as an eclectic hotchpotch? Balaš’s position is
more careful, he is in favour of a “relative opening of anthropology to interesting
questions and various sophisticated approaches” (Balaš 2016: 489). The question,
however, remains whether this can be achieved without clarity about the subject
matter of the discipline.

19

In February 2021, just before this article was copy-edited, the judgment was confirmed by
the regional court. Professor Scheffel considers to lodge a special complaint to the higher
Slovak or EU instance because the court accepted witnesses’ statements made without the
presence of his legal representative.
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Departments and institutes
As mentioned above, the Faculty of Humanities (Fakulta humanitních studií )
took over the programme under the title of “General Anthropology – Integral
Study of Man” from the all-university Institute of Fundamentals of Education.
A Department of General Anthropology (Katedra obecné antropologie) was created
in 2002 at this youngest faculty of Charles University. It seems that the interest
in “general anthropology” was inspired by American four-field anthropology but
today the department concentrates on teaching sociocultural anthropology as one
of four specialisations. The department was initially led by Marek Halbich, an
Americanist and holder of an M.A. and PhD degrees in “ethnology.” Presently the
specialisation is headed by Yasar Abu-Ghosh, one of the original “Cargonauts,”
who holds an M.A. in ethnology and a PhD from joint (“co-tutelle”) studies in
Prague’s ethnology and Paris’ social anthropology from the École des Hautes
Études en Sciences Sociales. This department in the Faculty of Humanities opened
a PhD study programme some years ago in cooperation with the Faculty of
Sciences. The Faculty of Humanities, founded by Jan Sokol, an anthropologising philosopher, former political dissident and unsuccessful candidate for the
presidency of the republic, managed to secure accreditation for habilitations and
nominations to the rank of professor in social and cultural anthropology in
2008. Unfortunately, almost all people thus far habilitated were not sociocultural anthropologists but persons coming from other disciplines who found it
expedient for their careers to cross the threshold of habilitation in social and
cultural anthropology. One professor out of four appointed within this accreditation (Z. Nešpor) has been partially working in social anthropolog y; the others
do not. The reason for this tragicomic situation is that the view of anthropology in the faculty is too broad, reaching far beyond sociocultural anthropology.
This view is also demonstrated by the trimestral review Lidé města/Urban People
which boasts to be “the only anthropological journal published in the Czech
Republic.” It covers both humanities and the social sciences, even philosophy,
broadly conceived.
As mentioned above, a Bachelor study programme in social anthropology
was initiated by Josef Kandert in the Department of Sociology of the Faculty of
Social Sciences at Charles University. Kandert’s career is unusual because he was
trained as an Africanist and ethnographer (1961–1966). Under the supervision
of Holý, he carried out social anthropological fieldwork in villages of central
Slovakia in the late 1960s, worked for decades as a museologist, but since 1992
combined his previous Africanist museology job in the Náprstek Museum of
Asian, African and American Cultures with a lectureship of social anthropology
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in the Department of Sociology in the Faculty of Social Sciences. Basing himself on his early field research he presented an expanded text as a habilitation
thesis to the Department of Political Science of his faculty in the mid-1990s and
later published it in book form (Kandert 2004). Subsequently, he was appointed
Professor of African Studies although he never joined the Institute of Near East
and Africa at Charles University that proposed him for a professorship. Ironically,
sadly and strangely, soon afterwards African Studies lost accreditation to teach
because of the lack of habilitated personnel. Kandert’s role was always limited to
the Czech and Slovak scene and his work is practically unknown beyond it. One
of Kandert’s PhDs was Jakub Grygar, who achieved habilitation at FHS in 2016
and is currently the head of the Department of Sociology within the Institute of
Sociological Studies, since 2017 directed by Zdeněk Uherek (see below).
The Institute of Ethnography and Folklore of the Czechoslovak Academy of
Sciences (from 1999 called the Institute of Ethnology of the Czech Academy of
Sciences) included a division of non-European ethnography which pursued
undeclared social anthropological interests (see, for example, Holý 1968). Until
his departure for Zambia Ladislav Holý headed this section. As noted above,
Holý temporarily returned to Czechoslovakia in 1992 to carry out anthropological research of the early post-communist period (Holy 1996). After the demise
of communist rule, the institute gave some support to social anthropological
research (thanks to Václav Hubinger, who became a member of the executive
committee of the European Association of Social Anthropologists). During
the post-communist era, the Institute’s journal Český lid changed its subtitle
five times,20 published several translations of articles authored by international
social anthropologists, and a few articles by Czech sociocultural anthropologists. Both the institute and the journal were firmly in the hands of národopis/
now “ethnology” practitioners and folklorists. A change was expected when the
directorship of the institute was assumed by Zdeněk Uherek who, after studying culturology, had worked at the institute in various positions since 1983. As
mentioned above Uherek became acquainted with social anthropology when he
collaborated with Ernest Gellner. He, however, did not carry out major changes
in the institute apart from appointing Luděk Brož, a Cambridge PhD, to a leading research position, and Hana Červinková (a PhD from the New School in
New York) to the editorship of Český lid. She introduced changes in the journal
which signalled a better balance between contributions by “ethnologists” and
20

1990–1992 Národopisný časopis; 1993-1997 Národopisný časopis/Ethnological Journal;
1998–2000 Časopis pro etnologická studia/Journal of Ethnological Studies; 2001–2015
Etnologický časopis/Ethnological Journal; from 2016 on The Czech Ethnological Journal.
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those by sociocultural anthropologists. However, Červinková21 left her post after
a year and a half, in 2017, at the very same time as Uherek’s directorship ended.22
Uherek’s position has been ambivalent. While promoting social anthropology he
reached the habilitation benchmark, not in social and-cultural anthropology but
ethnology in 2012. In an interview, he clearly stated: “I am an advocate of the
concept that social anthropology, cultural anthropology and ethnology are one
discipline” (Uherek in Grygar 2014: 65). After leaving the Academy of Sciences,
his docentship helped him in applying to the directorship of the Institute of
Sociological Studies in the Faculty of Social Sciences at Charles University. After
ten years of Uherek’s directorship (2007–2017), the Institute of Ethnology of the
Czech Academy of Sciences and its journal are now back to their predominantly
národopis/ethnology profile with social anthropology in a marginal position.
Nevertheless, social anthropologists with Western PhDs such as Luděk Brož and
Daniel Sosna, employed by the Institute of Ethnology, are holders of substantial
research grants without which the institute would be poorer.
It is important to mention the ambivalent position of the Institute of Ethnology
in the Faculty of Arts of Charles University in Prague. As mentioned above, this
institute, called the Department of Ethnography and Folklore until 1991 and led
by František Vrhel for 25 years (1989–2014), was opposed to the establishment
of social or sociocultural anthropology in that faculty. This was ironic as Vrhel,
originally a Romance linguist and Latin-Americanist, was well acquainted with
sociocultural anthropology himself. Yet he presided over mostly very traditional
senior nationgraphic staff. These people did not want to lose their jobs; the head
of the department knew that his position would remain firm if he did not touch
them. The young assistants interested in sociocultural anthropology were no
threat to him. Among them, a complete “convert” to social anthropology was
21
22

From September 2019 on, Červinková has been a professor and head of the Department
of Anthropology at the National University of Ireland in Maynooth, Ireland.
With Červinková internationally acclaimed anthropologists such as Eriksen, Hannerz and
Buchowski resigned from Český lid ’s editorial board. The institute was temporarily led by
a dance folklorist, Daniela Stavělová. Early in 2018, the editorial board of Český lid was
reshuffled and most experienced colleagues were dropped from it. The present writer wrote
to the acting director that “what is presented in Czechia as ethnology, does not intend to
leave the scene. … together with other colleagues in the Editorial Board I have always
stood on the side of scientific progress, that is, against reactionaries, and in favour of creative cooperation with kindred disciplines…I permit myself to remark that my more than
half a century experience suggests that the development of science can be hindered but
not stopped. Those who retreat into the shell or even into a fortress of the narrow-mindedly defined quasi-discipline condemn themselves to self-annihilating isolation” (Skalník’s
email to Stavělová, 1 March 2018).
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Jaroslav Skupnik. Vrhel’s limited opening towards social and cultural anthropology consisted of invitations extended to foreign lecturers of Czechoslovak origin
who gladly came, some of them repeatedly, to give lectures or seminars. These
were Leopold Pospíšil, Zdeněk Salzmann, David Zdeněk Scheffel, Milan Stanek,
and Paul Garvin. Andrew Lass, a professor of anthropology from Mount Holyoke
College in the U.S.A. who had studied ethnography and folklore in Prague in
the 1970s also came and lectured.23 Africanist lectures on anthropological topics
offered by the present writer in the Institute of Near East and Africa (located
on the same floor as the Institute of Ethnology) were clandestinely attended by
students of “ethnology” radicalized by the foreign professors. In 2013 the institute
incorporated some members of the abolished Department of Cultural Theory
(Culturology), among them Václav Soukup and Martin Soukup (not related).
Václav Soukup is the author of the handbook Surveys of Anthropological
Theories of Culture and a compendium on A History of Anthropology (V. Soukup
2000, 2004). Martin Soukup carried out extensive fieldwork in Papua New Guinea.
In 2014 the institute’s directorship was assumed by Marek Jakoubek, who implemented substantial personal changes. Martin Soukup left for Olomouc’s cultural
anthropology and Jaroslav Skupnik for Bratislava’s social anthropology. Jakoubek
declared that he would concentrate on the study of the Central and Southeastern
Europe including the formerly Czech-speaking village of Vojvodovo located in
Bulgaria (Jakoubek 2014, 2016a). Under his leadership, the institute embarked
more resolutely on the study of ethnicity and other anthropological topics. The
problem, however, is how to reconcile this orientation with the národopis/ethnology ballast inherited from the past. My position is that such a reconciliation
is not only counterproductive but is a sheer impossibility. Without forwarding
a change of name, I believe that one cannot do something else than advertised
for too long. Sociocultural anthropology deserves full recognition by those who
truly practice it.

Achievements in research
Much more could have been gained for Czech sociocultural anthropology by the
opening to the West, including student exchanges and longer study sojourns at
Western universities. Because in 1990 there was no sociocultural anthropology to
speak of, the intrusion of “Franglus” (Verdery’s neologism for French, English and
23

Lass grew up in Prague as a son of Herbert Lass, an American, who was sent to Czecho
slovakia as a director of the CARE relief organization. In 1950 Herbert Lass unexpectedly
applied for Czechoslovak political asylum but was expelled from the country in 1973.
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American) anthropology caused a partial shift in theoretical and methodological
paradigms but the miserable financial situation of post-communist universities and academies did not allow for much non-European research. Instead, the
penetration of post-communist anthropology by Western academia at best produced exoticizing Romany studies (in fact meaning colonials), at worse a mere
re-chewing of Western academic fads, especially that of the postmodern kind
(cf. Boukal 2018). Isolated attempts at independent developments were not successful because of inward-looking scholarly establishments which did not allow
creative openings. In addition, there was of course the problem of dependency
within national anthropologies/ethnologies and the unachieved transformation
which created either peripheral developments or isolationist situations.
Inertia is probably the most important feature influencing the development of
socio-cultural anthropology in the Czech Republic. Importantly, debates about
the problems of the communist era were part and parcel of post-communist
transformations. In effect, one can see the advance of socio-cultural anthropology
in the region as a function of the resistance or retreat of the discipline of nationgraphy and its protagonists. One important issue of the period was changing the
discipline’s name. The term “ethnology” was considered progressive by many
practitioners of národopis/etnografie and t hus t he departments soon changed
their names both at Charles University in Prague and at the Purkyně/Masaryk
University in Brno from “etnografie a folkloristika” to “etnologie.” The Institute
of Ethnography and Folklore (Ústav etnografie a folkloristiky) at the Academy of
Sciences of the Czech Republic resisted the change of name until 1999 when it
became the Ethnological Institute (Etnologický ústav). Similar name changes took
place in Slovakia and other post-communist countries. For example, university
departments and institutes in Poland, Slovenia and Slovakia were renamed as
‘ethnology and cultural anthropology’ departments. It is curious that up till
now there are no departments or institutes of social anthropology, except for the
institute in Bratislava and recently the department at Pardubice.
At first, it seemed that there was no place whatsoever for sociocultural anthropology in the Czech Republic. Charles University’s Institute of Ethnology merely
added a section of non-European ethnology as if delimiting the “proper” (very
limited) space for sociocultural anthropology. The initial struggle for sociocultural anthropology in Prague is described in detail elsewhere (Skalník 2002)
but it is important to note that the first t wo new study programs in cultural
and social anthropology emerged outside Prague because the capital city proved
to be quite conservative as far as non-physical anthropology was concerned.
Most recently the Institute of Ethnology at Charles University returned, under
the “anthropologizing” leadership of Marek Jakoubek, to the limited scope of
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studies on Czech and Balkan ethnology and folklore under the study programme
“ethnology and cultural anthropology”. But Jakoubek’s rich research production
is much broader. Noteworthy is his study on the death of informants. Jakoubek
wrote: “Here I was left hanging, 19 years later, socialized into a society that had
definitely ceased to exist” (Jakoubek 2019: 214). But his original interest was in
Roma studies (Jakoubek 2004, 2005, 2012, 2018b). Presently, Jakoubek’s main
interests lie in ethnic theory. He composed an original reader on ethnic theories (Jakoubek 2016b) and, together with Thomas Eriksen, he brought out an
important international collection of essays at the occasion of 50 years since the
publication of Ethnic Groups and Boundaries (Eriksen and Jakoubek 2019). For
example, he also analysed ethnic ‘indifferentiation’ among the Bulgarian Czechs
(Jakoubek 2018a). A member of the institute is Barbora Půtová whose production
is outstanding. Particularly, I would like to mention an article on post-socialism
and postcolonialism (Půtová 2016) and especially a thorough monograph on
the anthropology of tourism (Půtová 2019). The institute publishes the biannual
journals Studia Ethnologica Pragensia and The Journal of Culture that occasionally
publish contributions to sociocultural anthropology.
In the thirty post-communist years, Czech social anthropologists have produced several major monographs. Like with Kandert’s monograph mentioned
above, they are all published in Czech. Among them, the most outstanding is
Antropologie příbuzenství (Anthropology of Kinship) by Jaroslav Skupnik (2010).
The author, originally a graduate and later assistant professor of Prague ethnology, spent some time at Kansas State University under the mentorship of
Martin Ottenheimer, a specialist on kinship. Skupnik’s 400-page monograph
did not secure his promotion in his native department, instead, his contract
was terminated as a result of “reorganisations” and now he is attached to the
Institute of Social Anthropology in Bratislava, Slovakia. The other successful
author is Jakub Grygar, who studied social anthropology as part of sociology in
the Faculty of Social Sciences at Charles University. His intensive fieldwork on
the socio-economic transactions on the Polish-Belarus border led to his study
Děvušky a cigarety [Young ladies and cigarettes] (Grygar 2016; see review by
Jakoubek 2017). This monograph earned him an associate professorship and now
he is the head of the department of sociology at his faculty.
It appears that the Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology at the
University of Pardubice is very productive in research results. Tomáš Samek wrote
his monograph Tahle země je naše [This Land is Ours] while he was assistant
professor at the Pardubice department. It is an analysis of deictic phenomena
as “a single, integral symbolic-deictic field model” (Samek 2016: 213). Another
member of the Pardubice department whose work was crowned by a monograph
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is Tereza Hyánková, whose field is Kabyle migration to Czechia. She seeks answers
to the question of migration from a politically restrictive regime (Hyánková
2015). Lívia Šavelková published two monographs on today’s Haudenosaunee or
Iroquois of the USA and Canada (Šavelková 2011, 2015) and also produced two
films about them. Jana Jetmarová analysed indigenist politics in Bolivia with
a special emphasis on the regime of Evo Morales (Jetmarová 2013). Tomáš Boukal,
a specialist on Siberia and its socio-ecological problems, produced several books.
His recent monograph deals with the Mansi of Western Siberia (Boukal 2018a).
Finally, the present head of the Pardubice department, Adam Horálek, spent
years studying Chinese nationalism and the result of his efforts is the monograph
Velký čínský národ (Great Chinese Nation), conceived as a synthesis of Chinese
teaching, Western ideology and Soviet politics (Horálek 2019, cf. Horálek 2012).
Two graduates from Pardubice who went on to obtain PhDs from Prague’s Charles
University produced outstanding monographs: Libor Dušek studied highlanders’
changing life in Afghanistan, Tadzhikistan and Pakistan (2016) and Libor Čech
analysed the culture of martyrdom in Iran (Čech 2016).
Zdeněk Uherek, working at Charles University since 2017, is a prolific writer
on Czechs abroad and his interests also touch upon urban and migration topics (Uherek and Valášková 2006; Uherek 2009; Uherek 2011a; Uherek 2011b).
Another influential anthropologist is Martin Soukup who beside publications
from his fieldwork in Papua New Guinea (cf. Soukup et al. 2016) also published
a book on culture as a bio-anthropological subject (Soukup 2011, cf. Horáková
2012). His is also an introduction to cultural anthropology (second edition,
Soukup 2015). Recently, Soukup published a voluminous handbook Antropologie
(Anthropology) which informs the reader about the discipline’s history, schools,
and personalities (Soukup 2019). Last but not least, a recently published book by
Radan Haluzík, a PhD from the University College London, now a researcher at
the prestigious Centre for Theoretical Studies in Prague, summarizes his longterm research on “postmodern warfare” in various parts of Europe, the Caucasus
and elsewhere in the world (Haluzík 2018). Markéta Zandlová of the Faculty
of Humanities produced a monograph about her ethnic research in Bulgaria
(Zandlová 2015), while Zuzana Sekeráková Búriková from Brno’s Faculty of
Social Studies analysed domestic workers in Slovakia (Sekeráková Búriková 2017).
One could mention more research output in Czech. Let us hope the authors will
write more often in English or translate their works into the languages of the
groups they studied.
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Associations and the world scene
The Czech Anthropological Society (successor of the Czechoslovak Anthropological
Society) has existed for decades. It associates biological anthropologists. It became
well-known as the organizer of the decennial Aleš Hrdlička international congresses (since 1969). At the 4th International Anthropological Congress of Aleš
Hrdlička that took place in Prague, and also in Humpolec, Hrdlička’s birthplace,
in 1999, a section on socio-cultural anthropology was organized by P. Skalník who
published two volumes from the papers presented there (Skalník 2000, 2002). The
above mentioned “Česká národopisná společnost” (Czech Nationgraphical Society)
was founded in 1893 as “Národopisná společnost českoslovanská” (Czechoslav
Nationgraphical Society). Its membership mostly includes traditional Volkskunde
specialists, who now also call themselves “ethnologists”. Social or sociocultural
anthropologists, mostly originating from the three departments discussed above
(Prague, Pardubice and Pilsen), tried to create a broadly conceived association.
This effort was not acceptable to “ethnologists” and the Czech Association for
Social Anthropology (CASA) was founded in 2008. It currently has about 100
members. Annually, CASA organizes the “Ladislav Holý Lecture” that are usually delivered by internationally renowned anthropologists. Together with its
Slovak partner SASA – the Slovak Association of Social Anthropologists – the
association has organized biennial international conferences. CASA applied successfully for membership of the World Council of Anthropological Associations
(WCAA). It has continued the publication of Cargo: Journal for Cultural/Social
Anthropology. The resumption of the publication of the Cargo journal was countered by the leading ethnologist Jiří Woitsch in an article published in Lidé města/
Urban People (Woitsch 2012). Although subsidized much less than other journals,
Cargo has continued to come out in double issues. CASA also cooperates with
the Sociological Publisher SLON where one of its members, Luděk Brož, edits
a series of anthropological publications.
For decades Czech and Czechoslovak anthropologists and ethnologists have
been represented in the National Committee of Anthropological and Ethnological
Sciences. Established by the Academy of Sciences, this body, until its dissolution
in 2017, was comprised of representatives of two and later three national associations (Česká společnost antropologická, Česká národopisná společnost, Česká asociace pro sociální antropologii). Physical anthropologists participated in the work
of the IUAES since its inception in 1948. Later, during the 1960s, the committee
gathered physical anthropologists and ethnographers from both Czechia and
Slovakia. It met regularly and participated in the organs and meetings of the
International Union of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences. Thus far,
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the largest participation from Czechoslovakia was registered at the VIIth world
congress of the IUAES held in Moscow in 1964. At the Tokyo/Kyoto IUAES world
congress in 1968, the Czechoslovak delegation filed a protest against the Soviet
military invasion of Czechoslovakia. Subsequently, the active international role of
Czechoslovak anthropologists and ethnologists was suspended and the National
Committee was disbanded in the early 1970s by Antonín Robek, the post-invasion
director of the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore. It was reconstituted only in
2004 after Petr Skalník was elected one of the vice-presidents of the IUAES
during the 15th World IUAES Congress held at Florence in 2003. He was the
main organizer of the IUAES Inter-Congress at Pardubice (2005). He represented
Czech anthropologists and ethnologists at the meetings of the IUAES Permanent
Council and in the Executive Committee at inter-congresses in Kolkata (2004),
Pardubice (2005), Cape Town (2006), Antalya (2010), and Perth (2011). Skalník
refused to participate in the 16th World Congress in the Chinese city of Kunming
in 2009 in protest against Chinese policies towards minorities in Tibet and East
Turkestan (Skalník 2009). After the new statutes of IUAES went into force in 2013,
the IUAES Permanent Council ceased to exist and the organization primarily
assumed individual membership. Czech anthropologists as individual members
participated in the 17th (Manchester 2013) and 18th (Florianópolis 2018) world
congresses as well as in several inter-congresses (Chiba 2014, Dubrovnik 2016,
Poznań 2019 and Šibenik 2020) .
Several Czechoslovak nationgraphers/ethnologists and adepts of sociocultural
anthropology were invited to participate in the 1st biennial conference of the
European Association of Social Anthropologists held at Coimbra, Portugal, in
1990. It was Václav Hubinger who suggested there that the second conference
of the EASA should be held in Prague in 1992, to underline EASA’s pan-European character. This conference was attended by a large number of Western
European social anthropologists along with several post-communist nationgraphers-ethnologists but the event had practically no impact on the status of
social anthropology in Czechoslovakia (cf. Hubinger 1993). Hubinger, after short
stints in the Faculty of Social Sciences and the Institute of Ethnology at Charles
University, left for diplomacy, between 1996 and 2013 serving as Czech ambassador to Portugal, Kenya, Brazil and Turkey, and participated only sporadically
in the life of socio-cultural anthropology in Czechia. Recently, however, after
his retirement, he joined the Czech Association for Social Anthropology and
contributed an interesting conference paper on anthropology in the service of the
state (Hubinger 2015). Some anthropologists cum ethnologists participated in the
conferences of the Société Internationale d’Ethnologie et de Folklore (SIEF). Several
Czech anthropologists attended the “Anthropology in the World” conference
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held in London in 2012 (Skalník and Brocki 2018). Since 1990 several Czech
students have been trained in Western anthropological centres. From among
them Luděk Brož, Yasar Abu Ghosh, Radan Haluzík and Tomáš Samek eventually returned to the Czech Republic and have since participated in teaching and
research. They were also instrumental in founding the Czech Association for
Social Anthropology (CASA). Others remained abroad and pursue their anthropological careers there.

Conclusion
Today, sociocultural anthropology exists in the Czech Republic, but its status
is problematic. The heritage of communism and its post-communist inertia is
probably the most important feature influencing the development of sociocultural anthropology in the Czech Republic. Therefore, the paradigm shift has not
been fully accomplished and sociocultural anthropology does not enjoy a clear
and firm status, neither in the system of science nor among the Czech public at
large. This somewhat limbo situation is perhaps best visible in the insufficiency
of funds for non-European fieldwork which is still considered “exotic” and thus
dispensable. The library funds are also seriously limited.
In Prague, sociocultural anthropology is only present in the Department of
General Anthropology at the Faculty of Humanities, Charles University. Social
anthropology subjects are also taught at the Institute of Sociological Studies of
the Faculty of Social Sciences, Charles University, but the position of sociocultural anthropology there is marginal. The situation is similar in the Department
of Sociology at the Faculty of Social Studies, Masaryk University at Brno. The
situation in Olomouc’s Palacký University is somewhat better. At the University
of Pardubice, there is a Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology,
which however has no accreditation rights for PhD training. Its best students
have to take their PhDs from the Institute of Ethnology at Charles University
or the above-mentioned Department of General Anthropology in Prague. The
Department of Anthropology at the University of Western Bohemia teaches biological anthropology and ethnology while sociocultural anthropology is marginal
there. The Institute of Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sciences has, after ten
years of Uherek’s directorship, returned to its predominantly národopis/ethnology
profile. The presence of sociocultural anthropology in the Institute of Ethnology
in the Faculty of Arts of Charles University is undisputable but also not entirely
clear because it seems to be mixed with home/domestic or southeastern European
ethnology, folklore studies and “culturology.”
Socio-cultural anthropology in Czechia has in the last 30 years been developing

144

Cargo 1–2/2020, pp. 117–151

Pe t r S k a l n í k

hesitantly and although one can admit that a paradigm shift has begun, it has not
yet been completed. Despite the path dependency, ambivalence and conceptual
nebulousness, the scholarly production of Czech socio-cultural anthropology has
been growing. New generations of sociocultural anthropologists taught by émigrés and those educated in the West are slowly taking over initiative. The Czech
Association for Social Anthropology is active but some of its members seem to
be more comfortable as “ethnologists.” Regrettably, several crucial socio-cultural
anthropologists are not (yet) members of CASA.
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New Materialism: A new way
of imagination in sociology
Atefeh Bagherianziarat
Fox, Nick J., and Pam Alldred. 2017. Sociology and the New Materialism:
Theory, research, action. London: SAGE Publications Ltd. pp 240.
ISBN 9781473942226
The never-ending debates between structuralism and constructivism and many
other dualisms resulted from these two opponent perspectives in the social
sciences now seem to be addressed through the new materialism approach demonstrated by Fox and Alldred in their book Sociology and the New Materialism.
Although this claim sounds too ambitious, the writers have made convincing
arguments throughout the book introducing a complex and totally refreshing
approach called new materialism which in most respects supports the claim. This
novelty also implies the fact that the new materialism approach introduced in
this book is not simply a reaction to previous approaches as it has been one of the
characteristics of most of the new approaches in at least conventional sociology.
The departure point of this new approach demonstrated by the authors is not
simply a mix-method produced from existing approaches to be combined or to be
criticized to prepare raw material for designing a new approach. On the contrary,
the authors introduce a novel perspective that seems to come from a simulative
imagination of how the real world is producing itself currently. Many features
of the real world which are partially or sometimes completely ignored in other
social research approaches such as complexity, relativity, unevenness, unsteadiness, multidimensionality, with the potential for creativity and so forth seem to
be taken in account in this new approach to make sociological imagination as
close as possible to the way the social world is produced.
In the first part of the book, the writers establish the main framework of the
new materialism explaining the core propositions of the approach and discussing
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how they impact radically on conventional concepts of sociology. Whether when
used in theory or when applied to empirical research, these propositions both
challenge some foundational propositions of contemporary sociology and radically extend materialist analysis beyond the traditional concerns with structural
and ‘macro’ level social phenomena (p. 4). The authors demonstrate the main
radical propositions of new materialist theorists in the first part of the book
which are:
 The material world and its contents are not fixed, stable entities, but relational, uneven, and in constant flux (Barad, 1996; Coole and Frost, 2010: 29;
Lemke, 2015);
 ‘Nature’ and ‘culture’ should not be treated as distinct realms, but as parts of
a continuum of materiality. The physical and the social both have material
effects in an ever-changing world (Braidotti, 2013: 3; Haraway, 1997: 209); and
 A capacity for ‘agency’ – the actions that produce the social world – extends
beyond human actors to the non-human and inanimate (Braidotti, 2013;
DeLanda, 2006; Latour, 2005).
 At the end of the first part of the book, readers will recognize the capacity of
the new materialism to cut across dualisms including culture/nature, structure/
agency, human/non- human, and mind/matter, and also enable some new
materialist scholars to transform some of the foundational concepts in sociology, most specifically agency and structure; nature and culture; subjectivity
and objectivity. The first part of the book also includes a detailed discussion
about a post-anthropocentric perspective that allows new materialism scholars to shift the sociological focus from individuals and human subjects to
how relational networks or assemblages of animate and inanimate affect and
are affected (p. 10). At the end of the first part, the authors focus upon these
social ‘contexts’ of social action, and how sociologists have considered aspects
such as social backgrounds or a society’s normative discourses on behaviour
as ‘structuring’ or determining the limits of, and the possibilities for, action.
This contextualization is the basis for the distinction made in conventional
sociology between human agency (as a productive force) and the social formations, institutions, and structures that have been seen as determining or
even oppressing this agentic production (p. 54).
 After equipping the audiences with the fundamental concepts and theories of
the new materialism, Fox and Alldred in the second part of the book invite
their readers to re-imagine some sociological issues such as:
 The relationship between the social world and human subjectivities and identities;
 Creativity and how creative production is of central concern to materialist
sociology, as it is the engine of social change and development (p. 78);
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Sexuality and the way new materialism questions (and rejects) the anthropocentric privileging of the human body and subject as the locus of sexuality,
posing a profound challenge to the Western (liberal, humanist) understanding
of sexuality, and also dissolving the traditional mind/matter dualism in social
theory to explore sexuality from within an ontology that asserts a central role
for matter (p. 96).
Emotions and how they contribute to social production from a new materialism perspective in which they are considered as a continuum of affectivity
that links human bodies to their physical and social environment (p. 114).
Health and the way the new materialism breaks an anthropocentric analysis
and explores the issues in terms of the flow of affects that link bodies with
a multitude of physical, psychological, sociocultural, and abstract relations,
and the associated affect economies (p. 131).

Before introducing the last part of the book, it seems a good overview of the
middle section of the book to mention that the authors examined some aspects
of social life that have often been treated as individual attributes of humans in
the social sciences: their creativity, sexuality, emotions and health to show how
a materialist assessment provides an alternative reading, in which the relationality
of these phenomena is revealed. This analysis led the authors to radically re-think
creativity and sexuality, addressing the former in terms of the capacities of creative
products to produce lines of flight, and the latter as part of an affective flow between
bodies and the environment productive of particular bodily intensifications (p. 114).
Reading the first two parts of the book, readers now have gained enough know
ledge about the theoretical background and the core concepts and propositions of
the new materialism approach, its completely different sociological imagination
as compared with previous approaches, and also have learned how to think about
some sociological issues such as sexuality, creativity, emotions and health utilizing
this new approach. However, as Fox and Alldred mentioned, part of the added
sociological value of the new materialism depends upon turning its novel perspectives on the social world into useable sociological methods for research (p. 151).
Therefore, the final part of the book turns to the practicalities of doing social
research and the challenge of developing public and engaged sociology (p. 11).
To apply materialist ontology to social inquiry, readers are offered a methodological toolkit included some concepts which are a kind of special dictionary
in the new materialism approach which not just makes it easier to apply new
materialism in empirical inquiries but to understand the sociological imagination
from this perspective. Among the most important concepts applied throughout
the book are:
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Affect economy: The interaction of affective movements circulating within an
assemblage that together establishes its capacities.
Affect, affectivity: May be used to refer to emotions, but affect is used in this
book to connote ‘something that affects or is affected’.
Assemblage: Common translation of agencement (arrangement) in Deleuze
and Guattari’s work, connoting an unstable coalescence of relations
Becoming, becoming other: A process of transformation usually associated
with an increase in or diversification of capacities to act.
Capacity: An ability to do, think or desire; in new materialist theory, capacities
are not considered as fixed attributes but as properties of bodies or things
emergent within particular contexts.
Event: An occurrence in time and space marked by some kind of physical,
social, cultural, psychological or other interaction by assembled relations;
events comprise the flow of history and to social production and as such are
the focus for materialist social inquiry.
Line of flight: An extreme de-territorialization – an ‘escape route’ from territorialization that opens up hitherto untapped capacities for a body or thing,
and may lead to the formation of novel assemblages.
Materiality: The quality of being composed of matter; also used as a plural
noun in new
materialist theory to describe the range of things capable of having material
effects.
Micropolitics: Used here to describe the internal movements of power and
resistance within assemblages; contrasted with ‘macro’ level politics applied
in social science to examine social movements or governments (pp. 195–198).

Furthermore, to establish a materialist methodology, the writers set out some
methodological principles based on the foundational precepts of a materialist
sociology mentioned earlier in this paper. They are:
 An ontological orientation towards matter (as opposed to textuality or structures);
 A concern with what matter does, not what it is;
 A post-anthropocentric focus on the capacity of all matter (not just human
bodies) to affect;
 Acknowledgement that thoughts, memories, desires and emotions have material effects;
 Power (and resistance to it) operates at the very local level of actions and events,
rather than top-down; and
 Sociology is itself part of the materiality of the social world (p. 153).
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These ontological shifts in emphasis inevitably influence how we understand
the objects and methods of social inquiry, for instance by emphasizing nonhuman agency at the expense of human agency, cutting across micro/macro levels
of analysis, and seeking explanation at the level of the event rather than in terms
of structures or mechanisms (p. 153).
Utilizing these toolkits and principles when approaching empirical data,
researchers will face some specific consequences of a materialist ontology that
the authors have illustrated in the final part of the book. First, these materialist
principles shift the focus of social inquiry from human agents to the assemblage.
Consequently, the concern is no longer with what bodies or things or social
institutions are, but with the capacities for action, interaction, feeling and desire
produced in bodies or groups of bodies by affective flows. Second, materialist
perspectives regard the social world as dynamic and relational, comprising affects,
forces and desires, flows and intensities, aggregations and dis-aggregations,
specifications (territorializations) and generalizations (de-territorializations),
becoming rather than being. Third, a ‘flat’ ontology of assemblages and affects
undermines structural or systematic explanations of sociological data. Fourth,
social inquiry needs to be open to the potential for assemblages to cut across
the micro, meso and macro levels of analysis. Finally, the posthumanism of
the materialist perspective raises questions about human capacities to produce
research knowledge: the view that knowledge can be gleaned from observation
of the world is founded in the anthropocentric privileging of human cognitive
processes (p. 154).
When it comes to explaining the social phenomenon the new materialism’s
flat ontology marks the rejection of any sense of social structures (for instance,
‘patriarchy’, ‘neo-liberalism’ or ‘masculinity’) as ‘explanations’ of how societies and
cultures work. There are no structures, no systems and no mechanisms at work in
new materialist ontology. Instead, there are ‘events’; an endless cascade of events
comprising the material effects of both nature and culture that together produce
the world and human history. Exploring the relational character of these events
and their physical, biological and expressive composition becomes the means for
sociology to explain the continuities, fluxes and ‘becomings’ that produce the
world around us (p. 7).
Fox and Alldred also familiarize their readers with the different approaches of
the new materialism when it comes to social engagement, politics, and activism. In
the last chapter of the book, they explain two main concepts associated with the
contribution of sociology in social transformation- power and resistance (p. 178)
from a new materialism standpoint. Then they develop a materialist understanding of policy, activism, and social engagement based on a non-reductive
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perspective on power, subjectivity, and resistance, drawing sociology towards
social action and struggles against injustice and inequalities.
The book shows us how the new materialism perspective can be used both to
research the social world and to seek to change it for the better. While post-structuralism and social constructionism provided a means to break through
top-down, determinist theories of power and social structure, the focus upon
textuality, discourses and systems of thought in these approaches tended to create
distance between theory and practice. The turn to matter offers a re-immersion
in the materiality of life and struggle, and a recognition that in a monist world –
because there is no ‘other level’ that makes things do what they do – everything
is necessarily relational and contextual rather than essential and absolute (p. 8).
Having said all these things, this new approach must be applied empirically
in more social inquiries to overcome some difficulties which the authors seem
not to have addressed satisfactorily despite the noticeable prosperity they have
reached in terms of establishing greater practicability of this new approach. For
instance, it is still not obvious how to solve the problem of subjectivity in new
materialism inquiries, while it seems researchers will face this problem seriously
as applying this method implies a complicated relational analysis. The researcher
is supposed to explain the relation between several components in a research
assemblage to clarify how the social world is producing but it is not clear that
how s/he can provide the validity of these explanations and how s/he can avoid
influencing this analysis subjectively. Also, the feasibility of social research in
this approach is questionable. Although it seems very satisfying and convincing
to consider all the aspects of an event or phenomenon to analyse their affectivity
and their contribution in producing the social world in an uneven and unsteady
process of becoming – as it happens in the real world, it is difficult to imagine
so many researchers enjoying enough time and financial support to do social
studies applying the requirements of this approach especially when it comes to
cross-national and comparative studies. Furthermore, as it is also mentioned in
the book, all the as-yet few studies which have been conducted applying this new
method were among qualitative researches. It is also difficult to imagine applying this approach in quantitative studies especially in cross-national researches
done using secondary data. Not only are there limitations to achieve data for all
complex and multidisciplinary components of a research assemblage but it is
also not obvious how to deal with this complexity especially when it comes to
cross-cultural studies to distinguish some very subjective concepts such as micropolitics, lines of flight and becoming others with the use of quantitative data alone.
Furthermore, it seems that the authors introduce the new materialism approach
as an event-oriented approach that stresses the unity of an event that is produced
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by the affect economy of all the components of a research assemblage –including
the researcher. They have explained how each of the components can bring about
a different effect and different micropolitics and consequently, result in a different
production of the social world especially when the fascinating capacity of lines of
flight and re-territorialization are added to the analysis process. This characteristic
(event-oriented) raises the question of the generalization ability of the inquiries
that can be done applying this new method. Although the authors compared
several research methods such as survey, qualitative studies, Delphi studies, etc.
specifically in terms of some concepts of the new materialism approach in chapter
9, the mentioned challenges seem not to have been addressed properly.
To conclude, the book establishes a very elaborated framework for the application of the new materialism approach not only theoretically and in terms of social
imagination but also empirically in social inquiries and social activism. In the real
world, this book first helps the readers to understand how the social world works
and is produced by a complex and relational effect of human and non-human
agencies and then guides them in utilizing this different imagination to recognize
specific parts of the social world through empirical researches and, finally, equips
them with the necessary knowledge to engage in society and actively make it
a better place to live. However, there are some challenges and questions about
applying this method empirically which must be addressed by social researchers
utilizing the new materialism approach in their empirical studies.
Atefeh Bagherianziarat
46227126@fsv.cuni.cz
Faculty of Social Sciences
Charles University
Prague
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Fault Lines of European Migration
Shreya Bhardwaj
Divinsky, Boris, and Tatiana Zachar Podolinska, et al. 2018. Globe in Motion:
Patterns of International Migration: Similarities and Differences. Bratislava:
Institute of Ethnology and Social Anthropology SAS, Marenčin PT., s. r. o. pp 216.
ISBN 978-80-970975-7-8. https://doi.org/10.31577/2018.9788097097578
The 21st century is the “century of migration.” (p. 8). This book attempts to enca
psulate this reality of the modern world in ten chapters covering a range of
topics. This compendium of literature in the field of migration research comes
in the wake of what has been popularly called “the refugee crisis,” wherein over
25 million refugees have fled and sought asylum. Syria, Afghanistan, and South
Sudan became the top three countries of origin of most of the refugees (p. 24).
By 2017 approximately 1.3 million of those refugees had been granted asylum in
the European Union (p. 54). In relation to Europe, the mammoth task of both
hosting and integrating groups from diverse cultural backgrounds spurred policymakers and scholars to action, to understand the perceptions of the host as well
as the migrant community in order to find amiable solutions. The central aim of
the book is to compare and contrast the policies, practices and attitudes within
the EU, with an exception of a case study in Canada. Such an examination is
important in light of a wide-spread reactionary response to migration, generating
anti-immigrant rhetoric among EU citizens who have largely begun to occupy
themselves with questions of terrorism and migration, relegating economic issues
to the background (p. 25). However, it should be mentioned that the reaction to
immigration within different EU states has not been uniform and depends on various factors including the size and composition of the migrant population (p. 46).
In the book’s ten chapters certain themes are explored using case studies from
various EU states. The first chapter serves as an informative starting point into the
complicated world of migration. Tatiana Zachar Podolinska charts the journey of
global migration providing readers with relevant statistics from across the globe.
The author underlines the key concepts, theories (Spencer, Durkheim, Parsons
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and Castles), models (Sokolowicz & Lishchynskyy, 2018 p. 45–65), trends, patterns
and challenges of migration. Overall, the author provides a significant amount
of information which is condensed for the “layperson’s consumption.” Through
the sub-headings “politicisation of migration,” the author succinctly captures
the broader reasons underpinning the present scholarship. But migration has
always been politicised, has it not? In calling itself global in approach (‘Globe
in Motion’) and heterogeneous in representation (p. 8) while only covering five
countries (almost all European) namely Slovakia, the United Kingdom, Germany,
Hungary and Canada, the book regrettably presents itself as myopic with a rather
Eurocentric vision that begets the observation of pursued by postcolonial scholars
such as Said. Has migration suddenly become political because it finally – perhaps
negatively so – impacts Europe? In seeking an answer to this question, the reader
is left much to desire. Throughout the book, while the migrant is an impersonal,
invisible “Other” and the Muslim migrant is the M-word that but rarely finds an
utterance, the polities of the respective countries continue to find a solution to the
migrant problem. Admittedly, addressing this historical background of migration
is not one of the core objectives of the book. A tacit acknowledgment of the same
could have assured the reader of a consistent self-awareness of the scholarship.
In the second chapter, author Antoine Savary discusses the various integration policies for third-country nationals as proposed and followed by the EU
over the years. The process of integration is shaped by the size of the migrant
population in a receiving EU member state. Furthermore, access to the labour
market, an indispensable part of the integration process, is based on factors
such as age, gender, and language skill proficiencies of migrants. Accounting for
these complexities, the author invites the policymakers to consider development
of integration measures as an opportune investment in the long-term period
to uphold the economic competitiveness of the EU (p. 47). The third chapter,
penned by Rinus Penninx, takes the discussion of policy formation forward by
discussing the stakeholders of the aforementioned policies. The author has created
a heuristic model which traces the relationship between different stakeholders
across different levels-individual, organisational and institutional. Moreover, these
stakeholders make provisions to analyse policy measures and practices by locating
their relevance to different parts of the heuristic model to dimension it targets,
which actors/parties are involved, and how they interact with one another (p. 74).
Both concerning Slovakia and complementary in nature, chapters four and seven
will be covered together. Reflecting on Slovakia’s approach to migration, Jaroslav
Chlebo points out ‘the trap of overoptimistic interpretation of the possible positive
migration effects’ arguing how fiscal contributions of migrants may not offset the
economic, social and environmental challenges faced by their interaction with
the receiving societies. While a fair argument, given how the receiving community in question – (Slovakia) is at a nascent stage when it comes to immigration
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practices, the author does not delve into those specific challenges. For example, an
overwhelmingly Christian population (over 70%) in the face of incoming Muslim
migrants, is an issue which must not be downplayed. A deeper analysis of Slovakian
society is undertaken by Olga Gyarfasova in her chapter regarding how the Slovaks
perceive the New ‘Others.’ She outlines how Slovakian society is riddled with xenophobic and anti-immigrant attitudes, reflected in a study conducted among young
citizens of Visegrad countries where Slovak young adults – at 75 percentage level
– expressed strongest resistance to providing refuge to victims of military conflict
or political persecution (p. 146). Discussing Slovakians entitlement of their own
emigration to other European states and subsequent social benefits in those other
EU countries, this chapter challenges the complaints meted out in chapter four
regarding EU burdening its members with unfair quotas and other demands relating to migration. To quote Gyarfasova, ‘European community is a two-way path.’
In chapter five, Howard Duncan examines the case of Canadian exceptionalism
in regards to immigration policies. Simply put, immigration as an issue continues
to find support in the Canadian public sphere because of how well the state manages it. A singular state body regulates the number and composition of migrants,
keeping in mind the interests of the Canadian public, and rested upon a strong
constitutional ethos that celebrates multiculturalism. Canadian exceptionalism
redefines integration to mean participation in society without having to acquire
the host culture. Canada, with its isolated geography and a highly militarised
neighbor (USA), finds it easy to regulate migration. There are lessons that can
be learned from Canada’s policy of opting for diversity over imagined national
identity as is the case with some European countries.
In chapter six, William Woods examines the dilemma faced by UK policymakers when conceiving policies to identify and protect human-trafficking victims
while also striving to create a “hostile” environment for illegal migrants, some of
whom may be the aforementioned human trafficking victims oblivious to their
situation. The author identifies that militarised borders and impossibly stringent
migration criteria serves to alienate people, pushing them into immigrating into
the country illegally which remains their only resort.
Chapter eight and nine share a common theme of technology – or harnessing
technology to be precise – ‘the study of migration has become a study of technologies.’ (p. 153). As mentioned in the foreword, this volume is the result of an
international conference aimed at understanding the importance of information in
the process of integration. Against this backdrop, the two chapters seek to communicate the gravity of facilitating integration by providing migrants with access to
‘right information at the right time.’ (p. 148). Both authors situate the experiences
of migrants in reality with government officials where the former are given contradictory, ambiguous or partial information which get them entangled in a harrowing
bureaucratic loop. As a solution, the authors cite the increasing proficiency entailed
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in use of ICT technology; the user-friendly interface of relevant apps, websites and
information portals which can aid and assist in integration of migrants.
In the last chapter of the volume, Boris Divinsky undertakes a detailed analysis
of the widely controversial Soros Migration Plan (SMP; three editions) as proposed
by Hungarian-born American business magnate George Soros. While the author
also underlines proposals on how to manage the refugee influx of 2015 by public
officials such as Merkel, Macron and Orban, they do not specify the reasons for
choosing Soros from other non-public entities. Deemed dangerous by the far-right
and anti-immigration group, the SMP – based on its third version – makes seven
prominent demands which includes admission of a stipulated quota of refugees
to the EU every year, funding for a comprehensive migration policy and building
an EU-wide migration mechanism, to name a few. Barring the shortcomings of
the plan, it should be considered aspirational in its approach insofar as it leads to
a creation of a standard European mechanism to engage with the ever-burgeoning
issue of migration. This mechanism accounts for issues concerning relocation,
quotas and the nature of migration (trafficking) as indicated in accounts of different EU countries in the other chapters. In a manner of speaking, this chapter
serves as a telling conclusion, for the lack of one.
Secure in the knowledge of a topic with a very broad scope, Patterns of Inter
national Migration: Similarities and Differences takes the liberty of speaking
to a variety of cases, becoming a double-edged sword, resulting in a lack of
cohesiveness between the chapters. The reader scrambles to look for patterns
themselves with exceptional cases and themes of the UK and Canada throwing
one off the trajectory. While one emerges with understanding of certain patterns
of migration in a few European countries, the book fails to realize the globe in
its title. Is there any similarity or difference in migratory patterns in the West
and the East (for example the case of Tibetan migration to India)? If written in
service of European policy understanding, are there any lessons to be learned
from comparison with the East? Nevertheless, in its outreach, the book effectively
demonstrates a comparison of migration patterns within the EU, invoking policymakers to address the contradictions and obstacles inherent in their approach.
Shreya Bhardwaj
shreyabhardwajcontact@gmail.com
Institute of Sociological Studies
Faculty of Social Sciences
Charles University
Prague
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Material Culture as a Tool
of Anthropological Exploration:
Fur and the Polarization of Polish Society
Agata Rejowska
Siobhan Magee. 2019. Material Culture and Kinship in Poland: An Ethnography
of Fur and Society. London; New York: Bloomsbury Academic. 176 pp. ISBN:
978-1-5013-4562-3
Through the prism of fur, Siobhan Magee sheds light on continuity (inheritance)
and change (intergenerational tensions) in contemporary Poland. Her book is
based on ethnographic research carried out in Krakow in 2009–2011. She conducted an extensive study, interviewing not only women who have inherited fur
coats from their grandmothers, but also animal rights activists, furriers, and
people involved in the fur industry. To gain insight into fur production, she
visited not only furriers’ shops and workshops but also fur farms.
Magee’s research seems to confirm that Polish society is divided into two
groups: those entrenched in the religious-nationalist ‘normalizing’ narrative (in
reaction to recent rapid political changes and the free flow of new, liberalized
patterns of life), and those who do not identify with or fit such a vision of Polish
identity. Fur turned out to be a useful tool for showing the polarization of Polish
society, and the generation gap resulting from the abrupt historical changes in
1989. This quite controversial material evoked such issues as religiosity and the
dominance of the Catholic Church, gender inequality, and sexuality (a heterosexual relationship as the ideal way of organizing one’s personal life). Being against
fur in Poland often means also being against the aforementioned ‘normalizing
discourses’. Speaking up against fur often brings into view the existence of many
other marginalized and excluded groups who do not fit in the category of ‘normal’1. Therefore, opponents of anti-fur protests have sometimes suggested that
the demonstrators are not ‘truly Polish’.
1

Similar observations have been made by Grażyna Kubica (2009: 146) who sheds light on
the controversies around the organization and realization of the first Festival of Culture
for Tolerance and the Cracovian March for Tolerance, which formed a part of the former.
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As Magee has observed, the class system in Poland in some way ‘goes beyond’
such categories as ‘wealth’ or ‘education’, and it also involves the division of
‘mainstream’ or ‘normal’, and ‘alternative’ or ‘countercultural’ (p. 149). However,
it seems that the categories of ‘mainstream’ and ‘alternative’ are derivatives, and
rather reinforce old divisions of educated/uneducated or affluent/poor, as wealth
and education are usually pre-conditions for ‘alternative’ or ‘countercultural’.
Magee addresses the issue of the luxury of fur from quite a new angle. As her
analysis indicates, in the Polish context, ‘luxury’ resonates with the concept of
‘normality’. She argues that places which underwent rapid changes and struggled
with economic unrest afterwards were often attracted by ‘the normal’ or ‘the
ordinary’. Therefore, people try to afford expensive products to conform and
belong to ‘the normal’, rather than to differentiate themselves. The author aptly
captures this dialectical relationship between ‘luxury’ and ‘ordinariness’ in the
statement that fur in Poland is an ‘excess of the normal, embodying less standing
out than fitting in’ (p.142). Moreover, because of the shift from the communist
economy, in which citizens had to struggle with empty shelves, to the capitalist
one, characterized by too much choice and too many commodities, the logic of
distinction has changed. Therefore, in order to stand out, one has to withdraw
from the consumption of popular commodities. This altered logic of distinction
may explain the inclination (observed by Magee) of middle-class Cracovians
towards humble and simple cafes and bars, often decorated with furniture that
the older generation would simply throw out.
Contrary to some parts of Western Europe and the United States, in Poland
fur does not evoke affluence and has seldom been related to exclusivity. Also,
unlike in the West, it is usually worn by older generations of Polish women. It
seems that a fur coat, along with a mohair beret (Novikowa 2017), has become
a symbol of Polish conservatism and the persistence of Catholicism. The motif
of fur was raised several times in interviews with the younger generation in
reference to the polarisation of political opinion between generations: ‘things
still feel conservative because of the old woman in the street wearing the fur
coat who keeps the interest in that kind of politics’ (p. 4), said one young woman
interviewed by Magee.
The altered connotations of fur mean that sometimes it is a problematic
gift that young women receive from their grandmothers, as fur coats are often
subjects of pre-mortem inheritance. As Magee’s study reveals, inherited furs
sometimes become a kind of ‘decor’ or ‘artefact’. If a granddaughter does not wish
to wear the inherited clothing, sometimes it is repurposed (e.g. made into cushions), or it preserves its form but not its function by being displayed in homes.
In this way, it symbolizes continuity on the one hand, and change on the other.
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Interestingly, Krakow was not only the background but also the foreground
of the analysis, and the study can also be inscribed into ‘urban anthropology’.
Although fragments devoted to Krakow were especially interesting to read, as
some of the common convictions about the city and its distinctiveness have
been ‘externalized’ and somewhat ‘objectified’ in anthropological research, their
reading evoked doubts. Sometimes the vision of Krakow was quite romanticized
and idealized, like in the claim: ‘In Kraków, people routinely and openly ask “big
questions” about the nature of materials, time and relationships’ (p. 149). Also,
some statements, although unquestionable at first sight, upon further reflection
evoke some reservations. For instance, the author observes: ‘In Kraków, people’s
social and psychic allegiances centered not only on their homes but, (…), on
places of worship, cafes and bars, and outdoor spaces such as parks and squares’
(p. 129). While this may be true, a counterexample, namely another city whose
residents’ lives do not center around such objects, may be difficult to find.
The distinctiveness of Krakow was often pointed out by the interviewees (the
emphasis was put mainly on its traditionalism, but also intellectualism). ‘I’m not
from Poland, I’m from Kraków’ (p. 9), one of the Magee’s interviewees said, which
is in line with a tendency observed in Poland that the attachment to region or
town is on the rise: the majority of Poles declare they, first of all, belong ‘to the
locality or town where they live’, instead of ‘to Poland’ (Marody and Mandes 2017:
244). The author also aptly noted that Poland is not a monolith and is regionally
differentiated. Therefore, the question that comes to mind is to what extent the
conclusions can be generalized and extrapolated to the rest of Poland, as for
instance, the title suggests (the author travelled to other cities such as Wrocław,
Poznań, and Warsaw, yet still, the main focus was put on Kraków). Despite this
criticism, the extensive character of Magee’s analysis, the complexity of relations
between fur and kinship she details, and her remarkably apt observations about
Krakow’s specificity, are impressive.
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