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Editorial

Dear readers,

As we mentioned in the last issue, as part of the innovations we are now imple-
menting in the journal, we would like to return to the periodicity of two issues 
per year instead of the double issue that has gradually become common. The 
issues might therefore be less extensive, but the authors will publish their texts 
with a smaller time lag, which should not exceed one year. The contract of CASA 
with the Faculty of Philosophy of the University of Pardubice and the Faculty 
of Philosophy of the University of Hradec Králové is almost signed. Thus, the 
acquisition of the appropriate publication services will professionalize the process 
of publishing the journal to a greater extent. 

In this issue, we present studies based on empirical data from Belarus (David 
Pergl) and Spain (Elena Soler). The peer-reviewed contributions we comple-
ment with a discussion initiated on the occasion of the book publication Ernest 
Gellner’s Legacy and Social Theory Today. The authors of the individual chapters 
were invited and asked two questions, “Where does Gellner meet our needs 
and where not anymore?” and: “What kind of theory do we need in order to 
grasp the current epoch when Cyberia substitutes Industria?” The discussion was 
moderated by the book editor Petr Skalník and featured (in alphabetical order) 
Daniele Conversi, Thomas Hylland Eriksen, Guido Franzinetti, Chris Hann, 
Adam Horálek, Alan Macfarlane, David Shankland, and Zdeněk Uherek. The 
entire discussion is temporarily posted on Cargo’s Facebook page (https://www. 
facebook.com/groups/604812416219777/), and the authorized contributions of the 
participants are available here in the Cargo Journal. The issue is complemented 
by three reviews. 

The issue is dedicated to two important figures in Czech ethnology and anthro-
pology who left us during this semester, František Vrhel and Mirjam Moravcová. 

Zdeněk Uherek
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 S TAT I |  A RT IC L E S

Belarusian Protests: Collective Memory 
and Symbolic Sites in the Context of War 
Memory

David Pergl1

Abstract: In August 2020, presidential elections were held in Belarus, followed 
by waves of mass protests and a period of harsh repression by the Lukashenko 
regime. In this period of myriad political conflicts and polarized society, there 
have been numerous cases of re-appropriation of language and symbols associ-
ated with World War II. In this paper, I explore the ways in which the Belarusian 
protest movement of the 2020s shaped memories of past conflicts, which it 
subsequently transferred into these struggles for memory. This paper attempts 
to capture what kind of memories and historical associations were used by the 
protesters to convey messages about their identity, values, and ideas. Stopping 
at several examples, I reflect on the activists’ repertoire of actions in which 
the movement sought to disrupt and reformulate the dominant practice of the 
official narrative of the Great Patriotic War, which is central to the legacy in 
the symbolic canon of the contemporary Belarusian regime. The memory of the 
Great Patriotic War and the founding myth of the partisan republic, which for 
many years were the exclusive domain of the neo-Soviet identity, were trans-
formed during the protests into a potent symbolic and rhetorical arsenal for 
mobilizing opponents of the regime.

Keywords: Belarus, memory politics, social movement, national identity, World 
War II, protest

1	 The work was supported by the grant SVV 260 728.
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Introduction

Social movements are often described as inherently new, almost ahistorical factors 
monitoring only a synchronous image of its time, which is practically accepted 
without reference to the past. In this way, the set perspective may seem too one-
sided when, at the symbolic level, protests are accepted as new and unprecedented, 
as carriers of the future and innovation, unburdened by the context of the past. 
Nevertheless, it should not be overlooked that these are social movements, and 
the actors are involved in the process of building collective memory, defined as 
a set of symbols and practices that refer to the past and are shared by a partic-
ular community of people (Zamponi 2013). Thus, the social movement can also 
discursively refer to history, re-create, reinterpret, and question it in a nostalgic 
way, which is reflected in memories of past social arrangements and conflicts. 
The past can be summoned here in various ways (Daphi and Zamponi 2019; 
Daphi and Zimmermann 2021). 

In this sense, there has recently been an interest of scientists in connecting 
two specific areas: the study of social movements and the study of collective 
memory. Over the last decade, there has been a significant shift in terms of the 
amount of literature produced bridging these two research areas, with studies 
focusing on the social movementś  mnemonic activities. Collective memory is 
increasingly considered a useful tool in deepening our understanding of social 
movements (see, for example: Baumgarten 2017; Daphi 2017; Doerr 2014; Hajek 
2013; Neveu 2014). The social movement can then be seen at this level as basically 
“mnemonic communities”, in the participatory effects of which there is “mnemonic 
socialization” that within the community includes the transfer of the past into 
the present and interpretation of memories for social actors (Zerubavel 1996). 

The specific case of Eastern Europe is not yet more prominently represented in 
these recent expert debates, and the case of the Belarusian protests in 2020 could 
be seen through this conceptual framework outlined above, which emphasizes 
the importance of collective memory within the social movement. In this specific 
context of the recent protests in Belarus, the ubiquity of past symbols and their 
historical grounding in the current collective action can hardly be denied. It is 
not just memories of previous revolutions (e.g., comparisons with 1989, inspira-
tion in Hong Kong protests) or previous mobilizations that have fundamentally 
affected repertoires of actions, strategies or ideological frameworks that have been 
considered successful or useless. There is no doubt that the emancipatory appeal 
of the Belarusian protests may give the impression of a historical parallel with the 
anti-Soviet revolutions of 1989, but it is at the level of interpretive and symbolic 
treatment of the historical memory of the communist heritage, and we find here 
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completely different ways that the demonstrating protagonists of the association 
used as they communicated a message about their identity. 

This study focuses on how activists demonstrate memories of past conflicts 
and engage in memory struggles, given the specific context of the Belarusian 
protests that took place against the backdrop of the rigged presidential elections in 
2020. I will try to describe what kind of memories and historical associations the 
protesters themselves used to convey a message about their identity, values, and 
ideas, which they used afterwards in the struggle to reformulate the hegemonic 
(official) or other “mainstream” version. In such memory struggles, the bearers 
of the “anti-memory” are often the social movements whose protagonists try to 
interpret the frame as a historical story with its “villains” and “own heroes” (see, 
e.g., Neveu 2014). 

Belarusian activists drew memories from local or supranational traditions of 
the past, which, however, were to suit their current protest purposes or to disrupt 
official remembrance. As early as 2020, the nation’s previously promoted oppo-
sition discourse, consolidated around the memory of the victims of Stalinism, 
gained unprecedented social appeal, which manifested itself during various 
annual and commemorative events at the Kurapaty Memorial. The Kurapats 
represent perhaps the most significant symbolic place associated with Stalin’s 
terror and the victims of the NKVD, but efforts to “revive” this memory during 
the protests did not lead to complete alienation of the Soviet legacy, as was the case 
in post-communist times in other Central and Eastern European countries. The 
Kurapats became one of the most important points of reference in this multi-lay-
ered process of selection, hierarchization and assessment of historical memory, 
where past experiences of police violence, torture and abuse were transferred 
to the present with the persistent Belarusian regime. The memory of the Great 
Patriotic War, which was previously associated with official memory and politics, 
was suddenly effectively re-appropriated by the demonstrators and provided them 
with a framework for reconsidering their identity (Bekus 2021). 

In order to reconstruct the protest events, the paper draws on an extensive 
set of records from the public speeches of key political representatives of the 
opposition movement, publicly known figures in the environment of opposition 
discourse, such as popular artists, political commentators, or human rights orga-
nizations. As sources of information, the records of the opposition movement 
were analyzed in the form of press releases, websites, social networks and above 
all telegram chats, videos, and other visual records important for the expression 
of commemorative acts within the protest resistance. In addition to opposition 
representatives and participants of the protest movement, the collected material 
also includes media outputs of representatives of the official regime. Last but 
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not least, in an attempt to capture and frame the wider context, the article tried 
to integrate the results of the analysis with a number of secondary sources that 
correspond to the topic of the chosen case study. 

Conceptual basis 

The 1980s were characterized by a trend of use of several innovative concepts 
that greatly influenced the literature on social movements, which to some extent 
foreshadowed the later inclusion of memory in the analysis of protest and contro-
versial politics. In this spirit, the “cultural reversal” in social movement studies 
meant that much more attention was paid to how activists make sense of their 
environment and actions, how they turn cultural products into attributes and 
interpret their political complaints through them. The symbolic dimension of 
collective action has become significant along with researchers focusing on inter-
pretive processes, especially in the context of frame analyses (Snow et al. 1986; 
Snow and Benford 1988; Benford and Snow 2000; Gamson and Modigliani 1989), 
and also on building collective identity (Melucci 1989, 1996; Touraine 1981; Daphi 
2011). 

In terms of cultural approaches to the study of social movements, attention 
has long been focused on framing processes, which was conceptually proposed 
and further elaborated by Snow and his colleagues (1986), who managed to com-
bine resource mobilization and socio-psychological perspectives by emphasizing 
thought dynamics among social movement organizations and potential partici-
pants in the movement. When it comes to external communication, the framing 
approach provides us with important guidance on how memory can be used 
strategically. Social movements “ frame or assign meaning to events and conditions 
and interpret them in ways that are designed to mobilize potential adherents and 
constituents, gain the support of onlookers, and demobilize antagonists” (Snow 
and Benford 1988: 197–198). Memory affects the probability that certain images 
will be resonant and central. To explain why certain frames resonate with respect 
to collective memory, we need a detailed reconstruction of contemporary collec-
tive memory and the memory struggles in which the movement is incorporated 
(Baumgarten 2017: 53). 

While framing can be useful for answering certain types of questions on 
specific topics (see the previous paragraph), it cannot be overlooked that this 
approach also has its significant limitations. For example, when it highlights 
the strategic attitudes of activists as calculating actors and their ability to per-
suade, which largely obscures the limitations of the different discursive fields 
that these actors deliberately try to manipulate (Steinberg 1999: 742, 772). Jansen 
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also points to the ontological shortcomings of framing, which he finds in the 
reification of the metaphorical and ideological frames used, which are considered 
a phenomenon in themselves (“sui generis”); at this level, they are schematically 
grasped, regrouped, and utilized by activists and in the next phase isolated, 
identified and cataloged by analysts. According to Jansen, the ontological sta-
tus thus understood should undermine the often-assumed goal (Benford 1997; 
Benford and Snow 2000; Snow et al. 1986) to view framing as a process while at 
the same time leading to an ahistorical view of frames, symbols, and their use. 
The problem with frame analysis may also be that it is too rigid for those who 
prefer a more subtle approach to cultural and historical analysis. Last but not 
least, its partial limitation can also be attributed to the fact that it is designed 
primarily to explain mobilization patterns (see, e.g., Snow et al. 1986; Snow and 
Benford 1988, 1992). A well-limited focus on mobilization can blind analysts 
to other important dimensions of the phenomenon, as participation may not 
always be central to the analytics. It is the consideration of different dimensions 
that can ultimately contribute to a more comprehensive picture of the culture 
of the movement, social dynamics, or interactions with related or hostile groups 
(Jansen 2007: 957–958). 

In this context, Olick talks about the basic dichotomization of approaches 
in the study of collective memory, when one layer is conceptualized in terms 
of the aggregation of individual memories (so-called “collected memory”). The 
second type mentioned is a perspective that refuses to reduce collective memory 
to a collection of individual memories. It represents a collectivist conception of 
memory. While the dimension of “accumulated memory” allows the importance 
of group processes to be taken into account, the perspective of collective memory 
emphasizes that some aspects of collective memory cannot be reduced to an 
aggregation of individuals (Olick 1999: 343–345). Nevertheless, there is a growing 
effort to link the two approaches in constructing a new “historical sociology of 
mnemonic practices” (Olick and Robbins 1998), able to take into account both 
public and private contexts and factors. An example of bridging this gap can be 
the work of Baumgarten (2017), who distinguishes between “group memory” 
and “collective memory”. Group-specific collective memory is constructed in 
the daily interaction of group members. A social movement usually consists of 
activist groups that construct their own collective memory based on the collective 
memories existing in society and, at the same time, contribute to the formation 
of collective memory at the social level (Baumgarten 2017: 52). 

The construction of group memory manifests itself during the interactions 
between variously involved actors, whose actions are not completely arbitrary, 
but their chosen procedures in the interpretation of the past are largely subject 
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to already existing national struggles over memory. In the very process of creat-
ing a commemorative repertoire, the movement must deal with the filtering of 
available and unwanted pasts, which are often pre-embedded in the structure of 
the wider collective memory through the identitarian ideological frames of the 
movement (Baumgarten 2017: 59–60). Social movements often include distinct 
communities referring to different sets of symbols and practices, where a par-
ticular actor may belong to more than one group, allowing the development of 
a multi-level identity based on different mnemonic practices (see Zamponi 2013). 
Like official memory, movement counter-memory is primarily selective in its 
development of memory practice: “Dominant memory is not monolithic, nor is 
popular memory purely authentic” (Olick and Robbins 1998:127). Protagonists 
of the movement operate in the area of collective memory production, where 
they engage in polyvocal interpretation, with an effort to assert their moralizing 
imperatives, how to “correctly” interpret the past, who should remember and 
what form the historical narrative should take (Della Porta and Tufaro 2022: 
1387–1391).

At this level, collective memory is seen as a mnemonic landscape subject to 
diverse contextual interpretations, which represents a controversial terrain in 
which actors (individuals and groups) compete to define the past and symbolic 
places of memory (see Irwin-Zarecka 1994; Olick and Robbins 1998). In these 
memory struggles, memory and recollection are nothing rigid or static, but rather 
the optics are aimed at capturing constant change and shaping never-ending 
processes that involve differences of power, stratification, and rivalry (Farthing 
and Kohl 2013; Olick and Robbins 1998). Strategic use and memory formation 
has been observed in elites and challengers not only in larger commemorative 
events (Fishman 2011), which can be described as various ceremonies and rituals 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983), but also in daily activities (Farthing and Kohl 
2013), again forgotten events (Schudson 1992) or the reputation of public figures 
(Polletta 1998; Verdery 1999). Social movements are essentially part of the field 
of actors involved in memory struggles, where these actors or interested groups 
claim commemorative events, documentation of the past or publicly support the 
popularity of certain historical figures (Ghoshal 2013). 

Research here focuses mainly on the actors, processes and factors involved in 
this choice, including movements that can act as “mnemonic factors” (Peri 1999: 
106) and perform “memory work” (Schwartz 1996; Zelizer 1995). Of interest 
here is the study of so-called counter-memories – “against the grain” memories 
of marginalized groups and events – explicitly examining such a controversial 
nature of memory (Goldberg, Porat and Schwarz 2006; Molden 2016; Olick 
and Robbins 1998). Accordingly, scientists are increasingly focusing on basic 
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alternative memories that challenge the hegemonic version reproduced in state 
institutions. The traditional model based on the conflict between official state-ap-
proved memory and alternative memories of citizens (Olick 2003) has recently 
been challenged by works focusing on the role of civil society actors, including the 
movement, in negotiating the hegemonic narrative of the past (Hajek 2013). Recent 
studies have analyzed the predominance of certain past narratives as a result of 
a more complicated and complex process in which the state is only one of the 
actors competing in a highly media-driven field, partially dominated by market 
dynamics and deeply structured power relations (Daphi and Zamponi 2019: 402). 

Glorification of the Soviet war heritage and partisan resistance in the 
official memory of Belarus

Through several generations in Belarusian society, the idea that the Great Patriotic 
War was a sacred event and the basis of the history of the Belarusian people was 
internalized and consolidated. Towns and villages are dotted with war memorials, 
and many schools have a museum dedicated to local history and war veterans 
and partisans who lived and fought in neighboring villages or towns. Meetings 
with war veterans are held regularly at all schools (Zadora 2017: 87–88). 

The celebration of victory is always on a large scale, while the official ideology of 
the Belarusian regime in this context sacralized and incorporated for its purposes 
the most important symbolic dates referring to the Great Patriotic War (June 22, 
1941; July 3, 1944; and May 9, 1945). Shifts in the symbolic dates and places of 
remembrance is a strong political message. After coming to power, Lukashenko 
initiated a controversial referendum to change in the date of Independence Day. 
The original date was July 27, referring to the adoption of the Declaration of sov-
ereignty of Belarus and the declaration of independence from the Soviet Union 
in 1991. However, since the disputed national referendum of 1996, Independence 
Day has been set to July 3, commemorating the liberation of Minsk by the Red 
Army from Nazi invaders in 1944 (Silitski 2005: 87). 

The central trop of unity among all Belarusians, who by definition were loyal 
communists, was most powerful in the account of the “Belarusian partisans” who 
acted as a metonymic indicator of Belarus’s war activity as a whole: 

«Советская Белоруссия внесла неоценимый вклад в разгром врага. Она 
стала республикой-партизанкой. В строй народных мстителей встали 
около полумиллиона человек. Восемьдесят восемь из них удостоены 
высокого звания Героя Советского Союза. Героическое сопротивление 
народа фашизму, начавшееся в Брестской крепости, в боях под Гродно, 
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Минском, Полоцком, Лепелем, Витебском, Борисовом, Могилевом и 
Гомелем, продолжалось до полного изгнания оккупантов»2 (Лукашенко 
2014a).

The partisans fought heroically under the leadership of the Communist Party, 
which brought victory, and the Belarusian population always saw the partisans 
as their own armed forces, their defenders, who did everything in their power 
to save the people of Belarus (Романовский 1975: 43). 

«На фронте и в тылу, в партизанских отрядах и в подполье, в мрачных 
гетто и концлагерях советские люди совершили подвиг, равного 
которому нет в мировой истории, превратив трагедию в триумф, а 
горечь поражения – в праздник Победы. Беларусь стала первым рубежом 
обороны, не покорившимся врагу. Подвиг защитников Брестской 
крепости, мужество сотен тысяч партизан и подпольщиков, доблесть 
солдат-освободителей, спасших нашу Родину от фашистского ярма, 
золотыми буквами вписаны в скрижали отечественной истории»3 
(Лукашенко 2013).

The partisans embodied the people and vice versa. According to this circular logic, 
all Belarusians defended the USSR because of their innate love for Soviet power, 
and the war “heroism” of the Belarusian people was the embodiment of their 
timeless Soviet devotion. The guerrilla heroism was a proof of Soviet Belarusian 
identity (Lewis 2017: 377).

«Всем тем, кто сознательно искажает факты, и тем, кто заблудился, 
запутался, напомню: это не коалиция западных союзников гнала 

2	 “Soviet Belarus has made an invaluable contribution to the defeat of the enemy. It became 
a partisan republic. About half a million people joined the ranks of the people’s avengers. 
Eighty-eight of them were awarded the high title of Hero of the Soviet Union. The heroic 
resistance of the people to fascism, which began in the Brest Fortress, in the battles near 
Grodno, Minsk, Polotsk, Lepel, Vitebsk, Borisov, Mogilev and Gomel, continued until the 
occupiers were completely driven out” (translated by the author). 

3	 “At the front and in the rear, in partisan detachments and in the underground, in gloomy 
ghettos and concentration camps, Soviet people accomplished a feat that has no equal in 
world history, turning tragedy into triumph, and the bitterness of defeat into Victory Day. 
Belarus became the first line of defense that did not submit to the enemy. The feat of the 
defenders of the Brest Fortress, the courage of hundreds of thousands of partisans and 
underground fighters, the valor of the soldiers-liberators who saved our Motherland from 
the fascist yoke, are inscribed in golden letters in the tablets of national history”. 
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гитлеровских агрессоров от Москвы до самого Берлина, не союзники 
уничтожили коричневую чуму там, где она зародилась, не они 
освободили от захватчиков Советский Союз, нашу Беларусь и Минск. 
Это советский народ, мы, белорусы, не покорились. Народ встал на 
защиту своей Родины. Миллионы людей – воины Красной армии, 
подпольщики и партизаны – сражались с врагом с первого до последнего 
дня»4 (Лукашенко 2021).

The relatively short phase of the post-Soviet period (1991–1994) was marked by 
an initiative to reconsider the current historiographical approach (Lindner 1999: 
423–477), but this process abruptly ceased with the advent of August 1995 when 
Lukashenko ordered the removal of all humanities textbooks published between 
1992–1994 from schools and universities. This was followed by a revision of school 
textbooks and the removal of politically unreliable teachers and researchers from 
state institutions (Lindner 1999: 441).

After Lukashenko took office, the tradition of the Soviet mnemonic heritage 
was revitalized and “rediscovered” (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) and began to 
be instrumentalized by official structures into a central ideological framework 
of a political program that played a central role in building historical narrative, 
memory, and national identity in newly consolidating regime. In the first decade 
of his rule, the regime continued to satisfy the then-dominant nostalgia for the 
Soviet past, which reflected real sentiments within Belarusian society. In this 
context, the official historiography emphasized the unity of the three East Slavic 
nations («концепция Западнорусизма») and the “brotherhood” of the Belarusian 
and Russian nations, which followed a continuity dating back to Kievan Rus 
(Rudling 2017: 77). 

The referendums soon returned the original Soviet symbols, albeit with some 
minor changes. Russian was established as the second official language, and, for 
example, the 1996 referendum constitutionally legitimized a shift in the offi-
cial state calendar and established July 3 as Independence Day. Constitutional 
changes that expanded the scope of the president’s executive powers gave the 
presidential administration the responsibility for planning and budgeting state 

4	 “To all those who deliberately distort the facts, and to those who get lost, confused, let me 
remind you: it was not the coalition of the Western allies that drove the Nazi aggressors 
from Moscow to Berlin itself, it was not the allies who destroyed the brown plague where 
it originated, it was not they who liberated the Soviet Union from the invaders Union, 
our Belarus and Minsk. These are the Soviet people; we Belarusians did not submit. The 
people stood up to defend their homeland. Millions of people – soldiers of the Red Army, 
underground fighters, and partisans – fought the enemy from the first to the last day”. 
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celebrations.
However, with the onset of the new millennium, the official version of 

Belarusian nationalism quietly began to deviate from the broader concept of 
the “neo-soviet cult of remembrance”. Such delimitation efforts came increas-
ingly in waves as the rift in the consensus between Minsk and the Kremlin 
escalated, requiring some distance from Russian influence (Ioffe 2021: 152–153). 
In this sense, maintaining Belarus’s independence, protecting its own borders, 
and consolidating Belarusian statehood has become a priority. Thus, in terms of 
narratives and reminders of the war years and victories, the Belarusian leader tried 
to create a nation by claiming a specific Belarusian version of the Great Patriotic 
War (Marples 2012: 440–441). The official narrative changed its trajectory and 
ceased to represent only a duplication of the Russo-centric model and was no 
longer focused only on the Soviet and Slavic origins of Belarus and Belarusians. 
The official narrative of Belarusian nationalism, as presented in history textbooks, 
has now often had to manoeuvre between pro-Russian and nativist concepts to 
create its own narrative, which Grigory Ioffe described as “Creole” (Wilson 2011: 
203–206; Ioffe 2007: 365–369).

If the Soviet myth of a “guerrilla republic” underlined the Belarusian nation’s 
contribution to the pan-Soviet pantheon of heroic triumphalism, a version pro-
moted by the Lukashenko regime nationalized the myth in unobtrusive yet 
identifiable ways (Rudling 2008; Marples 2014). We can observe this, for example, 
in the performance “Flower of Victory”, which represents this trend of isolationist 
memorization. While in 2015, the Ukrainian authorities apparently adopted the 
Western symbol of the poppy and tried to convert the country from a Eurasian 
to a European model of civilization, Belarus chose an apple flower decorated 
with a ribbon in the national colors (red and green). It represents an emptied 
semantical symbol that both rejects the Russian commemorative hegemony of 
St. George’s Ribbon but at the same time maintains a distance from the Western 
European victim-centred narrative. 

The Belarusian case is, therefore, a peculiar mosaic of overworked Soviet 
tropes, in which the regime does not fundamentally adhere to the Russo-centric 
or Eurasian civilizational identity but also rejects Western sacrificial narratives 
and develops demands for its own autonomous space of national memory (Fedor 
2017: 20–21).
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Picture 1. Ribbon of Saint George 
(published in РИА Новости in 2022)5

Picture 2. “Flowers of the Great Victory”  
(published in БЕЛТА in 2020)6

Picture 3. Red Poppy Flower  
(published in BBC News Україна in 
2017)7

5	 https://ria.ru/20220505/lenta-1786961521.html?fbclid=IwAR3K-7BtD59AI0w-4SqTk_
qky9UAac5AGdRJ0maxi0zkL1QWPgakCjwj0WU

6	 https://www.belta.by/society/view/on-air-marafon-belarus-pomnit-tsvety-ve-
likoj-pobedy-projdet-5-8-maja-388996-2020?fbclid=IwAR3hCby_NEU4MFyMaqcnlOelj_
XZD3sSwk5hAggGffXlDZahhs6ELCwtGRY

7	 https://www.bbc.com/ukrainian/news-russian-39842931?f bclid=IwAR3hCby_
NEU4MFyMaqcnlOelj_XZD3sSwk5hAggGffXlDZahhs6ELCwtGRY



B e l a r u s i a n P rote s t s :  C ol le c t ive  Memor y a nd Sy mb ol ic  S ite s . . .

16	 Cargo 1/2023, pp. 5–53

Implementation of Soviet heritage in the Belarusian protest 
movement

The state manifests itself not only as an arena where the multiple meanings of 
the past are constructed but also as one of the agencies that produce a specific 
narrative aimed at weakening the memory agenda produced by other actors. 
The memory representations created by political and cultural actors were aimed 
at fighting the state’s policy of oblivion and turning the memory of communist 
repression into a counter-hegemonic place of resistance to the state. «Вчерашний 
день показал силу мирного протеста и бессилие режима. Весь мир знает, что 
Куропаты для беларусов – напоминание о бесчеловечных преступлениях, 
которые долгие годы скрывала советская власть. И вчера режим Лукашенко 
совершил новое преступление. У места, где были убиты тысячи невинных 
беларусов, он снова открыл огонь по людям. В день марша против террора 
режим устроил новый террор»8 (Тихановская 2020). 

However, the memory of the victims of Stalin’s crimes did not lead to the com-
plete alienation of the Soviet legacy, as was the case in post-communist times in 
other Central and Eastern European countries. It has become only one of many 
elements of a multifocal system of historical and cultic reference points, which has 
strengthened a language capable of relating past experiences of police violence, 
torture, and abuse to the present (Bekus 2019: 1603–1605). 

«А метафоры про 37 год все чаще звучат всерьез на кухне, чем в шутку 
на улице. В том самом 1937 году и во времена сталинских репрессий 
проводились аресты и казни самых работящих, честных, интеллигентных, 
активных и разумных людей, сейчас нас ждет тоже самое, расстреливать 
разве что будут реже. (...) Мы не отдадим страну кровавому диктатору! 
Мы не позволим вернуть 37 год»9 (Telegram МКБ – Мая Краіна Беларусь 
2020a). 

8	 “Yesterday showed the power of peaceful protest and the impotence of the regime. The 
whole world knows that Kurapaty for Belarusians is a reminder of the inhuman crimes 
that the Soviet government hid for many years. And yesterday Lukashenko’s regime com-
mitted a new crime. At the place where thousands of innocent Belarusians were killed, 
he again opened fire on people. On the day of the march against terror, the regime staged 
a new terror”.

9	 “And metaphors about 1937 sound more and more serious in the kitchen than jokingly 
on the street. In the same 1937 and during the Stalinist repressions, the most hard-work-
ing, honest, intelligent, active, and reasonable people were arrested and executed, now 
the same thing awaits us, except that they will be shot less often. (...) We will not give the 
country to a bloody dictator! We will not allow the return of the year 1937”.
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Picture 4. „Из Института истории Академии наук массово увольняют ученых. 
До этого они не раз выходили на акции с плакатами «1937=2020”.10

Picture 5. Ноч Расстраляных Паэтаў.11 

«Праз восем дзесяцігоддзяў мы зноў сутыкаемся з гвалтам і рэпрэсіямі 
ў адносінах да беларусаў, якія маюць іншае меркаванне. Свабода думкі 
і творчасці зноў знішчаецца судамі і іншымі дзяржаўнымі ўстановамі, 

10	 https://web.telegram.org/k/#@belteanews
11	 https://web.telegram.org/k/#@mkbelarus
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а пераемнікі НКУС і цяпер катуюць беларусаў у турмах і на вуліцах. 
Аднак варта памятаць, што як незабытыя імёны растраляных у 37-ым, 
так будуць увекавечаны і злачынствы дзеючай улады ў адносінах да 
іншадумцаў»12 (Latushka 2020). 

The protests also included a symbolic reference to the Memory of the Great 
Patriotic War, which was previously associated mainly with the official memorial 
practice and the identity policy of the regime. Among the protesters and memorial 
protagonists, it was effectively re-appropriated and provided them with heroic 
resources that serve to create an assertive identity for those who are determined 
to overthrow Lukashenko’s regime. 

«Доброе утро, друзья! 22 сентября 1943 года белорусские партизаны 
ликвидировали главу фашистской администрации в Беларуси Кубе. 
Сегодня белорусские партизаны освобождают страну от фашистской 
оккупационной власти Саши-таракана»13 (Telegram Баста! 2020b). 

The reference frameworks of World War II became, in addition to the traditional 
opposition discourse emphasizing the memory of the Stalinist victims, a central 
consolidating focus on raising the morale of the Belarusian demonstrators. «Это 
повторение 1937 и 1941-1944, когда неприкрытое насилие средь бела дня 
было нормой. На нашем Геббельс ТВ, конечно, расскажут про агрессивных 
молодчиков, провоцировавших милицию, но мы то все знаем, мы то видим. 
Люди идут с поднятыми вверх руками на стволы, направленные им в грудь. 
«Смотри в окно, а не в телевизор»»14 (Telegram Баста! 2020c). 

12	 “After eight decades, we again face violence and repression against Belarusians who have 
a different opinion. Freedom of thought and creativity is once again being destroyed by 
courts and other state institutions, and the successors of the NKVD are still torturing 
Belarusians in prisons and on the streets. However, it should be remembered that just as 
the names of those executed in the 37th are not forgotten, so will the crimes of the cur-
rent government against dissidents be immortalized”.

13	 “Good morning, friends! On September 22, 1943, Belarusian partisans liquidated Cube, 
the head of the fascist administration in Belarus. Today, Belarusian partisans are liberat-
ing the country from the fascist occupation power of Sasha the cockroach”.

14	 “This is a repeat of 1937 and 1941–1944, when naked violence in broad daylight was the 
norm. On our Goebbels TV, of course, they will talk about aggressive thugs who provoked 
the police, but we know everything, we see it. People walk with their hands up on the bar-
rels aimed at their chests. “Look out the window, not the TV”.
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Picture 6. «Вставай, Марат, опять фашисты в Беларуси!»15

On the one hand, the participants in the demonstrations were able to appropri-
ate the narrative of victory, but they also drew on the symbolic space of victims 
of Stalinist repression, which was originally an ideological pillar of the opposi-
tion’s alternative vision of Belarus, promoted in the past (see, e.g., Bratachkin 
2022: 193–196). 

«Камуністы пасьля сваёй ганьбы і паразы на Дзяды ў Менску 30 
кастрычніка 1988 году цяпер ужо не рашыліся забараніць мэмарыяльнае 
шэсьце ў Курапаты. (...) Мы паставілі Крыж перад уваходам, на самым 

15	 https://www.instagram.com/p/CHYfZ2pnRS2/?fbclid=IwAR27oXUX6B6Qlgt0Y2hrk14W
L9bIBVE8BrBWwOEltrUMs0ljVY9s-h81Kx0
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пачатку курапацкага лесу, разумеючы, што ён будзе не прадметам, а 
сакральнай зьявай, сымбалем у памяць пра генацыд. Прыйдзе час, і 
мы ўсталюем гэты крыж са сталі, на трыццаць мэтраў, на курапацкай 
Галгофе, каб відаць быў над лесам здалёк. Каб кожны бачыў і разумеў, 
як трэба берагчы свабоду, жыцьцё, Беларусь і народ»16 (Навумчык 2009). 

However, this should be judged through the prism of an emic perspective that 
is not subject to ethnocentric distortion. Bekus argues that “remembering the 
victims of Stalinist crimes, however, does not convert into a full-scale “postcolonial 
othering” of the Soviet steed the socialist legacy, as was the case in central and east 
European postcommunism, but has become one of the elements in the multi-di-
rectional system of historical and cultural references that shapes the identity of 
the protesters” (Bekus 2021: 13–14). 

This observation leads me to discuss the open nature of symbolic construc-
tions because they can be a source of unification as well as a source of conflict 
(see, e.g., Neveu 2014: 276). In Belarus, the authoritarian regime dominated the 
public space for a long time, controlling the official narrative and form of state 
celebrations, as well as the boundaries within which celebratory practices took 
place. It supervised institutional, legal, and administrative restrictions of public 
gatherings, strongly limiting public space for alternative celebrations (see Rohava 
2019: 897–898). De-Stalinization and general de-Sovietization in Belarus had only 
an episodic character before full program implementation, and following the 
model in the Baltic countries, the BPF lost support, and the Belarusian society 
spoke out politically against such an intended direction (Акудовіч 2001). The 
subsequently determined official discourse was a positive return to the Soviet 
period of history, which was re-actualized and presented as a crucial memory 
for modern nation and state-building. The totalitarian past, Stalinism, did not 
become a current topic in the public discourse of Belarus, as it was, for example, 
in the already mentioned Baltic states. The problem of Stalinist repressions has not 
been subjected to a more in-depth review at the institutional level, even though 
some school textbooks mention repressions, their mechanism, and meaning are 
not analyzed in detail, but rather are often ignored or marginalized. History 

16	 “Communists, after their disgrace and defeat at Dziady in Minsk on October 30, 1988, have 
not decided to ban the memorial procession in Kurapaty. (...) We placed the Cross in front 
of the entrance, at the very beginning of the Kurapatsky Forest, realizing that it will not be 
an object, but a sacred phenomenon, a symbol in memory of the genocide. The time will 
come, and we will install this steel cross, thirty meters high, on the Kurapatsk Golgotha, 
so that it can be seen above the forest from afar. So that everyone sees and understands 
how to protect freedom, life, Belarus, and the people”.
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courses, on the other hand, are devoted to topics related to the war. For the 
purpose of patriotic education of the young generation at all universities and 
for all fields special courses about the history of the Great Patriotic War and the 
subject “Foundations of the ideology of Belarusian statehood” are introduced 
(Романова 2020: 281–282). 

The best practices of the memorial policy of previous years have been modified 
and updated to be used effectively for the regime’s discursive interpretations of 
recent protest events. Contemporary official policy and its speakers in the state 
media reframe and emphasize their narrative of the present in historical references 
to the central trope around the never-ending and transcending memories of the 
Great Patriotic War, where supporters of the regime claim to be descendants of 
heroes and guardians of memorial shrines that they believe are trying to desecrate 
the descendants of previous collaborators. 

«Разве могли мы раньше представить, что площадь Победы в Минске 
или музей истории Великой Отечественной войны будут пытаться 
осквернить символами, навсегда запятнанными коллаборантами, 
работавшими на нацистов? К сожалению, мы это увидели. 
И вот чтобы этого больше никогда не повторилось, нам нужна 
целенаправленная, осознанная политика исторической памяти, 
чтобы наши люди знали и не забывали смыслы и ценности Победы, 
ценили подвиги и достижения предков и не позволяли отравить 
себя и своих детей идеологическим ядом. (...) И это уже происходит 
на примере расследования преступлений, связанных с геноцидом 
белорусского народа. Мы без лишней политкорректности стали 
называть имена преступников, многие из которых до сих пор живы и 
даже являются «героями» в некоторых соседних странах»17 (Дзермант 
and Щекин 2022). 

17	 “How could we have imagined that Victory Square in Minsk or the Museum of the History 
of the Great Patriotic War would be tried to desecrate with symbols forever tarnished by 
collaborators who worked for the Nazis? Unfortunately, we have seen it. And so that this 
never happens again, we need a purposeful, conscious policy of historical memory, so that 
our people know and do not forget the meanings and values ​​of the Victory, appreciate the 
exploits and achievements of their ancestors, and not allow themselves and their children 
to be poisoned with ideological poison. (...) And this is already happening on the example 
of the investigation of crimes related to the genocide of the Belarusian people. Without 
much political correctness, we began to name the criminals, many of whom are still alive 
and even are “heroes” in some neighboring countries”.
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This shift from political and propagandistic statements was also quite quickly 
transferred to the implementation of these ideological memory discourses in the 
field of education, where, for example, with the adoption of new curricula with 
instructional letters, there was also the publication of new textbooks (Bratachkin 
2022: 197–198) to complete the transition to the updated curricula. 

«Первый урок в школах пройдет на единую тему «Историческая 
память – дорога в будущее». (...) Министерство образования дает 
соответствующие рекомендации по освещению тех или иных тем, 
например, в инструктивно-методических письмах есть рекомендации по 
освещению темы геноцида белорусского народа в рамках преподавания 
учебных предметов»18 (БЕЛТА 2022a).

Regardless of the strong polarization of historical points of view, the current 
narratives presented in Belarus are significantly multi-layered. Ideas about the 
Belarusian identity fail to be mapped in clear contrasting differences (Kazakevich 
2011: 50; Burkhardt 2016: 150). Indeed, Belarus is a striking illustration of the 
intertwined nature of memory, with competing layers of synchronic and dia-
chronic interpretations visible in acts of remembrance (Krawatzek and Weller 
2022: 31). «Пока мы готовим новый выпуск «Вожыка: раздавім фашысцкую 
гадзіну», вы можете почитать старый. Смотрите, как храбрая белорусская 
женщина в вышиванке гонит поганой метлой неприятных типов в усах и 
с залысинами. Декабрь 1943 года»19 (Telegram Вожык 2020). 

The previously postulated dichotomous boundaries between neo-Soviet and 
national discourse, or if you prefer “official” and “alternative” in the concept 
of Nelly Bekus (2010), began to be re-defined and to be mutually influence, 
which concerned not only the use of flags, but also tropes and various narrative 
abbreviations included in the vocabulary and presented in the form of protest-
ers’ slogans (Kazharski 2021: 70–72). «(...) И вдруг сегодня днем все наши 
соседи во дворе опять изумились! Внезапно вывесил наш знаменитый дед 

18	 “The first lesson in schools will be held on a single theme “Historical memory is the road 
to the future”. (...) The Ministry of Education gives appropriate recommendations on the 
coverage of certain topics, for example, in instructional and methodological letters there 
are recommendations on covering the topic of the genocide of the Belarusian people as 
part of the teaching of academic subjects”.

19	 “While we are preparing a new issue of “Vozhyka: razdavіm fashysckuyu gadzіnu”, you 
can read the old one. See how a brave Belarusian woman in an embroidered shirt drives 
away unpleasant types with mustaches and bald patches with a filthy broom. December 
1943”.
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рядышком с красно-зеленым флагом, такой же по размеру, но только бело-
красно-белый. И вышел погулять во дворик в своем потертом пиджачке 
с фронтовыми наградами. – Мы – белорусский народ! Не красные, белые 
или зеленые, а просто единый и неразделимый народ! Не важно какие у нас 
предпочтения, мысли и взгляды. Но мы не КРЫСЫ!»20 (Хартыя’97 2020). 

Picture 7. «Храбрая белорусская женщина в вышиванке гонит поганой метлой 
неприятных типов в усах и с залысинами. Декабрь 1943 года»21

20	 “(...) And suddenly this afternoon, all our neighbors in the yard were amazed again! 
Suddenly, our famous grandfather hung out next to a red-green flag, the same size, but 
only white-red-white. And he went out for a walk in the courtyard in his shabby jacket 
with front-line awards. – We are the Belarusian people! Not red, white, or green, but sim-
ply a single and indivisible people! It doesn’t matter what our preferences, thoughts, and 
views are. But we are not RATS!”. 

21	 https://web.telegram.org/k/#@vozhik_samizdat



B e l a r u s i a n P rote s t s :  C ol le c t ive  Memor y a nd Sy mb ol ic  S ite s . . .

24	 Cargo 1/2023, pp. 5–53

However, when accumulated political injustice acquired political urgency for 
society, significant symbolic places, events, or slogans began to serve as import-
ant focal points and platforms for citizen mobilization. This also happened in 
the case of the protests in Belarus in 2020, which has long time paid for a sta-
ble regime in the context of authoritarian systems (Hall 2022: 1–6). «Сейчас 
второй 1937 год, в котором были гетто, только во время войны гетто 
создавались по национальному признаку, а теперь власти создали гетто 
по политической статье 24.23. Уровень умственного развития омоновцев 
заставляет задуматься об их адекватности. В отделении они хрюкали и 
смеялись с этого. Дмитрий уверен, что мы уже сделали многое, и осталось 
лишь немного дожать картонный режим»22 (Telegram Беларусь головного 
мозга 2021). During the protest marches, its protagonists began to appropriate 
a pre-existing symbolic heritage, but this did not happen in the ways that many 
experts and commentators had expected. Their spontaneous political mobilization 
from the bottom up brought new hybrid forms of symbolic expression, combining 
symbols and tropes from different repertoires, usually mutually defined within 
competing projects of identity discourses.

Revived traumas in the reminiscence of war suffering and resistance 

During street protests in Belarus, expressions such as: “fascists”, “occupiers”, 
“Gestapo”, “Lukashians”, “Lukashenko’s punishers” regularly resonated, which 
was a reaction to the application of brutal and dehumanizing methods by 
the deployed repressive regime elements. «На Смогровском тракте вывели 
из дома 5 человек и поставили возле стены. Только не подумайте, что 
Гестапо вернулось»23 (Telegram Чай з малинавым варэннем 2020). As police 
brutality against civilians has increased, the news about it was wildly spreading 
through social media, and the use of emotionally and historically charged 
comparisons to “National Socialism” has also increased in society. «У меня нет 
слов, сердце разрывается от боли. Это фашизм. Снова людей забрасывали 
гранатами, снова стреляли, жестоко, до смерти, избивали. Белорусы, 

22	 “Now is the second year of 1937, in which there were ghettos, only during the war, ghet-
tos were created on a national basis, and now the authorities have created ghettos accord-
ing to the political article 24.23. The level of mental development of the riot police forces 
one to think about their adequacy. In the department, they grunted and laughed at this. 
Dmitry is sure that we have already done a lot, and it remains only to squeeze the card-
board mode a little”. 

23	 “On the Smogrovsky tract, 5 people were taken out of the house and placed near the wall. 
Just don’t think that the Gestapo is back.” 
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дорогие, мы должны держаться. Этому придёт конец»24 (Facebook Nata 
Radina 2020). 

Photographs of women pressed against the wall and surrounded by people in 
uniform with weapons or detainees who stood for more than 10 hours against 
the wall with their hands raised in the police courtyard in the Soviet District of 
Minsk (РУВД), evoked associations with fascists in the eyes of insiders. 

Picture 8. Arrests of people during the 2022 protests.25 

 

24	 “I have no words; my heart is breaking with pain. This is fascism. Again, people were pelted 
with grenades, shot again, brutally beaten to death. Belarusians, dear ones, we must hold 
on. This will come to an end”. 

25	 https://www.facebook.com/nikolai.khalezin/posts/pfbid02FNcEsVNt8twEe6xbKzD-
Pr8qowXXJYSDM4BK5pqJKMhcuDi3NetX7DwxXHSk8cZYml 
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Picture 9. Comparison of the Belarusian regime with Auschwitz.26 

Picture 10. Comparison of the Belarusian OMON and police with the Nazis.27 

26	 https://w w w.facebook.com/majakrainabelarus/photos/a.553740438085659/ 
3473494296110244/?type=3&paipv=0&eav=Afa4an9wrTiSAJUnhJvXGJLF10sP2nPOWZ-
rJh2Y_KqZRL6wVd5rzTDTLCSXzsjLCAz0&_rdr 

27	 https://www.facebook.com/soboll.ru/photos/pb.1652736554984208.-2207520000../ 
2720697798188073/?type=3&eid=ARDJ4cGwP-J2wcjRezx8h4YCbNHjteBuS7on8dHZOps-
9f5Yiv3Le1ZyrynXUBjzOxaH5zrGo2lUotRTh&paipv=0&eav=AfakE_znZGUHyVzpnjeu-
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Collages of these photos with photos of people from the Second World War 
appeared on the web. Police actions have been described as “genocide” against the 
Belarusian people.28 Okrestina prison in Minsk, where most of the torture took 
place, has been compared to Auschwitz (Романова 2020: 283–285; Шалгалиева 
2020). 

«Я была в Освенциме. В Аушвице. Это маленькая польская деревенька 
на границе с Чехией. Там тоже живут люди, рожают детей, работают, 
радуются, умирают… Там до сих пор почти не растет трава… Потому 
что каждый молодой весенний побег был вырван ослабевшей рукой 
заключенного. В ИВС на Окрестина нет травы. Там бетон… Диана 
Балыко, с места событий»29 (Facebook Диана Балыко 2020).

Daily, crowds of relatives and friends gathered outside Akrestsina and other pris-
ons, waiting to hear about the fate of their loved ones or trying to deliver personal 
packages to prisoners. In his published text «Новый Рейх» (“New Reich”), N. 
Khalezin, who is the program director of the Creative Politics Hub and the artistic 
director of the Belarusian Free Theatre, describes the ideology of the Lukashenko 
regime in relation to the ideology and key figures of the Nazi Third Reich. The 
black uniforms of the OMON remind him of SS units, and their operations evoke 
memories of the previous period of the fascist occupation of Belarus. «Беларусские 
тюрьмы, превратившиеся в пыточные Гестапо со всем арсеналом насилия: 
от избиения и унижений, до нанесения увечий, изнасилований и убийств. 
(...) Отдельные сцены стали совпадать с нацистской оккупацией до деталей: 
стоящие на коленях люди лицом к стене с поднятыми руками; заграждения 
из колючей проволоки в центре Минска; мирные граждане в окружении 
людей в форме. Разница подчас лишь в том, что нацисты, в отличие от 
лукашенковских карателей, не прятали своих лиц»30 (Халезин 2021).

be6pZA1CtmiRWA_oaCXboJfCB4scOMl-wjTU16PJGy9qeo0&_rdr 
28	 Security forces staged the harshest crackdown on protesters on August 10: at least 291 

people were injured in the streets – not counting the beatings at the police station and 
Akrestsin Street. On the same day, the most massive arrests took place: more than 3,000 
people were taken to the police station (Литаврин 2020). 

29	 “I was in Auschwitz. In Auschwitz. This is a small Polish village on the border with the 
Czech Republic. People also live there, give birth to children, work, rejoice, die… Grass 
still hardly grows there… Because every young spring shoot was torn out by the weakened 
hand of a prisoner. There is no grass in the prison cell at Okrestina. There is concrete… 
Diana Balyko, from the scene”. 

30	 “Belarusian prisons that turned into torture Gestapo with all arsenal of violence: from beat-
ing and humiliation, to inflicting injuries, rape, and murders. (...) Individual scenes began 
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The extraordinary commitment to civic and peaceful action that put the 
movement on the moral high ground drew on a traumatic war memory thor-
oughly cultivated since Soviet times. The commemoration was invoked to express 
widespread popular shock and outrage at the police violence unleashed against 
protesters, which destroyed Lukashenko’s legitimacy and drew many previously 
apolitical Belarusians to protests. 

«Оккупанты, каратели, фашисты — это лексика из чатов. И это правда. 
Мы сейчас выживаем в городе, захваченном оккупантами. Людей таранят 
машинами, глушат, слепят и травят газом. Увидев, что люди всегда дают 
проезд машинам скорой помощи, эти мрази стали на Скорых развозить 
ОМОН. Потому что улицы блокируются автомобилистами, чтобы автозаки 
не могли проехать. Нет, это уже даже не разгон мирных демонстрантов, это 
зачистка»31 (V Kontakte 2020). The cult of the war narrative, which his regime 
celebrated and promoted for many years, undoubtedly resonated in society, but 
now also in new symbolic narratives that denied the authority of the regime itself. 
«По городу начали расклеивать листовки. Видимо, надо сказать спасибо 
школьной программе по белорусской литературе — партизанские методы 
тут все знают с начальной школы»32 (V Kontakte 2020). The protest move-
ment and the protesters themselves began to routinely refer to the authorities 
as “occupiers” and “fascists” who remain in power only thanks to their military 
and repressive power (Chernyshova 2021). 

One other example in the memorial repertoire of protesters drawing on this ref-
erence in the fight against Lukashenko is Vozhyk («Вóжык»), whereby the authors 
decided to revive the cult magazine that was published from 1941 and during the 
war with the original name “Crush the fascist vermin”. This combat leaflet was 
published at different intervals and in different circulation, but it reached almost 
every guerrilla unit, occupied cities and towns through secret routes, attacking 
the enemy through satirical and scathing humor. In its modern reincarnation, it 

to coincide with the Nazi occupation in detail: people kneeling facing the wall with their 
hands raised; barbed wire fences in the center of Minsk; civilians surrounded by people 
in uniform. Sometimes the only difference is that the Nazis, unlike the Lukashenko pun-
ishers, did not hide their faces”. 

31	 “The invaders, punishers, fascists are vocabulary from chats. And it is true. We are now 
surviving in a city captured by the invaders. People are hung up with cars, muffled, blind 
and poisoned with gas. Seeing that people always give passage to ambulances, these scum 
began to deliver riot police on ambulance. Because the streets are blocked by motorists 
so that the autozaks could not drive. No, this is no longer even overclocking of peaceful 
demonstrators, it is a stripping”. 

32	 “In the city began to lay leaflets. Apparently, I must say thank you to the school program 
in Belarusian literature – everyone here knows partisan methods from elementary school”. 
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was transmitted digitally on the encrypted channel called Telegram as a one-page 
A4 pamphlet containing anti-regime cartoons and satirical articles.33 One of the 
Vozhyk editors herself stated that she chose the name because of its resonance 
with the wartime period: “The authorities are monsters and fit the definition of 
fascism” (Walker 2020a). 

The transition from a dissident shelter to a social network was triggered by 
social processes for which traditional media lacked sufficient coverage in the 
Belarusian context. The already mentioned platform Telegram played a central 
role in shaping protest sentiments, as evidenced by its extensive subscriber base, 
constant flow of information from the field, and unprecedented increase of users. 
From a platform of discussions and news, it quickly turned into a tool of influence, 
where an instructional briefing on the current announced protest actions took 
place in the private chats of the biggest channels like “NEXTA” (Auseyushkin 
2021; Wijermars and Lokot 2022; Parida 2021). Some Telegram channels, such as 
“The Punishers of Belarus” (“Karateli Belarusi”), even specialized in unmasking 
(doxing) through the publication of personal information of individual members 
of state security agencies involved in violent operations against protesters. On 
the ever-swelling blacklist published online, a profile with their photo, address, 
and other personal information appeared (Kazharski 2021: 76). 

Not only did the confrontation taking place in virtual reality drew significantly 
from the repertoire of the Great Patriotic War narrative. The protest movement 
itself paradoxically also began to appropriate the sacred myth of partisan resis-
tance against Nazism, which had been included on the pedestal of the official war 
narrative since Lukashenko’s accession. «Заметил, что тихари с наступлением 
сумерек боятся соваться в «спальники» Минска. Так фашисты в войну 
боялись соваться в «партизанские зоны». Их последователи ничем не 
отличаются. Знают, что опасно. Знают, кто тут хозяева, за кем сила. Уже 
собираемся на марш, готовим флаги и плакаты. Приглашаем всех»34 
(Telegram Баста! 2020a). 

33	 The leaflet comes with the following message for potential distributors: “Partisans! Download 
the PDF, print it and stick it in your apartment... We are the majority and together we will 
win!” “During the August violence, it was incredible how people survived: they went out, 
returned home, had a quick sleep, and then left again. The guerrilla gene is alive in all of 
us” (Walker 2020a). Telegram channel to view here: https://t.me/vozhik_samizdat 

34	 “I noticed that the quiet people are afraid to go into the “sleeping bags” of Minsk at dusk. 
So, the fascists were afraid to meddle in the “partisan zones” during the war. Their follow-
ers are no different. They know it’s dangerous. They know who is the boss here, who has 
the power. We are already going to march; we are preparing flags and posters. We invite 
everyone”. 
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The Belarusian partisan movement is portrayed as the largest resistance move-
ment in world history due to its scope: “There was no more massive resistance 
movement than what the partisans – in their underground activity – put up in 
Belarus against the fascist invaders.” According to the official narrative, Belarusian 
heroism stands out in the entire war history and therefore deserves to be praised 
by the whole world, as Lukashenko expressed in 2005: “We have established free-
dom and independence not only in our homeland but also in the whole world” 
(Goujon 2010: 10–11).

«Побеждать фашизм – дело трудное, но наши предки справились. Теперь 
наш черед. Мы боремся за свою жизнь, за будущее наших детей и за всех тех, 
кто уже пострадал от террора. Открыто и из подполья, вместе и поодиночке, 
яркими поступками и ежедневными незаметными усилиями»35 (Telegram 
МКБ – Мая Краіна Беларусь 2020b). The story of the partisan resistance against 
Nazism began to be symbolically framed for the purposes of demonstration, 
expression of opposition to the regime’s practices and created a tangle of positive 
images of solidarity and heroism when people thinking this way began to willingly 
identify themselves with the “grandsons of the partisans”. The Russian-language 
Telegram channel Nexta Live quickly became a crucial platform for demonstrators 
to bypass the authorities’ increased efforts to intercept and censor all communi-
cations between opponents of the regime during mass protests. It was the most 
watched Telegram channel for protesters, with more than 1 million subscribers 
at its peak, where moderators shared near-continuous updates on protest events, 
planned march locations, and step-by-step instructions (Mateo 2022: 32). Below 
is an excerpt from one such post, which offered protesters a map with the route 
of the planned march, safety information, what to bring and the location of the 
regime’s repressive squads. The sample from the post reveals the instrumental 
identification of the protesters with the partisan resistance, which became the 
central theme of that Sunday protest (October 18, 2020). The protest marches that 
took place every Sunday had their own name, and some of these marches included 
references and reminiscences highlighting certain places and figures of the his-
torical practice of remembrance (I provide a partial chronology in the following 
subsection). «Сегодня в 14:00 мы выйдем на улицы, чтобы в очередной раз 
показать тирану, что его место — на свалке истории. Чтобы показать, что 
мы, потомки славных воинов и партизан, достойны своих предков, которые 

35	 “Defeating fascism is a difficult task, but our ancestors coped. Now it’s our turn. We are 
fighting for our lives, for the future of our children, and for all those who have already 
suffered from terror. Openly and from the underground, together and alone, with bright 
deeds and daily inconspicuous efforts”. 
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однажды уже победили фашизм. Чтобы показать всему миру, что мы не 
сдаёмся и идём только вперёд!»36 (Telegram NEXTA Live 2020b). 

In various variants and equivalents, the anti-government movement claimed 
to have appropriated the narrative of the anti-Nazi resistance during World War 
II, claiming itself as the heir to the partisan uprising. For example, in this con-
text, the protagonists of protest actions also tried to highlight the female face of 
partisan resistance and the heroic merits of women and mothers of partisans, 
which rhetorically followed a more general trend in emphasizing the feminine 
aspect in protest expression (see Gaufman 2021). «Вечером страшно выйти из 
дома. Каратели в черной форме пытают людей, загоняют мирных жителей в 
храм и запирают двери. Каждый белорус с детства знает, как это называется. 
ФАШИЗМ.  Наши бабушки одолели фашистов. Мы тоже победим! (...) В этот 
день мы, женщины Беларуси, вспомним наших бабушек. Они воевали и 
партизанили, стояли у станка, лечили раненых и растили детей. Благодаря 
им беларусы выжили как народ и сохранили свои ценности: человечность 
и достоинство»37 (Telegram NEXTA Live 2020a). 

In Telegram channels, groups were formed, which began to organize them-
selves often intuitively for protests in individual cities, streets, or panel houses. To 
do this, they began to use various conspiratorial practices, so that, for example, 
their identities would not be revealed, but it was also a strategy to demoral-
ize opponents and motivate other supporters to action. «Беларусы уже не те 
пугливые люди, что были пару месяцев назад. Они могут постоять за себя 
и окружающих. Если милиция не прекратит свой беспредел, то они увидят 
партизанский дух не слабее того, что видели нацисты»38 (Telegram Беларусь 
головного мозга 2020). 

36	 “Partisans go on the march! 
	 Today at 14:00, we will go out on the streets to once again show the tyrant that his place 

is in a landfill of history. To show that we, the descendants of the glorious warriors and 
partisans, are worthy of our ancestors, who once had already defeated fascism. To show 
the whole world that we do not surrender and go only forward!”. 

37	 “It’s scary to leave the house in the evening. Punishers in black uniforms torture people, 
drive civilians into the temple and lock the doors. Every Belarusian knows from childhood 
what it is called. FASCISM. Our grandmothers defeated the fascists. We will win too! (...) 
On this day, we, the women of Belarus, will remember our grandmothers. They fought 
and partialized, stood at the machine, treated the wounded, and raised children. Thanks 
to them, Belarusians have survived as a people and preserved their values: humanity and 
dignity.”

38	 “Belarusians are no longer the timid people they were a couple of months ago. They can 
stand up for themselves and others. If the police do not stop their lawlessness, they will 
see the partisan spirit no weaker than what the Nazis saw.” 
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The symbolic framework of the modern partisan movement provided the dem-
onstrators with a ground for moral identification with the heroes of the resistance, 
but at the same time, this intention to appropriate the hegemonic official narrative 
provoked the official regime to react. A hybrid counter-narrative was formed here, 
which found new ways to try to subvert and question the legitimacy of power, 
where Lukashenko could no longer represent the defender of the historical legacy 
of the partisan resistance but had to face the same moral identifications with 
which he had previously tried to discredit the opposition movement himself. 
The resistance and resonance of this counter-memory are also evidenced by the 
fact that it persists in the discourse of the opposition even after the suppression 
of protests, and during the ongoing war in Ukraine, its importance is constantly 
increasing (The Guardian 2023). 

In the discourse of the protest marches protagonists, the “partisans” were 
suddenly portrayed as the Belarusian people in opposition to the fascists and 
occupiers on the side of the authorities. In the environment of the Belarusian 
IT community, a “cyber-guerrilla” war of the Lukashenko regime was declared. 
Since the end of August, the “Cybernetic Partisans” have been hacking into the 
official website of Lukashenko’s administration. On the website of the Ministry 
of the Interior, for example, the official list of wanted persons was replaced by 
a list of wanted persons with Alexander Lukashenko and the Minister of the 
Interior Yuriy Karaeu. Internet activists encouraged the indifferent to join their 
movement regardless of gender, age, and religion.39 Every time Belarusian cyber 
partisans hacked government-linked websites, they left an image of the hacker 
on the page with the Pahonia coat of arms and the words “Belarusian Cyber 
Partisans” (Kulakevich 2020: 106–107).

Symbolic imagination of space and the struggle for the appropriation 
of memorial monuments

Also, shifts in the urban dynamics of protest marches significantly reflected 
the power of historical reanimation against the background of important sym-
bolic places and the memorable landscape of the capital of Belarus. The cultural 
grammar of protest that drives and sustains protest has often been formed spon-
taneously and through creative adaptation during the collective action itself. The 
protest imagination of the participants was represented in the urban landscape, 

39	 “We always laughed at this stereotype of Belarusians as partisans, as if it was nonsense, but 
it was really surprising how people suddenly adopted this tactic as if they knew it from birth,” 
said Chernyavskaja (Walker 2020a). 
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which gave us a record of specific means of communication, cultural forms of 
expression, or historical associations involved in the articulation of the demand 
for change (Bekus 2021: 7–8). This gives us an opportunity to investigate the for-
mation of the image of the protesters and ultimately into the process of rebuilding 
their identities. During the three post-election months, Sunday mass protests were 
held every week in the capital of the Republic of Belarus, including, for example: 
“March of Freedom” (16 August), “March of Heroes” (13 September), “March 
of Partisans” (18 October), “March against fascism” (November 22) (Зеленко 
2020: 309–310). 

When Independence Avenue and Independence Square were closed in Minsk, 
the route of almost all mass Sunday marches was transferred to the second most 
important Avenue of the Victors (“Проспект Победителей”), around the Museum 
of the Great Patriotic War. «В последней войне Беларусь потеряла каждого 
третьего. Практически была стерта с лица земли. В знак памяти, скорби и 
печали на нашей земле установлены тысячи мемориалов и памятников. И 
они для нас священны. Наши люди к ним ходят помолиться и возложить 
цветы»40 (БЕЛТА 2020). 

According to the regime representatives, the change of route of the protest-
ers was not interpreted as a struggle for real physical space, as the wide avenue 
around the museum provided enough space for a multi-thousand gathering, but 
in their presented newspeak, it was an obvious attack and efforts to disrupt the 
established symbolic space in the official cosmology of the narrative. 

«Мы не можем сегодня спокойно смотреть, как под флагами, под 
которыми фашисты организовывали массовые убийства белорусов, русских, 
евреев, представителей других национальностей, в этих священных местах 
проходят акции. Мы этого допустить не можем»41 (БЕЛТА 2020). In the nar-
rative of official propaganda, protesters under fascist flags desecrate the people’s 
shrine – the monument of the Great Patriotic War (Романова 2020: 289–290). 

After the end of the war, the Soviet state anchored the Belarusian war experi-
ence in a number of monumental complexes, including the most famous places of 
worship – Fortress of Heroes in Brest or Khatyn. «Обратите внимание, с каким 
упорством «невероятные» стремятся отметиться именно в сакральных 
местах и опоганить псевдонациональной символикой и своим присутствием 

40	 “In the last war, Belarus lost every third. It was practically wiped off the face of the earth. 
In the signs of memory, sorrow, and sadness, there are memorials and monuments on our 
earth. And they are our priests. Our people go to them to pray and lay flowers.” 

41	 “Today we cannot calmly watch how under the flags under which the Nazis organized the 
massacres of Belarusians, Russians, Jews, representatives of other nationalities, actions are 
being held in these sacred places. We cannot allow this”.
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национальные святыни. Они же бесновались с символикой коллаборантов 
и предателей у стелы «Минск – город-герой» под окнами Музея истории 
Великой Отечественной войны»42 (Беларусь 1 2021). 

The current Belarusian regime followed up on this cult of heroic war, par-
ticipating in the revitalization and construction of an extensive network of 
memorial complexes43 (Marples 2014: 225–233). The newly renovated Museum 
of the Great Patriotic War was inaugurated on the eve of the 70th anniversary of 
liberation from Nazism in 2014. On this solemn occasion, Alexander Lukashenko 
drew attention to the fact that Belarus was always against distorting the truth 
about the war and became the first country in the world to create a Museum 
of the Great Patriotic War. «Искреннее презрение у наших людей вызывает 
откровенная ложь о войне, когда разные псевдоисторики выставляют 
предателей героями, а захватчиков – освободителями, когда они бессовестно 
перекраивают историю под конкретный политический заказ и пытаются 
украсть у нашего народа Великую Победу. Таким мародерам мы давали и 
будем давать решительный отпор, отстаивая это важнейшее историческое 
достояние. И в этой войне против мародеров мы тоже будем вместе»44 
(Лукашенко 2014b). 

 Since its opening, the new museum has played a key role in official mass events, 
such as the annual parades held on May 9, Victory Day, or Independence Day 
on June 3rd. The vast complex standing on Heroes’ Square, next to which stands 
the tall obelisk “Minsk – Hero City”, includes the story of the Soviet glorification 
of victory, which was inscribed into the capital’s spatial imagination through 
symbolic reification (Zadora 2019: 343–344; Goujon 2010: 9–10). 

42	 “Pay attention to the tenacity with which the “incredibles” strive to mark themselves in 
sacred places and defile national shrines with pseudo-national symbols and their presence. 
They also raged with the symbols of collaborators and traitors at the stele “Minsk – Hero 
City” under the windows of the Museum of the History of the Great Patriotic War”.

43	 Today, on the territory of Belarus there should be about 9 thousand monuments and graves 
dedicated to the memory of the Great Patriotic War (https://www.belarus.by/ru/travel/
military-history-tourism/memorials-great-patriotic-war).

44	 “Our people are sincerely contemptible for the frank lies about the war, when various pseu-
do-historians portray traitors as heroes, and invaders as liberators, when they shamelessly 
reshape history to a specific political order and try to steal the Great Victory from our 
people. We have given and will continue to give decisive fight back, defending this most 
important historical heritage. And we will also be together in this war against marauders”.
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Picture 11. “Mom is with us!”45 

Picture 12. Campaign “Voices of Belarus”46 

45	 https://www.instagram.com/p/CEQ5zn2HY1G/?fbclid=IwAR3iL-V7ITz6t0WxPsKLoM3b_
piUVSKZwCp8fil1KuUQjUNbTi-t0csIrws

46	 h t t p s : // w w w. i n s t a g r a m . c o m / p / C K 6 eYx B n q F O / ? f b c l i d = I wA R 3 k s Z -
2iwKaLJ1H0U6bybWbX_BSSh3Om40yc0Azhh-dTf6sTEq29W5qBPU
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One of the iconic images, taken on August 16, shows a mass gathering of 
protesters in front of the Museum of the History of the Great Patriotic War, 
where they wrapped a white-red-white flag bronze statue “Motherland Calls”. The 
photograph captures more than just a moment of unprecedented scale of protest 
mobilization but conveys the essence of changes in cultural symbols and their 
historical ideas that make up the collective memory of Belarusians. According 
to Bekus, two originally contradictory symbols appear in this captured act – the 
museum as a symbol of the “glorious Soviet past” and the flag as a symbol of the 
anti-Soviet opposition, which until then were assumed to be a narrative of two 
mutually contrasting ideological projects (official and alternative discourses). At 
the same time, it shows us that the memory of the Second World War remains 
relevant in Belarus, while in a modified version it provides a symbolic means to 
represent the identity of the protesters and to strengthen the bonds of solidarity 
with the wider society. These historical and cultural references, which were used 
to create an assertive and powerful image of the protester against Lukashenko’s 
regime, bring new potential in terms of outreach as they expand the field of the 
symbolic and rhetorical arsenal for waging a discursive war with their opponents 
(Bekus 2021: 6–11). 

Anticipating further mass protests, the authorities deployed law enforcement 
and military patrols around the museum and Victory Square the following 
Sunday, the buildings were surrounded by barbed wire, and an old Soviet song 
played over loudspeakers in the background. Lukashenko tried to regain control 
by addressing carefully assembled crowds of his own supporters and threatening 
his opponents. Ahead of the next march, the Ministry of Defense said it had 
now assumed responsibility for the protection of the said monuments and that 
any disturbances near them would trigger a military response. «Категорически 
предупреждаю, в случае нарушения порядка и спокойствия в этих местах 
вы дело будете иметь не с милицией, а с армией»47 (БЕЛТА 2020). At the same 
time, it called the protesters “fascists” and said that memorials, specifically to the 
victims of the Second World War, are holy places that must not be desecrated 
(Walker 2020b). 

47	 “I categorically warn you that if order and peace in these places are violated, you will have 
to deal not with the police, but with the army”.
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A campaign to eradicate the White-Red-White symbolism 
of the protest

During the protests in 2020, war-inspired rhetorical weapons were actively used 
on both sides, with war memory serving the regime to legitimize Lukashenko’s 
policies towards his opponents, who were often depicted as descendants of fas-
cists or portrayed as minions of the fifth column. «Закономерно и символично, 
что символика тех, кто пытался это сделать, –это символика не просто 
коллаборантов, а –надо вещи называть своими именами – предателей. Это 
‘внес этот вопрос на референдум – ваш покорный слуга, когда у нас были 
БЧБ-флаги, которые националисты продавили. Я категорически возражал. 
Но избрали, я стал Президентом и мгновенно внес вам на референдум: 
решите, вот – одна символика, вот – вторая. Подавляющее большинство 
поддержало нынешнюю государственную символику»48 (Лукашенко 2020). 
Even before the elections, the authorities considered the white-red-white flag 
exclusively an attribute of alternative candidates, which accompanied their politi-
cal meetings. After the election, the rhetorical focus of the state’s discourse shifted 
radically to stigmatizing its opponents as enemies of the people, and the flag 
became a central motive for portraying opponents of the regime as adherents and 
collaborators with Nazism. «Я же не хожу под фашистскими БЧБ-флагами. 
И открыто говорю, что это фашистская символика»49 (Лукашенко 2020). 
It became a symbol of absolute evil in official jargon, used by Belarusian Nazi 
collaborators during World War II when they marched with portraits of Hitler. 
«И потом, портретов Лукашенко под БЧБ-флагами не было, а Гитлера – 
были. И мы показываем это. (...) Мы уберем эту фашистскую символику 
из нашего общества, сделаем это красиво. И прежде всего разъясняя, 
что этого нельзя делать. Наша страна больше всех потерпела от войны»50 
(Лукашенко 2020). 

48	 “I don’t walk under the fascist white-red-white flags. And I openly say that this is a fas-
cist symbolism. And who introduced this issue to the referendum is your humble servant, 
when we had white-red-white flags that the nationalists pushed through. I categorically 
objected. But they elected, I became President and instantly submitted to you for a ref-
erendum: decide, here is one symbolism, here is the second. The overwhelming majority 
supported the current state symbols”.

49	 “I don’t walk under the fascist white-red-white flags. And I openly say that this is a fascist 
symbolism”.

50	 “And then, there were no portraits of Lukashenko under the white-red-white flags, but 
there were (portraits of) Hitler. And we show it. (...) We will remove this fascist symbol-
ism from our society, we will do it beautifully. And above all, explaining that this cannot 
be done. Our country has suffered the most from the war”.
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This particular hostility to the white-red-white flag was nothing new to 
Lukashenko, but already during the 1995 referendum campaign, he used sim-
ilar narrative examples of the flag’s association with Nazi collaborators to gain 
public support for a change in state symbols (Silitski and Zaprudnik 2010: 35; 
Kascian and Denisenko 2021: 129–131). On the eve of the referendum, the docu-
mentary film “Hate: Children of Lies” by the novice director Yuri Azarenok was 
published, which is still available on YouTube. The propaganda documentary is 
an attempt to symbolically bridge the gap between the collaborators in Belarus 
during the Second World War and the nationally oriented opposition around 
the BPF at the time. Belarusian viewers were told in detail in the film what 
monsters lead the Belarusian opposition and what awaits the hapless republic 
if, God forbid, Western-oriented and nationalist-minded oppositionists come to 
power. The film contained a whole set of familiar propaganda clichés: the West 
funds nationalist militants for coups, the NKVD and KGB did not punish the 
innocent, Belarusian nationalists are the descendants of collaborators, fascist 
minions, and “compromising lackeys”. The white-red-white flag is the fascist 
flag; footage of a Belarusian People’s Front (BPF) rally was interspersed with 
footage of Nazi marches and parades in captured Minsk, and police officers 
danced to the background music of the 90’s Belarusian protest. In the course of 
2020, the director’s son Gregory appeared in the state media in the role of mod-
erator, who assured the audience that a mystical war was being waged against 
Lukashenko, praised the courage of the security forces, and regularly insulted 
and ridiculed the opponents in the ranks of the protesters (Скляревська 2021; 
Stulov 2000: 21–22). 

The state institutions and pro-government media followed this communi-
cation strategy and were accusing protesters of “historical amnesia”. «Плоды 
такой фальсификации проявились на улицах белорусских городов в виде 
протестующих, окутанных бчб-символикой. Часть этих людей, у которых 
деды и прадеды сражались с фашизмом, предавались коллаборационистами 
и погибали от рук фашистских палачей, оказалась под символикой 
коллаборационистов, не поняв, что использована Западом в его 
геополитических интересах и является инструментом гибридной войны 
против Беларуси и России»51 (Исаенок 2021). 

51	 “The fruits of such falsification appeared on the streets of Belarusian cities in the form of 
protesters shrouded in black and white symbols. Some of these people, whose grandfa-
thers and great-grandfathers fought against fascism, were betrayed by collaborators, and 
died at the hands of fascist executioners, ended up under the symbols of collaborators, not 
realizing that they were used by the West in its geopolitical interests and were an instru-
ment of a hybrid war against Belarus and Russia.” 
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By suggesting a direct relationship between the past and current use of the 
white-red-white flag, the Belarusian president ruled out reinterpretations and 
reappropriations that have occurred in recent decades. However, it is most obvi-
ous that in this respect he ignored its longer history, in which the combination 
of similar colors appears as early as the turn of the 20th century in the first 
Belarusian national circles (Krawatzek and Weller 2022: 27-28). 

«Я обращаюсь ко всем, кто убежден, что фашизм «нес на нашу землю 
цивилизацию»; кто героизирует убийц; кто поклоняется бчб-флагам‚ под 
которыми проводился геноцид белорусского народа. Мы занялись этой 
проблемой, и мы докажем и покажем всему миру, что такое геноцид и что 
те, кто сегодня нас пытаются поучать, как жить, как минимум не имеют 
на это права»52 (Умпирович and Захаров 2021).

During the protests, the government made tremendous efforts to keep the flag 
out of public view. In everyday practice this meant constantly removing flags and 
erasing drawings. The police confiscated the clothes and curtains of the protest-
ers that were displayed on balconies arranged in the WRW color combination. 
The authorities threatened prison sentences for those who carried the flag, but 
people subsequently developed new creative ways to display these symbols of 
resistance. They adjusted their balcony lights to represent the historic BPR flag 
in innovative ways. Instead of flags, they even used underwear in the respective 
combination, or hundreds of white and red ribbons, making it difficult to remove 
the national symbol of change for Belarus. In the weeks after the presidential 
election on August 9th, every Sunday, protesters wearing these colors came out 
to express their opposition to Lukashenko’s regime in Minsk and across the 
country (Kulakevich and Kubik 2022: 6-8). 

«Главе государства доложено, что собраны новые бесспорные объективные 
данные о том, что так называемая бэчебэшная символика в виде полотна 
бело-красно-белых цветов использовалась как обязательный элемент 
униформы ряда карательных батальонов. Мы завершаем подготовку 
материалов для обращения в Верховный Суд с целью признания этого 
полотна экстремистской символикой»53 (Демешенко and Умпирович 2021).

52	 “I appeal to all who are convinced that fascism “brought civilization to our land”; who 
glorifies murderers; who worship the bchb-flags (white-red-white) under which the geno-
cide of the Belarusian people was carried out. We have tackled this problem, and we will 
prove and show the whole world what genocide is and that those who today are trying to 
teach us how to live, at least do not have the right to do so.” 

53	 “The head of state was informed that new indisputable objective data had been collected 
that the so-called bechebesh symbolism in the form of a canvas of white-red-white colors 
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The Belarusian authorities used all the instruments of state pressure at their 
disposal to demobilize and criminalize all opposition activities. The constant 
persecution of the display of the white-red-white symbol was a manifestation of 
it. Systemic machinery was set in motion of censoring ethno-national references 
used in protest activities for two decades of protest actions. In previous years, the 
WRW flag had not been registered, but at the same time, nor was it included on 
the list of extremist and banned symbols, rather it was in the grey area and its 
understanding depended on the wider socio-political and contextual develop-
ments in the country (Kotljarchuk 2020: 53). 

Towards regime consolidation and the intensified institutionalization 
of memory 

Following the suppression of mass protest actions, however, we see a continuation 
of the struggle for discrediting old national symbols. In mid-2021, the Belarusian 
Ministry of Internal Affairs sent a document with a list of Nazi symbols and 
paraphernalia for approval by the State Security Committee (KGB), in which 
the list included the WRW flag and the slogan “Long Live Belarus!” (Krawatzek 
and Weller 2022: 27). Even before that, television channels began to overwhelm 
their news time with a selection of “contrite” citizen confessions, where everyone 
from schoolchildren to old pensioners turned into “zmagars” (“Змагары”) who 
have underdeveloped intellects, are easily manipulated and prone to terrorism54 
By December 2020, the state media further intensified broadcasting of content 
containing painful associations of the Second World War to further discredit 
the WRW flag. Plots concerning the so-called national patriotic event “Memory 
of the Heart”, dedicated to the victims of the Nazi occupation, spilled over into 
offensive comments by “concerned citizens” about the WRW flag (Yeliseyeu and 
Aleshko-Lessels 2021). 

When Raman Bandarenka was beaten to death by Belarusian security forces 
on November 11th for protecting the white-red-white symbols of the protests 
in his courtyard, the phase of coalescence and mobilization culminated.55 The 

was used as an obligatory element of the uniform of a number of punitive battalions. We 
are completing the preparation of materials for applying to the Supreme Court in order 
to recognize this canvas as extremist symbols.”

54	 The negative label in the state media lexicon “zmagar” corresponded in meaning to the 
use of the word “Bandera” in the context of the anti-Ukrainian propaganda campaign. All 
those who disagreed with the state’s policy became “Змагары” (Yeliseyeu and Aleshko-
Lessels 2021). 

55	 Raman Bandarenka was attacked by a group of “тихари” (people in civilian clothes with 
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massive organized crowds of protesters who adopted the white-red-white colors 
on an unprecedented scale asserted their membership in an imagined commu-
nity that was separate from Lukashenko’s vision of Belarusian identity, speaking 
out against the terror unleashed by his security forces and rejecting his claims 
of legitimacy (Kulakevich and Kubik 2022: 7). The central position of the white-
red-white flag in the visual expression of protest sparked a surge in Lukashenko’s 
verbal attacks of it after the election. It became a symbol of those who wanted to 
revise or end the existing social contract between Lukashenko and Belarusian 
society. The flag embodied a symbolic threat to the regime and distorted the 
image of a unifying paternalistic leader and therefore had to be removed from 
the public space (Kascian and Denisenko 2021: 130). 

The efforts of the Belarusian authorities were to re-appropriate the monopoly 
in a symbolic discursive narrative focused on promoting their own interpre-
tation of the protest movement and its supporters, who, as a “fifth column,” 
supposed to serve primarily the interests of foreign puppeteers living in exile 
and supported by the West. Regime practices were not limited to the ampli-
fication of media and symbolic outputs (concrete examples given above or in 
previous subchapters), but there were also shifts in the instrumentalization of 
historical memory at the legislative level, where several legislative amendments 
to laws were adopted in a relatively short period of time, which they mark the 
central interest and effort of the Belarusian state to strengthen this area. In the 
middle of 2021, an amendment to the law “On the fight against extremism” 
and “On the prevention and rehabilitation of Nazism” was approved in this 
sense, while this set of “memory” legislation further expanded the law “On 
the genocide of the Belarusian people”, which took effect at the beginning of 
2022. The remaining power structures form a new ideological platform and 
legislative framework that provides them with the means for further polit-
ical persecution and symbolic confrontation with opponents of the regime. 
The official narrative of the Great Patriotic War is beginning to be re-actu-
alized and instrumentalized into a conceptual framework about the course 
of the “genocide of the Belarusian people”, which is the responsibility of the 
Prosecutor General’s Office (Bratachkin 2022: 199–202). Prosecutor General 
Andrei Shved became the main representative and interpreter of this launched 

the support of the security forces) in the so-called “Square of Changes”, a courtyard of 
a street in the center of Minsk festooned with red and white symbols and very popular 
among opposition supporters. Bandarenka tried to prevent the removal of a red and white 
ribbon, for which he was subsequently brutally beaten, and the assault was captured on 
camera. Around midnight, he was hospitalized with severe brain injuries and died later. His 
death sparked a series of protests and solidarity actions in his honor (Цыбульский 2020) 
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initiative, according to whom “Nazism did not go away, but took on new forms 
in the 21st century”, which was served in the official media as a continuation of 
the descendants of the punishers and fascists active in the ranks of the protest 
movement of 2020, which is coordinated and used by the “collective West” in 
these terrorist actions. «Мы воочию наблюдали за тем, как два года назад на 
белорусской земле хотели повторить события прошлого, но уже с новыми 
идейными вдохновителями и в новой обработке. Это стало возможным 
исключительно из-за того, что мы не говорили о нашей истории так, как 
должны были это делать. Мы замалчивали как на международном уровне, 
так и внутри своей страны трагедию нашего народа»56 (БЕЛТА 2021a). 

At the Independence Palace on January 3, Belarusian leader Alexander 
Lukashenko signed a decree declaring 2022 the Year of Historical Memory 
(БЕЛТА 2022b), while the previous year, 2021, was marked by national unity 
and programmatic efforts by the authorities to consolidate society and pro-
mote the importance of state sovereignty (БЕЛТА 2021b). In turn, the Year 
of Historical Remembrance was declared with the aim of forming an objec-
tive public attitude to the historical past and strengthening the unity of the 
Belarusian people. In the incriminated post-protest period, a radical institution-
alization of the state politics of memory takes place. In its actions, the Belarusian 
regime confirms that the history and culture of remembrance have been declared 
unprecedented “zones of national security”, which leads to constant and even 
obsessive efforts to interfere with the interpretation of some historical events, 
symbols, and personalities. In particular, it is about protecting the mnemonic 
heritage and confirming the inviolability of this unique paradigmatic narrative 
of the Second World War. Opponents of the authorities inside the country, who 
have gradually been deprived of the possibility to resist these initiatives, serve 
as subversive elements threatening national memory and unity. At the same 
time, against the background of the ongoing war in Ukraine, the pro-govern-
ment discourse is increasingly louder and more often resorting to blaming the 
hostile “collective West” (mainly Poland, Lithuania, and Germany), which is 
supposed to cover up the “genocidal crimes” committed against the Belarusian 
people and continue as the successor of this historical policy aimed at defam-
ing and diminishing the merits of the Soviet Red Army in defeating Nazism 
(Bratachkin 2022). «Многим на Западе хотелось бы забыть о зверствах, 

56	 “We witnessed firsthand how two years ago, on Belarusian soil, they wanted to repeat the 
events of the past, but with new ideological inspirers and in a new treatment. This became 
possible solely because we didn’t talk about our history the way we should have. We hushed 
up the tragedy of our people both at the international level and within our country.” 



D av id Per g l

Cargo 1/2023, pp. 5–53	 43

которые чинили их отцы и деды на нашей земле. Они уже переписали 
историю войны в своих учебниках, предали забвению великий подвиг 
советского солдата, кровью заплатившего за свободу и жизнь народов 
Европы. Теперь посягнули на нашу историческую память (...) Но мы знаем, 
набат правды пробьется сквозь стену молчания и лжи. Преступлениям 
нацистов на белорусской земле будет дана должная правовая оценка, а 
результаты расследования представлены мировому сообществу. Беларусь 
помнит всех героев и безвинных жертв той войны. Помнит она и имена 
тех, кто сотрудничал с военными преступниками и участвовал в кровавых 
расправах с населением»57 (БЕЛТА 2022c). 

The failure of the protest movement after 2020 led to increasingly obvious 
signs of lethargy in society, where in parallel, the authorities intensified political 
actions directed at any signs of resistance, as can be seen, for example, in the 
memory laws described above, which were hastily adopted and discussed. Belarus 
has joined this current of mnemonic constitutionalism, memory laws, and mem-
ocratic governance that is evident in a number of countries in the region (see, e.g., 
Russia, Poland, and Ukraine). According to Uladzislau Belavusau, this specific 
kind of mnemonic constitutionalism, along with memory laws in the country, 
serves primarily as a Russifying and re-Sovietizing ideological sword against 
the pro-European, democratic and nationally oriented Belarusian opposition 
in the country. It is a useful tool for the regime to attack independent media, 
leaders of the Polish minority in Belarus, neighboring states, and historians. It 
provides a normative and legislative basis that allows individual propagandists 
to frame debates linking the “genocide of the Belarusian people” with the image 
of the Belarusian opposition seeking the “rehabilitation of Nazi collaboration” by 
the democratic opposition. Part of the newly adopted legislation also serves the 
regime to justify the war in Ukraine and more a more pronounced transition to 
the Russian memory discourse, which is no longer limited to the re-Sovietization 
of historical policies, but increasingly refers to Russian historiographical myths 
(Belavusau 2022). 

57	 “Many in the West would like to forget about the atrocities committed by their fathers and 
grandfathers on our land. They have already rewritten the war history in their textbooks, 
have forgotten the great feat of Soviet soldiers who paid with blood for the freedom and 
life of the peoples of Europe. Now they have encroached on our historical memory (...) 
However, we know that the alarm of truth will break through the wall of silence and lies. 
The Nazis’ crimes on the Belarusian land will receive a proper legal assessment, and the 
results of the investigation will be presented to the world community. Belarus remembers 
all the heroes and innocent victims of that war. It also remembers the names of those who 
collaborated with war criminals and participated in massacres.”
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Conclusion 

Within the symbolic repertoire, the social movement and its individual protag-
onists make various connections between the past and the present, between the 
present as a result of the past and the present as a way to an imaginary project in 
the future. The meanings that emerge from these connections and disconnections 
are a fundamental element in the local expression of systemic social reproduc-
tion. They create both solidarity and divisions that create new identity discourses 
and help redefine the conflicts that should be resolved. They create a particular 
field of forces that brings about the conditions for the possibility of engaging in 
transformative and confrontational struggles, and thus sets up a field of social 
reproduction (Narotzky 2011: 110). Collective memory is thus not only about 
the past, but also about present and future political actions. Collective memories 
then manifest as accumulated, shared historical experiences, which are symbolic 
resources for activists to appropriate for protest claims (Farthing and Kohl 2013). 
The way in which movements select and interpret the past is largely guided by 
strategic action, but as Schudson (1989) points out, there are factors that limit the 
ability of individuals to arbitrarily shape the past, and this is also true of group 
memories. Social movements are therefore not entirely spontaneous, but instead 
depend on past events and experiences and are rooted in specific contexts. 

In my paper, I examine the memories the protest movement used to construct 
itself, but primarily I focus on the ways in which Belarusian activists used memo-
ries of past conflicts to fight the enemy. Using several examples, I seek to capture 
the repertoire of actions in which the movement sought to disrupt and reframe 
the dominant practice of the official narrative of the Great Patriotic War, which is 
central in the symbolic canon of the contemporary Belarusian regime. The mem-
ory of the Great Patriotic War and the founding myth of the partisan republic, 
which for many years were the exclusive domain of the neo-Soviet identity, were 
transformed during the protests into a potent symbolic and rhetorical arsenal for 
mobilizing opponents of the regime. In the updated context, the understanding of 
what happened in history was changing, there were confrontational delineation 
and redrawing of moral boundaries between villains and heroes, which played out 
in shifts in the re-appropriation of language and symbols associated with World 
War II. Here, memory represents a symbolic weapon used far beyond historical 
preservation and commemoration.

The protagonists of the “old opposition”, who are traditionally associated in 
the general consciousness with the original “revivalist” entity of the Belarusian 
People’s Front (BPF) and its “irreconcilable” promotion of the ethno-cultural and 
anti-communist agenda from the early nineties, have long been unable to break 
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down the traditional uniform myth of to a narrow group of radical national-
ists and eternal troublemakers. The nationally oriented rhetoric of a part of the 
elites from the early 1990s took root in the memory of Belarusian society and, 
in the following years, had a rather demobilizing potential for mass acceptance. 
Lukashenko’s regime, on the other hand, was able to actively use this narrative of 
“the main enemies of the people” for years, who come under the white-red-white 
fascist symbolism of collaborators and try to create chaos again in favor of their 
Western puppet masters. During the protest actions of 2020, however, we could 
observe a different development in terms of the choice of the repertoire of mne-
monic practice and the strategy of narrating the past, which included new forms 
of discrediting the regime as absolute evil, but also the invention of new symbolic 
expressions disrupting the official monopoly on the sacred war narrative. Based 
on incoming reports of brutal political violence behind the curtain of the regime, 
the protest movement gained even more pronounced moral credit and began to 
transform the contemporary experience of the protests into its own referential 
symbolic tropes and references originating from the substratum of group and 
collective memories of the protest movement. The Belarusian case of the 2020 
protest movement is unique in that it deviated from the template of previous 
anti-Soviet mobilizations during the formation of symbolic discursive frames, 
but in its commemorative repertoire it was able to claim both the traditional 
heritage of national emancipation in oppositional discourse and to incorporate 
heroic the partisan narrative, which for many years was associated only with 
official narrative practice and neo-Soviet identity.
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Theorizing Milk Kinship while Breaking 
Borders between Reproduction and 
Nutrition1

Elena Soler

Abstract: It is our condition as mammals that makes human milk, with all the 
symbolism that this entails, not only a bodily fluid but also as the most complete 
and nutritious food for the new-born child. Breastfeeding is an activity that can 
be performed by the biological mother or, in the event that it is not possible, 
by another woman (wet nurse), or just by accepting human milk from a donor 
woman at a milk bank. Drawn on two ethnographic case studies in Spain, and 
in dialogue with other ethnographies and anthropological theory, the aim of this 
article is to try to offer a broader and more complex way of looking at not only 
human milk but also human reproduction and milk kinship. In this study, one 
of the main questions is how through the flow and sharing of milk among two 
or more infants so far not biologically related, milk kinship identities (such as 
milk brother, milk sister, milk mother and even in some Muslim societies, milk 
father) and milk kinship relations can be constructed and meaning of them. 
As anthropologists we should try to recognise and analyse how each culture 
and society, in the present as in the past, constructs and recognises a relative. 
An emic perspective which might, or might not, include ideas of reproduction 
of the society studied, but if it is the case, then we should able to analyse how 
life is culturally transmitted, who has intervened in this process, and through 
which symbols: semen, blood, milk, genes… And, most importantly, what mean-
ings are attached to these? However, this only will be possible, if we consider 
widening our narrow definition of biological reproduction while breaking the 

1	 1 The first draft of this article, which in part sums up my long-term research interest in milk 
kinship, was presented at SOCIOCON conference, Bez Hranic/No Borders, at Pardubice 
University in 2018. My thanks to the Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology, 
especially to Dr. Tereza Hyanková, for the invitation and insightful comments. 
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borders between reproduction (blood and genes) and nutrition (milk). Because, 
as stressed in these case studies based on an intra-extrauterine model of repro-
duction, milk (that “whitened blood”), can be more than just food. 

Keywords: anthropology of childbirth, human reproduction, lactation, milk 
banks, milk kinship, Muslim migrants, Spanish Catholic society, wet nursing, 

If we analyse the activity of lactation from an evolutionary and transcultural 
perspective, we see the importance that this activity has had on infant upbring-
ing. As human species, it is our condition as mammals that makes human milk, 
with all the symbolism that this bears, not only as a bodily fluid but also due 
to its nutrition and immunological components, is the most complete natural 
nourishment for a new-born. Breastfeeding is an activity that can be exercised by 
the biological mother or, in the event that it is not possible (because the mother is 
absent, sick, or her offspring is ill, among other factors), by another woman, a wet 
nurse, known in Spanish society as nodriza or just ama, or, even, by accepting 
human milk from a donor woman at a milk bank.

Given the complexity and possibilities of addressing the subject of lactation, 
and human milk (Cohen and Otomo, 2017), from an anthropological and interdis-
ciplinary perspective, in this article I would like focus on the following question. 
How, despite its feeding role, through the flow and shared of milk among two or 
more infants so far not biologically related until the moment of breastfeeding, 
milk kinship identities (known as milk, brother, milk sister, milk mother, and 
even in some Muslim societies, milk father), and milk kinship relations can be 
constructed, and meaning of them. 

Milk kinship, as we well know, is not universal. However, once it exists, as 
I would like to demonstrate in this study, it has coexisted simultaneously across 
different human societies, in the past as in present times, with other types of 
kinship relations, such as affinal and consanguineal, without always having been 
recognised and analysed by the anthropological discipline. 

Along these research lines, this article is going to be structured in three parts:
	ȣ �In the first part, in which after exposing some premises and questions to the 
anthropological discipline, a theoretical proposal will be raised. 
	ȣ �In the second part, and in order to support the theoretical proposal that 
includes milk as a potential symbol of reproduction and therefore kinship, 
I will comparatively focus on the findings of two ethnographic case studies 
conducted in Spain. The first one, more historical, is the result of my doctoral 
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theses2 presented at the University of Barcelona in 2005. This, as far as I know, is 
a pioneering study on milk kinship in a majoritarian Catholic society, focused 
on the role of the Pasiega wet nurse in the construction of milk kinship from 
the 19th to mid-20th centuries in Spain. And the second case study, more 
contemporary, examines the intertwined processes of human milk donation 
at a milk bank, milk kinship in Islam, and child feeding beliefs and practices 
among a migrant group of self-identified Moroccan Muslim women living in 
Barcelona. 
	ȣ �In the third part, there will be some theoretical reflections and concluding 
remarks. 

I. New insights and theoretical approaches to human milk and milk 
kinship 

In this study, I will start from the premise that human milk is the only food 
produced by the human beings. However, beyond being perceived as a nutritious 
food essential for the survival of the new-born on many occasions, it is also 
a biological relational bodily fluid capable of generating imaginary and symbolic 
representations which can be used for the construction of identities and relation-
ships among individuals when milk flows and is shared. Human relations and 
bonds, which depending on the theory of bodily fluids and model of procreation 
recognised by each group or society studied, can be even identified as kinship, 
specifically, milk kinship. 

Following the work of anthropologists who have worked on the anthropology 
of the body and bodily fluid perceptions (such as Héritier, 1994, Conte, 1994) 
regarding how different societies create ideas of reproduction and thus kinship, 
historical data confirms that from the Greco-Roman Antiquity to the end of the 
nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth, when important discoveries 
in the field of biogenetics started, thanks mainly to the work of Mendel,3 one of 
the models of procreation that we find in Europe, among other parts of the world, 

2	 In this research, which was published under the title, Lactancia y Perentesco. Una mirada 
antropológica, there is a review on milk kinship cross-culturally (Soler 2011: 29-44). This, 
along, with the theoretical framework, were mainly developed during my 6 months vis-
iting research stay at the University of Cambridge which gave me the opportunity access 
to its immense bibliographical collection.

3	 Gregor Johann Mendel, who was born on 20 July 1822, in Silesia, and died 6 January 1884 
in Brno under the Austro-Hungarian Empire, now the Czech Republic, was an Augustinian 
monk, scholar, botanist, mathematician, meteorologist and the first person to set the foun-
dation of the science of genetics and the basic principles of heredity.
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has been, what I would call “intra-extrauterine”. This model of gestation included 
four stages: conception, pregnancy, delivery or childbirth and breastfeeding. 

According to this intra-extrauterine “folk” theory of reproduction, human milk 
was perceived as menstrual blood that disappeared during the pregnancy stage 
for nine months to nourish the embryo in the uterus and then it was diverted and 
purified when converted into milk in order to feed and finish shaping the identity 
of the newborn through the process of breastfeeding. In other words, mother’s 
milk was believed to be derived from the mother’s blood. It means that in the col-
lective imagery, the frontier or border among the bodily fluids (milk-blood) due to 
its possibility and capacity of mutation was not defined. Being blood, in its whole 
meaning, was the guiding principle. The gestation process ended with lactation. 

That’s why, Galen, among others, like Spanish medieval archbishop and scholar 
Isidore of Seville (d. pre-1192) who in his well-known Ethymologiae, an encyclo-
paedia in which he worked until the end of his life, considered human milk to 
be whitened or bleached blood.

“Lac uim nominis a colore trahit, quod sit albus liquor: leucos enim Graece 
album dicunt. Cuius natura ex sanguine commutatur”
“Milk (lac) receives from its colour the strength of its name, it has to do with 
a white liquid, and in Greek ‘white’ is leukós. Its nature comes from the trans-
formation of blood. (De Sevilla 1982-1983, vol. 2: 26-27).

According to this reproductive model, not just physiological factors but also 
human traits, such as differences in temperament that were transmitted from the 
mother to the unborn offspring during the foetal period, and therefore acquired 
in the uterus, were believed to be as innate as the ones that were acquired through 
the process of breastfeeding once the baby was born. 

In other words, the milk that infant suckled from the woman’s breast was 
believed to create and determine the person it became. That’s why, as most of 
the medical literature of that time up to the beginning of the 20th C. (Comenge 
1906) show that if a wet nurse was needed in order to feed a baby not her own, 
the selection of a healthy one, after having completed a strict medical check-up, 
and with good moral qualities and lifestyle, was an essential issue to consider. 

Therefore, based on this model of reproduction it will be understood that two 
infants until then not biologically related, once breastfed by the same woman, 
or wet nurse, could be mutually recognised as milk siblings (milk brother and 
milk sister), and the lactating woman as milk mother. This was explained to me 
by some informants while doing fieldwork in the Montes de Pas, known as the 
Pasiego region, “that they owed their lives to the same woman because they were 
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made by the same vital substance”. This was blood-milk, or “whitened blood”. In 
other words, this reproductive model will explain the marriage and sexual taboo 
I found among milk siblings in the Pas region. 

After taking into consideration these premises, which has given analytical 
relevance to consider milk as a potential symbol of reproduction and, therefore, 
determinant in some cultural and social contexts, in the past as in present times, 
in the construction of kinship, namely milk kinship, some of the questions raised, 
first in my doctoral thesis, and later throughout this long-term research in which 
I am still interested and working on, are: 

1.	 �Has the anthropological discipline recognised milk kinship in other societies, 
even in our own societies throughout history? If so, how and why has it been 
analysed and classified as ‘spiritual kinship; ‘pseudokinship’; ‘fictive kinship’; 
‘ritual kinship’; and even ‘nurture Kinship’ (Watson, 1983)? When, in the end, 
with milk kinship, and contrary to other types of “spiritual”, “fictive” or “rit-
ual” kinship such as compadrazgo (Mintz and Wolf 1950) or godparenthood 
that we can find in Latin America and in Mediterranean societies, among 
other parts of Central and Eastern Europe (Vasile, Cash, Heady 2017) we are 
talking about sharing a biological bodily reproductive substance (milk-blood). 
Could we then consider milk kinship ties as analogous to consanguineal ones? 
This leads us to the long-lasting controversial debate between real and natural 
kinship and an artificial and cultural one.

2.	 �If we say that “real” kinship is that which is related to the facts of reproduction. 
Sexual intercourse, or sharing a biological-substance is a “biologised kinship” 
(Strathern, 1992, 1992 b). Affirmation that is changing with the new assisted 
reproductive technologies when intervening in nature and guiding the natural 
into the artificial. What happens, however, when the substance shared is not 
blood but human milk? That “bleached-blood” as Galen or Isidoro de Sevilla 
would call it. Did these human fluids have the same meaning throughout 
history, and even today in different societies? And what about its capacity of 
mutation? Have we considered that? In other words, where is the real border 
among these biologically vital fluids?

3.	 �Therefore, to what extent has our classificatory kinship system in anthro-
pological studies been, from the very beginning, reductionist in some of its 
theoretical conceptualisations and analytical categories that have often pre-
vented us from seeing the existence of other bonds-links recognised, even 
from the emic or local point of view, as kinship beyond sharing genes and/
or blood? But understanding blood, in its narrow meaning, because we have 
excluded it from the capacity of transformation into milk. 
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4.	 �Is it valid, therefore, that classification system of “real” kinship, which has 
dominated the anthropological discipline for decades, even though, it has 
been questioned (Holy 1996)4 as analytical reference for the cultural study of 
kinship systems around the world, and even in our own society, in this case 
Spanish society, through history?

My position is that as anthropologists we should be able to try to recognise and 
analyse how each culture and society, in the present as in the past, constructs 
and recognise a relative. An emic perspective which might, or might not, include 
ideas of reproduction of the society need to be studied. But, if it is the case, then 
we should able to see and analyse how life is culturally transmitted, who has 
intervened in this process, men, women, both, or others? And through which 
vital symbols: semen, blood, milk, genes, or others and, more important, meaning 
and capacity of mutation of those? 

This will explain why in this research human milk is analysed in a wider 
symbolic dimension: as food, as a result of our condition as mammals (which 
can be commodified, as it is the case with salaried lactation through the feed-
ing role of the domestic wet nurse, where we have a price for breastfeeding: the 
service, and the product: the human milk). And, also as a mutable bodily vital 
fluid (blood-milk) able to generate identities and relationships considered in some 
societies as milk kinship when milk flows and is shared through the process 
of lactation. In this case, through wet nursing or accepting milk from a donor 
woman in a milk bank

In other words, as we will see through the comparative analysis of the following 
two case studies located in Spain, one historical and the other contemporary, the 
aim of this study is to offer a more dynamic, broader and more complex way of 
seeing and analysing not just human milk, but also the process of human repro-
duction and milk kinship. But this only will be possible if we have a different 
way of looking at it while breaking the ingrained conceptual borders between 
human reproduction (blood and genes) and nutrition (milk). 

4	 In Anthropology there has been an old and huge discussion in kinship studies. Especially, 
since the work of Schneider (1968, 1972, 1984), or Carsten (1995, 2000, 2013), among oth-
ers. These authors, moving beyond classical kinship theory which started with the work 
of L. H. Morgan at the end of 19th c, with his book Systems of consanguinity and affinity 
of the human family (1871), proposed a broader and more flexible definition of kinship, 
where biological reproduction is not central. This will explain why, for example, Carsten, 
would prefer to talk in terms of “relatedness”, as seen in her work among Malays in Pulau 
Langkawi.
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II. Ethnographic Case studies. A comparative approach

The domestic wet nurse in the construction of milk kinship in the 19th–20th C. 
Spain

In this first case study, very briefly, I  would like to expose some of the results 
of a historical ethnographic study conducted in Spain between 1999 and 2004, 
focused on the role of the domestic wet nurse in the construction of milk kin-
ship in the 19th to 20th centuries. The study5 shows how the rural peasant women 
from Northern Spain (Montes de Pas region in Cantabria), well-known for their 
transhumance dedicated  to livestock  “la muda”,  now extinct and excellently 
analysed by American anthropologist S. Tax de Freeman (1979), responded and 
adapted to situations of economic instability and poverty through engaging in 
migrational practices of childcare and wet nursing, while creating new milk kin-
ship relationships. 

As data collected demonstrates, the Pasiega women, who were mostly married 
and Catholic, emigrated for more than a century, between 1830 to approximately 
1940, to different cities such as Santander, Zaragoza, Madrid, Barcelona, Sevilla, 
among others, in order to take care and breastfeed babies of the elite: aristoc-
racy, bourgeoise and even, the Bourbon royal family. A service in exchange for 
economic remuneration for a period of two years, which was the time stipulated 
according to the scientific canons of the time, and that dates to the ancient times 
of Greece and the Roman Empire. 

One of the main questions when initiating this research was how did we move 
from the vocabulary of market when hiring a domestic wet nurse in order to 
get a service, the nursing of a baby not her own, to the vocabulary of kinship 
(milk brother/milk sister, milk mother). And, what did it really mean, especially 
for the most disadvantaged group involved in this new relationship, namely the 
peasantry. In other words, how did these feeding practices and milk kinship fit 
into and serve a wider social structure?

5	 The methodology is historical and ethnographic. The data comes mainly from the gath-
ering and analysis of local archives and from the Royal archive in Madrid, family photos, 
medical treaties, within other academic and non-academic literature. However, some of the 
most valuable information came from the life histories of two former wet nurses that were 
still alive at the time of the research. And, also from the interviews to the descendants of 
other wet nurses conducted in the place of origin, the Pasiego region, which includes the 
towns, pastures, and hills of San Pedro del Romeral, San Roque de Riomiera and la Vega 
de Pas, among other areas of Pasiego influence such as Selaya in Cantabria, and in two of 
their urban settings (Madrid and Barcelona).



E len a S oler

Cargo 1/2023, pp. 54–71	 61

For this purpose, I chose to follow the path of these women since their depar-
ture from the Pasiego hills in Cantabria to the cities, their stay for two years as 
domestic wet nurses and their return to their villages once the period of lactation 
ended. Even though, I also found cases in which the women instead of returning 
decided to stay longer in the house working either as dry wet nurses (ama seca) or 
nannies, which means still as part of the domestic service. And even, there were 
others who just explored new job opportunities in the cities and its surroundings, 
in a period in which the demand for female workers, as for example, in the textile 
industry in Catalonia, among other industrial sectors, was on the rise.

This migration or female spatial displacement (rural-urban-rural) also became 
an institutional one (from visiting the physician to the priest and, even to the 
local mayor). We must take into account that not all women who wanted to 
emigrate and work as domestic wet nurses were considered to be suitable. In this 
patriarchal and hierarchical Spanish Catholic society, the medical examination, 
which could prove the good health to feed, and a good reference letter from the 
local priest confirming that they were married women with high moral quali-
ties, were essential requirements in order to migrate to the city. In other words, 
the donor (wet nurse) and the vital product (human milk) not just had to be 
religiously pure but also ethically correct according to the social prescriptions 
of the time. 

In this social context, and moving to their stay in the cities, as described in 
the literature of French romantic writer Théophile Gautier in his trip to Spain in 
1840, which was published under the title Voyage en Espagne in 1843 in Paris, 
we can see how the Pasiega wet nurse with her luxurious regional dress and the 
baby assigned, soon became a distinguished, as Bourdieu would say, social figure 
of the urban scene. The domestic service meant more than the production of 
goods and services. Their very presence in the house as in public spaces, such as 
parks is the one that bears witness to the social and economic status of the elite 
family for whom they work.

However, it is not until the return of the Pasiega women to their villages in the 
Montes de Pas, after two years of breastfeeding, that the significance of the wet 
nurse in the construction of some type of identities (milk brother, milk sister and 
even milk mother), and relatedness known as milk kinship between their own 
biological offspring, and the ones she breastfed, becomes clear. It is considered 
now a closer and more natural relationship or bond, that the simply contractual 
relationship that the Pasiega woman has had when she arrived in the city.6

6	 Therefore, the market preceded kinship. Even though, there were also cases in which these 
two vocabularies, that of the market and that of kinship, were used simultaneously.
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Looking at the anthropological literature, if we say that milk kinship is 
a socio-cultural construction that can be presented as a dynamic and active 
strategy to achieve specific purposes in the interests of each individual, group 
or society, such as the prevention of future marriage as in Saudi Arabia (Altorky 
1980), or alliances between families of the same or different social rank (Maher 
1992), we can say that this cultural reality is not an exception. From what 
I could ascertain from the research is that the relationships created among 
both groups (the Pasiego peasantry and the elite) once milk kinship was stra-
tegically mutually recognised, it led to a series of rights, mutual assistance, 
cooperation, care and even, sometimes obligations benefiting thereby, in this 
hierarchical social structure, the most disadvantaged group which was, the 
Pasiego peasantry. 

This strategy, consisted mainly in relating the Pasiego peasantry with a more 
influential and powerful group who had a broader network of social relationships 
as it was the urban elite and the royal family. In fact, during fieldwork, I found 
that the wet nurses were obtaining a good economic remuneration for the service 
they provided, which sometimes exceeded the average wages of the time. Also, 
for milk siblings and their families, in case of need, the possibility of studying 
and working in the cities, reference letters, various gifts, and in some cases, the 
acquisition of an inheritance of properties. And even, as I found in the Royal 
Archive in Madrid, for the ones who worked for the Bourbon royals, and their 
siblings- those milk brothers and milk sisters of the prince and princess received 
life pensions or annuities. In other words, they gained a new special status which 
would even include the acquisition of noble titles, as seen in the work of historian 
Cortés Echánove (1958), if we go to the time of the Austrian Monarchy, but not 
in the period I studied.

Despite the material benefits just mentioned, there were also emotional and 
affective bonds which arose between these two groups, which sometimes even 
crossed generations. However, we cannot forget that in this stratified Spanish 
society, as some of my informants said, at that time there was a reality and “what 
prevailed was need and hunger”. 

Therefore, we can say that this migration movement, and the construction 
of this new milk kinship relationship, which is based in an intra-extrauterine 
reproductive model, changed gender and traditional hierarchies when giving 
the opportunity of social mobility and a better status to the wet-nurse and her 
families. In fact, most of the data analysed, proved that on their return, this 
financial reward obtained in the city from their work as domestic wet nurses 
served first, to pay the local wet nurse whom has been feeding their own child for 
a reduced price, or to another family member, such as grandparents or aunties, 
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who took care of it, once she was absent. And, secondly, to pay debts and invest 
in the family farm with the purchase of new cows (vacucas) and even some new 
land, or pastures, and a cottage.

Hence, far from being seen as victims, which has been attributed to the 
domestic wet nurses, in which these women were presented without initiative, 
the reality was very different. What I found in their narratives is that before 
migrating, they were well-aware of what that migration process may involve, such 
as possible risks – the advantages and disadvantages, being the construction and 
practice of milk kinship (which was expected to last) with the elite and, in some 
cases with the royal Bourbon family itself, one of the most valuable strategies to 
consider for survival and social mobility. Even if this female labour migration 
meant a huge emotional cost due to the temporary separation between the mother 
and her own baby as with the rest of the family.

In order to conclude this brief case study example, it is important to highlight 
that this method of child-rearing is part of a historical and cultural heritage in 
many societies. A social heritage which is important to remember, not only by 
the potential contribution to the anthropological debate about the symbolism 
of milk, identity and milk kinship relationships created from its circulation and 
sharedness among infants not biologically related until the moment of lactation. 
But, also by the recognition of a cultural and social reality, wet nursing. Who, 
despite the criticism that has had throughout history- because motherhood and 
breastfeeding create a cultural ideal, and this should not be split with a third-
party involvement, this also has had a key role in infant feeding and even in 
child survival. A child-feeding method that is beginning to gradually decline in 
Spanish society, as in the rest of Europe and America (Golden 1996) during the 
twentieth century with the generalised practice of a new method of child-feeding: 
bottle-feeding, known as artificial feeding, among other methods (even though 
it is now back again, but this would be a new study).

Beliefs and practices on Human milk donation among Moroccan Muslims 
in Barcelona

In this second contemporary study, I analyse how in a transnational context of 
Moroccan Muslim women living in Barcelona, there is a widespread refusal to 
accept milk from a milk bank in the event that the biological mother could not 
breastfeed her own baby. This food restriction for the new-born, which can be 
incomprehensible among the public Catalan health system, as discussed here, is 
mainly due to many Muslim women’s fear that through ingesting anonymous 
milk, their son or daughter could start a new milk kinship relationship with an 
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unknown person (Soler 2017, 2019). But, before we go over it, it would be import-
ant to take a brief look, as so many scholars have analysed since the pioneering 
work of Filipović in the Balkans (1963) and Altorky in Arab society (1980), of 
how milk kinship is perceived in Islam. 

In Muslim societies, milk kinship, called in Arabic, Rida, is the same as kinship 
by consanguinity (Nasab) and by affinity (Musahara), is recognised by law. This is 
a legal framework we do not find in the previous Spanish case study, even though 
there were some Royal Ordinances that recognised and regulated milk kinship 
relations (Soler 2011). This means that In the Islamic jurisprudence (Quran and 
the Hadith), what is usually prohibited by Nasab (consanguinity) it is prohibited 
by Rida such as, for example, restrictions on marriage (Haram). 

However, just as the consanguineal relationship has a whole body of laws 
governing who can, or cannot, marry whom, the milk kinship relationship is 
much more complex than it may appear at first glance, and therefore exposed 
to various interpretations As anthropological literature shows (e.g., Parkes 2005, 
Clarke 2007), among the four orthodox schools of Islam, there are discrepancies 
in the legal recognition of milk kinship. Some schools argue that the amount 
of milk is important, for others the more important thing is that the milk flows 
directly from the breast of the woman who works as a wet nurse, in this case the 
physical bond is necessary. Others, do not see it necessary, just the act of sharing 
is enough. That’s why, for example, when sharing from a milk donor at a milk 
bank, a milk relative could be created. 

So, having in mind, that wet nursing mainly disappeared in the mid-20th C. 
in Spain, and that milk kinship is recognised and regulated in Islam. In this sec-
ond study, I asked myself to what extent this type of milk kinship is still present 
today, not just in Muslim societies worldwide, but also among Muslim people 
who have emigrated to European countries such as Spain. And, if it is the case, 
how this type of milk kinship, understood in all its complexity, will be decisive in 
the choice of child feeding practices among transnational families? In this case, 
what were the choices between Moroccan women who immigrated to Barcelona 
in Spain at the end of the 20th C. or beginning of the 21st C.? 

In other words, in the assumption that they could not feed her children with 
their own milk, what would be their response? Would they hire the services of 
another women, a wet nurse? Would they try to get milk in other ways (through 
local/even familial solidarity networks, or buy it from internet pages online)? 
Would they accept milk from a milk bank, even with the knowledge that the 
milk received from the donor in the Spanish state would be anonymous? Or 
would they rather go for artificial breastfeeding, bottle feeding or other methods 
of child-feeding? 
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For this purpose, I prepared a series of interviews with Sunni Muslim women 
from Morocco in the Muslim Association Ibn Batuta, which is located in the 
Raval neighbourhood of Barcelona. However, in this article, I just will focus on 
the narratives of two of the informants followed by some concluding remarks. 

A) The first interview was made to a 32-year-old woman, originally of the city 
of Tetuan, married and with a  two-year-old child. When talking about the 
child-feeding method which she used at the birth of her son, she said that she 
opted for breastfeeding because that was stipulated by the Quran. When I asked 
her about wet nursing,  she explained that history is full of cases in which wet 
nursing is required due to the illness or absence of the mother, or the illness of 
the infant. And, this considered natural activity did not need to be economically 
compensated. At this point of the conversation, I asked my informant about milk 
kinship, a subject that surprised her because until then no one has asked her 
about such an important topic as she said, which was the family. 

“In Islam, as she put it, there are three types of relatives, those related by 
marriage, blood and milk”. In the case of milk kinship, terms used are: milk 
mother from the woman who breastfeeds a foreign child, and milk siblings for 
the biological infant of the donor woman and the new breastfed one. 

In this context, she said that, there was no reference to milk father, they owe 
him respect but that’s all (unlike what we find in Iran in the work of Khatib 
Chahidi (1992)). In other words, in this social and cultural context, the procreation 
model perceives milk as a female biological symbol of kinship that is constructed 
and transmitted through the nursing woman (donor), the wet nurse. 

Regarding the legal aspects of it, she believed that the rights and duties were 
different from consanguinity, especially in relation to the inheritance: “Milk chil-
dren have no right to inherit unless the nursing mother and her husband desire 
it”. In this regard, she quoted a close case in which a very rich man wrote and 
signed an inheritance in favour of a child who had been breastfed by his wife. 
However, regardless of what the law said, what my informant saw very clearly 
is that considering that they were relatives it was normal that they respected, 
cooperated, and loved each other. 

When talking about marriage prohibitions, she told me that milk kinship 
worked like consanguinity. In the case that two people get married and eventually 
realised that they are related by milk, this marriage won’t be valid and will have 
to be ended. What she did not remember is how many witnesses were necessary 
to verify that the couple involved were breastfed by the same woman when they 
were babies. As she said: “Islam is a way of life, everything that Quran dictates 
must be done, it is divine law. The important thing is to be well with God.”
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B) Second Interview- She was a twenty-five-year-old woman, single, and orig-
inated as well from Morocco, who has lived in Barcelona for five years. When 
talking about milk kinship, she told me that “it was very important to take into 
account because of the marriage prohibitions. As it is stipulated by the Quran 
and the Mudawana (Moroccan Family Law)”. 

When I asked her, what she would do in the event that she faced the dilemma 
of needing milk for her child, she answered that, probably she would ask for it 
from another woman, a wet nurse, but in this case, “this woman would have to 
be from the same family circle, Muslim, married and experienced as a mother 
because she will become a second mother, a milk mother for her own child”. 

In any case, she, as the other informants I interviewed in this Muslim centre 
in Barcelona recognised that milk kinship was more common in the past than 
now. Nowadays, if a woman cannot breastfeed her own babies, especially within 
a European context, they would rather use bottle-feeding. In this case, the rejec-
tion more than coming from the distrust of the property and the good quality of 
milk (considering that either the donor and the milk in a milk bank, have to go 
through a strict medical-screening process), it was due to that fear that through 
this shared milk, their children could become related to a stranger. And this risk, 
could even lead to an incestuous relationship in the event that those milk siblings 
would meet in the future and without being aware of their milk bond, get married. 

In other words, if we consider, as Marcel Mauss (2010) emphasised in his classic 
essay, The Gift, that the traditional donation is typical of personal relationships, 
in this Spanish context of milk banks in which the milk is always anonymous 
(typical of a market relation) it will be clear why that it is not easily accepted. And 
this is, as most of my informants stated, because the acceptance of this anon-
ymous milk could imply the construction of a new milk kinship relation with 
an unknown person without knowing if that milk comes from a Sunni Muslim 
woman, who should ideally be honest, married, healthy, with good habits and, 
even, in some of the cases from the same social background. 

III. Conclusion 

In order to conclude, we can say that even though Islamic jurisprudence rec-
ognises this type of milk kinship, there are other contexts in which this legal 
framework does not exist. That is why I agree with several researchers on the 
anthropology of the body and of childbirth that the construction of this type 
of kinship can only be understood, in theory and in social practice, from the 
existence of folk theory of fluids which leads to a specific reproductive model of 
the society studied. 
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As already mentioned in the first part of this article, until the 19th century, 
some Western “folk” theories of reproduction, which still remain nowadays in 
some cultural contexts in Europe, mainly among Muslims communities, included 
the following phases: conception, pregnancy, delivery and breastfeeding. The 
gestational process ended with lactation. 

However, it is throughout the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury, in the scientific world when we find a conceptual break in what is considered 
reproduction or generation and nutrition (Ingold, 1990,1991). Since the work of 
Gregor Mendel and its consequent advances in biogenetics, which assumes that 
biological relations imply a bilateral system of kinship when considering that 
either the mother and the father contribute with the same genetic amount to 
the child, anthropologists have recognised this biological model of procreation. 
The dominant symbols of human reproduction are genes and blood, in a narrow 
sense because we have excluded blood from its capacity of transformation. While, 
human milk, that “whitened blood”, and therefore the phase of breastfeeding is 
excluded from the reproductive process, leaving reproduction to just three phases: 
conception, pregnancy, and childbirth. 

It means that that older intrauterine and intra-extrauterine model of procre-
ation that has prevailed during centuries in different places, and still active in 
some parts of the world, has been reduced to an intrauterine one. Human milk, 
according to new scientific discourse, is no longer conceived as a bodily vital 
substance essential in the reproductive process, and therefore a potential symbol 
of kinship but as food, or post-natal nurture. 

This conceptual break between reproduction and nutrition has also limited the 
fields of study in medicine. From this moment obstetrics deals with issues related 
to what is now considered as biological reproduction (conception, pregnancy, and 
delivery), which means taking care of the woman during her gestational process, 
while paediatrics takes care of the health, lactation, and the good development 
of the new-born. 

In other words, this could explain, being one of the reflections and hypothe-
sis in this research (Soler 2011), why from this moment, end of the 19th C. and 
beginning of the 20th C., (hence much before the discussion on new kinship), 
the anthropological discipline which had kinship as one the main domains of 
study had differentiated biological or “real kinship” (rooted in nature) and not 
fictive kinship (rooted in culture). 

This “biologization” of kinship will therefore mean then that mother’s milk is 
no longer conceived as an essential bodily substance in the reproductive process, 
and therefore able to generate identities and relatedness when milk flows and it is 
being shared. According to this procreative scientific model, therefore we could 
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say that kinship reduced procreation to sex and biology, understood in a narrow 
sense. It means that it is during the construction of biogenetics, when milk loses 
its historical value as an essential potential reproductive symbol and therefore as 
a biological symbol of kinship: milk kinship. Milk is perceived just as nurturance. 

This period of important scientific developments in Europe coincided with the 
development of pasteurised lactation and the use of bottle-feeding. This meant 
that if a biological mother could not or did not want to breastfeed her child with 
her own milk, she could choose this alternative new practice of child feeding. 
This new practice, or scientific maternity (Apple 1987), reduced the need for 
the services of a wet nurse. Furthermore, it can be said then that among other 
socio-cultural, technological, and economic determinant factors, bottle-feeding 
has subverted previously existing relations between mother-wet nurse and the 
new-born child. 

These coincidences in time: the advances in biogenetic research; the birth of 
anthropology as an academic discipline; the separation between reproduction and 
nutrition in the scientific world; and the development of pasteurised lactation, 
along with bottle-feeding practices (even though wet-nursing continued, at least 
in the Spanish society until the mid- 20th c) could be considered as some of the 
essential determinant factors in order to understand the following questions. 
Firstly, why the anthropological discipline since its origin and until the eighties, 
has rarely paid attention to milk kinship around the world. And secondly, why 
when it has been recognised and analysed, it usually has been categorised just as 
“fictive, ritual” and “spiritual” kinship or, even nurture kinship (Watson 1983; 
Meigs 1986). 

Based on these premises, historical and ethnographic data, as we have seen 
through the article provide a strong precedent for the thesis forwarded here, 
which will be mainly based on the need to rethink our conventional analytical 
categories regarding the process of biological generation and therefore kinship. 

As anthropologists we should be able to try to recognise and analyse how each 
culture and society, in the present as in former times, constructs and recognises 
a relative. An emic or local perspective which might (or might not) include ideas 
of reproduction of the society in question, but if it is the case, as have seen in 
this study, we should be able to see and analyse how human life is culturally 
transmitted. Furthermore, it should reveal who has intervened in this process: 
men, women, both, or others; and through which symbols: semen, blood, milk, 
or genes and others…? And most importantly, the meaning of these symbols in 
both contemporary and past contexts. 

If we agree that all societies feel closer if they share a bodily substance, 
mainly blood. What does happen when this sharing substance is not blood 
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but milk, or ‘whitened blood’ as Galen would have said, due to its capacity for 
transformation? 

The question then becomes is the canonical anthropological definition of what 
has been considered until now as biological reproduction (mainly based on an 
intrauterine model of procreation in which the main symbols are blood (in its 
narrow sense), and genes, still valid? Or, should we then extend our definition 
of biological reproduction in order to be able to recognise that there have been 
times and places, where lactation has been essential in the reproductive process? 
In other words, what do we mean by a ‘biogenetic’ relation? 

But this only will be possible, and this leads us to the title of this article, if we 
consider widening our definition of “biological” reproduction while breaking that 
conceptual border between reproduction and nutrition. Because, as we have seen 
with these case studies, among other historical and anthropological literature, 
milk, that “whitened blood”, can be more than just food.
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The Relevance of  Gellner’s Social Theory 
in  the Contemporary  World: Discussion 
on  the  Occasion of the  Book Publication 
Ernest Gellner’s Legacy and Social Theory 
Today

Petr Skalník, Thomas Hylland Eriksen, David Shankland, 
Alan Macfarlane, Guido Franzinetti, Adam Horálek, Daniele 
Conversi, Zdeněk Uherek, Chris Hann

Petr Skalník
So, welcome all whom I have already greeted this afternoon. Thank you very much 
for accepting our invitation. And let me thank Zdeněk for arranging it technically, 
and also, hopefully, the follow-up will be a discussion on the research questions 
which we sent to you. The first question is: “Where does Gellner meet our needs 
and where not anymore?” The second question is: “What kind of theory do we 
need in order to grasp the current epoch when Cyberia substitutes Industria?”

So, it looks as if we will have eight or maybe seven speakers. In this case, you 
can speak for up to 7 minutes. I would say that is the maximum, and I will be kind 
of stopping you if you exceed the limit by too much. OK, so the first is Thomas 
and then comes David. And then I would like to ask Alan and then Guido, and 
then I and Adam Horálek or Adam Kuper, who is not yet with us either. And 
finally, Daniel Conversi and Zdenek Uherek, and perhaps I will add a few items. 
Anyway, so this is now. Thomas Hylland Eriksen is kicking it off.

Thomas Hylland Eriksen
Now what I’m going to focus on in my brief introductory comments is really 
the areas in which Gellner’s theory of modernity and nationalism and industrial 

DISK USE |  DIS C US SION
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society does not really tell us what we need to know about the contemporary world 
and then others can supplement me by telling you what he does tell us that we 
need to know about the contemporary world. So, I have four points. 

First is the theory of industrial society. We all know his concept of industrial 
society and changes in the production regime with repercussions for politics, and 
identity. It’s not the information of society. It’s not a theory about the role that 
digital information technology plays in shaping politics, economy, and so on. 
That is not his fault because the information revolution took off really seriously 
towards the end of his life and transformed not just communication, not just 
identity, but also the world economy. Obviously, when you say Cyberia, you know 
Cyberia is replacing Industria, it doesn’t mean the end of industrial production. 
It doesn’t even necessarily mean that a low proportion of people work in the 
industry, which it usually does, but not necessarily. But it means that infor-
mation technology, digital information technology, is pervasive, is ubiquitous, 
and shapes industrial production as well as other things. Similarly, agriculture. 
Industrialisation did not put an end to agriculture, but it transformed it dramat-
ically. You know, the productivity in American agriculture in the 19th century 
increased by something like 700 % owing to its mechanisation, standardisation, 
homogenisation, et cetera. It has not been the end. That just reminds us of the 
fact that it’s not the end of industrial production, not the end of agriculture when 
Industria replaces the agrarian society, but it leads to a transformation of the 
organisational work and of production and of many other related phenomena 
that Gellner might have had something to say about, but he did. So, I would go 
now to the expression and, as many do, to think about the transition from the 
Gutenberg Galaxy to Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg. One might begin with 
the machine community system. 

Secondly, multiculturalism; he didn’t have much to say about that. He really 
ends his story about nationalism, certainly in the 1940s, 1950s. I contributed to 
a book some years ago, Ernest Gellner and Contemporary Social Thought.  
Alan was there, and we discussed, among other things, the implications of 
migration complexity. But we, at the time, this was about 15 years ago, 
what we at the time spoke about identity politics and have had to invent 
a new word because it’s that word has become transformed beyond 
recognition, but the quest for equal rights among minorities who are not 
prepared to become melted.  They’re not blue people. They were not going 
to be assimilated, but they demanded their place, the right to define or 
redefine or contribute to a redefinition of the national space. It is leading to 
anomalies, negotiations about boundaries, flux, pluralism, and much more 
uncertainty around the boundaries and the content and the myths and cultural 
attitude  of   the  nation  than  long  is  given to believe  by reading  Gellner´s
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 more simple stories about the transition from low culture to high culture et 
cetera. 

Consequently, the network society. I think a term that was very popular while 
popularised by Manuel Castells just before the turn of the century in his massive 
work on the information society. The network society is leading to destabilisation 
and the reorganisation of labour, the replacement of the hierarchical enterprise 
with a looser, more federative way of organising work with implications for hier-
archies and also for identity. There’s a lot to say about this, and we can return 
to that later on.

Thirdly, and that really leads to multiculturalism. Still, Gellner did not so much 
think about it, are the demographic or social aspects of the new Europe but rather 
the cultural worlds of the new Europe. So, I’m using the terms creolisation and 
hybridity, new forms of complexity, fuzzy boundaries, flux, no stability; I mean, 
there’s a general destabilisation of these boundaries that seemed very stable in 
frantic paths, work on ethnic boundaries, but also not in Gellner’s, work on 
nationalism. Clearly, not to be the case. 

Finally, the fourth point is about deterritorialisation. The digital revolution, 
which we still don’t quite know and we probably never will in a decisive way, 
the effects, the impact of the digitalisation or the digital revolution on the way 
people identify, their loyalties, the political allegiances and so on. But the changes 
have probably been less dramatic than some of us predicted in the 1990s, and we 
thought of this probably when we read Gellner and others thinking that this is 
probably the end of nationalism because now people can’t communicate seam-
lessly, instantaneously across the planet that did not happen. In fact, as some of 
our colleagues have argued, it could have led to the strengthening of national-
ism by deterritorialisation. But quite clearly, it leads to the deterritorialisation of 
communication. Also, it leads to, or it implies it can imply a deterritorialisation 
of more material physical events in the outside world. Just as one example at 
the end. The so-called “War on Terror” in the early 21st century was where you 
were fighting an enemy, the West or the United States and eventually NATO. 
We’re fighting an enemy which could not be located. Well, it was located, in 
some cases, in Afghanistan, which didn’t help so much because it could have 
been anywhere and nowhere. It could have been in a flat in Hamburg; it could 
have been in another place.

So, these four points: multiculturalism, network society, creolisation, and 
deterritorialisation, are points that need a social theory that incorporates: the 
recognition of a more fluid and more ambiguous, and less clearly bounded world. 
My colleague Anthony Cohen many years ago suggested replacing the boundary 
with the frontier in a discussion of Frederick Barth, but he could also speak about 
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national boundaries. The frontier area is fuzzy, you know, it is vague, it is both 
inside and outside, where there is no either or, but both.

So, these are my final comments for the time being. I know I’ve been very 
negative. I’m still a big fan of Gellner, and I’m looking forward to hearing what 
the rest of you have to say.

Petr Skalník
Thank you so much, Thomas. It was a kind of keynote address almost. Now David 
Shankland is the following speaker.

David Shankland
Good afternoon. It is a great pleasure to be here, and it is always a joy to be able 
to join in the seminar where Thomas is speaking.

I think we all remember. I’m sure, that eventually, Gellner, at one point in some 
exasperation in replying to his critics, said, ‘Look, I really want to be criticised for 
what I did write, but not I didn’t write because I honestly can’t write everything’. 
And so, for example, he said: “I wrote a book that was called Saints of the Atlas, 
not Lay Tribes of the Atlas”. I think really we do have to recall this. So vast is the 
scope of his writings, and so ambitious is his scheme, that it is tempting to fault 
him for not having the answer to all the problems that we might be faced with 
when puzzling about human society. We should, therefore, remember above all 
that he was trying to explain the emergence of modernity. Everything else he 
explored was, though significant and important, tangential to this great aim. 
His work, in spite of its breath, was therefore rather focussed, and needs to be 
understood from this specific perspective. 

So far as his relevance to today’s thinkers is concerned, we might also recall 
that leaving aside the brilliance of his intellectual theories, he did quite often make 
succinct remarks about the way the world might turn out in the near future. So, 
for example, I’m sure, people will remember that he repeatedly said that he didn’t 
understand why some dictator somewhere was not going to use nuclear blackmail 
in order to get his will, because this seemed to be such an obvious thing to do, 
and of course, we are seeing precisely that today. Another example might be his 
suggestion that new medical techniques might be difficult to scale, which means 
that there may emerge a new class hierarchy in medicine and health, dividing 
sharply the haves, and the have nots. 

In passing, just a small note to Thomas’s comments: Gellner also stressed that 
whenever he thought or wrote about boundaries, he did not mean to suggest that 
they were necessarily hard and fast, and that there could be gradual rather than 
sharp transitions. He said this repeatedly when he was debating with Clifford 
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Geertz over Moroccan society. But so far as the wider picture is concerned of 
his relevance to today’s society, I think we should say, yes, the world is clearly 
changing and there is much that is new. Yet, social phenomena rarely disappear 
entirely, rather they are overlaid by new developments in palimpsest fashion. Thus, 
that we live in an information-technology dominated globalised world doesn’t 
mean that nationalism disappears. It doesn’t mean that changes within the Islamic 
world disappear. It doesn’t mean that Gellner’s general conceptualisation of the 
struggle that he conceived between totalitarian states and liberty (where, as I said 
in my chapter in the book, I’m very clear that he followed Popper closely despite 
his protestations), that doesn’t disappear either. And so, I think that Gellner 
remains just relevant whenever we talk about all these issues. 

Looking at these points in turn very briefly. The importance of nationalism. 
Absolutely, nobody who’s living in Britain today could possibly escape the rise 
of nationalism in both Scotland and in Wales, which is slightly different. Although 
I’ve lived in Wales more recently than I’ve lived in Scotland, perhaps because 
I have Scottish ancestry, I’m more familiar with the Scottish situation. So, I shall 
leave Chris Hann to talk about the Welsh one, but as far as I can see, the Scottish 
situation is identical to that which Gellner outlined, so much so that it could have 
been taken from his works. Nationalists first of all spent decades, despite the evi-
dence, saying that there was a conspiracy against the Scots because the English 
were depriving them of the necessary infrastructure to achieve modernity and 
affluence. This is this is a mantra which I heard year after year after year after year, 
from my teenage years, right up until my adult years. I’m talking here about the 
last couple of decades of the 20th century. And then, as the Scottish Nationalists 
began to take control in this century, they proceeded to begin to rewrite Scottish 
history to emphasise something which they felt was Scottishness, however fantas-
tic and nebulous. And so, if you go to the Inverness Museum today, for example, 
it is a quite astonishingly blatant rewriting of history from the nationalist point 
of view. And then they try and win general electoral support for independence, 
based on an idea of Scottishness again, whatever that is. I really can’t see any 
difference there from what Gellner is talking about. And I think equally when 
you look around the world it is possible to find equally other examples of that, 
such as in French Quebec. So yes, his nationalism arguments are just as relevant 
today as they ever were. The rise in totalitarian states that he was so conscious 
of, of course, we do not need to stress today so evident are they. 

So, then I shall turn to the Islamic point because that is a huge part of his work, 
which is rather glossed over often. Ernest himself was less certain of this. When 
asked, he would say something like, “Well, you know, I believe in my national-
ism theory about 80% of the time. But I believe in my Islamic theory about 70% 
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of the time”. He was quite happy to be pinned down as having these specific 
doubts. But his general idea about Islam, that as a tradition it tends to retain 
literal belief I think is simply empirically borne out. Don’t forget, his theories 
are often phrased in falsifiable ways. That was a characteristic of the way that he 
would put forward his ideas. His falsifiable point here is simple. It is that by and 
large Islamic countries do not move towards a secular form of government as 
they modernise, but they prefer to retain some kind of government which favours 
belief, and the support of faith is an absolutely integral part of almost any political 
party which comes into power or wishes to retain it. As far as I can see, this is 
absolutely the case for Islamic countries all the way from the east, right up into 
North Africa. This is the predominant trend, and also, the predominant trend 
is that by and large, individual belief in Islam is sustained even whilst the rest of 
the world’s religions are secularising again, a point which Ernest very frequently 
made. It is falsifiable and absolutely is this case. 

One can argue about the details. Gellner said that Turkey contradicted all 
his  theories.  But  yet  you  know,  it  didn’t.  In  the  end,  Turkey  went  just  as 
much,  as  his  wider  theories  would predict. He also said that as far as he was 
concerned, the Kemalist project in Turkey had failed, something that he main-
tained long before the present government came to power. You can always argue 
and say, well, you know, it’s not as Islamic as, say, Iran, or it is not ostentatiously 
Islamic as say, another country, such as Morocco. Yes, there are always nuances 
but by and large, I think, he did believe, correctly, that he witnessed the system-
atic dismantling of the eastern European communist world, and a contrasting 
emergence of a much more Islamist one. However, much you want to argue about 
the about the details, this seems to be empirically the case. 

What about his segmentary lineage theory? We all remember how he main-
tained this, in spite of opposition from almost everybody in the UK at least, 
although not so much on the continent. Well, again, all I can say is, that by my 
own fieldwork experience, this empirical emphasis on segmentary theories in 
Muslim societies is absolutely correct. The argument often suggested that he (and 
other British earlier anthropologists sympathetic to this approach) had made up 
their data I regard as absolutely fatuous. I certainly don’t think that the ethnogra-
phy in this case was made up. One can see examples of this in various locations, 
for instance in different parts of the Islamic world, of people identifying them-
selves in terms of patrilineages, and in turn see that this is absolutely integral to 
the running of society. One can see the way that that some of these patrilineages 
regard themselves and are regarded by their followers as being more holy than 
other patrilineages, because they have access to God which other people don’t 
have, and you can see that these people are called to mediate in disputes. Again, 
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these are all falsifiable propositions. These days one can take a video camera 
and watch them in action as indeed the people that I work with have done to 
demonstrate their own cultural ways. They have even loaded onto YouTube their 
own ceremonies showing their own hereditary religious figures, which are called 
dede. If you want to look it up, please do. It certainly isn’t a figment of our or their 
imagination. Is this still relevant? Absolutely. It’s relevant precisely because these 
acephalous communities tend to become more oppositional in the transition to 
modernity, and in certain cases become more secular as they become part of the 
contemporary nation state. So, actually, the way that they encounter the modern 
world appears to be absolutely linked to their traditional social organisation. This 
means that in turn we can develop new theories of modernity, showing how it 
is connected to traditional social order rather than economic classes, which is 
something that of course Gellner himself would have found absolutely fascinating. 
Finally, so far as his historical sociology is concerned, what might be regarded as 
his grand project, clearly this will remain as long as there are those who are teach-
ing or interested in the emergence of the modern world. But I shall stop there.

Petr Skalník
Thank you very much. Thank you very much indeed, David. Now the third 
speaker is Alan Macfarlane. I would maybe call him Nestor or very experienced.

Alan Macfarlane
Thank you, Peter, and for organising it and good wishes to all of you. You did 
write to us and say we had between 5 and 10 minutes, and so I had made a talk 
for 10 minutes but if you get fed up, then you can stop me. But you did ask us to 
do up to 10 minutes, so I’m going to take the question where does Gellner meet 
our need and where does he not any more.

In terms of meeting our needs, I think his approach is the right one. His 
questions are the (particularly Scottish) Enlightenment ones. Gellner is in some 
ways the last of the great Enlightenment period of his hero David Hume and 
others like Adam Smith, Montesquieu, and later Enlightenment-wide thinkers 
like Max Weber. And so, he asks the big questions. What is the modern world? 
How did it get here? What can we do about its defects? What are its advantages? 
And those are the questions we should continue to ask. They haven’t gone away, 
although many people narrow down to sub-questions within it. So, the approach 
in that way is right. 

Secondly, the approach being so large requires more than one discipline. You 
can’t label Ernest. He is obviously trained in philosophy and knows some phi-
losophy. He was a Professor of Philosophy. He was a Professor of Sociology. He 
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was a Professor of Anthropology. And he spent quite a bit of time towards the 
end of his life writing about history. So, he brings in all the social sciences – not 
so much psychology – though he did want to be trained in that too. So, he’s got 
the questions and the tools. He’s got the question. 

Gellner also has the background experience. He has done fieldwork not just 
in one place. His PhD in North Africa among the Berbers was one branch, so 
he knows about North Africa. He knows about the Middle East and Islam. He 
knows about Eastern Europe, coming from Czechoslovakia, and also working 
on the Soviet Union. And he knows a good deal about continental and Western 
Europe, including England. 

Finally, he has an inquisitive, and even combative, approach. He doesn’t 
accept anything as given. It’s in the Cartesian-Humean tradition of distrusting 
orthodoxies of any kind. And his work is characterised by an undermining or 
questioning of many of what he would consider to be closed, cult-like, belief 
systems; post-modernism, psychoanalysis, Oxford linguistic philosophy, the 
Soviet system, even Islam. So, these four features make him a person who is still 
absolutely relevant. 

We can also draw from some of his major conclusions and contributions. 
His work on nationalism, though limited, is still very relevant, particularly in 
showing that nationalism is deeply related to the social, economic, technological 
background from which it emerged. And his work is very influential and helpful 
in relation to certain branches of nationalism. 

In terms of history, his idea of the great shifts, particularly from agrarian 
civilisations to industrial ones, is still the question we should be looking at. And 
he provides many insights into the mysteries of that change. 

His work on concepts and society, I found deeply helpful. The idea that we 
don’t just see the world head-on; that we live within a bubble or a surrounding 
set of filters which refract reality; that what we see is deeply shaped by underlying 
assumptions and cosmologies of which we are not aware. That is exactly how it 
is, and it was Ernest who explained this to me.

Finally, in relation to liberty, his work on the conditions of liberty, is, I think, 
brilliant. He is deeply aware of the importance, the uniqueness, the peculiarity 
of living within a world of liberty. The world he rejoiced in and found in the 
Scottish Enlightenment. So, Ernest has the basic preconditions for great work, 
which is a sense, as Adam Smith put it, of ‘wonder and surprise’. And therefore 
he gave us a fresh view of almost everything he touched. 

In terms of his limitations, Ernest was educated and brought up as a European, 
a part of the Euro and Anglo spheres. He never really engaged with the three 
quarters of the world which is outside the monotheistic belt of Europe and the 
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West of the Soviet Union and Islam. This is perfectly understandable. That’s the 
way I was brought up, and that’s how most western thinkers still remain. And 
although he did visit Nepal and Japan and Africa and elsewhere, he really never 
engaged in worlds outside the West. 

Yet the world has changed, particularly since his sad, early, death at the age 
of 70 in 1995. We now live in a different world, in a global world where we have 
to try and understand not just the West but also the Rest. And not just small 
tribal societies in Africa or the Pacific, but great civilisations like Japan, China, 
or India. And for that, his background was not appropriate. 

Ernest often reminds me of stories of Einstein, who had brilliantly outlined 
the basic laws of physics in the tradition of the Greek and Western scientific 
tradition, based on binary thinking and fundamental belief in the stability of the 
universe. And then, when Einstein was faced with quantum thought, he found 
it repellent and incomprehensible. God does not play dice, etc. Because the new 
micro-worlds described in quantum theory basically asked whether there was 
finally a stable universe out there. And though Einstein gradually accommodated 
himself to it, he found it undermining. 

That’s how, in discussions with Ernest and watching his reactions to things, 
I think Ernest felt about the cosmologies of the great civilisations, particularly of 
China and Japan, where you don’t have a single God, where you don’t have a single 
origin, where things are muddled and messy. There are endless contradictions, 
statements which are both true and false at the same time. There is far too much 
relativism, contextualism, which he was opposed to. And so, he rejected that. He 
had to keep his world tightly bound together in order to make sense of it. 

Therefore, in a way, what we now have to do is subject Ernest to the same 
treatment that he applied to the many closed thought systems he dissected. That 
is to interrogate him, to realise that his system is also closed in certain ways, and 
it needs some opening out and fresh air brought into it. Not to destroy it, but 
to use his wisdom and wide and penetrating, and often amusing thoughts, to 
illuminate a world which is now filled with contradictions, global pressures and 
currents, which he was not in a position really to understand.

Petr Skalník
Thank you very much, Alan. Excellent addition to our discussions. And we go 
to our historian, the only one who can be labelled that way, Guido Franzinetti.

Guido Franzinetti
Keith Hart has recently pointed out that while his 1973 article on the ‘informal 
economy’ is widely cited, very few seem to have read it, let alone discussed it. 
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This is the destiny of all classics: to be cited, but no longer actually read. In my 
experience, this is what has happened to Gellner’s Nations and Nationalism (1983), 
at least in the historical profession. Everybody refers to Gellner. You can check 
it out on the Google Books Ngram Viewer, but I really do not know how many 
people actually read it, let alone discuss it. 

My remarks are essentially negative, in the spirit that ‘less is more’. The model 
for this discussion is Benedetto Croce’s old article, “What is living and what is 
dead in the philosophy of Hegel” (1906).

I will give just two examples of things which in my view are redundant in 
Gellneŕ s models. They are redundant from the point of view of the logic of 
Gellner’s theory (as distinct from redundant from my personal point of view). 
The classic example is the reference to the French Revolution, supposedly seen 
as a key event in the development of nationalism. Gellner perhaps never for-
mulated it so strictly in that way, but he certainly allowed this impression to 
be confirmed. 

I think the best demonstration that of the fact that the reference to the French 
Revolution was not necessary in working out the model of nationalism was pro-
vided by his paper “The social roots of egalitarianism” (1979), which he presented 
again in 1984 at an LSE seminar (and then republished in Culture, Identity, and 
Politics, 1987). At the seminar he was duly attacked by one of his leftist critics for 
having neglected the role of the idea of equality. I think that exactly proves the 
point that the French Revolution was not a necessary condition for the model 
as a whole. 

On a more similar vein, I would also argue that the distinction between ethnic 
and civic nationalism was not really necessary in his model. I believe Gellner 
simply bought it off the shelf from Hans Kohn. There is now an argument as 
to whether Kohn really believed in this distinction. I cannot go into that, but 
I would argue that this distinction was never really logically required, and cer-
tainly not before 1991. Starting in 1991, in a series of writings (and especially in 
The Coming of Nationalism and Its Interpretation: The Myths of Nation and Class 
(1992 in Russian, 1993 in Italian, 1996 in English). Gellner began to offer a more 
chronologically structured and detailed model of the development of nationalism, 
with the introduction of ‘time zones’. This fact may have given some readers the 
impression of a shift from a deductive to an inductive perspective. While the new 
version was clearer than the previous one, it actually led to misunderstandings 
of the basic model, which remained strictly deductive.

None of this means that there is a shortage of topics on which it can now be 
argued that Gellner’s views do not fit the facts, or that they have been superseded 
by events. 
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There is a whole discussion over ‘civil society’, and this has been argued widely 
for a long time; in particular Chris Hann has made repeated critiques. I would 
simply point out that this element was not very present before 1991. I am not 
saying it was not present. I am just saying that is a question of relative emphasis. 
I think the really big shift in emphasizing civil society came after 1989 or 1991. 

I was going to say something on Gellner’s views of Islamic societies, but 
Shankland has already said it, and much more effectively. I simply wanted to 
point out that while many commentators have argued that changes in Islamic 
societies have disproven Gellner’s model, I would suggest that the jury is still out.

So, what instead remains valid in Gellner’s theories? Again, if I have to choose, 
on the basis that less is more, first of all, his non-Marxist materialism. God forbid, 
we all know that nowadays materialism is not really very appreciated and never 
was in his day. Secondly, and more importantly, Gellner’s argument on the absence 
of a Marxist theory of violence, which for me is a key in his understanding of 
Marxism. In turn, this absence leads on to the Marxist theory of the withering of 
the state, and ultimately to the absence of a proper Marxist theory of the nation 
(or the flaws in the attempts to elaborate one).

At another level, in historical studies the category of ‘national indifference’ 
has now attracted much attention. But this theory was in fact foreshadowed by 
Gellner in 1983 (as any attentive reading will confirm).

We could argue about many caricatures of Gellneŕ s thinking but I would like 
to conclude on two general points.

Firstly, I would really like to encourage people to look into the East-Central 
European heritage of nationalism studies. I refer in particular to the Czechoslovak, 
Czech, and Slovak, Polish and Hungarian. There were plenty of things which 
Gellner neglected. He did not have time; he didn’t know them. If he had lived 
longer, he might have discussed them. I think Gellner would also have brought 
something out of the discussions on Austro-Marxism. (As it happens, around 
1940, in America, Feliks Gross tried to illustrate Austro-Marxist theories to 
Malinowski.)

Secondly, as Shankland has pointed out, Gellner was not writing history. I think 
part of the problem is the fact that his book appeared in the series called ‘New 
Perspectives in History’, so it was immediately read as if this was the ultimate 
solution to the problems of nationalism in historical studies. Of course, there were 
also other, more general misunderstandings, which I have tried to address in the 
paper for the Gellner Legacy conference. The problem was never that historians 
and social scientists neglected nationalism. In fact, since the First World War, 
even third-rate social scientists had been addressing it. The problem derived from 
the way in which it was framed.
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Petr Skalník
OK. Thank you very much Guido. And now we have Adam Horálek.

Adam Horálek
Hello everybody. Thank you very much for all your comments. I really enjoy 
this, and it takes me back to our conference and our book, and I really enjoy this 
discussion. What I wanted to talk about today is not really the topic I’m mostly 
concerned with. And that’s Gellner’s national and nationalism theory, but it is 
let’s say, the general aspect of his writing. I will talk today from two short per-
spectives. The first as a teacher and the second one as the one who is developing 
the theory or the concept of ageing nationalism which I was talking about in 
my chapter in the book. 

As a teacher I realised that the compulsory readings on Gellner’s theory of 
nationalism is a not only educating about the nationalism itself, but I realised that 
Gellner’s writing is completely different from writings which we usually use today 
for education. His broader concepts and his grasp for general abstraction which 
of course leads to some shortcuts and limitations but enable a great abstraction 
also for the reader. And that’s what I think, Gellner is very important as an edu-
cational material, because it helps people understanding the broader connections 
and concepts and that is why I am using Gellneŕ s papers mostly to teach not 
only on nationalism, but also on methodology and theory of anthropology in 
general. The nomothetic approach he is using in a way, of course, limited with his 
experience of Middle, or Central European and let’s say Islamic world experience. 

But I, but I think, it’s not so limited. And that’s my second thought I had for 
today. It is when concerning my theory of Asian nationalism, which I have very 
briefly introduced in my chapter. I’m talking about the two major concepts or 
phenomena going on today, and that’s this rebirth of nationalism we are facing 
everywhere in the world and the second aspect is demographic ageing of popu-
lations which is creating the huge society of elderly people which are used and as 
a huge political power in many democracies and beyond democracies as well. The 
ageing population is a target topic for most politicians worldwide. Not only in the 
democratic world, but also China and my research in Taiwan is confirming that 
this ageing targeting the ageing population is a very big issue. And that is why I am 
critical or sceptical about talking about post-modernity. When reading Gellner, 
I think we have not passed yet to modernity. There is a lot of traditionality in our 
world still fighting modernity. So why post-modernity in a way? And this is actually 
the clash which I am studying now. When focusing on this ageing nationalism, the 
nationalism between older and younger generations, it’s pretty much discourse, 
which can be raised on the borderland or on the frontier between Cyberia and 
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Industria. It can be the borderland between tradition and modernity. It can be, 
in many ways, discussion between Gellnerian and post-Gellnerian nationalism 
in many ways. When I was writing my paper and when we had a very nice dis-
cussion with Alan at the conference, I remember, we discussed much whether 
Gellner’s theory can fit to that what was discussed as Asian nationalisms. As for 
China, I’m not talking today about China at all. In this context I’m talking about 
Taiwan because that’s my major field of research at this moment, and I can say 
that the more I research for other sources, the more I have to go back to Gellner to 
understand many aspects of what’s going on in current Taiwan quest for identity, 
quest for Taiwanese in in fight with the Chineseness which represent these two 
worlds in a way, and as I said, these two worlds can be labelled as modern and 
traditional, old and young, or Gellnerian and post-Gellnerian. So, my conclusion 
of my contribution today is that the more I do research in Taiwan, the more I real-
ise that there are certain transcendent or generally relevant thoughts of Gellneŕ s 
theory which can be still applied even today. So, thank you.

Petr Skalník
Thank you very much. And now we are coming to the last two speakers who are 
on the programme. Daniele Conversi, are you there, Daniele?

Daniele Conversi
What follows are some rather impromptu remarks. As you know, my chapter 
attempts to analyse through a Gellnerian perspective the human survival crisis 
we are entering, a crisis deeply rooted in industrialisation. It tries to make new 
connections where Gellner left off. First, one aim is to push the argument a little 
bit further and see whether a true connection can be established between Ernest 
Gellner’s critique of post-modernism and the current prevalence of fake news, 
distortion, and misinformation, as these are all strictly connected to nationalism 
(Conversi, Hassan et al. 2023). 

Secondly, the connection with nationalism is something which hasn’t been 
sufficiently  explored  except  perhaps in Conversi 2020, both  in  the relationship 
to climate change, and in the relationship to the spread of fake news, most often 
conveyed in the term ‘populism’ –‘populism’ has remained for too long at the 
centre stage of this relationship in the Internet era. 

I direct my investigation precisely to those two aspects of Ernest Gellner’s 
thought. But an important challenge is to think in terms of their usefulness. the 
need is to contrast the postmodernist drift, still prevalent, although in renewed 
ways, in areas of the social sciences and geography. The risk remains the same, 
but amplified in the age of ‘post-truth’: considering everything a discourse, as 
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a narrative: that’s a genuine problem, because if everything is a discourse, we 
do not know where the truth lies and so everything is subjected to a kind of 
deeply weakening relativism, which in this particular historical moment is more 
dangerous than ever. 

My ideal intention is to link Ernest Gellner’s critique of the ‘linguistic turn’ to 
the series of subsequent developments which comprise, the focus on discourse, 
narratives, words, and speeches and, – including discourse analysis. And extend 
this to the epidemics of ‘fake news’ and then to the current explosion of nation-
alism – as I have attempted to do recently, and finally, the stress of populism as 
political action rather than discourse. The current focus on populism prevailing 
in political science is particularly misplaced because what remains in the back-
ground is the ‘nation’ as a general and broader political framework. 

The term ‘Anthropocene’ was coined in the year 2000, since then, the term has 
been incorporated into most of the social sciences, including history (Chakrabarty 
2009): it has been submerged by criticism, but it is becoming increasingly insuf-
ficient to comprehend what is actually happening. My recent book (Conversi 
2022), so far only in Italian, uses another concept besides Anthropocene: plan-
etary boundaries, which include climate change as one of nine limits not to be 
transcended for the sake of the survival of life on Earth (Rockström, Steffen et al. 
2009). But this is science. It really brings together hard data from the hard science, 
which means interdisciplinarity needs to be stressed as never before. The urgent 
need for interdisciplinarity also implies that we cannot survive as human soci-
eties if we continue keeping ourselves confined in any form of infra-disciplinary 
jargon – which Gellner would obviously slate. 

As far as high fences are bureaucratically built around each existing discipline, 
disciplinary animals remain unyieldingly intent in protecting their territory and 
defend it tooth and nail. 

But, if we do not attempt some incursions in areas which are outside our 
‘pertinence’, as if afraid that a dog would bite us, knowledge cannot advance. 
Yes, we need to risk that a dog bites us!

 This is the moment to rediscover the interdisciplinary passion and fervour 
which Gellner had when he brought together anthropology, sociology, philoso-
phy and even psychology (in his critique of Freudianism) – as Alan Macfarlane 
mentioned earlier. This adds to his indispensable criticism of the mundane focus 
on appearance and the vagueness of the ‘linguistic turn’ – which is still deeply 
entrenched in all social sciences. 

I would conclude that, while Ernest Gellner may have not won in this respect, 
we are now in the historical moment to take advice or notice of his message. 
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Petr Skalník
Thank you very much indeed, Daniele  for your important remarks. And now 
with the last speaker with announced contribution, Zdeněk Uherek. Zdeněk, 
floor is yours.

Zdenek Uherek
Thank you for inviting me. It is a great honour for me to contribute. The questions 
formulated by Thomas Hylland Eriksen and Petr Skalník inspire me, and I will 
join them in one answer, following my expertise as a social anthropologist and 
a teacher of courses on nationalism, migration, and urban anthropology. I could 
communicate with Ernest Gellner just at the beginning of the 1990s, especially 
at the Prague College of Central European University, which I joined as a senior 
research fellow of his Centre for the Study of Nationalism. It means at the time 
when he was enormously influential and had many followers and opponents. 
I see his theoretical thinking now as a type of narrative, and I am particularly 
interested in why he and his peers probably interpreted the surrounding world the 
way they did. I wonder why the discourse of the time led them to the narrative 
strategies they used.

First, I would like to emphasise that the works of Ernest Gellner had a nec-
essarily, albeit unintentionally, political dimension and, at the same time, were 
embedded in a contemporary historical context. In Prague College, it was evident 
since only his presence here, and his interpretation of Malinowski’s synthesis 
and Habsburg legacy for European thinking, was a strong intellectual signal 
encouraging students and academicians to concrete study directions. The state 
of knowledge at the time he lived and the overall socio-political discourse are 
present in his work, determine it and cannot be neglected, even though Gellner 
was very individualistic and, as Chris Hann once wrote, a swimmer against the 
mainstream academical current. 

Ernest Gellner’s theory of nationalism was formulated just after the Second 
World War when the democratic world was searching for an answer to the ques-
tion of what social bonds and ties could have propelled the world into such horror 
and what social bonds could have created large-scale solidarity groups of people 
committed to joint action in the name of their nations. The concept of nation-
alism as this link has been suggested and elaborated in various forms by many 
writers. Gellner also was not the only person that connected modern thinking 
on nationalism with the spread of education, information, and modern media. In 
addition to the excellent Ernest Gellner and Benedict Anderson, we can also men-
tion Karl Deutsch, George Orwell, John Armstrong, Herbert Marcuse and many 
others. A significant part of these authors emphasises the link of nationalism to 
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the emergence of civil society in the modern industrial epoch. In the Gellnerian 
interpretation, nationalism is necessary but temporal and has somewhere, like in 
Germany or Soviet Union, gotten pathological traits. The emergence of totalitarian 
regimes and warfare was not only a matter of nationalism but systemic failures 
when the principles of the French Revolution were not fulfilled, nor a robust 
social theory capable of elucidating social change was created. These failures had 
disastrous consequences and were viewed by Gellner and by many of his peers, 
at the time, as temporal failures of the past, just as nationalism is temporal and 
will be overcome by assumed developmental changes. Gellner’s posthumously 
published book Nationalism apparently summarises something fading away. 
Its strong stress on discontinuous temporality results from Gellner’s desire to 
clearly assign himself against the primordialist understanding of nationalism as 
something with much deeper roots. Later, frequently younger authors following 
Gellner no longer shared his discontinuous conception and theme of temporal-
ity so strictly. Eric Hobsbawm, with his proto-nationalism, Anthony Smith and 
his ethnosymbolism touched on the deeper roots of human sociability, which 
manifested itself in specific types of human behaviour in the industrial epoch.

The nationalism conceived as a project of cultural unification is problem-
atic too. States frequently resigned to coherent cultural politics as well as other 
branches of social life. Publications of the postmodern era do not strictly weigh 
the concepts of nation, nationalism and the state so closely connected as Gellner 
did. Saskia Sassen expresses this when she writes about the denationalisation of 
the state. The nationalism of the 21st century is often perceived as a pathological 
behaviour that does not represent state interests and confirms Gellner’s assump-
tion of its temporality, at least in its sense of the word in the modern era. Many 
nationalisms were identified in societies like methodological nationalism, medical 
nationalism, global nationalism, and masochistic nationalism. It is clear that today 
states built inner cohesion on pluralities of principles where cultural unity and 
national sentiment are present but rarely dominant. Gellner perfectly described 
many elements of community building in the era of modernism and created an 
explanatory framework that was, and I believe still is, possible to interpret social 
events in the era of industrialisation and subsequent events, primarily through 
the prism of the experience and a discourse of the second half of the 20th century 
until approximately the 1980s.

At the time of the last editing of the publication Ernest Gellneŕ s Legacy and 
Social Theory Today, the war in Ukraine had begun, and its course, the way it 
is being conducted, the attitudes of the states and the propaganda that follows it 
show that post-modernism and Cyberspace (Cyberia) can intervene effectively 
but does not change the content and principles of human behaviour. 
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The question of how the Gellnerian theory fits contemporary sociability can 
be raised again in a new light. Is the French Revolution and the turn of a series 
of nationalisms into totalitarian regimes part of a more profound logic? Gellner 
was creating sophisticated theoretical constructions. These were relatively closed 
narratives in which formative changes periodising human development into stages 
played a significant role. However, less visible stimuli also affect the forms of social 
mobilisation and human behaviour. Are there other constants and temporalities 
that social theory sometimes calculates with, but separately? The idea of a change 
in power arrangements or a technology change that mechanically alters human 
thought is also part of the modern epoch and a space for reconsideration. To inte-
grate more organically into social theory purely anthropological elements, such as 
the consequences of differentials in the upbringing of children in different parts 
of the world, social memory transcending technological change, stereotyping, 
the idea of self-realisation, self-fulfilment in different societies, ideology, whose 
content is not necessarily tied to the media through which it is transmitted, the 
concept of happiness in particular communities, and other topics that are not 
unfamiliar to anthropology but are often not included in the explanatory patterns 
of general social theory are certainly themes that can move Gellnerian social 
theory out of the strict temporality and into broader social practices. 

Ernest Gellner’s generation needed to explain nationalism as temporality. It 
would be feasible now to explain nationalism as a temporal (or situational) rep-
resentation of collective bonds with multiple continuities and discontinuities and 
self-reproducing solid potential.

Petr Skalník
Thank you very much. The current burning issue is the Russian aggression in 
Ukraine, and when I listened to Daniele mentioning the role of fake news and 
the propaganda and all which goes with it, I was thinking of Russia of how to 
understand Russia. And Gellner also said that the Marxist theory of violence is 
somewhat missing, and perhaps we should give a kind of first word to Chris Han 
because he hasn’t yet spoken, and he said he would contribute to the discussion.

Chris Hann
Well, Peter, thank you. Thank you, I am sorry I was not able to formulate a con-
tribution in advance, but I am so glad to have heard these rich presentations 
from friends and colleagues.

The Department of Social Anthropology in Cambridge in the 1970s and 1980s 
was led by two scholars with distinctive visions of world history. I was fortunate 
enough to know both, Jack Goody and Ernest Gellner, personally. They were 
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very different personalities, but Gellner drew on Goody’s research on literacy 
in developing his own more abstract models of social evolution, including the 
onset of Industria and the nationalism that was concomitant. Anthropology has 
produced many excellent ethnographers; it has contributed to the cultural history 
of particular regions everywhere; but at its best it can also raise big questions 
about both the past and the future of human life on this planet. So, this is the 
first sense in which scholars of the calibre of Ernest Gellner are needed in the 
anthropology departments of the 21st century. (Alas, with intensified speciali-
sation such polymaths are becoming increasingly rare. In my own generation, 
only David Graeber has met this need: a debate between Gellner and Graeber 
would have been a joy!)

There are bound to be complaints. Gellner’s failure to attend seriously to gender 
relations in his corpus was noted during his lifetime (indeed, readily conceded 
by the man himself). Inadequate attention to multiculturalism and a deep-seated 
Eurocentism have already been noted by others in this webinar (Eriksen and 
Macfarlane respectively). I have criticised a certain idealisation of the conditions 
of industrialised democracy, a construction that was perhaps biased by the mer-
itocratic social democracy of Britain’s welfare state in its heyday. It is not just his 
aversion to Communism and to Marxist sociology, to the vocabulary of class 
struggle and modes of production. Gellner is not obliged to use words like capi-
talism or neoliberalism if he judges them to be dubious simplifications (suspicions 
I share). But even his own style of schematic theorising would benefit from a little 
more engagement with political economy. He seems not to have noticed the turn 
taken in 1980s Britain under Margaret Thatcher, let alone its deeper causes, and 
consequences that still shape British society today. 

The weakening of the welfare state and rising inequality are related ideolog-
ically to the neoliberalism of Hayek, a connection that should have appealed 
to Gellner’s abiding interest in the legacies of Austria-Hungary. But he did 
not follow this path. In his late work, he offered wishy-washy defences of an 
“embedded liberalism” (Ruggie) that was already being transformed by mass 
privatisation schemes (from 1990 in the East as well as the West). Gellner 
asserts that the economy must be decentralised, for otherwise there will be no 
innovation and consumer needs will not be met. At the same time, however, 
industrial societies need effective states to coordinate and provide infrastruc-
ture, as well as to offer a measure protection for the losers (not as a matter of 
right but out of a sense of decency). This seems inadequate (I wish I had had an 
opportunity to persuade Ernest that Karl Polanyi, another product of the late 
Habsburg cauldron, offers a socialist alternative to the Hayekian enthusiasm 
for spontaneous markets). 
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But I do not wish to end negatively. We also need Ernest Gellner today as the 
ironic self-proclaimed Enlightenment Fundamentalist, the scourge of relativism 
and all its associates, including post-modernism, postcolonial theory, and many 
more strands prominent in socio-cultural anthropology a generation after his 
passing. He was attracted to British social anthropology in the dying years of 
empire for a number of reasons, but the aspiration to provide rigorous models of 
social structure based on fieldwork was certainly one of them. Fieldwork is still 
our gold standard, but Gellner would surely condemn the contemporary focus on 
discourse and meaning at the expense of social structure and the dimensions of 
economy and force. He would deplore the weakening of comparison, the tendency 
to devalue the research that was undertaken under earlier forms of colonialism, 
and the identity politics that inhibit investigation by scholars external to the 
group in question. In short, were he to reappear today he would very quickly be 
a victim of “cancel culture”. 

But just as you cannot cancel the solid accomplishments of colonial anthropol-
ogy (it is because the quality is so high that you can re-read them critically), so 
the many contributions of Ernest Gellner remain a vital part of our history: from 
kinship theory to philosophy of history, from Berber ethnography to polemical 
interventions addressing the fads of the age. It is entirely appropriate that Gellner 
eventually turned decisively against Karl Popper, when he realised at the end of 
his life that the Popperian world was actually a closed one. Had he lived longer, 
I am sure he would have turned against the mantra of civil society as the panacea 
for the ills of postsocialism, and for similar reasons. Gellner revelled in the role 
of gadfly or maverick, but at the core there is a solid deference to the cumulative 
insights of empirical social science. 

Petr Skalník
Thank you so much Chris. Do you want to finish with this? Or anybody else?

Alan Macfarlane
I just wanted to come back to the main themes in Thomas’s talks about ecology 
because I think this is another area where I suggested, if you understood the 
conflict in Ukraine, you have to rise up well above the two battling empires and 
their proxies. And I think the same is the case with world ecological problems. 
I am now simplifying enormously monotheistic religions of the West. I know 
Christianity at best has an exploitative and confrontational binary aggressive atti-
tude towards nature. Genesis tells us that nature was created for man’s purposes, 
and we have continued in that fashion that we don’t actually feel involved in the 
natural world very directly. We see it as something which we can manipulate, 
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and capitalism exaggerates it. My encounters with the 3/4 of the world outside 
that Eurosphere, and Anglosphere, particularly in Nepal, but also Japan and 
China, is that the attitude is entirely different. In other words, there what has not 
occurred is the Axial Age, the axial division between two levels pushing one away 
and making this material world, the real world, and as a result is, where I work 
in the Himalayas, of course, they’ve destroyed their ecology and so on and so on 
to a large extent through various pressures. On the other hand, they do believe 
that every, every, object around them is part of them: that a rock, a tree, a stone, 
a waterfall, and having got below the level in Japan in my book on Japan, it’s the 
same thing. Kami spirits. And in China, it’s the same feng shui all sorts of entities. 
That worldview is totally different from ours, and I see it as a much more likely an 
avenue towards an integrated ecological vision because it does not create a battle, 
a fight between us and nature. It says nature is us, we are nature, we are part of 
it. So, all I’m basically saying is what I read from William Wordsworth when 
I was a child, and I believed in Wordsworth’s childhood world. And thank you.

Petr Skalník
Thank you. That was really an excellent kind of closing remark. And I would 
just add the question, what about the artificial intelligence is going to do with 
that, but that would be perhaps topic for another book. I think, David will have 
a discussion recently about this topic in the Royal Anthropological Institute. As 
a moderator, I would like to thank all of you. Good luck to you all, good health, 
and thanks a lot indeed. Bye bye.
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In the Book Dedicated to Zdeněk, “Denny”, 
Salzmann

Zdeněk Uherek

Šavelková Livia, Jetmarová Jana, and Boukal, Tomáš (eds). 2021. Původní 
obyvatelé a globalizace (Indigenous Peoples and Globalisation). Červený 
Kostelec: Pavel Mervart. ISBN 978-80-7465-487-9, 722 pages, 134 illus., 
bibliog., index.

In 2021, we briefly summarised in the Cargo Journal the work of the late Zdeněk 
Salzmann, an ethnolinguist born in Bohemia and living in the USA (Uherek 
2021). During his visits to the Czech Republic, this scholar in Native American 
languages, especially the Arapaho language, never failed to visit the University 
of Pardubice, whose Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology at least 
partially focus on the study of non-European destinations and their native inha-
bitants. It is also in this department where we find the greatest source of initiative 
for the creation of a book dedicated to Zdeněk, Denny, Salzmann. The publication 
edited at the Faculty of Philosophy of the University of Pardubice, which shares 
the copyright with the Faculty of Natural Sciences, Humanities and Education 
of the Technical University of Liberec, is a remarkable work that shows that this 
relatively young department has found an anthropological field of interest in 
which it dominates in the Czech milieu, and which can resonate as soon as the 
name of the Pardubice Anthropology Department is voiced. 

The relationship between anthropologists and the indigenous population is 
undergoing dynamic changes. Particularly in the early twenty-first century, the 
topic of native peoples’ studies has been revitalised by political and intellectual 
input from indigenous intellectuals, especially on the American continent (Strong 
2005; Cattelino and Simpson 2022). The intellectual elite of native peoples has 
entered the global space not only as a political force but also as a factor influencing 
the directions of research in the social sciences. However, the emergence of the 
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Native American and Indigenous Studies Association does not only indicate new 
intellectual potential and research fields of interest. It also opens new risks of 
power clashes and conflicts. In 2022, the American Anthropological Association 
apologised to Native Americans for the harms that have arisen or may have 
arisen in connection with anthropological research in the past in response to 
suggestions from Native Americans.1 

Just as the ethical rules in the study of native peoples are changing, and native 
peoples are changing in relation to anthropologists, native peoples are also chang-
ing in other areas of life. They respond to the new situation, actively entering the 
world of economics, politics, culture, environmentalism, and sport. They have 
their own research teams or are part of broader collectives. They live in a local 
environment that is part of the global world.

The diverse and often paradoxical aspects of this globalisation are presented 
by the editors in the book’s introductory chapter, which runs to a not incon-
siderable 55 pages. Here we find not only a recapitulation of the evolution of 
the interrelationships between native peoples and Europeans or migrants from 
Europe to other continents, but also the opening up of important themes such 
as stereotyping, tourism and commodification, global and local perspectives in 
relation to native peoples, and the dynamics of the relationship between native 
peoples and the states in which they have found themselves through no fault of 
their own. The introductory chapter also provides an overview of the international 
legislation that has been developed over time in support of their rights. It also 
includes brief mentions of Czech travellers and ethnographers who encountered 
native peoples. The chapter is sure to please teachers as an overview text that they 
can use in lecturing social anthropology, sociology, and other disciplines at the 
university and high school levels. 

The introduction is followed by case studies divided into four thematic sec-
tions. In Part I, Presentation, Performance and Resistance, we find texts by Livia 
Šavelková on indigenous peoples and the Olympic Games, Lucie Kýrová on 
indigenous North Americans at the United Nations, and Martin Heřmanský on 
indigenous North American hip hop as a means of activism. Part II entitled In 
the Global Web of Indigenous (G)localities, brings together texts by Martin Soukup 
Melanesia in a Web of Global Connections, Marek Halbich Local Responses of the 
Village Communities of the East Coast of Madagascar to Globalization, and Tomáš 
Boukal Indigenous Peoples of Siberia and the Russian North in a Globalizing World. 
Section III is titled Ethnoemancipation and Decolonization and presents texts on 

1	 https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/anthropology-association-apologizes-to-nati-
ve-americans-for-the-fields-legacy-of-harm/
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the Maori, by Lucia Bistárová, the Aymara, studied by Jana Jetmarová, and the 
indigenous peoples of Latin America, focused on by Monika Brenišínová. The 
fourth part of the publication was entitled Languages, Revitalization, and the Voice 
of the Wolf. The study on indigenous languages and globalisation for this section 
was written by Miroslav Černý and on indigenous languages of Mexico in the 
context of Mexican society by Radoslav Hlúšek. The case study Why did a Yukon 
Indian Fall in Love with Europe and Want to Live There? is authored by Ukjes van 
Kampen, a member of the Northern Tutchone Wolf Clan, and it is partly mirrored 
in the title of this chapter. His fascinating story illustrates the testimony of the 
global footprint of indigenous people witnessed by Czech anthropologists and 
concludes the collection of case studies, which totals 523 pages. The case studies 
section is followed by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, translated into Czech and annotated by Lívia Šavelková. It is more or 
less a collective chapter co-authored by several students. Then comes an English 
summary, which is a bit lost in the book, a list of references, a list of illustrations, 
authors’ profiles and an index. The profiles remind us that another institution to 
which some of the contributing authors are affiliated is also Charles University, 
especially the Faculty of Humanities.

The publication is surprising in the scope and richness of its chapters and well 
illustrates the research activities outside Europe that are taking place in Czechia. 
It will certainly be helpful for teachers, not only at the university level, students, 
and it hopefully is a basis for further publishing activities that will be directed 
towards the wider international anthropological community. In particular, the 
Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology in Pardubice gains an “iconic 
book” that is the flagship of its creative activity and materialises its succession in 
an agenda whose fate is uncertain at the Faculty of Arts of Charles University. At 
the same time, it communicates with the wider Czech public, with teachers and 
students at elementary and secondary schools and others interested in the field of 
social anthropology and ethnology. Academicians are finding less and less time 
for this type of communication, and the result is evident in the low interest in 
the field, which is otherwise undeniably attractive in its focus.
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Between the Seas

Adam Horálek

Paci, Deborah. 2023. Between the Seas: Island Identities in the Baltic and 
Mediterranean Seas. London: Bloomsbury Academic, 257 pp.

In September 2022 I visited Saaremaa Island in Estonia. As part of the visit, I took 
a littoral hike to the island of Suur-Vilsandi, the westernmost island of Estonia. 
At the western point of the island is a lighthouse from czarist Russian times. 
Apparently, we were only one of the few tourists who visited the place, and for the 
lighthouse warden, it was a chance to practice speaking. As it turned out, there 
are only seven permanent residents on the island 6 km long and 2.5 km wide with 
very limited connection to the outside world by boat or a lengthy tough littoral 
hike. It was a place living its own life even during the darkest times of the Soviet 
Union. The life and identity of islanders there is completely different in experience 
from the rest of the country. Still, of these seven people, we met three of them, 
and all spoke English very well. The island has its own fire station, people are 
pretty much aware of what is going on in the world, you can pay contactless on 
your credit card here, and mobile data and signal are stable here. The warden 
of the lighthouse leaves the island only once in two months for big shopping in 
the city of Kuressaare at Saaremaa Island and the last time he visited mainland 
Estonia was twenty years ago.

Despite my own land-locked cultural background, my over decade-long 
research is orientated on insular society and its identity in Taiwan. Islandness 
is also a significant precursor to creating Taiwanese identity as well; however, in 
Suur-Vilsandi, the ubiquitous islandness and isolation were almost touchable. 
Therefore, when I saw the newly published book on island identities by Deborah 
Paci, I had to read it. 

I must say that at the beginning the book was rather a disappointment for me. 
Despite its title, there is relatively little about identity. The book is not based on 
any ethnographic study and is a historical and political analysis of the integration 
of islands of the Baltic and Mediterranean Seas. 
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The author presents two research questions: 
1.	 Whether there are similarities in the ways Mediterranean and Baltic Sea island-

ness is constructed.
2.	 How in the era of European integration, the EU has represented Mediterranean 

and Baltic Sea islands and determined the goals of its regional politics with 
regard to these islands. (p. 1)

It is important to note that the work done is impressive in detail and scope. The 
introduction and preamble by Godfrey Baldacchino were probably the two most 
inspiring chapters for me. There is a major theoretical framework, including ter-
minology such as insularity, islandness, and insularism. The author goes beyond 
the standard definition of these terms as the physical condition of isolation, the 
perception of isolation felt by islanders, and the attitude of insularist elites calling 
for autonomy by virtue of their insularity, and links these phenomena to global 
issues of environmentalism, humanitarianism, marginalization, and integration. 

In the following chapter, she focusses on the historical development of both 
areas. The historical analysis goes back to antic Greek ‘civilizational’ conceptu-
alization of the Mediterranean Sea and the ‘merchant’ Hansa conceptualization 
of the Baltic Sea. It is very clearly illustrated that islands in the past were not 
the margins of Europe but its centers and that islandness is a marginalizing 
concept related to the nationalist rebordering of Europe since the nineteenth 
century. As Baldacchini wrote in his preamble, “there is something quite naïve, 
even dangerous, in assuming that maps are neutral and objective: no map is.” 
(p. VIII). By drawing the national borders of Europe, islanders suddenly found 
themselves at the fringes of societies and countries. Marital societies came to an 
end more or less. 

European integration brought new concepts and perspectives to the islands, 
which again became the meeting points between societies and regions. Although 
I am not very interested in European integration processes and European insti-
tutions, this chapter and the following case studies are very educative and 
explanatory. The ‘reborn’ Hansa and European integrative interregional policies 
discussed in these chapters gave context and meaning to what I witnessed in Suur-
Vilsandi. The otherwise marginalized region is fully incorporated and inclusively 
co-created not only in a matter of economic support, but also of identity cre-
ation. The Aland Archipelago became the junction between Finland and Sweden, 
Saaremaa and Hiiumaa became bridges for cooperation across Suomenlahti (the 
Gulf of Finland) cooperation, Corsica, Sardinia, and Sicily became a new trans-
national Mediterranean cultural ‘chain’. Still, the Mediterranean experience is 
different from those of the Baltic islands, especially due to its position as the 
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EU frontier. The migration crisis, Arab spring, EU policies on illegal migration, 
these all topics outweigh the integrative role of these regions, which is not the 
case of the Baltic islands. 

In conclusion, the book by Deborah Paci is an excellent insight into how insu-
larity and islandness were developing throughout history and how policies and 
institutions of the European Union are reestablishing their cultural role, spa-
tial, and societal position within Europe. However, if you are interested in field- 
research-based identity studies, this is not the book that I would recommend. 

Adam Horálek
adam.horalek@upce.cz
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The Heroine of Anthropology 
and Still Less Known

Petr Skalník

Gaillard, Gérald. 2022. Françoise Héritier. New York-Oxford: Berghahn 
Books, xiv + 193 pp.

Gaillard’s book is the third in the series Anthropology’s Ancestors, edited by 
Alexandar Bošković. Research on the history of anthropology is a relatively new 
movement in this discipline that recently celebrated one century since the pub-
lication of its iconic monograph, namely Malinowski’s Argonauts of the Western 
Pacific. To count Françoise Héritier, who died mere six years ago, among anthro-
pology’s ancestors is proof of the discipline’s fast development as well as the 
seminal role of women in it.

Héritier (1933-2017) was one of the most outstanding French anthropologists 
of the post-Lévi-Strauss generation. She did her first fieldwork in late colonial 
era Upper Volta and continued to work among the Samo until first independent 
decades of what became Burkina Faso (six years altogether). Françoise Héritier 
followed Lévi-Strauss by expanding the themes of his Elementary Systems of 
Kinship, by critical assessment of generalized exchange, alliance, incest, and bio-
logical aspects of femalehood. She soon realised that a cross-cultural examination 
of the physical, medical, and legal complexities of women is indispensable. Her 
deep and innovative dissection of kinship, incest and various aspects of the body 
is perfectly detailed by Gérald Gaillard’s narrative that combines politics in France 
with politics of French anthropology and the general intellectual atmosphere in 
the French Fifth Republic. Gaillard’s meticulous approach includes the life data 
of hundreds of protagonists in his very readable story. 

Françoise Héritier was a socialist that has a special meaning within the French 
context. She was married to Michel Izard, another personage of the Lévi-Straussian 
anthropology. Her West African research was largely carried out as Mme Izard-
Héritier. The couple had a daughter. The post-fieldwork period was marked by 
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her other anthropological marriage, and then she signed her numerous works as 
Françoise Héritier-Augé. But her initial, and perhaps the most significant mono-
graph, L’Exercise de la parenté (1981) is signed only by her maiden name. Not many 
of her books were translated into English, an outstanding exception being Two 
Sisters and Their Mother: The Anthropology of Incest, MIT Press, 2000. Héritier, for 
example, compared the universal prohibition of incest with the legal prohibition 
of human cloning. She was active in state committees on AIDS, discussed immi-
gration publicly, as well as fighting for the recognition of equality of women. She 
criticized Freud for his “blindness to the importance of the feminine” because the 
Oedipus story, according to her, is rather a “son’s encounter with the father in the 
body of the mother” and the desire of men to appropriate the power to give life 
explains “male domination rather than women’s envy of the phallus” (104–105). 

In 1982, after serving in various positions in Parisian anthropological estab-
lishments, Héritier was nominated by Lévi-Strauss to be his successor as head 
of the Laboratoire d’Anthropologie Sociale even though she did not possess the 
doctor’s degree (she was enrolled for a PhD. but did not present her thesis for 
defence). Was it the proverbial piston so well-known in French career strategies? 
Personally, I think she fully deserved her promotion, even though the losers were 
Izard and Godelier who worked in the laboratory since its inception in 1960. She 
became the first woman professor at the Collège de France since the 16th century. 
Her chair received the name “Comparative study of African societies”. She would 
lead the laboratory until 1999 when she stepped down because of serious and 
rare illness of which she was diagnosed just before her nomination. The book’s 
cover is adorned by a photo of professors of Collège de France taken in 1985. The 
radiant Françoise Héritier stands in front and among dozens of male colleagues. 
Héritier was decorated, among other distinctions, by the knighthood in the Ordre 
de la Légion d’Honneur. While her anthropological research continued, she lec-
tured and supervised student theses. But most significantly, she became a public 
figure through her contributions to the press and radio. The main topic of her 
public appearances was the inequality between men and women, the problem 
she characterised by the expression “differential valence of the sexes”. 

Héritier was well-known in France and in Latin America but not much in the 
English-speaking world. Gaillard’s detailed obituary in English was published 
in Modern Africa: Politics, History and Society 6 (1): 7–28 (2018). His book here 
under review is a milestone in the history of anthropology. The imperishable 
place of Françoise Héritier in it is now secured.

Petr Skalník
skalnik.petr@gmail.com
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