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The City of Gdańsk 
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A city with over a thousand years of history, Gdańsk has been a melting pot of 
cultures and ethnic groups. The air of tolerance and wealth built on trade has 
enabled culture, science, and the arts to flourish in the city for centuries. Today, 
Gdańsk remains a key meeting place and major tourist attraction in Poland.
While the city boasts historic sites of enchanting beauty, it also has a major 

historic and social importance. In addition to its 1000-year history, the city is the place where the 
Second World War broke out as well as the birthplace of Solidarność, the Solidarity movement, 
which led to the fall of Communism in Central and Eastern Europe.

The European Solidarity Centre 
www.ecs.gda.pl

The European Solidarity Centre is a multifunctional institution combining 
scientific, cultural and educational activities with a modern museum and 
archive, which documents freedom movements in the modern history 
of Poland and Europe.

The Centre was established in Gdańsk on November 8th 2007. Its new building was opened in 
2014 on the anniversary of the August Accords signed in Gdańsk between the workers’ union 
“Solidarność” and communist authorities in 1980. The Centre is meant to be an agora, a space 
for people and ideas that build and develop a civic society, a meeting place for people who hold 
the world’s future dear. The mission of the Centre is to commemorate, maintain and popularise 
the heritage and message of the Solidarity movement and the anti-communist democratic op-
position in Poland and throughout the world. Through its activities the Centre wants to inspire 
new cultural, civic, trade union, local government, national and European initiatives with a uni-
versal dimension.

The Jan Nowak-Jeziorański College of Eastern Europe 
www.kew.org.pl

The College of Eastern Europe is a non-profit, non-governmental founda-
tion founded on February 9th 2001 by Jan Nowak-Jeziorański, a former 
head of the Polish section of Radio Free Europe and a democratic activist.
The foundation deals with cooperation between the nations of Central 

and Eastern Europe. The aims if its charters are to carry out educational, cultural and publish-
ing activities, and to develop programmes which enhance the transformation in the countries 
of Eastern Europe. The organisation has its headquarters in Wrocław, Poland, a city in western 
Poland, perfectly situated in the centre of Europe and with a deep understanding of both West-
ern and Eastern Europe.
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Dear Reader,
In the eighth century BC Hesiod complained: “I see no hope for the future of our 

people if they are dependent on the frivolous youth of today, for certainly all youth 
are reckless beyond words.” The poet’s words echoed throughout centuries and 
were used by adults while addressing each subsequent young generation. Such is 
the nature of the unavoidable conflict of generations.

In this issue, however, we argue against Hesiod. Our authors illustrate how the 
ongoing generational exchange that is taking place in the countries of the former 
Soviet Union, and especially in today’s Russia, brings hope, not despair. Even more, 
the youth that is coming of age in these countries today, although often misunder-
stood by their parents and politicians, is probably the best indicator as to what could 
take place in the near future.

Their unprecedented participation in the 2017 rallies in Russia shows that these 
kids care about their future. Hence, it is worth keeping in mind the words of sociolo-
gist and researcher Svetlana Erpyleva who writes: “During the recent anti-corruption 
rallies in Russia, young people spoke out not only against the dishonesty of power 
and lack of political freedom in the country, but also against the unfair distribution 
of income between different groups, the inaccessible medical services, the high 
fees for student housing and growing food prices.”

Not surprisingly, this potential is extremely tempting for politicians who – be it 
by direct communication (Alexei Navalny) or official instruction and historical policy 
(the Kremlin) try to shape their minds. As our authors note there is an increase of 
the latter, be it in Russia, Belarus or Ukraine, which causes us to reflect on the ef-
fectiveness of the methods used (such as a single interpretation of history in Russia 
or Belarus, or the new education reform in Ukraine) and the context in which they 
are introduced.

If recent events can teach us anything, radical political change does not take place 
in the classroom, or in accordance with official rhetoric. Thus, while the immediate 
outcome of the March 2018 Russian presidential election may already be known, 
the long-term changes in the region are much more difficult to foresee, especially if 
we ignore the aspirations and values of these adolescents and young adults. With 
this in mind, we wish you an inspiring reading of this issue.

The Editors
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The politicisation 
of Russian youth

S V E T L A N A  E R P Y L E VA

In Russia, within the younger generation, 
a politically sensitive “subgroup” has formed 

and has been growing since 2010. It is no longer 
just Vladimir Putin’s generation, but also the 
generation of Alexei Navalny and YouTube.

After the protests on the Maidan in Ukraine, the “electro-Maidan” in Armenia 
and especially Russia’s anti-corruption rallies in the spring and summer of last year, 
a debate about a new generation of post-Soviet youth has flared up in the media. 
Is it true that this new generation is more radical than the previous one? Why 
didn’t young people participate in politics before? How can we describe the life of 
the modern post-Soviet youth and are they able to finally build a democratic civil 
society in the post-Soviet space?

This discussion, in my view, is important for two reasons. First of all, it places 
young people as the object and subject of political debate on civil politics – on pos-
sible change and the future course it takes. In other words, the debate could lead 
to framing the youth not just as a special social group, but also as a potential po-
litical agent of social change. Secondly, and related to this, the debate allows us to 
understand something about society in general. The very phenomenon of young 
people’s participation in politics, especially teenagers, can be a reflection of the 
changing attitudes in society towards politics.
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Next generation

Young people, including teenagers, are on the border between childhood and 
adulthood. On the one hand, like children, they are partly dependent on adults, 
who try and determine their futures “for their own good”, while on the other hand, 
society begins to expect them to make independent, adult decisions. In this sense, 
society’s attitudes towards the political participation of its youngest members serve 
as a litmus test of social attitudes towards grassroots public policy as a whole. 
Moreover, young people are the future and the way in which society raises them 
has a direct impact on the politics of tomorrow.

A study on the participation of adolescents in protest politics, which I conducted 
within the framework of a larger project for the Public Sociology Laboratory in 
2012 – 13, can offer some initial hypotheses for future sociological research. This 
study was based on interviews with underage supporters of the Bolotnaya rallies 
in Moscow and St Petersburg. In addition, it included interviews with high school 
students, teachers and parents who took part in protests for the restoration of 
unjustly dismissed directors of secondary schools in St Petersburg and Saratov, as 
well as interviews with young participants of the EuroMaidan in Kyiv.

The research revealed that in Russia in 2011 – 2012, when politics returned to 
the streets after a long period of de-politicisation, protest actions became attrac-

tive to teenagers. In the school conflict, adolescents 
conducted radical and vivid acts of disobedience. How-
ever – and this is an important clarification – this was 
the case only as long as they discussed and co-ordi-
nated the action plan among themselves. They would 
afterwards appeal to adult activists, teachers and par-
ents, who also fought with the district and city ad-
ministration to reinstall the directors, and who would 

respond in the following way: “do not interfere, you are not adult enough for pol-
itics, your participation is being used against us; we will take care of your inter-
ests, your task is to study.”

Surprisingly, the students internalised the messages of non-participation trans-
mitted to them by the adults. They began seeing themselves as too immature for 
the protests. They viewed their own original ideas on how to protest as childish 
pranks. A similar trend was also observed in relation to adolescents at the Bolot-
naya rallies. Schoolchildren considered themselves to be adherents of the move-
ment, strongly supporting it and following the developments online. Many of them 
went to the rallies. At the same time, they considered themselves to be inferior par-
ticipants. They internalised how adults viewed them and believed they were still 

In Russia in 
2011 – 2012 

protest actions 
became attractive 

to teenagers.
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not mature enough for weighted political judgments. The young people wanted to 
be adults and considered themselves to be adults in their daily private lives, yet in 
regards to politics, they remained small children – and perhaps that was how so-
ciety wanted to see them as well.

Finding a voice

The situation during the protests on the Maidan in Ukraine in 2013 – 14 was dif-
ferent. The youngest participants of the protest movement considered themselves 
to be full-fledged members, sometimes even more significant and competent than 
their parents’ generation. “It seems to me that the concept of what it is good and 
what is bad is better developed among minors,” Ukrainian teenagers told me during 
an interview, “because they are not so influenced by all the news media. They have 
the possibility to view [things] from different perspectives. For adults, when they 
use big words, it usually means that they are right. But this is alien to a child.” At 
the same time, young people who were on the Maidan were able to recognise the 
authority of adults in the private sphere, however in public they viewed themselves 
to be on equal terms with adults.

In this sense, the anti-corruption rallies in the spring and summer of 2017 in 
Russia are reminiscent of the events in Ukraine three years prior. The youngest 
participants of the Russian protests do not hesitate to speak on their own behalf. 
They consider themselves to be agents of change and, in some cases, even lead their 
parents by hand to the rallies. Are these protest actions the beginning of a new 
spiral of interest in public policy in Russia? Сould it be that protesting will become 
popular again and the youth will become full-fledged participants? Can we say that 
today, after the EuroMaidan in Ukraine, the “electro-Maidan” in Armenia and the 
anti-corruption rallies in Russia, civic participation is finally becoming normal for 
post-Soviet youth? Did these mass protests affect their basic values, their ideas 
about the future of the country or about their role in this future?

The first part of my response to these questions can be given in the following 
way: despite the new wave of politicisation of youth, the dilemma of self-reliance 
and the infantilism of the young and radical still remain prevalent today. Russian 
sociologists close to the authorities, such as Valery Fyodorov, the director of the 
Russian Public Opinion Research Centre, have already called for the need “to pre-
vent those who are encouraging teenagers and young people to openly antisocial 
behaviour”.

What is more, the media which sympathise with the protesters have a tendency 
to infantilise young people. The online opposition media TV Dozhd (or TV Rain) 



10 Opinion & Analysis The politicisation of Russian youth, Svetlana Erpyleva

invited high school students together with their parents to a programme to discuss 
political issues. The programme’s host, for reasons unknown, would address the 
adults with the respectful form of “You” (in Russian – vy) while turning towards 
the high school students and addressing them with the informal “you” (in Rus-
sian – ty). It seemed that Russian teenagers were finally given a voice, however, 
the attitude was not one of equals, but more like the tenderness of parents hearing 
their children speak for the first time.

What is missed in all this is that the views young people have on politics are 
not that much different than those of the adult activists. Similar to the adults, the 
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teenagers said they did not come out so much to support Alexei Navalny, the lead-
ing opposition figure in Russia, but rather against the overall corruption of the au-
thorities. While Navalny’s online documentary, which highlighted high levels of 
corruption among state officials, attracted their attention to the problem, they also 
spoke about politics in terms of injustice and deception. They attended rallies with 
creative, self-made posters.

Naturally, young people are a unique group in the sense that they are only 
beginning to explore the public sphere, but this does not mean their words and 
opinions should be perceived as inferior or illegitimate. On the contrary, this at-
titude should be overcome if we are counting on the emergence of a vibrant, new 
and politically-engaged generation.

Rally of schoolchildren

The second part of my response to the above questions may seem trivial, but it 
does not become less valid: young people are different. Understanding this is criti-
cal in approaches to researching the youth. Instead of describing the “youth” as a 
monolithic construct, researchers should study and record the various tendencies 
in the socialisation of the younger generation.

Let’s take for example young people in Russia. After the first anti-corruption 
rally, which took place on March 26th 2017 in a variety of Russian cities, the major-
ity of observers argued that minors constituted a significant part of the protesters, 
at least in Moscow and St Petersburg. Social media dubbed the event the “rally of 
schoolchildren”. Other commentators, on the contrary, argued that attention on 
high schoolers is nothing more than a media effect; they were chosen by the media 
as a symbol of the protest, but in reality the number of schoolchildren out on the 
streets did not exceed that of the Bolotnaya protests.

However, after the second anti-corruption rally, which took place two and a 
half months later, it became clear that younger people were in fact attending. Dur-
ing this protest my colleagues and I at the Public Sociology Laboratory collected 
interviews from the protesters. The vast majority of our respondents were people 
under 20. In order to find someone older than 30, I really had to make an extra 
effort. Moreover, it was not the first protest for many of these youngsters. Some of 
them even brought their parents with them. Does that mean that a new generation 
of politically active youth has emerged?

Not quite. Within the younger generation, a politically sensitive “subgroup” 
(as sociologist Karl Mannheim would argue) has formed and has been growing 
since 2010. It is not only Putin’s generation, but also the generation of Navalny and 
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YouTube. It is the generation that experienced the mass protests of Bolotnaya at 
the age of 10 – 15 years and the generation that at least has heard something about 
civil and opposition politics. Navalny’s domination on social media platforms like 
Vkontakte and YouTube was an important factor as well. As I was told by one 
teenager, who participated in the anti-corruption rally on June 12th, “Half [of our 
class] tries to stay out of politics… The second half knows who Navalny is, well, 
maybe they exchange memes about Navalny.”

Another participant at the rally, an 18-year-old fe-
male student, explained that one of the reasons for her 
interest in Navalny was an active discussion about pol-
itics among her peers. Elements of politics penetrate 
into adolescent and youth culture in which, as noted 
by sociologists, traditional “style” subcultures are re-
placed by solidarities – polarised according to value 
vectors around topics such as gender, xenophobia, 
patriotism and healthy lifestyles. For example, among 

the 80 first-year students I taught this year in one of the Russian non-capital cit-
ies, I met several girls who publicly identified themselves as feminists and sever-
al students as supporters of the opposition. These young people, yesterday’s high 
school students, were able to form an active civic position already in their senior 
classes (by the age of 17 and 18).

Also evident from our interviews with the young people attending the anti-cor-
ruption rally in St Petersburg is that growing up for them means something more 
than just personal development and how one’s private life is lived, but also how 
one engages within in the public space. While the young protesters at Bolotnaya 
considered themselves to be adults in everyday life but underage in the sphere of 
politics, today’s politically active adolescents understand that being an adult means 
being more savvy and active in politics. “I grew up,” said one freshman student 
when explaining his decision to go to an anti-corruption political rally. “My at-
titude has somehow changed and I began to think for myself and not succumb to 
the propaganda. When I was a small child, I did not understand anything. Putin 
was on TV, Putin was in the street; Putin was everywhere.”

Not just media images

At the same time of course, it would be incorrect to generalise the entire gen-
eration. For example, among the same 80 freshman students that I taught, many, if 
not most, were not interested in politics. They also have conservative world views 

Today’s politically 
active adolescents 

understand that 
being an adult means 
being more savvy and 

active in politics.
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(not to be confused with conservative political views). They believe it is necessary 
to preserve traditional values and they completely reject all that we often associate 
with the “angry youth” – such as drugs and alcohol. Despite the fact that politics is 
becoming part of the socialisation of a new generation of young people in Russia, 
who have consciously matured in the wake of the Bolotnaya protests, not everyone’s 
interest in politics goes beyond the exchange of Navalny memes.

We still have a lot to study in order to precisely understand what causes the 
differences in political socialisation within the same generation. Media attention 
to the youth can play into the hands of researchers, stimulating their interest and 
working to attract new ideas, both from the side of the state and from civil society. 
However, this same attention can be deceiving, thus causing temptation to offer 
simple and neat answers to complex questions.

Needless to say, there is no “youth” in general, there are pupils, students and 
young adults. There are young people living in large cities and some living in less 
populated towns and in villages. There are different subgroups within the same 
generation who, in different ways, familiarise themselves with the public sphere 
and participate in civil politics.

In addition, it must be understood that young people, adolescents and school-
children are not just exotic media images. These are the people who will tomor-
row enrol in universities and enter the workforce, and they will face the economic 
realities that the leadership of our country is currently constructing. In countries 
with more advanced civil societies, high school and university students become a 
symbol of not only radicalism, but also of social issues, such as inaccessible educa-
tion, unemployment and loans for housing.

During the recent anti-corruption rallies in Russia, young people spoke out not 
only against the dishonesty of power and the lack of political freedom in the coun-
try, but also against the unfair distribution of income between different groups, 
the inaccessible medical services, the high fees for student housing and growing 
food prices. Perhaps throughout the post-Soviet space, young people will soon be-
come a symbol of such problems and hopefully the agents of transformation for 
their own future.

Translated by Yulia Oreshina

Svetlana Erpyleva is a Russian sociologist based at the School of Advanced Studies at 

the University of Tyumen, Russia. She is also a researcher with the Public Sociology 

Laboratory. She is a PhD candidate of the European University at St Petersburg.



Russia’s young and 
restless speak up

A N A S TA S I A  S E R G E E VA

Today’s young Russian generation was born in 
the mid to late 1990s. They grew up with the 
internet and mobile phones. They witnessed 
the country grow rich and believed they too 
would receive the benefits of oil revenue and 

live happily. But alas it has turned out that 
the internet is censored, the benefits are gone 

and they are not going to get much in life.

In early 2017 Alexei Navalny announced that he will run against Vladimir Pu-
tin in 2018. In less than a year, he managed to raise, through crowdfunding, 200 
million Russian roubles (roughly three million euros), which is an unprecedented 
amount for a Russian politician. He opened 80 headquarters across the country and 
organised a series of protest rallies that were attended in March and June 2017 by 
tens of thousands of people. These demonstrations were the first mass gatherings 
that swept across Russian provinces (some were organised even in small towns) 
since the 1990s.

Barriers and restrictions, attempts to discredit the demonstrations, media 
censorship and attacks by thugs did not deter the protestors. What is more, it 
was clear, starting with the first March rally, that a large number of the protesters 
were very young. They were primarily high school students and teenagers. This is 
a fairly new situation for the protest scene in Russia. While it is true that the youth 
has always played an indirect role in long-term changes in the country, especially 
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through generational changes, its representatives have rarely influenced Russian 
politics in such a direct manner.

Perestroika

One of the important factors that stimulated changes in the Soviet Union was 
the increasing generational gap between the ruling elite and society that charac-
terised the period of the late 1970s and early 1980s. At that time the society was 
overall getting younger; the post-war peaceful prosperity stimulated a rise in birth 
rates and the population born during the boom was not killed off in war. It is also 
the same time when Russians started to realise that they were ruled by senile gee-
zers whose values and ideas were behind the times. Social elevators became less 
effective since the model “we will live to a late age in the workplace” was imple-
mented at all levels, from the Politburo to the administration of factories and col-
lective farms. A “young” director in the 1980s was an experienced man nearing 
retirement age, who was just appointed to the highest position by the local Kom-
somol youth organisation. Not surprisingly, the turn of the decade saw an inter-
generational conflict between the “old” (those born before the Second World War) 
and the “young” (the post-war generation).

At that time, regardless of their career choice and attitude towards the state, 
young people were, to a certain extent, dissidents in their communities. Because 
of conservative stagnation and the tendency to stick with what you know, even 
the most party loyal young leaders were marginalised and barred from decision-
making. Unsurprisingly, the number of specialists who 
were unsatisfied with their prospects was quite high. 
This also explains why they so eagerly took advantage 
of perestroika, gaining control over administration and 
becoming a powerful force of political change across 
the country.

In addition, the so-called “non-conformists”, who 
distanced themselves from politics and the state, ini-
tially avoiding any organisational forms, became at that time the disseminators of 
the virus of personal freedom and discredited Soviet ideologies. The song “Chang-
es” by Viktor Tsoi became the anthem of political change in the 1980s, though 
its initial meaning was personal freedom and opportunities for the youth. As the 
economic, cultural and political expectations of the diverse 18 – 25 year-olds con-
verged, these young people became the drivers of change, even as the older gen-
eration clung to leadership positions.

The song “Changes” 
by Viktor Tsoi 
became the anthem 
of political change 
in the 1980s.
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Turbulent or not so turbulent 1990s

Today’s new generation of activists was born in the mid to late 1990s. They are 
children of those who were young in the 1980s. They know about perestroika and 
the fall of the Soviet Union only from history lessons and their parents’ stories. 
For them the idea of the horrible and chaotic 1990s or the wonderful and stable 
Soviet Union is a distant myth. These youngsters grew up with the internet and 
mobile phones. They witnessed their country grow rich and they believed that the 
oil money would still be there for them when they get older. They were ready to 
receive these benefits, but it has turned out that the internet is censored, mobile 
phones are monitored, Russia is surrounded by enemies and all the benefits are 
gone. They expected to live in a world with unlimited opportunities, but instead 
they have inherited one with little prospects.

In a way, the youth protests that took place in Russia in 2017 are a continua-
tion of their parents’ story. The latter gained new opportunities and were to leave 
them to their children. Yet, in reality, they failed to preserve them: They were too 
busy adapting their lives to the new reality, grasping new rules and boundaries, and 
searching for a way of life that would be the most rewarding. They wanted free-
dom, even though they were not ready to abandon everything from the previous 
system. Thus, they dreamt of political and market liberalisation (at artificially low 
prices) alongside secure employment and wages. They also did not think of being 
involved in politics and left that sphere to its traditional participants – people over 
40. The only exception was the 1996 “Vote or you’ll lose!” campaign – which did 
not yield a desired result. In the run-off election Boris Yeltsin ran against Gennady 
Zyuganov, but had to reach out to a third leader, General Alexander Lebed (who 
attracted voters over 40 years old), to consolidate additional support.

Orange Revolution and its discontents

Putin’s campaigns, despite their message of change and rejuvenation, were 
never aimed at young voters. Instead, the old attitude that youth does not think 
about politics prevailed. However, while indeed in the early 2000s the young peo-
ple were focused on studying, finding a job and building a career, a decade later, 
the participants of the 2011 – 2012 rallies were reportedly complaining that they 
had missed the chance to fight for their beliefs. Thus, without their reaction, the 
government was able to shut down the independent NTV channel, take control of 
the media, intimidate oligarchs and imprison Mikhail Khodorkovsky. Even more, 
at the time when their Ukrainian peers took to the Maidan and fought against 
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fraudulent elections during the Orange Revolution, Russians shrugged off those 
events, focusing on their jobs.

Since oil money was coming in to the country, young professionals could look 
at their lives through rose-coloured glasses. They had steady incomes, affordable 
mortgages and more opportunities to buy today and pay later. With such bene-
fits, it was easy to dismiss what was happening in politics. It could even seem that 
nothing had changed: the state television was just as gleaming and bright as it was 
before being taken over (and it longer resembled the 
poor Soviet productions). Nobody seemed to count 
the number of political parties, even though they also 
started to shrink. Politics was the domain of the same 
old faces and rallies attended by small fringe groups 
of hard-core activists.

While in the 1990s these youth fringe groups in-
cluded radical communists, nationalists and fascists, 
the 2000s were a time when a more radical liberal youth opposition started to 
be formed. At that time they made a small minority that was demanding greater 
freedom of speech, the right to fair trials and transparent elections. They were 
inspired by the coloured revolutions in Ukraine and Georgia and believed that in 
Russia democracy should also prevail over authoritarian tendencies. On the back 
of the Orange Revolution, liberal parties in Russia began to actively promote youth 
movements and create coalitions. Although the target audience was still very small, 
youth politics started to turn into a trend. Thus, even though no more than five 
per cent of young people got politically engaged, it was enough to start creating a 
new generation of leaders.

Kremlin officials viewed the Orange Revolution as a looming threat. To them 
it was quite clear that in Russia, sooner or later, young people, frustrated with 
limited opportunities, would too realise that they could do what the Ukrainians 
had done in Kyiv. Therefore, the government decided to set up a new youth policy 
and create mechanisms aimed at mobilising young people. As a result, all youth 
movements not controlled by the state were marginalised and pushed away and 
the pro-Kremlin wing was swiftly set up. Many projects were based at Moscow 
universities and some were re-branded from the NGOs that were funded by the 
state under the framework of youth policy projects.

Their members were attracted by promises of social benefits that were available 
only to real leaders as well as various bonuses offered to ordinary members. The 
latter included a possibility to surf the internet at an office computer, money for 
working on elections and campaigns, and a chance to pass an exam if the teacher 
was a local youth leader. The situation evolved over several years and culminated 

It was clear for the 
Kremlin that young 
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in the establishment of Rosmolodezh (shortened from “Russian youth”), which is a 
ministry within the Russian government dedicated to socialising new leaders and 
fostering successful state-minded activists.

Young innovators first

The late 2000s are commonly known as the “Medvedev Thaw” and the failed 
modernisation of Russia. This was a period when the focus shifted from older to 
younger voters, which brought an increase in youth activity over the previous 
years. One of the consequences of this new trend was that the regional elite and 
the governors and mayors who had been occupying their offices since the 1990s 
were finally being replaced. These changes were a logical next step for the “young 
leadership” policies and were aimed at replacing Soviet-style administrators with 
effective and modern managers.

The nomination of Dmitry Medvedev as Putin’s presidential successor in 2008 
was a signal to the liberal camp that there was an opportunity for change. The glob-
al economic crisis that took place at the same time additionally contributed to the 
strengthening of the importance of economic modernisation in Russia and the ne-
cessity to improve institutions that restrained opportunities for economic growth. 
Commitment to global technological trends was expressed with the “Four I’s”: in-
novation, investment, institutions and infrastructure.

Innovative ideas were primarily targeted at youth organisations, which, in turn, 
treated the new agenda as a social elevator. Throughout the country many initia-
tives were set up for young innovators, creators and start-ups. They were geared 
at the most talented students and university graduates (aged 20 – 27) who were ex-

pected to become the engine and hope for the future 
of Russia. As their result, some young specialists re-
ceived additional opportunities, which they later used 
in their careers. Yet, their projects did little to con-
tribute to Russia becoming a serious global player in 
technology. Thus, many young people either found 
jobs in large corporations or went abroad, which 
naturally postponed another possible youth protest.

As soon as the strongest and most charismatic 
leaders of the new generation were socialised, no threats seemed to appear for the 
rest of Medvedev’s presidency. However, the attention to the social elevators for 
young innovators revealed a problem of the elder generation, who had been removed 
from the agenda and who saw their opportunities becoming few and far between.

Dmitry Medvedev’s 
nomination to 

president in 2008 was 
a signal to the liberal 
camp that there was 

opportunity for change.
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Not much hope

By the second decade of the 21st century these young people matured. They 
were, on average, in their 30s and wanted to experiment as executives and entre-
preneurs. However, they felt that they were stuck in middle-level management with 
decreasing opportunities for career advancement. Putin’s 2011 announcement that 
he would again run for the presidency was a breaking point and evidence that new 
leaders were no longer needed. It was a return to the old way of doing things, with 
an endless rotation of the same guys. The young were doomed to remain middle-
level managers without much hope for promotion. To express their anger at this 
situation they came out to the streets.

The 2011 “White Protest” was a phenomenon which would later, and on a much 
larger scale, repeat itself in Kyiv during the EuroMaidan. In both cases, people fought 
for their future, opportunities and dignity. However, while the Ukrainian revolu-
tion brought a change in political power, the Russian protesters of 2011/2012 had 
failed, for several reasons. Most of all, there were too few of those who protested 
and they did not manage to include social groups other than their own. Putin played 
it perfectly when he got back the support of public sector employees by promising 
to significantly increase their wages. It is also important to note that many of the 
protesters had too much to lose. They had families and mortgages. Living without 
free elections was certainly unpleasant, but ending up in prison or a hospital, or 
without a job or place to live was certainly worse.

After the first clashes in December 2011 the elite chose to support the Krem-
lin, thus restoring the status quo. The protests faded and were followed by some 
spectacular repressions. Additionally, starting in 2014 there was a visible rise of a 
new type of patriotic youth, one that centred on more traditional values. The rise 
of this ultra-conservative movement, however, did not last long. The rhetoric of 
“rising from our knees” became dated and the Russian public became tired with 
the bellicose language that they were bombarded with in relation to the conflict 
with Ukraine. “It’s enough to blame the whole world and quarrel all the time, we 
just want peace” was the general message that emerged during the parliamentary 
campaign in 2016.

Navalny

The unprecedented low turnout at the 2016 State Duma elections (47.8 per 
cent compared to 60.2 per cent in 2011) and the dull composition of elected MPs 
(despite restoring single-member districts) plunged the country into political and 
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economic depression. The end of 2016 was defined by discussions on the upcoming 
centenary commemorations of the October Revolution and the apparent degrada-
tion of the whole opposition. The latter, it was clear, lacked a strong leader as even, 
matter-of-factly, Navalny was never treated as a serious challenger to Putin. Thus, 
the first reaction to his announcement made in early 2017 that he would run for 
the presidency in 2018 was quite sceptical. Not only was Navalny officially barred 
from participating in the election and his visibility and polling numbers were low, 
he also lacked a party and the financial support that would allow him to success-
fully oppose Putin.

Two factors have helped change this situation, however. First, Navalny himself 
realised that the campaign needs to be taken seriously. Especially, as he is the first 
politician who has showed that he wants to really win against Putin. Second, Nav-
alny’s messages had resonated with the younger generation. His online films, which 
went viral on social media, portrayed a future that they want to have. Thus, first in 
March and later in June 2017, they took to the streets to express these feelings. They 
were joined by their parents, older siblings and even grandparents. These dem-
onstrations, however, have showed that unlike in other periods, there is no gen-
erational conflict between the protesters and their parents, which is confirmed by 
focus group research done by Sberbank in 2016. It has been replaced by a greater 

Navalny organised a series of protest rallies that were attended in March 
and June 2017 by tens of thousands of people throughout Russia.
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inter-generational learning in which, for instance, parents and grandparents are 
learning more about modern technologies from their children and grandchildren.

Navalny is not striving to become the single leader of the opposition, nor does 
he claim to be the main liberal or conservative. His political statements seem to go 
beyond one ideology and rather aim at telling a story. The liberals view it as a story 
about the need to restore freedom and competition; the socialists see it as a story of 
social injustice and the need to change the distribution of wealth; and the nation-
alists see it as a story about protecting the country from “the agents of the West”. 
It just so happened that the new majority is gathering around him and the young 
people are the ones who now legitimise his campaign.

In March 2018 we will know how this presidential campaign ends. However, 
regardless of its final outcome and the social changes that may accompany it, we 
can already say today that the Russian youth is changing the country now. We may 
not realise the scale of their impact, but should wish them luck.

Translated by Olena Roguska

Anastasia Sergeeva is a co-founder and member of the For Free Russia 

Association based in Warsaw. She emigrated from Russia in 2012 and now 

lives in Warsaw working as a political consultant and analyst.



Rewriting Russian history
D A G M A R A  M O S K WA

The battle for the future shape of Russia’s education system 
is now in full swing. Not only is the Kremlin increasing 

its control over what it considers the correct version 
of the past, there are also signs of a gradual ideological 

return to promote the glorification of Joseph Stalin.

In 2015 the 70th anniversary of the Soviet victory over Nazi Germany was 
celebrated in grand style. During that time, a larger than usual number of Stalin 
monuments was erected in several cities especially in south-western parts of the 
country upon the proposal of the communist party. The communists’ call came 
after a 2014 law passed by the Duma introduced a criminal penalty for rehabili-
tating Nazism and criticising Soviet activities during the Second World War. The 
law stipulates up to five years in prison for “lying about history”. Similar steps have 
been taken with regards to teaching history in schools.

Academic shuffle

In August 2017 Olga Vasilyeva, who is known for her close ties with the Kremlin 
and the Orthodox Church, was nominated as the new Russian minister of education 
and science. She replaced Dmitry Livanov who was considered to be a liberally-
minded technocrat. This change came as no major surprise. The need to dismiss 
Livanov from his post had been discussed in the circles close to Putin for some time. 
The former minister had many enemies, especially after the fierce battle he had led 
against academic plagiarism in doctoral and postdoctoral dissertations at Russian 
universities. Livanov also worked on reforming the Russian Academy of Sciences 
(RAS) which, in theory, was meant to improve Russian academia and science. In 
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practice, it has led to the government taking control of RAS’s assets and operations. 
As a result of the reform, the Federal Agency for Scientific Organisations (FANO) 
was established in 2013. It is a body that is subordinate to the government that 
manages fixed property and other assets of all educational institutions in Russia.

Even though the RAS reform turned out to be to the government’s advantage, 
Putin still decided to make changes in the ministry and appointed Livanov as his 
advisor on trade and economic relations with Ukraine. The decision was seen as 
the president’s concession to the conservative side of the ruling elite, who believed 
Livanov did not put enough effort into promoting patriotism, pride and the ac-
complishments of the Russian state.

In academic circles, Vasilyeva is a highly regarded historian, specialising in the 
Orthodox Church. Her research has mostly focused on the Soviet era and spe-
cifically on relations between the communist regime and the clergy. Less known, 
however, is the fact that Vasilyeva graduated in music, with a focus on conducting 
church choirs. She began her academic career as a teacher of history and singing. 
Without a doubt, the minister is a prolific scholar. She has published nearly 160 
academic articles over the span of 30 years. Thus, the controversy around Vasilyeva’s 
nomination is not related to her academic accomplishments, but rather revolves 
around how she interprets the past.

Vasilyeva’s articles and lectures illustrate her open approval of the Stalin era and 
her appreciation for the impact, positive in her view, Stalin had on the development 
of the Orthodox Church as well as promoting patriotism and pride among Rus-
sians. Not surprisingly her nomination was received with sincere enthusiasm on 
behalf of the Orthodox clergy, Patriarch Kirill and Archimandrite Tikhon (Putin’s 
personal confessor). On the day of her nomination as the new education minister, 
Vasylieva gave an interview to Komsomolskaya Pravda where she admitted that 
her appointment was “a realisation of God’s will”. Less than a few days later, she 
walked back from those comments, explaining what she meant was “the realisation 
of the inevitable”. Since both expressions sound very similar (bozhestvovanye and 
dolzhenstvovanye, respectively) in Russian, the newly appointed minister could 
blame her interviewer of misinterpretation, accusing him of being unprofessional.

Admittedly, Vasylieva found a clever way to deal with the inconvenient situ-
ation. Her nomination caused quite a stir in the Russian media who started cit-
ing her earlier references to Stalin and the Soviet Union. Her speeches from 2013 
were published on lenta.ru quoting her saying: “Despite his shortcomings, Stalin 
is a public good because on the eve of the outbreak of the war he committed him-
self to uniting the nation; he reactivated the heroes of the pre-revolutionary Rus-
sia and promoted the Russian language and culture which, in the long run, allowed 
Russia to win the war.”
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Vasilyeva is not only active academically but also politically. Prior to her nomina-
tion, she had worked for the president’s administration being involved in the widely 
discussed preparation of a project called “The single textbook of Russian history”.

The single textbook

In 2013, when Putin criticised history teaching in schools – stating that various 
textbooks were presenting opposing points of view – a new era began for Russia’s 
education system. In response to the president’s criticism, a new “single textbook 
on Russian history” was suggested. This new book was to be written “in beautiful 
and correct Russian … and free of any internal contradictions and ambiguities”. To 
achieve this aim, the president summoned a group of loyal officials and academ-
ics (among them Livanov, Aleksandr Tschubaryan of RAS, Sergey Naryshkin, the 
Chairman of the State Duma, and Vladimir Medinsky, the minister of culture) who 
quickly took on the project. It was endorsed in October 2013 and the preparation 
for a standardised textbook of Russian history was underway.

The book was envisioned to promote patriotism, a sense of civic responsibil-
ity and tolerance towards other nationalities. It was meant to teach the Russian 
youth to be proud of their country, specifically the accomplishments of the heroes 
of the 1812 war and the Great Patriotic War (Second World War). Thus, it was 
supposed to emphasise the common military effort of a nation faced with danger. 
It was also expected to include information about two recent acquisitions of the 
Russian Federation: Crimea (“Crimea is ours” still keeps Putin’s high popularity in 
the nation) and Sevastopol.

During the preparations, however, it was decided that there would not be “a 
single textbook” but several books. “We will have a single standardised view of 
history and culture that should be followed when preparing all history textbooks. 
That does not mean, however, that there will be just one single textbook,” Livanov 
told Izvestya in August 2014. In the end, three different textbooks were approved 
to be introduced into schools in October 2015.

One of the outcomes of the reform was a considerably shorter list of textbooks 
in other subjects authorised by the ministry to be used in schools. The textbooks 
that had been quite popular among teachers (including several maths textbooks) 
before, and had been available at school libraries, disappeared from the list. They 
were recognised as unpatriotic and inefficient. The reform also called for approved 
textbooks to be prepared every five years, not like before when it was every year. 
Clearly, textbook publishers will now have a longer waiting period before they get 
another chance to bid for publishing new textbooks.
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A single interpretation

Prosveshcheniye is the publishing house which now holds the largest segment 
of the teaching material market in Russia. As a result of the reform, in Moscow 
alone it has increased its share from a mere 1.23 per cent in 2013 to 93.2 per cent 
in 2015. This phenomenal market success is owed to Prosveshtschenye’s owner 
Arkady Rotenberg, who is a long standing friend of Putin, and his former judo 
sparring partner. Not surprisingly, companies owned by Rotenberg made huge 
profits during the preparation of the Olympic Games in Sochi after they had been 
generously awarded a large number of lucrative contracts.

Yet, Prosveshcheniye operations are riddled with many secrets. In May 2015, 
for instance, the Moscow department of education sent out a letter addressed to 
the directors of Moscow primary schools in which it was clearly suggested that 
they should purchase teaching materials and textbooks published by Prosvesh-
cheniye. When asked, employees denied any knowledge of the letter. Similarly 
in 2016, a letter signed by the publishing house’s director, Mikhail Kozhevnikov, 
was circulated. It stated that following the debates of the National Convention of 
History and Civic Education Teachers (in April of 2014) it was recommended that 
textbooks published by Prosveshcheniye and edited by 
Anatoly Torkunov are the best option for history teach-
ers. However, in the “resolution” that was prepared to 
summarise the decisions of the Convention, Prosvesh-
cheniye was not mentioned once.

The story of Vladimir Luzgin, a teacher from Perm, 
is an illustrative piece of evidence that the process of 
creating one interpretation of history is now under 
way in Russia. It is also a warning of what can happen 
to those who attempt to depart from what is now being seen as the correct nar-
rative. Luzgin posted on VKonakte, a popular Russian social media site similar to 
Facebook, a statement that the 1939 Ribbentrop-Molotov pact enabled Hitler to 
start the Second World War and that the signatories of the Pact (the Soviet Union 
and Germany – editor’s note) together invaded the Polish territory in September 
1939, thus unleashing the war. For sharing this information, he was fined 200,000 
roubles (almost 3,000 euros) by a local court. The court justified its decision by 
recognising Luzgin’s activities as an act of “rehabilitation of Nazism”, which, it 
argued, could lead to a revision of the consequences of the war, thus standing in 
contradiction with the decisions of the Nuremberg Tribunal. The Supreme Court 
of the Russian Federation upheld the verdict, dismissing the argument that Luzgin’s 
post was in accordance with the interpretation of history as it was presented in the 
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history textbooks from 1994 – 1995; that was the time when Luzgin was learning 
history in school.

Another example illustrating the process of creating a single version of histo-
ry and assigning this responsibility to Putin’s loyalists is the controversy over the 
doctoral dissertation of the current minister of culture, Vladimir Medinsky. In 
2011 he defended his PhD thesis, which analysed problems of objectivity in Rus-
sian history from the 15th to the 17th century. However five years later, in April 
2016, the Russian ministry of science received a request to nullify his degree be-

cause of plagiarism and for citing non-existent sourc-
es. The dissertation was re-examined in June 2017 and 
it was concluded that Medinsky could hold onto his 
doctoral degree.

The case was again reopened in October after it 
had been recommended by the scientific council of 
the Higher Attesting Committee of the Ministry of 
Education that the minister’s academic degree should 
be nullified on the premise that his dissertation did 

not meet the necessary academic standards. However, the decisive body – the pre-
sidium of the Attesting Committee – refuted the accusation and the minister was 
allowed to hold onto his doctorate. This episode received strong opposition within 
the academic community (including RAS members) who argued that academia 
should be independent from the government. In their view the Attesting Commit-
tee should not be dependent on the ministry of education but rather subordinate 
to the Russian Academy of Sciences.

Stalin returns

The majority of Russians see Stalin as the builder of the Soviet Union, the victor 
of the Second World War, a genius commander and strategist who had extraordi-
nary skills and amazing political intuition. Emphasising the dictator’s pragmatism 
makes it easier to justify his morally dubious decisions which led to mass repres-
sions and murder. Instead, it is argued, it is thanks to Stalin that Russia became a 
global superpower, something that many Russians feel nostalgic about today. Thus, 
a demand for Stalin’s cult of is now growing.

New monuments to Stalin are just one of the ways to honour the dictator. In 
2015, a few days before the commemorations of Victory Day, the communist par-
ty put forward a proposal to erect new statues of Stalin across the country. Such 
monuments are now to be found in Lipetsk, Stavropol and Penza. Also, in 2015, 
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on the 70th anniversary of the Yalta Conference, a monument to the Big Three 
(Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt) was unveiled in the city. The opening ceremony 
was attended by the chairman of the Duma and the president of the Russian Mili-
tary-Historical Society (RMHS). In 2016, in the Pskov district, Stalin’s bust, fund-
ed by the RMHS was unveiled. Upon another initiative of the same organisation, 
the Leaders’ Alley was built in Moscow. There, next to the busts of different polit-
ical figures from the Soviet and post-Soviet period, are those of Lenin and Stalin.

The myth of the Soviet Union’s victory in the Great Patriotic War is shared by 
many Russians who see it as the biggest accomplishment of the Soviet nation (and 
by the same token, the Russian nation) and is being used by the Kremlin as a foun-
dation for an identity building process. However, while the interpretation of history 
that is being now propagated by the Kremlin tends to stress military victories and 
technological advancements, Stalin’s repressions are conveniently forgotten. This 
manipulation finds fertile ground within Russian society: some research, for ex-
ample, finds that many in Russia still regard Stalin as the most prominent figure in 
Russian history. In one survey conducted by the Levada Centre, Stalin was ranked 
in first place, closely followed by Putin together with Aleksandr Pushkin and Lenin.

Overall, knowledge of Stalin’s repressions and terror are rather limited in Rus-
sia. In 2012 six per cent of respondents claimed to be unaware of his criminal acts, 
whereas in 2017 as many as 13 to 25 per cent admitted that repressions “were a po-
litically justified necessity”, while 36 per cent said that the aims and accomplish-
ments of Stalin’s period justify the number of victims. There are, however, places 
where local authorities have opposed initiatives of unveiling new monuments to 
Soviet leaders. In Surguta, for example, the statue of Stalin was disassembled by 
the municipal authorities at the request of the city’s inhabitants. The monument 
had been splashed with red paint several times before. Such actions, undertaken 
either by the authorities or NGOs show the need to commemorate the victims of 
terror and repressions is shared by a part of Russian society, even though they are 
still a minority. It is also somewhat encouraging that the history textbook prepared 
by one of the other publishing houses, Drofa, which was thoroughly evaluated by 
experts and allowed to be published and circulated in Russia in 2015, emphasises 
that while Stalin is the symbol of Soviet Union’s victory in the Second World War, 
he was also responsible for political repressions.

Historical oversensitivity

Just like any other society, Russians want to promote an idealised version of their 
past rather than face the inconvenient truths. It is a version that is driven by emo-
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tions and serves as guidance for social conduct and values. History textbooks are 
a useful tool in this regard as it is through them that the young generation shapes 
its understanding of history. In Russia so far nothing has worked better than the 
myth of the Great Patriotic War which, to a large extent, was constructed on the 
Soviet victory over the Nazis, thus allowing the narrative that the Red Army saved 
Europe from a complete disaster in 1945. This, in turn, has been interpreted as Rus-
sia having the moral right to decide on the fate of other nations in Eastern Europe.

The unbelievable power of suggestion by the Russian authorities, as well as the 
appeal of the myth of the Great Patriotic War, has resulted in a lot of oversensitiv-
ity, especially in regards to the statements that diminish the Soviet Union’s role in 
the victory over Nazism. This situation is one of the explanations for the changes 
that are taking place and which include the gradual revival of Stalin’s cult, punish-
ment for those who are “lying about history” and the introduction of new textbooks 
which present an officially accepted version of history. Assumedly, such activities 
are undertaken with the long-term goal of forming a society that is loyal to the 
government, proud of its historical accomplishments and ready to defend it when 
needed. Before we judge, let us answer the question: is there any state in the world 
that does not want to have that?

Translated by Agnieszka Rubka

Dagmara Moskwa is a research assistant at the Institute of Political Studies 

with the Polish Academy of Sciences and she is completing her PhD at the 

Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań. Her research interests include broadly 

understood memory studies, especially Russia’s contemporary historical policy.



Ukraine’s wartime 
education reform

W O J C I E C H  S I E G I E Ń

In the autumn of 2017, Ukraine passed an education reform law. 
Its passing caused strong reactions of neighbouring states, 
especially Hungary, Russia, Bulgaria and Romania as well 

as commentators in Western Europe. Yet, these arguments 
largely represent an ideological narrative without any proper 

understanding of the provisions in the new legislation.

On September 28th 2017 Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko signed the long 
awaited educational reform into law. Unexpectedly, some of the provisions were 
met with sharp criticism by neighbouring states. The issue that caused the biggest 
dispute was related to the language of instruction in the classrooms of ethnic minor-
ity communities in Ukraine. The passing of the law, and the international reaction 
it received, confirmed the still low level of understanding between European Union 
states and Ukraine and further revealed other conflicts that lie under the surface.

The law introduces serious changes within the education system. Ukrainian chil-
dren are now required to attend school for 12 years and the law foresees changes 
in the system of organisation of school networks, their financing and instruction. 
The authors of the reform stress that its consistent introduction will lead to a 
decentralisation of education. Specifically, it is meant to redefine the role of the 
teacher and the student, ensuring a departure from the old fashioned Soviet-style 
relations which endure in many Ukrainian schools. This, in turn, means a turn to-
wards democratisation, inclusiveness and innovation. Changes will be introduced 
in stages. This year only a selected number of schools will operate under the new 
standards, and a pilot test will be used for introducing changes across the country.
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De-Russification

Missing the fact that such a significant reform, which will be difficult to im-
plement, is aimed at increasing the quality of education, the biggest controver-
sy arose over the law’s seventh paragraph, titled “The Language of Education”. It 
stipulates that the language of instruction is the official state language – in other 
words, Ukrainian. At the same time, children of ethnic minorities are guaranteed 
the right to learn their own language. Their language can also be the language of 
instruction, together with Ukrainian, in selected classes or groups at the level of 
preschool and early childhood education (from grades one to four). Ukraine’s in-
digenous people, like Crimea Tatars, the Karaites and the Gagauzes, retain their 
right to a full education in their mother tongue.

Possibly the most important provision of the law regarding language is the one 
that stipulates that educational institutions (in accordance with the approved cur-
riculum) can teach disciplines in two or more languages: Ukrainian, English and 
another official EU language. There are two consequences of this provision: on the 
one hand it maintains the possibility of instruction in a minority language, guar-
anteed by the law, while, on the other hand, it excludes instruction in Russian (de-
spite a sizeable Russian-speaking population). This state of affairs shows that the 
main intention of lawmakers is, first and foremost, a gradual de-Russification of 
the education system in Ukraine.

The passing of the law caused strong reactions in neighbouring states. The gov-
ernments of Hungary, Russia, Bulgaria and Romania immediately expressed their 
opposition to the reform. Warsaw was also vocal. However, I would first like to 
pay attention to Hungary and Russia, especially since their reaction received the 

most attention in Ukraine. The Hungarian government 
did not limit its criticism just to the new law; it also 
announced that it would block Ukraine’s integration 
process with the EU. This reaction did not come as a 
surprise if we take into account Hungarian politics. 
More precisely, the response issued by Budapest re-
sembles some of its rhetoric from 2014.

At the time when Russia was annexing Crimea 
and stirring up the conflict in Donbas, Viktor Orbán 

openly demanded autonomy for the Zakarpattia region, which has a large num-
ber of Hungarian minorities. In this way, he cynically took advantage of a moment 
of weakness in Ukraine which was a victim of Russian aggression. Today, after the 
passing of the law, the Hungarian government is issuing similar demands. On Oc-
tober 13th 2017 near the Ukrainian embassy in Budapest, a protest was organised 
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which was officially backed by the Hungarian government and accompanied by 
slogans supporting self-determination of Zakarpattia. We can thus say that Hun-
gary and Russia appear to have been working together since the early stage of the 
conflict in Ukraine.

This co-operation is also visible when we examine the activities of the Russian 
propaganda machine. Many observers have paid close attention to various media 
campaigns run by the Kremlin in 2015, which were propagating fake news about 
the dramatic situation of Ruthenians and Hungarians in Zakarpattia. Moreover, 
we need to remember that the Kremlin maintains close ties with Jobbik, the far 
right party, and Russian loans are acquired in Hungary for the financing of the nu-
clear energy sector.

Double-edged sword

In the Russian media the rhetoric towards Ukraine’s new education law has 
been very strong. The Duma immediately expressed its support for Hungary, Ro-
mania and Poland in their objections to the law. The Duma’s deputy chair, Irina 
Yarovaya, called its passing a nationalistic triumph pointing that ethnic minorities 
are forced to learn the official state language. Leading Russian politicians called the 
situation in Ukraine ethnocide (especially of ethnic Russians) and accused Kyiv of 
instituting an apartheid regime. Considering the level of rhetoric in the Russian 
political debate, such language is hardly surprising. However, its growing accept-
ance may one day prove to be a double-edged sword. More than anything else, it 
facilitates an increase in extremist moods within society, which is starting to ex-

Ukraine’s law on education was one of the topics during the plenary 
session of the Venice Commission on Ukraine’s Education Law

On December 8th 2017 the European Commission for Democracy through Law, popularly known as the Venice Com-
mission, held a session to examine, among others, Ukraine’s law on education.

On December 12th the official recommendation was released, stating that “paragraph 4 of Article 7 provides no so-
lution for languages which are not official languages of the EU, in particular the Russian language, as the most widely 
used language apart from the state language. The less favourable treatment of these languages is difficult to justify and 
therefore raises issues of discrimination.”

The Commission recommended that “the appropriate solution would certainly be to amend Article 7 and replace 
this provision with a more balanced and more clearly worded one. In particular, the issue of discriminatory treatment 
of other minority languages – which are not official languages of the EU – would have to be addressed in this context.”

In the first response to the Commission’s recommendations, Ukrainian authorities indicated that Ukraine will imple-
ment the recommendations, but without amending the law.
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perience the negative effects of the economic crisis and the worsening financial 
situation of the state.

In addition, such a reaction can have its own consequences for the language 
situation in Russia. At the beginning of the school year in the Russian Republic of 
Tatarstan, there was a noted escalation of conflict regarding education in official 
state languages and the languages of ethnic minorities. In short, with an increase 
in the number of hours for teaching the Tatar language, a group of parents from 
Russian-speaking families refused to send their children to Tatar language classes. 
This caused a disruption which continues to worsen. For example, if we look at the 
escalation of the conflict in Tatarstan, we will see that language antagonisms are 
also present in Russia. Importantly, Tatarstan may be just the tip of the iceberg as 
language conflict is slowly emerging in other republics in Russia.

Crisis with the West

The reaction in Poland was rather moderate in contrast to Hungary and Russia. 
The Polish ministry of foreign affairs was more balanced in its comments on the 
changes, noting that the law guarantees instruction in minority languages. Com-
ments in the Polish media were sharper in their criticism with some calling the 
new law “a threat” and “a blow” to the education of ethnic minorities in Ukraine. 
One could speculate that the moderate reaction of the Polish foreign ministry 
was related to the fact that the education law in Ukraine resembles that of Poland. 
In Poland minority schools teach in the Polish language. While the possibility of 
learning the language of one’s ethnic group is guaranteed, the minority language 
is treated as an additional one. Hence, a negative Polish reaction would incline a 
demand for an asymmetrical condition of education in both countries.

In this context, it is also worth looking at the reactions that came from the West. 
The response of many commentators only demonstrates that Ukraine is now en-
tering a crisis phase with western states. A blog post by Nathan Stormont on the 
Freedom House website is a perfect illustration. Stormont expresses his concern 
over the changes in the education system in Ukraine which could eventually sab-
otage the country’s integration with the EU. He admits the level of command of 
Ukrainian is very low among Hungarian minorities which therefore excludes many 
from the education system. At the same time, he criticises the “forceful” imposi-
tion of Ukrainian as an inadequate strategy. In his view, a “carrot” strategy would 
be better, for example in the form of stipend systems or “community language 
courses”. The choice of a soft option for introducing the Ukrainian language is here 
presented as indeed a civilisational choice, one that confirms the European aspi-



33Ukraine’s wartime education reform, Wojciech Siegień Opinion & Analysis

rations and acceptance of European democratic ideals. He concludes by saying 
that the decisive reaction of the authorities to require Ukrainian to be the main 
language of instruction is a departure from liberal democratic values and west-
ern standards.

There are a few arguments against this interpretation. The experience of Crimea 
and Donbas confirms that the language problem is used as an instrument in a con-
frontation with a weak Ukrainian state. Russia, or right now Hungary, in trying to 
enforce separatist tendencies, turns to demagogic arguments of weeding out the 
language as a kind of message that easily appeals to the nationalistically minded 
parts of society. In essence, the idea of the “Russian World”, which was the ideolog-
ical screen used during the aggression in eastern Ukraine, was based on the argu-
ment of the defence of the Russian language. The language issue is thus a kind of a 
weapon in this war. As a result, a gradual introduction of instruction in the Ukrain-
ian language can be perceived more as a defence strategy. This is in fact a delayed 
reaction by the Ukrainian state to the threat of separatism that comes from the 
east. In this regard, increased efforts to teach the language would be a kind of ide-
ological prevention, one which could limit the popularity of Russian propaganda.

Civic desert

Using language as a weapon is very visible in Donbas. For the last two years I 
have been doing ethnographic research in Kramatorsk, a fairly large city in eastern 
Ukraine not far away from the conflict zone. There people learn about language 
discrimination from Russian TV. For a few months in 2014, the city was even a 
part of the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s Repub-
lic – fully under the influence of Russian propaganda. 
This brings us to another important issue. The war is 
an effect of an earlier lack of presence of the Ukrainian 
state in Donbas and not of its power or oppressive ac-
tivities. We can even say that in such places as Krama-
torsk, state structures have been replaced by oligar-
chic ones. Until 2014, and even today, a majority of the 
Donbas territory was a civic dessert. Thus the argument for increased soft power 
hits the heart of a much atomised society. Building the foundations of a civil so-
ciety is a lengthy and costly process. That is why in addition to the system chang-
es, supported by state structures, no other strategy, beyond the education reform, 
could bring any real results relatively quickly. And we cannot forget that Ukraine is 
a state at war.
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These assumptions have been confirmed by my conversations with teachers and 
academic staff in Kramatorsk. The main issue of western commentators – namely, 
the introduction of Ukrainian language to schools where Russian still dominates – is 
not a problem for the people there. The real problem is the sad state of infrastruc-
ture, problems with financing, lack of qualified teachers and poor communications 
between educational boards and schools. However, changes are starting to take 
place. On October 25th 2017 in Kramatorsk, which now plays the role of Donetsk 
oblast’s centre, members of the Commission of Science and Education of Ukraine’s 
parliament held a meeting. It was a forum for lawmakers to meet with teachers on 
the ground and get their input on the upcoming changes. One could say that the 
first signs of civic dialogue are now visible in Donbas.

The subsequent problem is a perception of west-
ern standards of liberal democracy. In the light of the 
above arguments, such restrictions show an ideologi-
cal conflict taking place in Europe and one which could 
also be seen after the collapse of the Soviet bloc. This 
is a conflict between political pragmatism and ideal-
ism and different expectations which are given to in-

dividual states. In the case of Ukraine’s education reform, many representatives of 
western states expect that Ukraine will give up political pragmatism. This is clear-
ly stressed by Mustafa Nayyem, a former journalist, now a member of Ukraine’s 
parliament. Nayyem writes about the political infantilism which is expected from 
an attacked state, instead of pragmatic solutions which would sustain Ukraine’s 
territorial integrity. In essence the West’s reaction towards Ukraine is paternal-
istic with regards to the “new Europe”, which is expected to make an honest con-
fession of its faith in the values of liberal democracy. The dramatism of European 
reactions is enforced by the situation within the EU itself, which is proof that the 
community is indeed in a deep identity crisis. The EU still struggles to compre-
hend Brexit while some member states are electing more radical or populist forc-
es to power. And Brussels remains unable to handle separatist tendencies in Spain.

Missing pragmatism

Considering the above, we can suggest that the low level of understanding 
between the EU and Ukraine, which was revealed with the conflict around the 
education reform, is partly a result of a superiority complex exhibited by the for-
mer towards Eastern Europe. In Poland, we still remember the infamous words of 
Jacques Chirac who once told us: “You have lost a good opportunity to sit quietly.” 
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As a result, instead of an insight into reality, we see an ideological “expression of 
concern” which is the reaction of Ukraine’s open opponents – Russia and Hungary. 
It is worth remembering, however, that the strategic goal, which is behind Rus-
sia’s reaction, is pushing forward the idea of Ukraine’s federalisation. The voice of 
many representatives of European countries unwillingly became associated with 
the implementation of this strategy.

The value of pragmatic dialogue with Ukraine was unexpectedly proved by the 
Polish government. On October 24th 2017, as a result of talks between the edu-
cation ministers of both countries, a declaration “on ensuring the persons belong-
ing to an ethnic minority the right to learn their mother tongue and in the moth-
er tongue” was signed. Through this document, the Ukrainian government con-
firmed that its education law will ensure that Polish minority students have the 
right to learn the Polish language and in the Polish language, together with Ukrain-
ian, within the public education system. The publication of the declaration con-
firms the assurance of the Ukrainian government (which was made on several oc-
casions) that the legislation is not meant to limit the rights of minority groups. 
This is proof of the value of real partnership-based dialogue, which nonetheless 
takes place in a very heated dispute over historical matters, instead of ideological 
fights or political paternalism.

Translated by Iwona Reichardt

Wojciech Siegień is a lecturer in the department of cultural and 

educational research at the Pedagogical Institute at the University of Gdańsk. 
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Education reform 
put to the test

K AT E R Y N A  P R Y S H C H E PA

Druzhkivka, a small industrial town in eastern 
Ukraine, is one of the testing grounds for the new 

system of schooling recently introduced in the country. 
The ceremony marking the beginning of the school 
year in a Druzhkivka school, which is now part of a 

wider network of base schools, was attended by Lilia 
Hrynevych, the education minister. It was also watched 
via live stream by Petro Poroshenko who, at the same 

time, was opening a new base school in Pokrovsks.

Druzhkivka is a small town in eastern Ukraine with a population of around 
58,000. The city is the second to last railway stop on the Donbas-Kyiv route. Lo-
cated just 18 kilometres from Kramatorsk, it can be easily reached by the local 
bus service, which is a popular way for the residents of Druzhkivka to commute. 
Between April and June 2014 the city was under the control of pro-Russian sepa-
ratist forces. Even though tensions were not as strong as they were in the nearby 
Sloviansk, the town had its share of victims, with an Orthodox priest among them.

Four years since the Revolution of Dignity, the town still exhibits traits of the 
old regime. Its unchanged elite continue to keep its grip on power.The local resi-
dents display a very low level of civic engagement and only a few have any confi-
dence in the government in Kyiv. However, it would be unfair to say that nothing 
has changed as the ferment of civil activism has somewhat reached Druzhkivka.
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How much change?

After the brief period of separatism, the city of Druzhkivka began implementing 
the decentralisation reform with the same mayor – Valeriy Hnatenko. Despite local 
civic activists’ claims about his direct involvement with the pro-Russian separatists 
and support for the Donetsk People’s Republic referendum, Hnatenko has managed 
to persevere. Political commentators claimed that Hnatenko’s strong connections 
with the regional law enforcement structures are the main reason for his longevity. 
This was illustrated best when Hnatenko sued Iryna Kirikova, a civic activist who 
publicly accused him of supporting separatist activities, accusing her of defamation. 
The court case unfolded over several tense months. Kirikova received legal sup-
port from a local NGO and she introduced video material to support her claims. 
The scandal caught the attention of the national press yet it brought no results.

Local activists claim that Hnatenko treats Druzhkivka as a source of his per-
sonal income. Before being elected to office in 2006, he held numerous positions 
in local tax offices. In Soviet times, he was a police-
man. Despite the fact Hnatenko has been employed in 
the public sector his whole life, he can afford a lavish 
lifestyle like a wealthy CEO. What is more, since the 
moment he became city mayor, Hnatenko has never 
faced any problems with the city council – his policy 
proposals always pass with little objection.

The political changes that took place in Ukraine, 
initiated in the distant Kyiv, have also resonated here, 
generating a need for a new city identity. In this pro-
cess, the authorities turned to the history records and 
found that Druzhkivka was one of the settlements es-
tablished by Cossacks in the vast Ukrainian steppe, which was first mentioned in 
the late 18th century. According to legend, the town’s name comes from the name 
Druzhko, which was the name of a Cossack who apparently settled there. This leg-
end, however, is almost identical to that propagated by Kharkiv that says it was 
named after the Cossack Kharko. In Druzhkivka, however, this legend has found a 
new official backing. As a result, an official statue of Druzhko was erected in 2008 
during the tenure of President Viktor Yushchenko, who had been a staunch pro-
moter of Ukraine’s national identity. The inscription reads (in Russian) that the 
statue was built upon the mayor’s initiative.

Starting in the late 19th century and the first quarter of the 20th century, Dru-
zhkivka, like many other towns in Donbas, was transformed into an industrial cen-
tre. This transformation was largely sponsored by Belgian and French resources. 
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Yet, today there are no signs that memorialise the town’s Belgian history. The old 
industrial sites that were built in the beginning of the 20th century are now referred 
to by their Soviet names. Likewise, the largest church in Druzhkivka, initially built 
as a Catholic church, now belongs to the Ukrainian Orthodox Church of the Mos-
cow Patriarchate. The most authentic evidence of a European presence in town is 
to be found in the ruins of the cemetery, which the locals call the French cemetery.

New law

In September 2017 the Verkhovna Rada, Ukraine’s parliament, passed a new 
law on education. The legislation established important changes in the coun-
try’s education system. One of the most contentious stipulations is a requirement 

that all school students are obliged to have classes in 
Ukrainian (in addition to their mother tongue, if it is 
not Ukrainian). The law further restricts instruction 
in Russian, declaring that it can only be taught as a 
foreign language.

When asked about this provision, officials with 
the Ukrainian ministry of education point out that 
the restrictions towards Russian language introduced 
by law did not come from the ministry but was an 

amendment introduced in parliament. Making Ukrainian compulsory is not the 
only big change. The drafters of this legislation hope to build on other reforms that 
are being implemented in Ukraine, starting with administrative and decentralisa-
tion reforms. The latter reform aims to make local governance more financially 
effective. According to the reform, budgets of the small localities are eligible for 
greater resources. The ministry of education expects decentralisation to be one 
of the main steps to bolster the education reform. For the first time, localities are 
expected to keep more of their own revenue and in some cases receive more cash 
from the state’s coffers to invest in road infrastructure and ensure that children 
can travel to school every day. The new law envisions that local councils will be 
responsible for ensuring student transportation to schools.

The law also states that the responsibility for the management of schools will be 
fully entrusted to the local government which, in turn, is recognised as the school 
benefactor. Therefore, it is also expected that from now on the localities – and 
not the central government in Kyiv – will be investing most of the resources into 
school infrastructure at the local level. The local agencies will also be involved in 
overseeing the educational processes in schools and local residents should play a 
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greater role by participating on supervisory boards, which will be better empow-
ered to make decisions related to education in their localities.

Base schools

Another major element created with the reform is the new base school sys-
tem. The purpose of this system is to increase the quality of education given to 
students who live in small rural communities. Starting after primary school, chil-
dren in small villages will now commute to schools in nearby towns. This change 
is meant to ensure that rural children are given the opportunity to access bet-
ter quality education. These schools will be called base schools. Village primary 
schools, where students are taught until the fifth grade, will become official affili-
ates or subsidiaries of the base schools. The base schools will not be limited sole-
ly to students who are bussed from smaller communities but will also include stu-
dents from the nearby towns.

Since the base school system is one of the flagship projects for the education 
ministry, the choice of their location is an important one. So far in many areas the 
base schools have been converted from the more prestigious local schools. This 
means that these schools are already well equipped and have a good track record.

The base schools are guaranteed investments from the central government 
which includes infrastructure and renovation of the school properties. Hence, the 
choice of a base school can be decisive for a school’s prestige. The principal of the 
base school is also entitled to dispose the funding for 
both the school and all of its affiliates, namely prima-
ry schools in the villages. The base school system is to 
be introduced gradually. At the moment, the decision 
to open new schools is closely supervised by the min-
istry of education, which ensures that funding is ap-
propriated properly. According to statistics from No-
vember 2017, there are already 450 base schools and 
900 affiliate schools operating throughout Ukraine. 
The oblast, an administrative region in Ukraine, with the largest number of base 
schools is the rural Kirovohrad oblast in central Ukraine; it has 66 schools opened 
so far. The second most popular location, in terms of numbers, is the Lviv oblast: 
it has opened 38 base schools.

In Donetsk, only eight base schools have been opened, while in the Luhansk 
oblast the number is seven. Thus, the newly opened base school in Druzhkivka 
will, in many ways, be a testing ground for the new system. So far the experiment 
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has brought about mixed results. Evidently, in this small town in the eastern part 
of the country, local politicians still have a large impact on the implementation of 
the school reform.

No questions, no principal

The Druzhkivka base school was established through the transformation of local 
school number 17. The transformation was already decided in spring 2016 as a part 
of the ministry of education base schools pilot project. It was officially opened in its 
new capacity on August 28th 2017 even before the law on education was passed by 
the parliament. The ceremony took place simultaneously with the opening of the 
two other base schools in the Donetsk oblast – in Pokrovsk and Chasiv Yar. The 
school in Druzhkivka was officially inaugurated by Lilia Hrynevych, Ukraine’s edu-
cation minister, and the one in Pokrovsk by Petro Poroshenko, Ukraine’s president, 
who was accompanied by the head of the Donetsk oblast administration. The one 
in Chasiv Yar was opened by Deputy Prime Minister Hennadiy Zubko. The events 
were live streamed online. The public gathered into the three school yards to watch 
the ceremonies of the other two schools.

The ceremony in Druzhkivka was held in good, old Soviet fashion. First, the 
pupils welcomed the minister by reciting poems and presenting a dance perfor-
mance. Those who gathered at the ceremony in front of the school building had 
to wait about two hours for the event to commence. The minister arrived late 

for the ceremony, but as she arrived, it was further 
delayed since Poroshenko had not yet made it to the 
school in Pokrovsk – the ceremonies had to be held 
simultaneously.

Preparing for the minister’s visit, the Druzhkivka 
city authorities did not want to take any risks. It was 
ensured that no one would be asking uncomfortable 
or awkward questions. Uniformed policemen secured 

the location and one was even filming every step of a local activist named Pavlo 
Ostrovskyi, who was present at the ceremony. It later turned out that, in addition 
to the officer with the camera, there was also a non-uniformed agent tasked to en-
sure Ostrovskyi would keep his distance from the minister.

Even though the opening ceremony was an important event, the school’s di-
rector, Vadym Yelagin, did not attend due to an apparent illness. Yelagin was the 
school’s principal before it was transformed into a base school. He hoped to keep 
his position, but the city authorities had someone else in mind for the job. Minister 

It was ensured 
that no one 

would be asking 
uncomfortable or 

awkward questions.



41Education reform put to the test, Kateryna Pryshchepa Opinion & Analysis

Hrynevych was thus welcomed by the chairman of the city’s department of educa-
tion and the city mayor. When talking with local journalists, she admitted that she 
was aware of some controversies surrounding the appointment of the new school 
principal. She claimed to have asked the regional state administration to oversee 
the selection process and ensure that the new principal is selected in an orderly 
and transparent manner.

Scandal and conflict

The base school in Druzhkivka has been plagued by scandal practically from the 
moment its new status was announced. According to a local NGO called “Civic 
Control”, the contract for renovating the school was awarded to a company tied to 
Druzhkivka’s mayor. There were no transparent procedures in place for awarding 
the contract and, what is worse, the school was poorly upgraded and the contrac-
tor refused to fix any problems. When the school was officially opened on August 
28th 2017 – two days before the start of the school year in Ukraine – many con-
struction problems remained unresolved.

The base school in Druzhkivka was officially inaugurated on August 
28th 2017 by Lilia Hrynevych, Ukraine’s education minister.

Photo by Kateryna Pryshchepa
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In the meantime, a fierce row about who would be the new principal of the base 
school continued to unfold. Local pro-Ukrainian activists opposed the nominations 
as they believed the candidates would be connected to pro-Russian separatists. 
Until mid-November 2017, the position had still officially been held by Yelagin, 
who claims that numerous attempts were made to remove him. In a video shared 
in November 2017, Yelagin said he had submitted an application for the role of 
principal in the new school but was advised by local authorities to pass additional 
medical tests to prove he was fit for the job.

Among the two candidates for the position who were proposed by the city au-
thorities one was Iryna Prus, who represents the party Nash Krai (Our land) in 
the city council. The party was formed in 2014 by former members of the Party of 
Regions (the party of the ousted president, Viktor Yanukovych). A profile of Prus 
can be found on the Kyiv-based website Myrotvorets, where pro-Ukrainian activ-
ists collect information and evidence against individuals who they believe sup-
port separatist activities in Ukraine. On the website are photos portraying Prus 
at a meeting where attendees claim that Kyiv “doesn’t want to hear the voice of 
Donbas” and calls for Russia to send a “peacekeeping military mission” to Ukraine. 
The meeting was organised by Prus’s sister, Valentyna Lugova, who used to be a 
principal at another local school. After some protests, as well as a campaign organ-
ised in the media by pro-Ukrainian activists, Prus’s candidature was withdrawn. 
Yelagin’s main competitor for the post then became Zhanna Vasylenko, who was 
in charge of school number 11 and who also served as a chairwoman of a commit-
tee under the Druzhkivka city council. Activists from the Civic Control NGO are 
also against her candidature, arguing that there are simply no reasons to change 
the principals at all.

The final round of the selection process took place on November 16th 2017. 
However, no principal was selected. There were only two candidates for the post: 
Vasylenko and Yelagin. Yelagin was reported ill, however, and the selection com-
mittee could only interview Vasylenko. A few days later, Yelagin received notice 
of his official dismissal. He announced his intent to appeal the decision in court. 
Nevertheless, by the beginning of December 2017 Vasylenko was officially ap-
pointed as the principal of base school number 17.

Kateryna Pryshchepa is a PhD candidate at the Institute of Political Studies of the 

Polish Academy of Sciences. She previously worked as a journalist in Ukraine.



A generation in transition
M A R TA  A R D A S H E L I A

Last year, the European Union finally decided to allow 
Georgians to travel to the EU visa free. Many Georgians 

like to joke that the current generation, unlike their parents, 
take weekend getaways in Berlin, not Moscow. Yet in reality, 

many young Georgians cannot afford to leave the country 
as they are faced with economic and social hardships.

Georgia’s geographical position between Asia and Europe is both an advantage 
and a challenge for the country. After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the res-
toration of independence, the country had gone through war and devastation; it 
lost 20 per cent of its territory and currently struggles to find a development path 
with the threat of Russian intervention. Yet, as local political leaders like to repeat, 
Georgia has made its civilisational choice.

Tbilisi is confident the European model of democracy, and the Euro-Atlantic 
security system, will help preserve the country’s stability and sovereignty. Despite 
the open aggression of Russia, which does not want to lose its sphere of influence in 
the South Caucasus, Georgian officials actively co-operate with the EU and dream 
of one day becoming a NATO member. Like their peers in the West, young people 
in Georgia struggle to make a start in life, but they also hope for a brighter future.

Lisa and David

“The front door has not been installed yet, but they promise to do it soon,” says 
David, a young, tall man with an earring in his left ear and curly hair. He invites me 
to his new apartment. It is a small housing facility, the construction of which was 
completed less than a month ago. David and his wife, Lisa, moved in as soon as 
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it was possible, they were waiting patiently for almost five years. Lisa is pregnant, 
so the young couple’s main concern is to make sure the workers complete the fin-
ishing touches. They would like to have time to prepare the apartment before the 
arrival of their new baby.

“Thinking about what is happening around the word, I say to myself, my God, 
how can you ever give birth to a child in this world?!” Lisa says to me, once inside 
the apartment. “But my parents remind me that we also grew up in challenging 
times and nevertheless we were happy children.”

David and Lisa grew up during the most unfortunate 1990s, when Georgia 
was torn apart by civil war, confrontation in Abkhazia and South Ossetia with the 
participation of mercenaries loyal to the Kremlin along with economic crisis and 
famine. People lived without electricity and heating was scarce during the winter 
months. Many went abroad in search of work and a better life.

Lisa and David’s parents remained in Georgia. Like them, they do not plan to 
leave the country either, although they complain it is difficult in Georgia. The future 
is uncertain, especially for a couple about to start a family. David, who is 27 years 
old, considers himself to be pragmatic and is not giving up. The young couple took 

“Thinking about what is happening around the word, I say to myself, my God, 
how can you ever give birth to child in this world?!” Lisa says.

Photo by: Marta Ardashelia
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out a mortgage from a bank in order to pay for the new apartment. The interest 
on the mortgage loan is quite high in Georgia – 12 per cent – but David believes 
it is worth it. “You need to take risks,” he says.

Of course he shows concern, adding: “There is no country where it is possible 
to predict the certainty of a mortgage loan. Nobody knows what will happen. Do 
you remember what happened in the United States in 2008? I always plan every-
thing, since my childhood. For five years we only managed to save a small amount. 
Without a bank loan, nothing would have been pos-
sible. Our income is only enough for food and cloth-
ing, so we could hardly afford an apartment with our 
own money.”

“While I just go with the flow,” Lisa adds. “There is 
no stability. So, there is no point in planning.”

Lisa and David work professionally. The total month-
ly family income, on average, is around 1,000 US dollars, 
which is not bad for Georgian standards. Yet, finding a 
job can be quite challenging. The high unemployment rate is one of Georgia’s big-
gest problems. According to official statistics, the unemployment rate was 11.8 per 
cent in 2016. The situation for the youth is much worse. The unemployment rate for 
those aged between 25 and 29 is 21.6 per cent – nearly twice the national average.

First born blues

Another important obstacle in the way of Georgia’s economic growth is the de-
mographic crisis. For the first time this year, the mortality rate exceeded the birth 
rate. Despite being a conservative society, people prefer not to have more than two 
children. For the older generation, it is hard for them to understand why Lisa and 
David waited so long to have their first child. Their parents, who insisted that the 
couple think about starting a family, openly expressed their discontent.

Lisa describes a story which exemplifies the situation: “Imagine the scene. I am 
sitting in a beauty salon, doing a manicure. An unfamiliar person sees that I am 
wearing a wedding ring and starts a conversation. ‘Do you have a child?’ she asks, 
and when you answer ‘no’, she automatically consoles you, like, ‘it is okay, don’t worry, 
everything will be managed and your health problems will be solved’. In this case, 
please note that no one discussed this issue with my husband, because if there are 
no children, it means it is the ‘fault’ of the wife. Perhaps, she has health problems, 
but not her husband. When strangers learn that I just do not plan to have a child 
yet, the question that follows is: ‘so, you’ve had an abortion?!’”

The unemployment 
rate for those 
aged between 25 
and 29 is 21.6 per 
cent – nearly twice 
the national average.
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Lisa laughs while telling the story, but at the same time she gives you a sense of 
the tragic comedy. Lisa admits that both sets of parents were constantly nagging 
her and her husband. However, instead of a child, they decided to get a cat to be-
come the newest member of the family. Once they felt more secure, they decided 
to have a child. The couple already knows they will have a girl. In Georgia, many 
still think it is preferable to have a son first – to be the successor of the family. This 
has led to a problem of selective abortions in Georgia, which has the highest rate 
of all the South Caucasus states. In Georgian clinics, doctors try to discourage this 
practice and often they do not disclose the sex of the child for up to 4 – 5 months 
in order to deter abortions.

It is quite common for strangers to ask pregnant women what is the sex of the 
child. But Lisa admits this is perhaps her favourite question. Despite social pres-
sure, she has always dreamed of having a daughter. “And they also say that I’m so 
beautiful I should be pregnant every year,” she laughs.

Last year, the EU finally decided to allow Georgian citizens to travel to the EU 
visa free. Many Georgians like to joke that the current generation, unlike their 
parents, take weekend getaways in Berlin, not Moscow. The visa-free deal has not 
helped David and Lisa much. The young couple has never managed to leave the 
country. For them, traveling to Europe is an expensive pleasure.

“Our generation is in a worse situation than the generation of our parents,” la-
ments David. “Our parents were part of that ‘Great Country’, called the Soviet Union. 
Whether they believed in it or not, that’s another question. My generation has a 
hard time understanding they are citizens of a state called Georgia. Geographically, 
we are in Asia, but here we are all alone, we are the only Europeans in the region.”

“I am 27 years old, but I have never left Georgia’s borders. I was only able to do 
this through literature and cinema. Art develops my imagination. Unfortunately, 
the visa-free regime is mostly for the elite.” He starts to get physically upset as he 
continues. “We are so much absorbed by the daily economic problems that we 
cannot even imagine another life. That is why the people around us are so evil, 
they are only interested in who sleeps with whom, who is gay and who is not…”

“I have many gay friends,” Lisa chimes in. “Even those who managed to come 
out. I do not see this as a problem.” But she does admit that she would not want 
her son to live in Georgia if he was gay.

Euphoria

Irina is 28 and is a child psychologist by profession. She worked in her field for 
almost seven years before quitting in order to search for something new. Together 
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with Anna – her friend of 12 years who was also sick of working a dead-end job at 
a state institution – she started a company called Euphoria, which is slowly con-
quering the Georgian cosmetic industry.

“We spent six months developing our product. We wanted it to be perfect,” says 
Anna, who is 26 years old. “I also have an education in business and the Georgian 
market is still developing which means there are a lot opportunities.” Anna is also 
a professional photographer and she has not abandoned her camera. She picks up 
wedding photography gigs on the side and is quite successful in that field.

The two women say they have invested a lot of their own energy into the busi-
ness, but they enjoy it. Euphoria is a brand of natural cosmetics, the first of its kind 
to appear in Georgia. Irina and Anna believe this is both their main advantage and 
biggest challenge. They have struggled with promotion and targeting customers 
but they have been successful with the help of friends and contacts, despite the 
fact many of them did not take the idea seriously at first.

“There was some concern our cosmetics could harm someone, so we first gave 
it to friends and family members so they could check the quality themselves,” Iri-
na says. The two women are now profiting from the product but scepticism was 
not just limited to those close to them. “At first no one was really interested in our 
brand. No one believed our products could sell. When we went to the shopping 
centre at first, to find a place for our cosmetic stand, 
many said we had no chance,” Irina recalls. She thinks 
the business community in Georgia does very little to 
support each other. “There is no solidarity in the busi-
ness environment,” she says. “No one will help you 
with advice or even a kind word.”

But the two young women have proved the crit-
ics wrong. Euphoria has recently opened its second 
stand in the largest shopping centre of the Georgian capital. There are six people 
now working for the company. All of them are women. Irina and Anna are ready to 
keep a gender balance, yet men are not in a hurry to start working for them, they 
admit.

According to Anna and Irina, gender prejudice remains a main problem in 
Georgia. “We live in a very sexist environment,” Anna says. “I cannot just blame 
men. Many women allow these conditions to flourish as well.”

Irina adds that women cannot be liberated from the legacy of the past. “They are 
convinced that life is over if you do not get married at 25. We are under pressure 
because of these stereotypes. There are a lot of panicked and frightened women. 
Social pressure is to blame.” Irina is the mother of a nine-year-old daughter. She 
says she does not want her daughter to become a victim of this pressure.

According to Anna 
and Irina, gender 
prejudice remains 
a main problem 
in Georgia.



48 Opinion & Analysis A generation in transition, Marta Ardashelia

The right to orientation

“There is no place here for homophobia, transphobia, racism,” reads the words 
scrawled on the wall at the Kiwi vegan café. I am here waiting for a young writer 
named Zura Abashidze. In Tbilisi, Kiwi has become a symbol opposing everything 
old in Georgia. This is a place where people who, despite their place of residence, 
see themselves as citizens of a free world. Kiwi is also the place where Georgian 
nationalists broke in and attacked visitors and staff several years ago. This was the 
way the local “Ultras” decided to fight for the preservation of Georgian traditions.

Zura is one of the few openly gay public figures in Georgia. In a country that has 
high rates of homophobia, his coming out is tantamount to heroism. It took place 
two years ago. Zura wrote an open letter to the public (although his close family 
and friends had long known about his orientation). Zura aims to change the world 

around him and he does not hide from this goal. Until 
he was 18, Zura lived in Kutaisi, Georgia’s third largest 
city, but then he continued his studies in Tbilisi. When 
he first moved to Tbilisi, he was overwhelmed by its 
size, but he saw many opportunities.

“My parents always told me to be happy,” he says. 
“Perhaps someone will read this article I wrote and 

think I’m a terrible person, but you should know that my mother is behind me, and 
she will stab the eyes of anyone who offends me,” he says with a laugh.

Zura recalls how he discussed his sexuality with his parents. “When I first fell 
in love with a guy, I was very confused. But my parents calmed me down. They 
told me that they love me the way I am. When I decided to come out, they were 
right there by my side and they helped me get through it. We never sat together 
and cried, ‘oh God, why did this happen to us.’”

Zura and his family faced a wave of aggression after his coming out. Many blamed 
his parents for a poor upbringing. He admits that it was not until recently – since 
receiving the prestigious Saba award for literature – that the public has started 
to come around. “If you accomplish something in music or literature, it does not 
matter, nobody cares about your sexuality. In my work, I show that if a guy likes 
another guy, it’s the same love as all other loves. I often use this technique when I 
do not specify the gender of the hero in a narrative. The Georgian language, which 
doesn’t have grammatically expressed categories of gender, allows such an oppor-
tunity. In the end, it turns out that this is a story about two guys.”

However, there is still resistance to this kind of thinking. On May 17th 2013 
there was unrest in the centre of Tbilisi. The clergy and so-called protectors of 
Georgian traditions went out to the streets to defend the honour of the nation. 

Zura and his family 
faced a wave of 

aggression after 
his coming out.
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This resulted in large-scale riots and pogroms. Zura was a high school student at 
that time. When the May events are mentioned, he winces. Zura says it is painful 
for him to remember what happened back then.

“The violence is terrible. Especially in the middle of the city, when one beats 
the other for no reason. It was hard for me, they beat me. But the homophobes 
are the victims themselves. If in the country one person is ready to kill another 
only for the fact that this person is somehow different, this is a great danger,” Zura 
concludes.

Translated by Yulia Oreshina

Marta Ardashelia is a Georgian journalist with TV Imedi.



The growing religiosity 
of Kyrgyz youth

K E N E S H B E K  S A I N A Z A R O V

The once Soviet-controlled atheist societies like that in 
Kyrgyzstan, which for 70 years were subject to forced 
secularisation, have been rediscovering Islam after the 
collapse of the Soviet Union. This is especially true for 

young people, who are increasingly more religious.

The early morning call to prayer woke Kairat up. He got up with haste, as he 
was anxious not to be late. He wanted to make it to morning prayer in a commu-
nity mosque located 700 meters from his home. As he put on his coat and heads 
out of the house on a chilly, late-November morning, he could not resist the feel-
ing of guilt that he almost overslept. He returned from Bishkek quite late the night 
before and was very tired.

In Bishkek, Kairat and others were discussing sublime ideas of how Kyrgyzstan’s 
youth view the country changing by 2030. Their visions could easily be applied to 
Kairat’s home village of Kolduk in the Issyk-Kul region. “We are living in chang-
ing times,” he thought. Back in the Soviet times his village had not had a single 
mosque and today there are four in the tiny community. He and others believe that 
the growing religiosity in Kyrgyzstan is an issue that needs to be addressed. As he 
rushed to the mosque, he saw Shakh running towards the main entrance, so he sped 
up as well. They greeted each other at the front door. “You used to come earlier, 
what happened?” Shakh asked. “I got home quite late from Bishkek last night. I was 
too tired and over slept,” Kairat explained as the young men entered the mosque.
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Work pressure

After the prayer, Kairat returned home to bring his cows to the heard man, 
Azamat. He sat down to have his breakfast but soon had to leave for work, there 
was no time to waste. Even though he graduated from university only one and a 
half years ago, Kairat has a serious and a highly demanding job. He is in charge of 
youth affairs at the local government and he enjoys his work. What he likes most 
is mobilising young people to find solutions to social issues and promoting entre-
preneurial skills. To make it more interesting, Kairat connects the elderly leaders 
from other regions of Kyrgyzstan and Bishkek with the young people in his village.

There was one thing he did not like about his job though: when he is asked to 
collect money from the local government employees to cover the costs of recep-
tions for visits from the high council to their local government. He had tried to 
persuade the head of aiyl okmotu – the local government – that such “fundraising” 
was misguided and improper.

“Baike,” Kairat said using the title with which Kyrgyz men politely address older 
men, “what you are requesting is not right. People who work here have low salaries. 
They cannot afford to give their money away to cover the costs of visitors from the 
national government. It is illegal and it is against our religious values. Our religion 
considers such things haram (forbidden) and unfair.” As a person combining reli-
gious practice and values with secular state arrangements, Kairat found it hard to 
accept what was being asked of him.

The head of the aiyl okmotu, Akjol, did not agree with Kairat’s arguments. He 
responded harshly: “Kairat, I understand you, but there is no other way for me to 
cover the cost of such visits. We are Kyrgyz. We should greet people who visit us, 
treat them with high respect and serve the best food we can. If I don’t collect the 
money, I will not get any support from the government.” Akjol used the opportunity 
to remind Kairat that the council has already accommodated his religious convic-
tions. “You refused to request 15 per cent interest from the recently approved sub-
sidies for those people affected by the earthquake. You told me charging interest is 
haram and that Shariya does not allow such things … You ought to help me to raise 
funds to cover the costs in the aiyl okmotu. I don’t have other sources of funding.”

Sudden changes

Leaving Akjol’s office, Kairat thought about one of his friends, Shumkar. Shum-
kar used to be a top student of economics, with an ambitious plan for life. It was 
Shumkar who opened a successful small photo studio in the village in his third 
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year of university, but suddenly, something changed. Shumkar started reading a lot 
of books related to Islam. He joined a group of young men who went out to oth-
er communities spreading the word of Allah. They called this davaat. Shumkar 
stopped participating in social gatherings with Kairat and other friends. He be-
came deeply involved in religion and one day decided to sell his business. “A pho-
to studio is not a business a religious person can run. It involves things that our 
religion is against,” he explained to Kairat.

At first, Kairat did not understand why Shumkar could not be religious and at 
the same time run a business that was flourishing. But he realised that perhaps, his 
friend’s dilemmas were similar to his own. Perhaps, secular values and the values 
of democracy had become alien to them. The abuses and corruption of the secu-
lar society push away those people who seek better and just social arrangements 
through religion. This is why young people in Central Asia, are discouraged from 
defending and believing in democracy.

When Kairat got to his office, he was surprised to see Zarina, his friend Malika’s 
mom. There was no reason for her to pop in unless something serious had hap-
pened. Suddenly, Zarina burst into tears. “Kairat, my son! Please help me. I don’t 
understand what is happening with Malika. She has changed. I could accept that 
eight months ago she started praying five times a day. I could accept that she was 
making friends with more religious girls her age. What I can’t accept is the fact 
that she decided to cover herself up,” Zarina complained. Her daughter completely 
changed her wardrobe and began to cover her head, wearing long sleeves and long 
dresses. She was wearing what she called a niqab.

Zarina did not understand what made her daughter, who was studying at a 
known secular institution, turn towards religion. “Is the world around us chang-
ing so fast?” Zarina asked.

Kairat did not realise how deeply he was engaged with the thoughts of Zarina. 
“Zarina apa, there is nothing to worry about. Malika is one of the smartest young 
ladies I have ever known. I am sure she knows what she is doing,” he advised calmly. 
“You should talk to her. Perhaps, there are some reasons why Malika decided to 
cover herself.” He offered to talk to Malika, but was surprised to learn that a girl, 
who used to be against religious holidays and practices, all of a sudden began to 
pray five times a day, and now this.

Natural process?

Such stories are typical in today’s Central Asia. The once Soviet-controlled 
atheist societies, which for 70 years were subject to forced secularisation, have 
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been rediscovering religion after the collapse of Soviet Union. This is especially 
true for young people, who are increasingly more religious. The Kyrgyz society has 
reacted cautiously to this development. Some people think that more religiosity 
means radicalisation, which may turn into violent extremism in the years to come. 
For them it will make the situation in Kyrgyzstan more similar to what they see in 
Afghanistan – radical and backward.

Others see this as a natural process. Even 70 years of oppression by the Soviet 
Union was not enough to stop people from seeking religion and adhering to reli-
gious values. Following the collapse of the USSR, the 
search for Allah in Central Asia intensified as the newly 
independent states lifted the ban on religion. People 
can now pray freely and can associate with different 
religious groups.

After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, there was 
an ideological vacuum, as not all Central Asian states 
managed to come up with a new state ideology that 
would replace communism. Democratic values were superficially adopted and not 
clearly understood by much of the population who grew up under communism. The 
vacuum thus was quickly filled by religion. Moreover, freedom of religion created 
conditions for young people to receive religious – theological – education outside 
of the region. The new caste of religious leaders came back to their countries and 
started working with the general population spreading the word of Islam, calling 
for Friday prayers and encouraging greater religiosity. Central Asian societies, in-
cluding Kyrgyzstan, responded with enthusiasm, which has been further exacer-
bated by the difficult economic and social conditions in the countries. More and 
more people, especially the youth, began to attend prayers in their local mosques.

With the new generation of religious leaders coming back from instruction 
abroad and with the development of the internet, religious content has become 
easily accessible. Technology has enabled the population to increase their interest 
in religion and become more theologically informed and pious. Together with an 
increased interest in religion, funding opportunities started pouring in from all 
fronts to build more mosques and prayer rooms. There is no village or commu-
nity now in Kyrgyzstan that would have only one mosque. The village I grew up 
in currently hosts more than eight religious institutions for a population of 5,000 
people. In the same community, there is only one school.

Under social and economic hardships, especially when living conditions worsen, 
people turn to religion. Praying heals. Praying motivates. Praying and connecting 
with God comforts people, especially those who are marginalised and vulnerable. 
The gap between the poor and the rich in Kyrgyzstan is continuously widening 

Technology 
has enabled the 
population to 
increase their 
interest in religion.
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and religious communities are among the few forces in society who care for the 
poor. They help the disadvantaged through charitable initiatives and encourage 
communities to join the cause. It therefore creates a growing divide between those 
who care about material needs and those who seek God, which only strengthens 
social differences.

Under the current circumstances this trend is likely to continue in all Central 
Asian states. Unless the state comes back into play again to facilitate religious af-
fairs with a more moderate approach rather than the harsh control under commu-
nism, the society will continue to become more religious. Given the poor economic 
situation in Kyrgyzstan – and the other countries of the region – such a return 
of state control is doubtful. Therefore the growing religiosity of the youth – and 
the wider population – is likely to become the new reality with which the Central 
Asian governments will have to grapple for years to come.

Keneshbek Sainazarov is the Kyrgyzstan country director at the 

international NGO called Search for Common Ground.



Playing for high 
electoral stakes 

in Kyrgyzstan
J O A N N A  L I L L I S

Kyrgyzstan likes to portray itself as Central Asia’s 
only democracy – but dog-whistle politics and dirty 

tricks deployed in the October 2017 presidential 
election muddied its democratic credentials.

“It’s like a game of poker,” said Medet Tursaliyev, a young man emerging from a 
polling station in Bishkek, the leafy laidback capital of Kyrgyzstan. “They’re play-
ing all in – for high stakes.”

As Kyrgyzstan went to the polls on October 15th last year, Tursaliyev had hit 
the nail on the head: it was a high-stakes political battle of a type never witnessed 
before in Central Asia. His country made history by staging the first ever truly 
competitive presidential election in a region ruled by strongmen who usually cling 
to power for decades.

On December 1st, Almazbek Atambayev stepped down as president after serv-
ing one six-year term, as the constitution dictates – another first in a part of the 
world where autocrats usually rewrite the rulebooks to entrench themselves in of-
fice for life. Taking over the reins of power was Sooronbay Jeyenbekov, a stubborn 
and taciturn apparatchik lacking political flair, who scored a surprise first-round 
victory in a hard-fought election that was expected to go to a second round. “These 
days it’s a question of who will win, not by how much,” said Igor Shestakov, co-
chairman of Bishkek’s Pikir (Opinion) club of political scientists, before the vote. 
“This makes this election historic for Central Asia.”
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A vote for stability

Jeyenbekov cleared the 50 per cent threshold to avoid a run-off, winning 55 per 
cent of the vote – a comfortable victory, albeit more modest than the 98 per cent 
wins scored by his Kazakh and Turkmen neighbours in their most recent re-elec-
tions. Jeyenbekov left his chief rival, media-savvy millionaire businessman Omur-
bek Babanov, in the dust. The challenger came second with 33 per cent of the vote, 
despite running a slicker campaign and outspending his opponent. But where Ba-
banov had deeper pockets, Jeyenbekov had a more powerful tool to propel him 
to victory: the might of the state machine pushing him first across the finish line. 
Jeyenbekov is the personally-anointed successor of Atambayev – and the outgo-
ing president was determined to ensure his man won.

“This is a very, very, very competitive election,” said Edil Baisalov, a Babanov 
supporter and civil society activist, a few days before polling day. “[Babanov] is 
the candidate of change – it’s a two-way race – and the slogan of Jeyenbekov, he 
couldn’t be clearer: continuation.” Kyrgyzstan’s three million voters plumped for 
continuity, voting for a man presented as the status-quo choice, who described his 
job as to “preserve what has been achieved, to strengthen what has been started”. 
This was a vote for stability – a powerful impulse in a country that has toppled 
two presidents in revolutions in the last 12 years: Askar Akayev in 2005 and Kur-
manbek Bakiyev in 2010.

The two main candidates in this election (which featured nine others) are for-
mer prime ministers, but their political style could not be more different: Baba-

nov, a 47-year-old oligarch who made his fortune as a 
post-Soviet oil trader, oozed dynamism while Jeyenbe-
kov, a 58-year-old former collective farmer who start-
ed his political career in the Soviet Communist Party, 
came across as an old-style apparatchik. Yet that did 
him no harm, because, as Medet Tiulegenov, chair of 
the Department of International and Comparative 

Politics at Bishkek’s American University of Central Asia, put it: “We’re not com-
paring one personality versus another personality. We’re comparing one person-
ality versus the system. The voters who are thinking of voting for Jeyenbekov are 
not really voting for Jeyenbekov, they’re voting for something like a stable system.”

Bearing out this theory, Jeyenbekov supporters in Bishkek spoke of him as a 
safe pair of hands. “I’m voting for stability,” said Irina Asanbekova, who was wav-
ing a Jeyenbekov flag at a concert to promote him on the last day of campaigning. 
“He’s a good, honest, hardworking man,” said Jannur Kubashev, another middle-
aged flag-waver. “He’ll keep taking us forward on the same path.” With Jeyenbek-

Jeyenbekov is 
the personally-

anointed successor 
of Atambayev.

https://www.auca.kg/
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ov backers spurred on by a desire to maintain the status quo, Babanov voters were 
fired up by the exact opposite: change. “I voted for Babanov because I think he’s 
promising,” said Tilek, a young man boasting an armful of trendy tattoos. “Young 
people mostly support Babanov because they think he has a different outlook… I 
think he’ll give the economy a boost.” “I’m for Babanov,” said Guljamal, a 27-year 
old office clerk strolling down a green Bishkek boulevard a few days before the elec-
tion. “I think he’s a very progressive politician.” (Both Babanov supporters declined 
to provide their surnames.) Yet she did not believe her candidate would win, be-
cause the state machine was lined up against him. “Unfortunately we have the ad-
ministrative resource, so I do not think he has a chance. It might be possible, but 
it’s unlikely. Jeyenbekov will probably win.”

The “administrative resource” is shorthand for harnessing the trappings of power 
to swing elections, a practice common in former Soviet states – and there is little 
doubt the “administrative resource” swung this one for Jeyenbekov. International 
observers from the Organisation for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Office 
for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) noted “credible 
reports of misuse of public resources and pressure on voters” as officials strong-
armed public-sector workers into supporting Atambayev’s chosen successor. 
“Teacher, doctor, police officer, soldier – all those who receive money from the 
public purse – are definitely supposed to vote for the pro-government candidate, 
and persuade their families to do so,” said Roza Otunbayeva, who was Atambayev’s 
predecessor as president, a caretaker leader installed for one year after the 2010 
revolution. In one blatant case, Duyshenbek Zilaliyev, a deputy prime minister, was 
filmed on a mobile phone urging civil servants to vote for Jeyenbekov.

Dirty tricks

Election day was “a celebration for me”, declared the outgoing Atambayev after 
casting his ballot, “because I have given so much – both nerves and health – for the 
sake of fair elections”. Atambayev styles himself as a dyed-in-the-wool democrat 
running the only Central Asian state that can call itself a democracy – yet critics 
complained of an atmosphere of intimidation hanging over this election unseen 
in Kyrgyzstan since the overthrow of the dictatorial Bakiyev in 2010.

“The election campaign was peaceful, but took place at the same time as sev-
eral criminal cases against opposition politicians,” noted Ambassador Alexandre 
Keltchewsky of the OSCE/ODIHR observation mission. In August opposition 
leader Omurbek Tekebayev was jailed for eight years on corruption charges, which 
many linked to a desire to muzzle him before the vote, and during the campaign 



58 Opinion & Analysis Playing for high electoral stakes in Kyrgyzstan, Joanna Lillis

MP Kanatbek Isayev and three other Babanov supporters were detained on spu-
rious charges of plotting a violent seizure of power. During a TV debate, Jeyen-
bekov promised to jail Babanov on corruption charges, and on the election day 
Atambayev made further veiled threats about throwing more people behind bars. 
“There is no fair election today,” lamented Babanov as voting day progressed. He 
conceded defeat gracefully the following day, dispelling fears that a disputed result 
could spark political turmoil and public unrest.

Egregious problems singled out by international observers included vote buying 
and bias in the media. Kyrgyzstan has a biometric voting system that has helped 
eliminate the type of electoral fraud rampant elsewhere in Central Asia: as Gulnara 
Shabdanaliyeva, an observer from a Kyrgyz civil society group, put it on election 
day: “This system works really well. It prevents ballot stuffing, carousel voting 
(when voters are bused between polling stations to vote multiple times) and fam-
ily voting.” Yet observers said vote counting had been assessed negatively in more 
than one third of polling stations, and tabulation in nearly half, suggesting there is 
still room for electoral fraud. “Kyrgyzstan has demonstrated a generally positive 
example for holding competitive elections and a peaceful transfer of power, but 
some concerns remain,” Azay Guliyev of the OSCE/ODIHR mission said.

As the going got tough in what was, in Shestakov’s description, “an aggressive, 
tense campaign with a lot of black PR”, the tricks got dirtier. Jeyenbekov’s support-
ers “unleashed the nationalist factor,” said Mars Sariyev, an independent political 

Sooronbay Jeyenbekov, Kyrgyzstan’s new president, 
meets with the EU’s Federica Mogherini in December 2017.

Photo courtesy of the European Commission
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analyst. “They’re saying that Babanov is not pure-blooded. All this is being done 
to take his electorate away on a nationalist wave, so this plays in favour of Jeyen-
bekov. It’s a very intense battle.”

Babanov fell victim to a smear campaign which portrayed him as unfit to lead 
Kyrgyzstan – he is half-Kyrgyz (his mother was an ethnic Turk deported to Central 
Asia from the Soviet-ruled Caucasus under Stalin in the 1940s). Dog-whistle pol-
itics did the trick for some voters. “I’m going to vote for Jeyenbekov, because he’s 
Kyrgyz,” said history student Azamat Kalenov. “Babanov’s not even Kyrgyz, he’s 
got mixed blood. I think the president of this country should be Kyrgyz himself.”

Babanov was even portrayed as a dangerous rabblerouser, after video of one 
of his rallies was selectively edited to appear as if he was fanning ethnic tensions 
among the Uzbek minority in southern Kyrgyzstan – an inflammatory tactic, given 
that Kyrgyz-Uzbek clashes there in 2010 caused hundreds of deaths.

Turbulent times ahead

Babanov was also depicted as a lackey of neighbouring Kazakhstan, after a 
meeting he held with Nursultan Nazarbayev, Kazakhstan’s president, during the 
campaign; it was interpreted by an irate Bishkek as Astana’s endorsement of the 
opposition candidate. One popular meme showed Babanov – who once held a Ka-
zakh passport and whose wife is Kazakh – as a dog on a Kazakh leash. The furious 
diplomatic row that blew up between Bishkek and Astana after Atambayev derided 
Nazarbayev (the former Soviet Union’s longest serving leader, in power since 1989) 
as a corrupt president clinging onto power played out on the Kazakh-Kyrgyz bor-
der, where Kazakh-imposed controls caused long delays and severe disruptions to 
Kyrgyzstan’s trade with Kazakhstan and the outside world.

Kazakhstan thus became the surprise international player in an election other-
wise notable for the hands-off approach of regional heavyweights Russia and China, 
which both had a close eye on the election but refrained from interventions. Rus-
sia stands accused of electoral meddling in western countries such as the United 
States, but in Kyrgyzstan Moscow was just “an observer – it will wait and see how 
things play out”, said Shestakov. Russia had no need to meddle, because all candi-
dates were pro-Russian: Kyrgyzstan depends on the Kremlin for everything from 
security to the hundreds of millions of dollars sent home in remittances every year 
by migrant labourers that prop up Kyrgyzstan’s sluggish economy, so anything else 
would be electoral suicide.

Atambayev was determined to install his handpicked successor in order to 
ensure his own security after stepping down, analysts say, and Jeyenbekov was 
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chosen for his loyalty and seeming lack of ambition. This has sparked speculation 
that Atambayev – for all his talk about voluntarily giving up office – intends to 
remain the power behind the throne. “I like to call it a regency,” said Baisalov, the 
Babanov-supporting civil society activist, scathingly.

Kyrgyzstan has a parliamentary system, uniquely in a region where an omnipo-
tent president is the norm – yet Atambayev has usurped plenty of power in his six-
year rule, says Otunbayeva, the ex-president who was once the outgoing leader’s 
political ally but is now a fervent critic. “Atambayev doesn’t have that much power 
in the constitution, but he’s seized it, and there is no resistance to him, because 
the institutions are weak.”

She predicts turbulent times ahead amid “tussles over the continuation of the 
parliamentary direction or a reversal” – and Bishkek will have to work with Baba-
nov’s Respublika-Ata Jurt party, parliament’s second largest after the ruling Social 
Democratic Party of Kyrgyzstan, that of Atambayev and Jeyenbekov. Pundits also 
say that the politician to watch is Sapar Isakov, the recently-appointed prime min-
ister, seen by many as Atambayev’s real political successor.

“We are proud to have such competitive elections for the first time in Central 
Asia and perhaps in the whole former Soviet Union,” says Otunbayeva – but she 
adds a caveat: “Of course these are not free elections, these are not fair elections.”

Yet there are still some grounds for optimism in the only Central Asian state 
where voters are offered a genuine political choice. “I’ve been to other countries 
in the region and people think that their vote is not meaningful and that they can’t 
really change something,” said Tursaliyev, the young man who compared this elec-
tion to a high-stakes poker game. He ticked the “against all” box on the ballot pa-
per, in protest at the dirty tricks and mudslinging that marred the campaign (a 
choice shared by 0.7 per cent of voters) – yet this young man still believes his vote 
counts. “My country, Kyrgyzstan, is the most democratic in this region, and peo-
ple really think – not hope but really think – that they can bring change, that their 
vote matters.”

Joanna Lillis is a journalist based in Kazakhstan reporting on Central Asian affairs.



Long live Kim Jong-un: 
how Russia helps the 

dictator thrive
A R T E M  F I L AT O V

Russian President Vladimir Putin has said there is an 
estimated 40,000 North Koreans working in Russia 

today, with some assessments indicating that this 
number will continue to grow. Human rights activists 

describe these workers as modern slaves, whose 
working conditions are harsh under the pressure to 

complete preparations for the 2018 FIFA World Cup.

Kim Jong-un’s North Korea is now at the centre of international news with its 
nuclear tests and reported preparations for more missile launches. Last autumn 
Kim Jong-un promised to complete his nuclear programme, despite new sanc-
tions imposed by the West. Russia’s Vladimir Putin has rejected US calls for new 
sanctions on Pyongyang, claiming that it would be a counter-productive “road to 
nowhere” and may trigger a “global catastrophe”. This statement could be inter-
preted as an act of solidarity with the North Korean regime, since Putin’s friends 
and senior officials are also under western sanctions.

However, upon closer examination this is not the only explanation. One of the 
major proposals of the sanctions package against North Korea is to cut off sources 
of foreign currency, limiting its ability to continue developing its nuclear and bal-
listic missile programmes. This would signify a major shift for Moscow, as it would 
have to stop employing cheap North Korean labour.
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Limited rights

Together with China, Mongolia and the Middle East, Russia is one of the major 
labour markets for North Korean citizens. Reports from human rights groups and 
other investigators have revealed the conditions of North Koreans in Russia to be 
dreadful, often equating the treatment of workers to that of “slaves” or “hostages”. 

North Korean workers are active across many sectors 
in the Russian federation, from logging and construc-
tion to hospitality and food services. There is evidence 
that in some remote regions of Russia they live in 
Gulag-like labour camps. In big cities (like Moscow, 
Vladivostok, Yekaterinburg and St Petersburg), North 
Korean workers have better conditions, but are still 
under constant control of their supervisors and live 
with very limited rights.

North Korean workers with low-paid manual jobs provide constant cash flow 
for the regime of Kim Jong-un. The workers send a significant part of their income 
to the North Korean government. In the end, a worker is able to retain only about 
10 – 20 per cent of his wage, due to informal but widespread deals between the 
companies they work for and the regime. This system of exporting and exploiting 
North Korean labour includes up to 200,000 individuals worldwide and generates 
approximately 2 – 3 billion US dollars of annual income for the regime. Many ex-
perts believe these finances directly fund the military budget, especially the missile 
and nuclear programmes.

Taking into account the secretiveness of the regime, such claims are very dif-
ficult to prove. According to the US State Department, there are around 30,000 
North Korean workers in Russia. Putin himself once revealed a more impressive 
figure: stating that 40,000 North Korean citizens were living and working in Rus-
sia last October. This is a fourfold increase when compared to 2006, when this 
population was estimated at 10,000.

Football prep

A recent investigation revealed that at least 110 North Korean workers took part 
in the construction of the stadium in St Petersburg to be used for the 2018 FIFA 
World Cup. The investigation, which was conducted by the Norwegian football 
magazine Josimar, and in which this author also participated, found that the work-
ers were under 24/7 surveillance and had no days off. The workers received very 

North Korean 
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small food portions and their basic needs were not met. One of them died at the 
construction site either from a heart attack or after falling from a high elevation.

Two brigades of North Koreans arrived for the construction of the football 
stadium in autumn 2016. It was the final stage of construction and a difficult time 
for the local authorities because of a scandal, which resulted in the hiring of a new 
general contractor and which delayed the project. The stadium was to be finished 
by the end of the year to host the first public events during the winter of 2017 – 
before the Confederations Cup. But four months before the announced opening 
there were still multiple leakages and other problems with the quality of construc-
tion. The project is estimated to cost the local budget a total of more than one bil-
lion dollars. According to construction managers, there was no financing in the 
autumn of 2016 as a result of the mess after the change of the general contractor.

In September 2016, the city administration invited the bosses of local construc-
tion companies to the arena. Igor Albin, the vice governor, asked the top managers 
for assistance in finishing the project, either with money or with workers. There 
was little option to refuse. Shortly after, the North Korean workers came to the 
stadium. They lived in dormitories in remote areas of the city and were bussed to 
and from the construction site. Sometimes they slept in trailers near the work site. 
The North Korean workers in St Petersburg did not speak Russian or English and 
they had no opportunity to walk around the city or entertain themselves. They 
were kept isolated without any interaction with local residents.

One of the workers told a Guardian journalist investigating the issue that their 
aim was to improve North Korea’s defence. The manager of the construction com-
pany told me that they work for 600 roubles (10 dollars) a day and no more than 
300 dollars a month. One of the sources admitted that the workers have to send 
two-thirds of their salary to their home government. 
If the brigade of workers builds a shop for six million 
roubles, they send four million to the government. 
From the remaining two million, the company pro-
vides them with food and meagre wages, while the 
rest is profit. The money that is returned to Pyongyang is done so through affili-
ated organisations, such as limited liability companies registered in St Petersburg. 
Many of them have Korean names and Korean owners. According to the Russian 
Federal Migration Service there are 3,500 North Korean citizens in St Petersburg. 
Groups of North Korean workers were also spotted at other World Cup construc-
tion sites, including Moscow and Yekaterinburg. There is no exact record of how 
many North Korean slave workers are involved in the World Cup preparations, but 
in Qatar, which will host the World Cup in 2022, it is estimated that 2,800 work-
ers from North Korea are involved in the preparations.

There are 3,500 
North Korean citizens 
in St Petersburg.
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A new era

The use of North Korean labour dates back to Soviet times and is reminiscent 
of the notorious Gulag system. The first North Korean labour camp was opened in 
1967 as a result of a secret agreement between Leonid Brezhnev and Kim Il-sung. 
It was a time when Moscow fully supported the regime in Pyongyang. Even after 
the death of Stalin and the liquidation of the vast labour camp system, the Soviet 

state remained interested in cheap manual labour. The 
North Korean regime was able to supply that resource 
and, 50 years on, it still does.

In 1967, the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
established labour camps in the Chita and Amur regions 
of Siberia. Approximately 15,000 to 20,000 lumberjacks 
from Korea were involved in the operations each year, 
supplying timber for both countries. The logging camps 

were in remote areas, far from the cities. Shortly after the Soviet Union collapsed, 
there was a time of cooler relations between Moscow and Pyongyang, decreasing 
economic co-operation. The new era of mutual interest can be traced back to 2014, 
when Kim Jong-un sent a senior member of his administration to meet with Pu-
tin at the Sochi Olympics. According to Reuters, Putin stated, “a further deepen-
ing of political ties and trade and economic co-operation is definitely in the inter-
ests of the peoples of both countries and ensuring regional stability and security”.

In 2015 the Russian Ministry for Development of the Russian Far East announced 
that Russian businesses could make trade payments in roubles through North Ko-
rea’s Foreign Trade Bank. This deal has benefitted both large and small companies 
across the country. In the Russian city of Vladivostok (close to the borders with 
North Korea and China) the port administration employs North Koreans to paint 
ships. North Korean workers have been seen renovating buildings and even work-
ing in flats of local citizens. Local websites in Vladivostok promote the services 
of North Koreans to flat owners. According to the advertisements, none of them 
speak proper Russian, but they will not rest during the workday and do not take 
smoking breaks. The group of workers start their duties early in the morning and 
work until 11pm –when the law requires silence in residential areas.

What about human rights?

At the beginning of 2017 Russia and North Korea signed a treaty allowing au-
thorities to directly extradite North Korean criminals and defectors to Pyongyang. 

Since 2015 Russian 
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Putin sent the agreement to the Russian parliament for ratification. This legislation 
can be regarded as a guarantee for Pyongyang before delivering more workers from 
North Korea to Russia.

Only a few activists and lawyers have tried to help the North Koreans overcome 
this brutal reality due to language barriers and the new “foreign agents” legislation. 
According to the Civic Assistance Committee, a Moscow-based NGO, dozens – 
possibly even hundreds – of North Koreans are now living illegally in villages of 
Siberia and the Far East. Olga Tseitlina, a lawyer based in St Petersburg, showed 
documents revealing the story of Kim, one of the workers who was taken into the 
timber industry in Russia. It illustrates how Russian officials co-operate with Pyong-
yang in order to find and punish defectors. Kim worked for food and payment of 
five dollars per month. He fled the camp without documents, escaping to the Eu-
ropean part of Russia and met a woman there. He was arrested in 2016 when he 
went to the Russian authorities to apply for a residency permit, but was lucky; a 
lawyer and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees helped him avoid deportation.

Sadly, the Russian World Cup Organisation Committee does not see any prob-
lems with the use of North Korean labourers. Gianni Infantino, the president of 
FIFA, admitted that there is “strong evidence for the presence of North Korean 
workers at the construction site in St Petersburg” and the city administration ac-
knowledged the use of North Korean workers at the arena construction site, but 
only after an international investigation. According to Igor Albin, the vice governor 
of St Petersburg, they worked with qualified personnel from various countries, 
yet he never mentioned the death at the construction site. The government of St 
Petersburg welcomed an official delegation from North Korea in April 2017. Both 
sides stressed successful co-operation and decided to increase interdependence, 
particularly in the construction sector. Human rights issues were not on the agenda.

Bright colours of the regime

With its active nuclear programme and record of human rights abuses, the in-
ternational community considers North Korea an unsavoury regime. Yet Russian 
state-controlled television portrays Pyongyang in a different light. According to a 
series of reports by Russian Channel One, North Korea is a country where citizens 
benefit from socialism. The people are happy, equal and united. Russian media does 
not show the grim realities often seen in western media. In one report, Pyongyang 
was promoted as a competitor to Paris and Rome regarding fashion and style. Add-
ing bright colours to the regime was not an isolated initiative of Channel One, but 
part of a united media initiative. A large group of Russian journalists and popular 
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bloggers visited North Korea last spring. They ignored any form of state control 
in their reports and focused on the benefits of life under the rule of Kim Jong-un.

At the same time the Russian ministry of culture distanced itself from the doc-
umentary Under the Sun by the Russian director Vitaly Mansky. The film was pro-
duced in co-operation with the North Korean authorities and was meant to show a 
happy North Korean family. But instead, Mansky managed to show the real coun-
try – children at school in freezing conditions, dark streets and government offi-
cials urging people to smile to the camera. After several protests from Pyongyang, 
the Russian ministry of culture, which was a production partner, tried to prevent 
Russian cinemas from screening the film. Under the Sun was never shown on Rus-
sian television, nor was it promoted to a wide audience. Mikhail Shvydkoy, a film 
critic and former minister of culture, accused the director of endangering the lives 
of North Korean citizens who participated in the production.

Top-ranked Russian officials do not show explicit support for the North Korean 
regime, but Russian communists and left-wingers often speak positively about the 
country. One of the best-known public commentators on North Korea is Russia 
writer and columnist Alexander Prokhanov, who describes North Korea as a mys-
terious country where the citizens voluntarily serve their strong leader. Prokhanov 
romantically portrays the state as a model for the still disoriented, post-Soviet 
Russian society.

The use of North Korean workers is not a controversial issue for most Rus-
sians. This issue remains in the background, especially considering the presence 
of workers from Central Asia and other former Soviet states. Moreover, Russians 
themselves face challenges in the workplace, as some bosses force workers to per-
form under slave-like conditions: from brick factories in Dagestan, where people 
work for food, to human trafficking and sexual exploitation.

Along with the current working conditions, nostalgia and perversions of the 
Soviet past, many ordinary Russians perceive North Korea as an interesting experi-
ment in a very remote land. With the growing number of North Korean workers 
present in Russia, it is possible to say that Russia shares not only a 40-kilometre 
border with North Korea, but also many interests and values.

Artem Filatov is a Russian journalist. He was one of the lead journalists in the investigation 

which first revealed the use of North Korean labour in Russia, published in Josimar magazine.



Security in Europe 
with Russia and/or 

from Russia?
M A N F R E D  H U T E R E R

The debate among German foreign policy experts on how to 
end the crisis with Russia has heated up once again. Yet, many 

observers continue to neglect the primary determinants 
of Russian foreign policy, which are rooted in domestic 

politics and are not going to change any time soon.

The Russian military exercise “Zapad 2017” held on the borders of NATO mem-
ber states showed a significant increase in Russian forces in the Baltic Sea region. 
Just like during the Cold War, this exercise had the goal of demonstrating Russia’s 
military might to the West – the country’s alleged enemy. With the illegal annexa-
tion of Crimea as well as the destabilisation of eastern Ukraine, Russia and the West 
have manoeuvred towards an increasingly militarised confrontation. Moscow’s 
questioning of the European security order marked the climax of the alienation 
and antagonisation that started much earlier. With Vladimir Putin’s 2007 speech 
at the Munich security conference, where he accused the West of systematically 
countering Russia’s interests in the region, as well as the Russian-Georgian war 
in 2008, it became clear that Russia is defining its interests in opposition to the 
West. Russia does not want to be integrated into the West but has the ambition to 
further integrate former Soviet states into its orbit.

The German debate around Russia largely focuses on what the West can do to 
end the crisis. In a recent publication titled “Central ideas on a new approach to-
wards Russia”, two policy advisers of the Peace Research Institute Frankfurt, Mat-
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thias Dembinski and Hans-Joachim Spanger, raised a discussion on how to resolve 
the ongoing crisis in relations with Russia. In reference to the policy of détente 
in the 1960s and 70s, the two authors call for a shift in the West’s approach. They 
argue that what primarily led to new divisions was the West’s value-based strategy 
(“liberal peace”), which aimed for the transformation and integration of Russia on 
the basis of (allegedly) consensual norms such as the 1990 Charter of Paris of a 
New Europe as well as the expansion of the European Union and NATO towards 
Russia’s borders.

Plural peace

Dembinski and Spanger further propose a new concept called “plural peace” 
(pluraler Friede) as an alternative to the “liberal peace” (liberaler Friede). Accord-
ing to the authors, this new concept would be based on the recognition of the “nor-
mative other” and the need for “dissociation” in areas that have led to conflict. The 

geopolitical rivalry between the EU and Russia on the 
territory of neighbouring states is seen as the main 
source of the current tensions. Accordingly, it is nec-
essary to mark spheres of influence between the West 
and Russia. Dembinski and Spanger argue this would 
imply reassuring Russia that Ukraine and other region-
al states will not join the EU or NATO.

According to the authors such a new grand bargain 
following the blueprint established by the CSCE in 

the 1970s could lead to a new philosophy of co-operation and security and help 
mitigate the conflict between Russia and the West which has been building since 
the end of the Cold War. According to Dembinski and Spanger, a policy of military 
deterrence would not bring about stability, but rather accelerate a new arms race.

The above arguments should be taken seriously as they seem to offer a possible 
way out of the escalation cycle. The authors deserve credit for developing some 
new ideas on overcoming the conflict. Furthermore, they shed light on the para-
digmatic perception and sensitivities of Russia’s foreign policy establishment which 
have to be taken into account if we are to continue any dialogue with Russia. Yet, 
the article invoked a number of critical responses in the recent issue of Osteuropa 
magazine (3 – 4/2017).

The proposal, however, leads the debate in the wrong direction. Following Dem-
binski and Spanger’s line of thought, the West has been trying to force its values 
upon Russia. From this point of view, the 1990 Charter of Paris, which is indispen-
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sable for security and peace in Europe and which, according to the authors, Mos-
cow from the very beginning perceived to be more about security than about com-
mon values, seems to be some sort of misunderstanding. If this perception was 
to be commonly accepted, it would imply the dilution of the OSCE’s aquis whose 
human dimension of security represents an integral part of the OSCE’s compre-
hensive concept of security. Yet, even more concerning is the fact that the authors 
seem to forget the interests of the region as a whole, in particular the states lo-
cated between the EU and Russia (namely Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Georgia, 
Armenia and Azerbaijan) as well as the Central and Eastern European EU and 
NATO members.

A formal guarantee by NATO and the EU that they will not accept Ukraine as 
a member state would not only undermine the freedom of choice of the Eastern 
Partnership members, but also provoke the EU’s and NATO’s eastern members. 
To create a buffer zone of Russian-controlled states on their eastern border would 
resemble a second Yalta, as desired by Putin.

Understanding the crisis

Such a shift would mean the end of German and European eastern policies 
based on the principle that co-operation with Russia must not be pursued over 
the heads of partner countries and against their interests. Any acknowledgment of 
Russia’s own sphere of influence would presuppose such an outcome, as Moscow 
would interpret it as an opportunity for free reign. The result would be a worsen-
ing of the security situation. There would be no reason to believe that by pursuing 
a “plural peace” Russia’s foreign policy would become more benign. Besides, since 
Ukraine’s membership in NATO and the EU are currently not on the agenda, Rus-
sia’s security interests are already taken into account.

A coherent strategy towards Russia requires the clarification of a number of is-
sues, including an answer to the question of the roots of the current confrontation. 
This situation is not the result of Russia’s defensive reaction to a western strategy 
of weakening and encirclement, as it is presented in Moscow and believed by some 
western experts. This however is not contradicted by the US having significantly 
taken advantage of their superiority after the end of the Cold War to pursue its 
interests and Moscow fearing a Ukrainian move towards EU and NATO after the 
events in Kyiv on February 22nd 2014.

The current crisis with Russia results from complex causes rooted in wrong 
perceptions of the other side’s intentions but above all in conflicting interpreta-
tions of the following basic principles and norms: prohibition of the use of force, 
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respect for territorial integrity, the freedom of states to choose their own security 
arrangements and compliance with fundamental civil and human rights standards. 
Accordingly, the current crisis has escalated because Moscow perceives the post-
Soviet space (with the exception of the Baltic states) as a special political zone – 
one in which it claims privileged interests and rights.

Russia pursues such a policy because the political developments in the region 
have a direct influence on Russia’s own power structures. This also explains the 

country’s paranoid fear of colour revolutions. The 
Kremlin sees a functioning, democratic, politically 
stable and prospering Ukraine oriented towards the 
EU as a direct threat to its regime. This demonstrates 
that Russia’s external actions are strongly dependent 
on dominant internal factors. The Kremlin’s concern is 
that its citizens may find the idea of the West appeal-
ing and attractive. The survival of the regime (which is 
more afraid of its own people than of NATO) and its 
opposition to the West are two sides of the same coin.

The Kremlin’s perception that interconnectedness 
with the West could threaten its domestic power is 

also the reason why Russia, despite Medvedev’s rhetoric of modernisation, never 
really accepted and acted on the German or European offer of a partnership for 
modernisation. One of the deep roots of the permanent crisis between Russia and 
the West lies in the former’s halting transformation. Moscow’s aspiration to shape 
the security order in Europe to the same degree as the West was never nurtured 
by its own political and economic attractiveness.

This is another reason for the insecurity of the Russian power elite. The Putin 
regime follows the idea that only a strong state can provide internal and external 
security. Thereby an authoritarian bureaucracy is strengthened, leading to a sit-
uation similar to one described in the 19th century by Russian historian Vassily 
Klyuchevsk, who pointed out “the state grew fat, but the people grew lean”. Such a 
development leads to severe deficits in legitimacy and an inherent instability with-
in the country. In contrast to China, Russia has not taken advantage of the bene-
fits of globalisation.

Clear warning signs

The West has not fully taken these internal dynamics into account when trying 
to understand the crisis. Despite clear signs in 2012 and 2013 (like the “Zapad” 
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exercises or the so-called “Gerasimov doctrine”) that Russia’s policies would not 
refrain from any revisionist reflexes, Moscow’s increasing willingness for escala-
tion in the geopolitical battle for influence in the region between the EU and Rus-
sia was underestimated by the West. The struggle for Ukraine’s ratification of the 
Association Agreement and the Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement 
(DCFTA) with the EU played well into Moscow’s zero-sum game narrative. The 
then EU Commission announced that participation in an EU free trade area would 
not be compatible with the Russian-led integration project – the Customs Union 
made up of Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. This conveyed the impression that the 
EU Commission and Russia were more interested in winning this struggle than 
avoiding it. The period leading up to the 2013 Eastern Partnership Summit in Vil-
nius was similar to that of two trains on the same track about to collide. Ukraine 
was essentially faced with a binary choice: the EU or Russia.

A coherent strategy, and one not based on wishful thinking but grounded in 
reality, must also raise the question on with whom we are dealing. Proponents of 
continuing the principles of Ostpolitik sometimes tend to equate Russia with the 
Soviet Union. This assumption is wrong in many regards.

Russian Versailles

Contrary to Soviet policy towards Europe in the 1970s, Russia under Putin aims 
to revise the status quo. In some ways, the 1990s were perceived as a “Russian Ver-
sailles”, not primarily in a territorial sense but rather 
with regards to Russian influence in the world. From 
Moscow’s perspective, Russia should have influence 
on global issues on par with the United States. This 
requires recognition of Russia’s strength by the US. 
An obsession with this status lies in Moscow’s efforts 
to create a de-facto-suzerainty over “the near abroad”. 
The Russian interventions in Ukraine and Syria show 
that despite his ambitions, Putin’s foreign policies do 
not follow any plan of systematic expansion but rather an opportunistic rationality 
that takes advantage of the situation as it evolves – all in order to expand Russia’s 
influence, drive back that of the West and regain status. Yet, even if Putin does not 
shy away from improvising he is certainly not a gambler. The risks of his military 
interventions are calculated. Military failures and high casualties would have a 
negative impact on the legitimacy of his authoritarian rule – the Russian-Japanese 
war in 1904/05 and the First World War which ushered in the October Revolution 
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and the ouster of the tsar as well as the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan 1979/80 
should be perceived as warnings.

In contrast to Chinese leaders Putin is more of a tactician than a strategist. In 
Ukraine, particularly, it became clear that with its actions in Crimea and eastern 

Ukraine, the Kremlin has failed in its real goal, namely, 
to preserve influence over Kyiv. We can even say that 
Russia has never been further from reaching this goal.

What can and what should the West do in the cur-
rent situation? A cold peace as the only alternative to 
an even harder confrontation is not acceptable. The 
image of a peaceful co-existence does not fit the 21st 
century which is characterised by globalisation, in-
terdependence and mutual vulnerability. At the same 

time, however, there is no room for great visions and grand bargains. The irony 
of fate lies in the fact that the US president, Donald Trump, who was expected to 
consequently look for far reaching compromises in US-Russian relations will not 
achieve any breakthroughs in this regard in the near future. Trump’s foreign policy 
towards Russia is restrained by American internal politics. In other words, Mos-
cow’s involvement in the 2016 US presidential election was counterproductive. 
Moreover, it is now clear that the relationship between the US and Russia is char-
acterised rather by divergences on basic questions (e.g. Iran, China, Saudi Arabia, 
energy, nuclear arms control, or sanctions) than by convergences.

Two-fold strategy

Therefore, the engagement of NATO – and particularly the EU – is needed now 
more than ever. For the EU, this offers an opportunity to take on a more promi-
nent role, particularly at a point when Moscow will accept the fact that its anti-
western orientation is a one-way street and the collaboration with China has not 
brought the results the Russian leadership was hoping for. In difficult times, a two-
fold strategy could be successful. Today, the strategy of “As much containment and 
deterrence as necessary, but at the same time as much co-operation and dialogue 
as possible” would seem to be an adequate solution. NATO and the EU need se-
curity with and from Russia. The goal should be to get Russia’s commitment to a 
European security order based on the existing rules.

An easing of tensions with Russia certainly will not happen quickly. Yet the 
successes of the German Ostpolitik show that dialogue is possible, even during 
difficult times. In short, we need small steps – in this regard a reference to Ostpo-
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litik is fitting. In terms of hard deterrence, the measures that were decided during 
the 2016 NATO Summit in Warsaw, such as the rotating deployment of troops by 
NATO members in Poland and the Baltic states, do point in the right direction. 
In terms of soft policies, actions to minimise Russia’s disinformation and hybrid 
warfare have to be further developed.

However, security from each other is not enough. In addition to that, the will-
ingness for dialogue and concrete offers for co-operative security should aim to 
reduce the uncontrolled dynamics of escalation and armament as well as avoiding 
wrong interpretations by Russia of the West’s intentions. Therefore, it is important 
to continue dialogue through the NATO-Russia Council and to make use of other 
mechanisms for crisis communication (e.g. contacts between SACEUR and the 
Russian General Staff) and conflict mitigation. We also need more dialogue about 
conventional and nuclear disarmament. Since Russia’s suspension of the Conventional 
Armed Forces Treaty in 2007, with the exception of the Open Sky Treaty, no other 
legally-binding hard arms control measures are being implemented. This causes 
severe risks. In 2016 the then German foreign minister, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, 
initiated a relaunch in the field of conventional arms control with the intention to 
strengthen restraint, predictability, transparency and mutual confidence building 
and to include new military capabilities and weapon systems into agreements. It 
is uncertain whether this approach will succeed. Yet, to not even try would play 
into the hands of Moscow’s hardliners.

The risks coming from the increase of Russian non-strategic nuclear arsenals, 
including the suspected breach of the Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces Treaty 
and the dangerous tendencies of the Russian nuclear 
strategy which significantly lower the threshold for the 
use of nuclear weapons are immense. The INF treaty 
is a pillar of European security and must be preserved 
by all means. Therefore, the talks between the US and 
Russia on strategic stability should be continued and intensified. In the current cri-
sis of trust, the OSCE as a platform of dialogue must be further strengthened and 
become more efficient and capable in order to prevent conflict. Germany during 
its time as the OSCE chair managed to make some progress in this regard even 
though the difficulties became gradually more visible.

A strategy of risk containment and co-operation can only be successful if it is 
resolute and uniform. Therefore, it is essential that NATO and the EU speak with 
one voice. After the annexation of Crimea, the unity of the EU and NATO left a 
strong impression on the Russian leadership. The same can be said about the sanc-
tions. Yet, it is necessary to demonstrate to Moscow that the sanctions are not an 
end in themselves but a political instrument that creates an incentive for their sus-
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pension. Accordingly, the sanctions could be removed step-by-step, but only if there 
is significant progress in the implementation of the Minsk Agreement.

Top priority

The key question, still, is how security and stability between the EU and Rus-
sia should be organised in the region. Due to Russia’s zero-sum approach, the di-
vergence of interests between the EU and Russia will continue. With the experi-
ence of the Russia-Ukraine conflict, the EU understands the limits of its influence. 
Therefore, only a pragmatic approach can work. The model which has proven to 
be successful for the institutional integration of countries in Central Europe into 

the EU cannot be the same for the areas of the East-
ern Partnership – not least because of the lack of con-
sent within the EU.

This is another reason why the implementation of 
the Association Agreement and free trade agreements 
with Ukraine, Moldova and Georgia should take top 
priority. At the same time, Moscow must accept the 
fact that its western neighbours, as well as the successor 

states of the Soviet Union, are sovereign states and must be treated as such. With 
this in mind it is crucial to strengthen the resilience of the Eastern Partnership 
members against the pressure coming from Russia. The stabilisation and support 
of Ukraine remains a central task.

The normalisation of relations with Russia is not possible without a significant 
mitigation of the Russia-Ukraine conflict. The benchmark for such rapprochement 
remains the complete implementation of the Minsk Agreement, including the 
withdrawal of Russian troops and establishing control over the Ukrainian-Russian 
border. Negotiations over a potential UN peacekeeping mission in eastern Ukraine 
could have a further positive impact.

Nevertheless, it is unlikely that the tensions between Russia and the West will 
ease up in the short term. Germany and its partners require much patience since the 
primary determinants of Russian foreign policy are rooted in its domestic politics 
and are not likely to change anytime soon. The inertia of the Russian authoritar-
ian system, which because of its internal weakness needs confrontation with the 
West in order to legitimise itself, is much stronger than many western observers 
believe. That is why a coherent strategy must also rely on long-term factors of 
peaceful change. This means investment in trade and economic and scientific co-
operation, a liberalisation of the visa regime and the increase of people to people 
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contacts. In this context those parts of the Russian civil society currently under 
pressure should not be forgotten.

Since the EU and NATO are value-based communities, and since foreign policy 
unlike the 19th century is not cabinet politics anymore but instead requires democrat-
ic consent, Realpolitik cannot be successfully pursued without clear principles and 
values. It is exactly for this reason that diplomacy must be given a chance.

Translated by Paul Toetzke

Manfred Huterer is deputy head of mission at the German embassy in Warsaw. 

The views expressed in this article reflect his personal opinions.
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A N D R E A S  U M L A N D

Western decision-makers should signal to the new 
East-Central European NATO and EU member countries 

that they can, and should, engage in cross-border 
multilateral coalition building with Ukraine, Moldova 
and Georgia. There is an urgent need for institutional 

structures that will make Eastern Europe’s grey 
zone, between Russia and the West, less grey.

Most interpretations of the current geopolitical instability in Eastern Europe 
focus on the intricacies of the region’s peculiar past, recent resurgent Russian impe-
rialism and Ukraine’s specific significance for the Kremlin. While these and similar 
approaches address important themes, many such explanations tend to miss, or 
dismiss, the first and foremost cause and crucial aspect of the issue at hand. The 
current international crisis in Eastern Europe has arisen due to concerns over the 
East European institutional structure – or lack thereof. One can easily explain and 
assess the current tensions in Eastern Europe without much knowledge about the 
region by simply pointing to the organisational underdevelopment of post-Soviet 
international relations. To be sure, contemporary Russian domestic affairs, the 
national histories of the countries between the Baltic, Adriatic and Black Seas, as 
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well as the pathological obsession of many Moscow decision-makers with Ukrain-
ian internal affairs are important corollaries of the so-called “Ukraine Crisis”. Yet, 
at its heart, Eastern Europe is insecure because there is – surprise, surprise – no 
comprehensive East European security structure.

New Zwischeneuropa

Instead, a geopolitical grey zone has emerged between NATO and the Euro-
pean Union on the one side and Moscow’s Collective Security Treaty Organisation 
(CSTO) and the Eurasian Economic Union (EEU) on the other. While the Kremlin 
plays on many fields across the world, Russian President Vladimir Putin’s growing 
appetite for confrontation is above all focused on Eastern Europe and the Southern 
Caucasus. Yet, the nations of the region that Russia attacks with military and non-
military means are divided through their inclusion in and exclusion from NATO 
and the EU. There is an aggressive regional hegemon causing nervousness, fear and 
instability across the entire area between Scandinavia and Asia Minor. However, 
the region’s hegemon’s various victims are, for some reason, not attempting to 
jointly balance against Moscow’s polyvalent soft and hard power attacks on them.

Most of the Kremlin’s current target countries, not the least the three miniscule 
Baltic states, were lucky enough to have become members of the EU and NATO 
in 2004. In spite of their relative weakness, they are 
safe and stable. Yet, the lack of organisational embed-
dedness and partial failure of the remaining states 
in – what has become the new – Zwischeneuropa (in-
between Europe), i.e. Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia 
(and to some degree Azerbaijan), is not only a problem 
for these nations themselves. It poses a grave security, 
political, economic and social challenge to the new EU 
and NATO members too. The possible future collapse of the current grey zone 
countries, within various worst-case scenarios, would have far-reaching implica-
tions throughout the region. Given Russia’s rising political unpredictability and 
overwhelming military might, such apocalyptic developments in the geopolitical 
nowhere-land between NATO and the CSTO cannot be excluded.

To name only one among several possible future sources of further escalation, 
the Crimean issue could come to haunt not only Ukraine but the entire region. 
Moscow might fail to build a permanently functioning bridge from Russia to 
Crimea, across the seismically, geologically and meteorologically instable Kerch 
Strait between the Azov and Black Seas. Such a development would be dangerous 
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in view of the preeminent role of the success of the Crimea annexation project for 
the domestic legitimacy and approval of Putin’s regime. Should the Kerch Bridge 
crumble, or not work as envisaged, the Kremlin may decide that – in order to se-
cure the continued popular acceptance of its kleptocracy – it needs another firm 
direct road to Crimea, i.e. a land connection between Russia and the peninsula.

Yet, Kyiv would most probably reject any Russian request for a transportation 
corridor from the Russian Federation to Crimean via south Ukraine. This, in turn, 
could provoke the Kremlin to militarily conquer those lands necessary to build a 
road and railway connection to the peninsula. Such a scenario would mean noth-
ing less than a large, “regular” and high-intensity war between Russia and Ukraine 
along the shores of the Azov Sea. Ukraine is not and cannot be made, on its own, 
prepared for such a cataclysmic confrontation with one of the world’s most heav-
ily armed military powers.

Strategic provincialism and “astronomic” imaging

Such a catastrophic development would not only be disastrous for Ukrainians 
and their state. It would entail enormous risks for Ukraine’s neighbouring coun-
tries, including and above all the NATO and EU members Poland, Slovakia, Hun-
gary and Romania. Suffice to mention is the fact that Ukraine has over 40 million 
citizens – potential refugees. Hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of Ukrain-
ians could start flowing westwards should the already battered Ukrainian state be 

struck by full-scale war, become dysfunctional or even 
implode. Ukraine also has four nuclear power-plants, 
one of which – namely, Europe’s largest in the Zapor-
izhzhia region – is less than 300 kilometres away from 
the current low-intensity war zone in Donbas. These 
and other threats to the entire region – and not only 
to the grey zone countries as such – are presumably no 
secret to the Polish, Slovak, Hungarian and Romanian 
political and intellectual elites. Yet, Warsaw, Bratislava, 
Budapest, Bucharest and other concerned capitals 
have been surprisingly inactive in comprehensively 
addressing them.

The reasons for this intellectual and political failure among East European elites 
are twofold: strategic provincialism in identifying foreign policy priorities and an 
“astronomic” imagining of East European geopolitics. First, strategic provincial-
ism – until recently, also a pathology of German foreign political thinking – implies 
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that the East European elite see themselves as peripheries or recipients and not 
as centres or fountains of seminal strategic thinking within the western commu-
nity of states. Many East European intellectuals, politicians and diplomats tend 
to look for geopolitical guidance from Washington, Brussels, London, Paris or 
Berlin. Whatever foreign policy concepts and proposals come out of these and 
other western capitals will also be discussed in Warsaw, Bratislava, Budapest and 
Bucharest. And whatever theme is not prominently debated in the leading western 
defence and foreign ministries as well as think tanks will also not become salient 
in Eastern Europe.

Recent East-Central European projects, like the Three Seas Initiative or the 
Bucharest Nine, suggest at least some independent realism coming out of Warsaw, 
Bucharest and Zagreb. Yet, these two ideas – like other similar abortive initiatives 
prior – remain so far introverted lobbying schemes or talk shops within the EU 
and NATO. Until now, they do not amount to serious Central-East European 
geopolitical projects related to the foremost security issue of the region, i.e. the 
deterrence, prevention and repulse of further Russian attacks on those countries 
not protected by the Euro-Atlantic alliance.

For obvious geographic reasons, the stability, security and survival of the East 
European and South Caucasian grey zone countries are not treated as existential 
national threats within international relations debates in the US, Britain, Belgium 
or France. Unlike the latter countries, Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania are 
located in East-Central Europe and are immediate neighbours of Ukraine. Yet, be-
cause of their low salience further west, the likely repercussions of this grey zone 
country’s possible destabilisation are also not treated as a top-priority in Warsaw, 
Bratislava, Budapest and Bucharest. In spite of its enormous implications for the 
entire East European region, Ukraine’s fate is, like in France, Britain or the US, 
treated as only one among several other foreign challenges and sometimes even 
commented on with condescension in East-Central Europe. Geographical escap-
ism, strategic myopia and national exaltation suppress geopolitical rationalism, 
strategic foresight and international calculation.

A tale of two planets

This has to do with the second pathology of East European foreign affairs analy-
sis, namely the wide-spread “astronomic” perceptions of European security affairs. 
According to this imagination, Eastern Europe is divided into two planets: the good 
EU/NATO planet, on the one side, and the bad, old post-socialist world, on the 
other, containing those unfortunate East European and South Caucasian nations 
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that did not make it into the EU or NATO. The high art, ultimate aim and uni-
versal solution of Central-East European diplomacy lies, within this approach, in 
attaining full EU and NATO membership. Once secured, the inclusion into these 
two powerful western security alliances magically re-
moves a country from the post-Soviet realm as well as 
its continuingly worrisome problems.

Too much interest, intense contact, close co-oper-
ation or, worse, official coalition with countries on the 
“bad planet” may put under question the firmness of 
an EU and NATO member’s continued location on 
the “good planet”. For the imagined galaxy’s continued 
existence and one’s own setting therein, any serious 
engagement of a new EU or/and NATO member with luckless Eastern neighbours 
is not only unnecessary, but dangerous. Among surprisingly many serious East-
Central European analysts and diplomats, more or less magic beliefs, like these, 
trump sober assessment of their countries’ topical security challenges today. The 
resulting strategic omissions in the foreign policies and continued non-alignment 
of the countries between the Baltic and Black Seas, in turn, enhance the actual 
insecurity of the immediately concerned states as well as Europe as a whole.

To help overcome this stalemate, western countries as well as NATO and EU 
decision-makers should clarify more explicitly two basic facts about their respec-
tive organisations. First they need to explicitly emphasise the limited gamut of 
NATO and EU security guarantees and second, to publicly declare the West’s 
agreement to bolder coalition-building across East-Central Europe. Once these two 
signals have been received in Warsaw, Bratislava, Budapest, Bucharest and other 
East European capitals, it would be up to the elites of these countries to draw the 
necessary conclusions.

Most of all, major western powers and organisations will have to make clearer 
than hitherto the limitations of NATO and EU mutual aid promises. While – in 
a worst-case scenario – a collapse of the Ukrainian state would entail massive se-
curity challenges to Ukraine’s western neighbours, NATO and the EU may not be 
able to provide much help in addressing them. Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and Ro-
mania, as Ukraine’s immediate neighbours, will be largely left on their own to deal 
with various cross-border repercussions of a Ukrainian collapse and/or Russian-
Ukrainian war. NATO will neither risk an out of area deployment of troops within 
Ukraine and thus a military confrontation with Russia, nor shoot Ukrainian refu-
gees flowing, for instance, across the Polish-Ukrainian border. NATO has no regu-
lar mandate to make the state of a non-member country secure, even if that state’s 
collapse may entail considerable repercussions for certain members of the Alliance.
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NATO, to be sure, can and will defend Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and Roma-
nia against Russian regular troops and hybrid attacks. But it cannot and will not 
protect these countries from potentially millions of desperate Ukrainian immi-
grants leaving their home country out of sheer misery and fear been caused by a 
possible new escalation of Russia’s hybrid war against Ukraine. Dealing with such 
challenges will be left to the nation states who face them and, perhaps, to altruis-
tic countries from around the world. But there is no obligation of NATO mem-
bers to help each other in such a crisis situation.

Quid pro quo

A similar story goes for the EU. Unlike NATO, the EU has certain mechanisms 
and instruments to aid both member states in extraordinary situations and neigh-
bouring countries facing cataclysmic challenges. Yet, there is no way the EU will 
be able to comprehensively suppress, neutralise or disperse the enormous securi-
ty issues that Poland, Slovakia, Hungary and Romania would be confronted with 
once the Ukrainian state starts to collapse. After the unhelpful behaviour of several 

eastern EU member states in the recent refugee crisis, 
many politicians in Brussels, Berlin, Vienna, Rome or 
Athens may not be willing to react to possible future 
Polish or Hungarian requests to let in Ukrainian refugees 
coming via Poland and Hungary. Their sarcastic “Wel-
come to the club!” will be addressed to Polish and Hun-
garian political elites, but not to Ukrainians migrants.

Countries like Germany, Italy and Austria may also 
want to explain to eastern EU members why and how war refugees are different 
from labour migrants. It is true that during the last several years Poland has been 
able to more or less successfully integrate several hundred thousand Ukrainians, 
including permanent immigrants, guest workers, and university students. Smaller, 
but also relatively significant numbers have been absorbed by Slovakia, the Czech 
Republic and Hungary. It would be, however, a different story to take care of a cou-
ple of million refugees arriving, say, in Poland out of plain desperation rather than 
with plans of how to organise their lives outside Ukraine. Neither the EU’s mem-
ber states nor its supranational institutions have now, or will have in the future, 
any satisfactory action plan as how to meet such challenges that go beyond ad hoc 
erection of some provisional camps for the first refugee wave. The EU will also be 
unable to restrict the freedom of cross-border movement by radioactive particles 
once a Ukrainian nuclear power plant has exploded.
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The second signal that NATO and major western powers need to send to War-
saw, Bratislava, Budapest and Bucharest is that the Alliance’s security guarantees to 
its eastern members will remain fully intact in case of their engagement in compet-
ing regional security structures in Eastern Europe. In particular, the United States 
should make clear to Poland, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania and other East Europe-
an countries that it will continue to cover their backs, should they start building 
new coalitions going beyond NATO’s confines. After all, the US too has provid-
ed numerous security guarantees across the world, via its Major Non-NATO Al-
lies scheme, involving its allies by means of the Washington Treaty’s Article 5 into 
potential conflicts in connection with third countries that are not members of the 
Alliance. In 2010, NATO member Turkey concluded a strategic partnership and 
mutual aid treaty with non-NATO country Azerbaijan – an agreement duly rati-
fied by the parliaments of both countries. In article 2 of the Turkish-Azeri treaty, 
the two parties promise each other military help in case one of them is attacked.

Geopolitical nowhere land

Neither the US’s various security guarantees around the globe nor Ankara’s 
mutual assistance pact with Baku have so far weakened the Alliance. The prec-
edent of the military aid treaty between Turkey and Azerbaijan has particularly 
far-reaching implications for Eastern Europe. It is a close partnership between a 
non-nuclear-weapons member of NATO and an Eastern Partnership programme 
participant – thereby resembling a possible future constellation within East-Cen-
tral Europe. Moreover, Baku is – because of the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute with 
Yerevan – involved in an indirect confrontation with 
Russia; in so far as Armenia is a member of the CSTO 
and EEU, and hosts a large Russian military base. The 
Turkish-Azeri 2010 treaty could thus be referred to in 
western re-assurances to East-Central European NATO 
and EU members which may consider engaging, out 
of their own national interest, into closer security co-
operation with Moldova, Ukraine and Georgia.

Neither NATO nor the EU are going to enlarge further east anytime soon. They 
are also not going to provide security assurances beyond their borders within some 
NATO Plus programme or the on-going EU association process. For the time 
being the US is also unlikely to extend their Major Non-NATO-Ally scheme to 
the insecure states of the East European and South Caucasian grey zone. Against 
such lack of serious western engagement in Europe’s geopolitical nowhere land, 
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those NATO and EU member states that perceive this lack of security structure 
in the east as a salient problem for themselves should be not only allowed to do 
something about it.

Countries like Poland and Romania (as well as all other nations sufficiently 
concerned) should be actively and publicly encouraged by Brussels, Washington, 
London, Paris and Berlin to engage in pan-regional coalition building. The eastern 
members of NATO and the EU should be told frankly by their western partners 
that they will essentially be on their own when refugee flows and other forms of 
cross-border instability hit them from the east. Once these two signals are received 
in Warsaw, Bratislava, Budapest, Bucharest and other East European capitals, we 
may see the emergence of some institutional structure that makes Europe’s grey 
zone less grey.

Andreas Umland is a senior research fellow at the Institute for Euro-Atlantic Cooperation 

in Kyiv and editor of the book series Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society published 

by ibidem Press at Stuttgart and distributed by Columbia University Press in New York.
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Belarus’s complicated 
memory

M A X I M  R U S T

Belarus has no institutionalised historical policy. 
The myths that are used in forming official historical 

policy today are largely shaped by the previous 
Soviet ones as well as the official state ideology, 

which places the Belarusian president at its core.

A characteristic feature for many post-Soviet states is a need to develop their 
own national historical policy, or politics of memory. This is a way to present so-
cieties with an adequate image of the past and confirm a collective identity. Be-
larus is no different in this regard. Unlike its neighbouring states, however, it has 
one more goal to achieve: it needs to create a shared national identity in a newly 
independent state.

It is quite noticeable that even though a quarter century has passed since regain-
ing independence, Belarus has still not created its own, common historical policy, 
nor has it built a widely accepted national identity. That is why the fragmentation 
of historical memory, as well as the ideological and political disputes that accom-
pany it, are present in today’s Belarus.

Three discourses

The debate on Belarusian historical memory has been dominated by three main 
discourses. Representatives of each tend to stick to their own visions indicating 
that there is no chance for an agreement. The first discourse can be called national-
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democratic. It emerged in the early 1990s, mainly within intellectual circles, and 
has been the narrative of politicians and academics in opposition to Alyaksandr 
Lukashenka, the president since 1994, and his regime. This vision of Belarusian 
history adheres to the idea of self-determination of nations and understands 
the concept of a nation in ethnic terms. Its proponents consider Belarus to be a 
democratic European nation-state. The Soviet Union is regarded as the country’s 
occupier, which was suppressing its aspirations for independence.

The second discourse, which can be called Soviet-Russian, sees the essence of 
Belarus’s existence in the unity of the three Slavic nations: Russians, Belarusians 
and Ukrainians. Its representatives perceive Belarusians and Russians as one nation, 
artificially divided by external forces into two. In this thinking the Soviet period 
is regarded as the golden age and its adherents see the unification of Belarus and 
Russia as a historical necessity for both states.

The third discourse, which has the greatest impact on today’s historical policy, 
is the discourse of the official Belarusian historiography. It lacks internal coher-
ence and shows an instrumental treatment of history, which the authorities use 
to achieve their political objectives. Although representatives of this discourse 
do not fight against representatives of the other two as fiercely as they do against 
each other, it is quite clear that they are closer to those who support the Soviet-
Russian discourse.

The national-democratic discourse dominated Belarusian memory culture in the 
first years after the collapse of the Soviet Union. It was then used both to interpret 
the country’s past in the Soviet Union, but also as a tool to create a new national 
identity. Things dramatically changed in 1994 when Lukashenka came to power. 
After that moment the Soviet-Russian discourse was dominant. Lukashenka used it 
to take advantage of the still existing nostalgia for the Soviet past and to legitimise 
his efforts to integrate Belarus with Russia.

In the early 2000s, however, when Belarusian authorities came to understand 
that the integration project with Russia was not in line with their vision, Lukashen-
ka concluded that Belarus needed its own history. In 2003 Belarus introduced the 
first projects of state ideology, which set the stage for the official historiography 
to determine the further directions of Belarusian historical discourse. Since then 
many declarations have made stressing the shared fate of the Russian and Belaru-
sian nations, which, in turn, required glorification of the Russian past. Lukashen-
ka used this discourse instrumentally in his calculated game aimed at ensuring a 
more or less stable functioning of the state, sponsored with Russian money.

It was Russia’s annexation of Crimea in March 2014 and the war in Donbas that 
forced Lukashenka depart from his approach. The regime realised that playing the 
Russian card could be risky for the country’s independence in the long term. Hence, 
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the narrative changed again. It was replaced by a discourse that makes references 
to the Soviet past, but also shows Belarus’s special role in it.

Beginning of statehood

In the post-Soviet states historical policies tend to identify the beginning of 
statehood, which is seen as a foundation of their national identity. In the case of 
Belarus the first years of independence were clearly too short of a period of time 
for the concept of statehood to become rooted. That is why for almost 20 years its 
interpretation was a curious mix of pan-Slavism (unity of all Slavs) and admira-
tion (not to say sacralisation) of the Belarusian Soviet Socialist Republic (BSSR).

In this vein, the pro-government historians have created a narrative where the 
nation has its roots in Kievan Rus’ and the Russian Empire, but which also presents 
the Soviet Union as a formative experience for the establishment of the independent 
state. Assumptions of this narrative, especially its pan-Slavism, were used by the 
authorities in the development of foreign policy. They were also meant to cement 
the society and legitimise Lukashenka’s increasingly authoritarian rule. Report-
edly, they have brought the desired results. Opinion polls suggest that Belarusians 
and Russians are the two nations that like each other the most and the majority 
of Belarusians regard the beginnings of their statehood as the times of the BSSR.

On the contrary, the interpretation of the beginnings of Belarusian statehood 
offered by independent politicians and academics is rooted deeper than the 20th 
century as Belarusian culture flourished during the period of the Grand Duchy of 
Lithuania and when Belarus was a part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. 
In their assessment, the times when Belarus was a part of the Russian Empire and 
later the USSR, should be treated as a time of occupation. Thus, they view the 
March 25th 1918 proclamation of the Belarusian People’s Republic (BPR) as one 
of the most important achievements of the 20th century, even though it existed 
for less than a year.

Vladimir Putin’s rise to power in 2000 ended Lukashenka’s dream of a presi-
dency in the union state of Russia and Belarus. In its place, a new state ideology 
was created along with a new historical narrative. It presented the BSSR as a sepa-
rate entity and was used by the authorities, especially during crisis moments, to 
argue that 1991 was the year that marked the beginning of Belarusian statehood. 
The official rhetoric, however, has noticeably changed since Russia’s annexation 
of Crimea in 2014. Since that moment Belarusian authorities have openly stressed 
the importance of their state’s independence, making references to the 11th – 14th 
century roots of the Belarusian statehood (the Principality of Polotsk).



88 Opinion & Analysis Belarus’s complicated memory, Maxim Rust

One war, two narratives

The Second World War was one of the most important events in Soviet histori-
ography. Referred to as the Great Patriotic War it was understood differently than 
in the West which regards it as a global military conflict between 1939 and 1945 
and not, as the Soviet narrative suggests, one that started in 1941. The Soviet me-
morialisation of the war did not take place in the immediate post-war period, since 
at that time the trauma it had generated was still too powerful. It was only in the 
1960s that the war began to be used as a founding myth in the state- and nation-
building processes. And this sentiment remains almost unchanged in Belarus today.

There are two main reasons why the war holds a high position in Belarusian 
historical policy and memory. First, nearly 30 per cent of the Belarusian popula-
tion was annihilated during the war. Second, even though in the 1990s it seemed 
that the approach to researching the war would change, the official Soviet para-
digm was kept with almost no alterations. It has proven useful in the policy of “re-
Sovietising” memory, which was introduced in the second half of the 1990s and 
aimed at consolidating a new political system.

Today we can say that Belarusian memory of the war lacks its previous cohe-
sion. It still contains the narrow Soviet perspective, which is the most visible in 
stressing the great sacrifice and the glory and dignity of the Soviet peoples. Yet, it 
disregards other aspects of the war: the destruction, the fear and chaos. The latter 
topics, however, are often analysed by independent researchers who are not afraid 

to touch upon some issues still seen as taboo. The col-
laboration with Nazis, crimes committed by partisans 
and Soviet atrocities are some of the topics independ-
ent researchers examine. From the official viewpoint, 
it is clear that bringing them into the discourse could 
undermine the myth and glory of the Great Victory.

An equally important issue is the topic of the Hol-
ocaust and the genocide of other nations (especially 

the Jews and the Roma people) who inhabited the territory of Belarus during the 
war. They were disregarded in the Soviet narrative, which treated all victims of 
the war as Soviet people. Despite this interpretation the first unofficial Holocaust 
monument titled “The Pit” (Яма) was erected shortly after the war on the territo-
ry of the Minsk ghetto. It remains there today and is now an official memory site. 
Jews have in fact been eradicated from Belarusian history twice – first, physically, 
through the Nazi extermination, and second, through Soviet propaganda. Things 
have improved in the last decade as the Holocaust has become a research topic of 
many scholars and new memory sites devoted to the Shoah and the genocide of 
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the Roma people are being created. That said, it needs to be stressed that the offi-
cial historiography is still not ready to tackle some very difficult matters.

Soviet past – war on monuments and names

Analysing the past and coming to terms with its different aspects is still a dif-
ficult challenge for Belarusian historical and memory policy. It is not only a result 
of the Soviet heritage but also the problem of evaluation and unclear assessments. 
While independent historians have been trying to approach the Soviet period crit-
ically and present its different layers, official historiography treats it with little crit-
icism and very instrumentally. After coming to power, Lukashenka used the So-
viet nostalgia to present the USSR as a paradise lost. In fact, the Soviet memory 
resembled the myth of the Great Patriotic War: it selectively glorified the positive 
side of the USSR and silenced its dark parts, including Stalinist repressions, po-
litical persecutions and the real number of victims of the Second World War. Dis-
cussions on these sensitive matters intensified in the first years of independence, 
when the politicians in power decided to tackle the trauma of communism. How-
ever, in the middle of the 1990s it nearly disappeared from public debate.

The examples of two memory sites, Kurapaty and the former extermination camp 
in Maly Trostinets, illustrate the state’s approach to history. Kurapaty is a nature 
reserve near Minsk where, during the 1937 – 1941 Great Terror, the NKVD shot an 
estimated 250,000 people. The victims were of different nationalities, including the 
Belarusian elite and intelligentsia. The discovery of mass graves in 1988 shocked 
the Belarusian public and since then Kurapaty has become the main memory site 
for victims of political repressions. Yet, despite its status as an official memorial 
site, the state has made attempts to downplay its role in Belarusian memory.

The Nazi extermination camp in Maly Trostenets was established in 1941 and 
was the largest Nazi concentration camp on the Soviet territory occupied by Nazi 
Germany. In Soviet times, a small plaque commemorating the memory of those 
who lost their lives there, was placed near the vicinity of the camp, but the first part 
of the actual memorial was not unveiled until 2015. The fact that it took 70 years to 
make this symbolic gesture was caused by the discrepancies in the interpretation 
of the war by official and independent historians. Today, this memory site remains 
hidden, next to a trash dump, which overshadows the area of a former death camp.

In Belarusian cities the Soviet legacy is still very present. Minsk, as well as other 
cities, is often called a hybrid “communism museum,” offering space to both the 
heroes of the USSR and the protagonists of centuries of Belarusian history. The 
cities also provide an illustration of the change in historical narratives. Take the 
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main street in Minsk. It was first called Stalin Avenue. Later it became Lenin Avenue 
to be changed in 1991 into the Francysk Skaryna Avenue (a Belarusian humanist 
and translator of the Bible into the Old Belarusian language) and in 2005 it was 
changed into Independence Avenue.

The monuments are faced with a similar fate. In Belarus there has never been 
and probably will not ever be a “Leninopad”. This took place in post-Maidan Ukraine 
when angry protesters took down Lenin statues. However, there have been times, 
even during Lukashenka’s rule, when busts of Lenin and other communist leaders 
were disappearing from Belarusian cities. While at the same time, new monuments 
to Soviet heroes were being raised, among them a monument to the director of 
Cheka – Felix Dzerzhinsky.

Myths and ideology

During the transformation period of the former Soviet republics, the main 
myths were created to facilitate the state- and nation-building processes. Some 
countries completely disregarded their Soviet past, while others glorified it. The 

Kurapaty is a nature reserve near Minsk where, during the 1937 – 1941 
Great Terror, the NKVD shot an estimated 250,000 people.

Photo: represii.net (CC) commons.wikimedia.org
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authorities of independent Belarus incorporated the mythology of Soviet histo-
riography into current policies. This has had an impact on all spheres of social, 
political and economic life.

Thus, the myth of the Great Rus’ as the cradle of the Belarusian nation is still 
widely used. The myths of the USSR as the “golden age” and the myth of the Great 
Patriotic War explain why Belarusian independence is celebrated on July 3rd – the 
anniversary of Minsk’s liberation from the Nazis – and why the anniversary of the 
October Revolution is still a state holiday. The myth of the warfare and sacrifice of 
Belarusian partisans is also still alive and it is often used in official propaganda, as 
was the case of Lukashenka’s recent speeches in which 
he presented Belarus as an outpost defending the world 
of Eastern Slavs from western influences and NATO.

Even though for the Belarusian regime’s historical 
memory and state ideology are the same, the nation-
alisation of the Soviet history, including the war, has 
only taken place in the last 20 years. It is a result of 
the ruling elite’s realisation that playing with Soviet myths can pay off in the short 
term. The authorities are not interested in history, but in establishing an engag-
ing political memory, resulting in the creation of new myths. The collapse of the 
USSR, for example, is often presented as a loss of sovereignty and Lukashenka’s 
coming to power as its renewal.

The consolidation of the regime has led to the creation of the idea of a strong 
leader who is the true representative of the people and leads the nation towards a 
bright future. This myth is so strong that it created an archetype of a Savoir leader, 
and is the reason why Belarusians call their president Batska – which means “fa-
ther of the nation” or “daddy”. However, more and more often, this phrase is being 
used sarcastically. In a way it confirms the trend in Belarusian society of maintain-
ing belief in the post-Soviet myths, but growing scepticism when it comes to the 
state ideology.

Between paradigms

In Belarus there is no institutionalised historical policy under state control and 
there is no institution responsible for historical policy and memory culture, such 
as the Institute of National Remembrance in Poland or Ukraine. Researchers have 
different assessments of these kinds of institutions in the post-Soviet states, but 
overall they agree that institutional formalisation influences policy and heightens 
tensions between neighbours. To find evidence for this theory one only need to 
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point to the ongoing disputes between Poland, Russia and Ukraine. Belarus, in 
this regard, is in a more comfortable situation since it has no territorial or serious 
historical disputes with its neighbours.

An introduction of an active and honest historical policy would affect Belarus’s 
relations with neighbours. In Poland, for example, revealing information on Polish 
victims of Stalinist repressions would generate a positive reaction, while address-
ing the murders of Belarusians by the so-called Cursed Soldiers would increase 
tensions. In regards to Russia, there is a need for a more serious approach to ac-
knowledge the scale of anti-Belarusian repressions – from the Russian Empire to 
the Soviet Union. Yet, this could have a negative impact on the myth of brotherly 
friendship and complicate Belarusian-Russian relations.

Without a doubt, the format and quality of historical policy in Belarus has sig-
nificantly improved over the last ten years. Independent scholars now have more 
freedom in carrying out research and the official historiography is beginning to 
approach the Soviet period and the war as tragedies for individuals and ethnic 
groups, rather than constantly stressing the sacrifice of the Soviet nation. In ad-
dition, some topics that were swept under the carpet for years are now being dis-
cussed, such as the persecution of homosexuals in the Soviet Union, women’s ex-
periences during the occupation and the collection of oral histories from witnesses 
of everyday life in these difficult times.

When it comes to historical policy, Belarus is a paradox. Its society now func-
tions between two antagonistic narratives: Russian-Soviet and national-demo-
cratic. It is difficult to say which one will win in the near future, but we can proba-
bly infer that it will be a strange mix of different interpretations. What we can say 
for certain is that the Soviet paradigm of historiography is losing steam, but at the 
same time; no real alternative has fully emerged.

Translated by Iwona Reichardt

Maxim Rust is a Belarusian political scientist and currently a fellow at the Centre for East 

European Studies at the University of Warsaw where he is finishing his PhD. His research 

interests include political elites and transformation processes in the post-Soviet space.



Ukrainians seek a Polish 
dream in Wrocław

O L G A  C H R E B O R

It is difficult to determine the exact number of 
Ukrainian migrants arriving to Poland, but their presence 

is visible. In Wrocław, a city with slightly less than 
630,000 residents, between 51,000 and 64,000 are 

Ukrainian – that is around one in every ten residents.

I arrange a meeting with Alina in a Wrocław pub called Idyll. Wrocław is a 
city in the western part of Poland. Before the Second World War it was a German 
city known as Breslau. After the war and the border changes, the Germans were 
expelled and Poles moved in, many of whom were from the eastern part of the 
former Polish lands. Today, it is a lively city with a growing population – many of 
whom are immigrants from Ukraine.

I have arranged a meeting with Alina to speak about her experience in Poland. I 
am a bit late and as soon as I enter Sielanka, I see a woman sitting alone at a table, 
who I assumed was her. I picked her out from among the others there based on a 
stereotype – strong make-up, and a slightly provocative outfit, one that shows trac-
es of the post-Soviet 1990s style. I apologise for my tardiness and explain my dif-
ficulty finding a parking spot. I find out the woman is not Alina, even though she 
is also Ukrainian. This means that out of the 11 tables in the bar, at least two are 
occupied by Ukrainians. In Wrocław this is hardly a surprise. Here, Russian and 
Ukrainian are the languages that are often heard on mass transit, in the streets, 
restaurants and universities. The same goes for local shops and hair salons where 
Ukrainian staff is easily identified by their characteristic melodic accent.
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A million… or more?

While almost everybody in Poland knows that there are many Ukrainians liv-
ing here, nobody knows their exact number. The media and politicians often refer 
to one million Ukrainians (which sounds quite probable), but any precise number 
is not easy to calculate. According to official statistics, 140,000 Ukrainians hold a 
permit to reside (temporarily or permanently) in Poland. However, they can also 
legally work in Poland for six months because of a simplified procedure that allows 
Polish companies to hire foreigners. There is also an unknown number of people 
who work illegally and get paid under the table.

In 2016, 106,000 work permits were issued to Ukrainian workers and compa-
nies filed 1.3 million “statements of willingness to hire a foreigner”. However, these 
numbers cannot be simply translated into the number of Ukrainians residing in 
Poland. Filing a “statement” by an employer is just the first phase in the whole pro-
cess of applying for a worker visa, which is a precondition for legal employment 
in Poland. Yet, not everyone who has been registered through such “statements” 
starts a visa procedure. Some people, even though they have passed, do not always 
end up working for the employer who filed the application for them. Around 30 
per cent of Ukrainian workers come to Poland based on the “statement” that was 
issued by a different employer than the one for whom they later work.

What is more, employers who are worried they could run short on workers, 
file a larger number of applications to be safe. In situations where a migrant work-
er changes occupation, their new employer also files a statement, which increases 
the overall number of applications registered. Seasonal employment also makes 
it difficult to determine accurate numbers. In this case the duration of employ-
ment, as specified in the “statements”, can be used either in a continuous man-
ner (full six months) or in a few shorter periods of time. Moreover, starting from 
June 11th 2017, Ukrainian tourists can travel without visas to EU countries. The 
introduction of the visa-free regime, however, has not translated into increased 
migration.

One can live here

“Why Wrocław?” I ask Alina, wanting to know what motivated her to come to 
Poland. She arrived here two and a half years ago. Being a professional journalist in 
Ukraine in her hometown of Sumy (north eastern Ukraine), she worked for a local 
television station. She is 28 years old now and does not look like the woman I ac-
cidently took her for. Alina is modestly, but elegantly, dressed and her outfit nicely 
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matches her gentle make-up. “So what that I had a dream job, I could not afford to 
even move out from my parents’ flat. I always had to take money from them and 
the financial situation was only getting worse: prices were going up and I had to 
do something,” she responds. “I only told my dad about my plans, I informed my 
mom one week before I left – otherwise she would have stopped me.”

“I was first thinking about Germany, but I found a job through a Ukrainian 
employment agency in Wrocław,” she adds. “So, I packed my summer clothes and 
left. On the spot it turned out they put us, 50 people altogether, in a building with 
one bathroom. I cried for two days and I was close to giving up, especially when it 
turned out they were expecting us to work two shifts – I 
would finish the first one at 5pm to be picked up again 
at 7pm. We would sleep during our lunch breaks on 
benches. I was not used to such hard physical work. I 
was ready to admit I had failed and wanted to go back.”

Alina handed in her resignation after two weeks, 
even though her employer forced her to work for two 
more weeks and punished her with a lower hourly 
wage – which is illegal. Such incidents are likely to be common, and immigrants 
probably usually refrain from taking action against an employer’s abusiveness and 
exploitation. In fact, Ukrainian migrant workers have developed a reputation for 
being “hard workers”. On average, they work for around 57 hours per week in Po-
land. Many of them work in administration and its support industries (security and 
cleaning services) as well as in call centres. They are also employed in agriculture, 
construction, food and transport. A significant proportion of migrants divide their 
time between their job, the workers’ hotel and sending remittances back home.

Poland is not known for high wages, but they are still much higher than Ukraine, 
especially when workers take on additional hours or jobs. On average, a Ukrainian 
working in Poland makes 2,000 Polish zlotys a month, which is the equivalent of 
500 euros. ”Poland is not a country to make money. Wages are not high enough 
here to make savings, but you can make a living. Rent a flat, sometimes even visit 
someplace nice,” Alina admits.

After quitting her job at the Amazon cafeteria (Amazon recently opened a large 
logistics centre in Wrocław), Alina found a job in a pierogi bistro and later as a 
bartender in a Wrocław restaurant. Throughout this whole time, however, she was 
looking for an office job. “I did not speak Polish then. When I was looking for a job, 
I was trying to find the right phrases in an online dictionary on my phone. I had 
to guess what the employer would be asking me and how I would answer. When I 
came here, I did not know anybody. Now, I can hear our people on every corner. 
I have a feeling that half of Ukraine has moved with me. There are organisations 
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which provide information, there are many useful websites, there is free legal assis-
tance, social media groups (like Vsi Svoi Wroclaw), where you can always find help.”

Noticeable increase

Alina is young and ambitious. She finally managed to get a job as a secretary 
in a law firm. She also found a boyfriend. “Now I am in a social group where I feel 
that I am supposed to be,” she admits. “Poland is not a dream country, but you can 
have a normal life here.”

Alina is happy that she can help her parents out financially, even though that is 
not why she came to Poland. She wants to settle down here. She is planning to do a 
post-graduate degree and that is why she is trying to improve her (already very good) 

language skills. The job with the law firm gives her stabil-
ity and a sense of security. She has many friends in Wro-
cław and no longer thinks about returning to Ukraine.

A great increase of immigration from Ukraine has 
been noticeable in Poland since 2014. There is certainly 
a political dimension of this movement, most notably 
related to the 2013 – 2014 Revolution of Dignity and 
its consequences: the Russian annexation of Crimea 

in March 2014 and the war in eastern Ukraine, which continues until today. Even 
though the number of Ukrainian citizens seeking asylum abroad has significantly 
increased since 2014, the number who received such status is still relatively small. 
In 2014 no Ukrainian citizen was granted refugee status in Poland, and in 2015 
only two people received it. In 2016 that number reached 32. Between January 1st 
2017 and October 1st 2017, 56 Ukrainians were granted refugee status in Poland.

When talking about her hometown, Alina recalls the horrifying sound of ar-
moured vehicles passing by her window, oftentimes late at night, on their way to 
the frontline. She would wake up worrying that the combat zone would expand to 
her town. But it was not the war that pushed Alina to leave her country. It was the 
complete lack of opportunity. Her story, and those of many others, is reflected by 
research carried out by the Centre of Migration Research at Warsaw University, 
which suggest that the main reasons why Ukrainians leave home have to do with 
unsatisfactory salaries and unemployment.

Alina cannot forgive the Ukrainian leaders who do very little to prevent citizens 
from having to make decisions like hers. In her view the Ukrainian state does not 
fulfil its basic duties to its citizens, which she sees as the fault of its political elite. 
“Even this war is artificial,” she says. “If the politicians wanted, they could finish it 
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in a day. They gave away Crimea without a single gunshot. My mom comes from 
Crimea, my grandmother is from Crimea. I would go there every year for vaca-
tion…” A significant number of Ukrainians living Poland share similar attitudes. 
They do not come to Poland to make quick money and then return home. They 
want to stay here forever, often emigrating with whole families, seeking a better 
life; a life you cannot find in Ukraine.

Poland also benefits from economic migration and will continue to do so. The 
demographic situation of the country is dire, with population growth rates in the 
negative – one of the worst in the EU. Official estimates indicate that Poland will need 
at least five million migrants by 2050 to counter-balance this demographic decline.

Immigrant idyllic place

Integration is relatively easy for Ukrainians since the languages and cultures are 
very similar. For those who work legally, they pay into the official social security 
system, which helps the Polish national budget as well. In fact, the advantages of 
Ukrainian migration are not only recognised by businesses. Local governments also 
see the benefits of potentially filling the oncoming demographic gap and slowing 
down the ongoing depopulation of many Polish cities.

Wrocław, the city Alina arrived in mostly by accident but later chose to live, 
has a population of just under 630,000. According to official estimates, between 
51,000 and 64,000 thousand Ukrainians now live there. In other words, one out 
of every ten residents in Wrocław today is Ukrainian. Looking across the various 
sectors it is easy to notice that Ukrainians are no longer only cashiers at super-
markets or messengers, but also restaurant owners, students and IT workers. In 
response to the growing number of immigrants, the city is now preparing a Strat-
egy for Intercultural Dialogue, which is to develop an 
integration model for all foreigners living there. Lo-
cal media and public affairs bureaus are already pub-
lishing information in Ukrainian and there is even a 
local newspaper published in Ukrainian, called Pryvit.

Alina worries that the large numbers of immigrants coming from Ukraine will 
damage relations with Poland. She has already heard unpleasant voices claiming 
that Ukrainians are “taking jobs away” from the Poles. Polish-Ukrainian relations 
in the context of history are also heating up, which could be having an effect on 
the attitude of Poles towards Ukrainians.

“Quite often when I go shopping, I hear someone say: Again a Ukrainian cashier! 
That’s why service will be slow,” Alina says, adding quickly: “For me health clinics 
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are the most annoying. I do not have a Polish social security number and nobody 
knows how to register me. They have to make a thousand phone calls to find out as 
how to do it and in the meantime the line behind me gets longer. I can hear com-
ments like: ‘go back home and get treatment there!’ There are also other unpleas-
ant situations, like when people ask me: ‘Do you know that in western Ukraine, 
Ukrainians were killing Poles?’” Life in Poland for the newcomers may be idyll, but 
certainly only for a while, not forever.

Translated by Iwona Reichardt

Statistics and data used for this article come from the Polish Ministry of Family, Work and 

Social Policy, the Office of Foreigners’ Affairs, the Centre of Migration Research, the statistical 

office of the city of Wrocław as well as the Wrocław city strategy for intercultural dialogue.

Olga Chrebor is a promoter of dialogue and multi-culturalism and a Polish-Ukrainian 

translator. She specialises in anti-discrimination and migration issues as well 

as Polish-Ukrainian co-operation. She has initiated and co-ordinated many 

international projects focusing primarily on Polish-Ukrainian exchanges.
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Religion, migration 
and the dreams of 
Dagestani youth

An interview with Denis Sokolov, a Russian expert on 
North Caucasus. Interviewer: Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska

AGNIESZKA PIKULICKA-WILCZE-
WSKA: As someone who specialises in the 
North Caucasus and has done a lot of work 
in Dagestan, how would you describe the 
youth there? What kind of dreams do young 
Dagestanis have?

DENIS SOKOLOV: Certainly eve-
ryone has a different dream, but I would 
say that young people in Dagestan are 
rather ambitious and they dream of suc-
cess, which means different things for dif-
ferent people. One can also notice some 
divisions among young Dagestanis. Most 
of the youth there are increasingly ori-
ented towards the Arab world, towards 
the world of Islam, especially the de-
scendants of those who came from rural 
communities and the mountainous parts 
of Dagestan. They dream about having 
a career or owning a business because 
financial success and the ability to feed 
your family are very important. Today’s 
youth adhere to family values, Islamic 

traditions and, in some degree, the val-
ues of Dagestan’s rural communities, al-
though they are gradually disappearing.

Smaller numbers of the youth are ori-
ented towards a more secular way of life 
and see their future outside the repub-
lic. When there were protests against 
corruption, organised by Alexei Naval-
ny, not many people took to the streets 
in Makhachkala, the capital of the Dag-
estan Republic. But it also shows that 
Makhachkala has a chance to become a 
normal large city, instead of a conglom-
erate of rural communities communicat-
ing with one another through a network 
of cafés, streets and mosques.

Among the youth, there are also peo-
ple who dream about creating start-ups. 
In fact, there is a programme organised 
by the Moscow-based Summa Capital 
Company owned by the Magomedov 
brothers – Dagestani oligarchs from 
the Oboda settlement in Khunzakhs-
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kiy. They finance projects are related to 
intellectual innovation. It is not exactly 
Silicon Valley or the IT city of Lviv, but 
nonetheless there is a group of people 
who are focused on developing technol-
ogy. Thus, some young people dream of 
having their own business. Of course, 
for those who see no opportunity, they 
dream of their futures elsewhere.

If we talk about migration, where do 
most young people from Dagestan go?

Most leave for large Russian cities – 
Moscow, St Petersburg, Rostov-on-Don 
or Stavropol – where they can find work. 
At some point, many Dagestanis were 
working in construction. From valley 
areas in Dagestan, many left for north 
western Siberia, where the oil and gas 
companies are located, although this 
has slowed down a little. There was a 
time when up to 20,000 people would 
leave Dagestan every year. This figure is 
now a little smaller, but with birth rates 
dropping the number of youths is also 
shrinking. Still, about 10,000 people 
leave the republic every year – and that 
is based on official statistics.

Besides the bigger cities in Russia, 
there is also a migration flow to Turkey, 
the United Arab Emirates and Egypt. 
Many go to Islamic countries in order 
for their children to receive an Islamic 
education. Some also migrate to Europe, 
especially those who are repressed as 
religious dissidents – and it turns out 
that it is better to go to Europe than to 
try and survive in Turkey, Egypt or else-
where. Still, the numbers travelling to 

Turkey and Egypt are significant – there 
are around 50,000 Dagestanis in Turkey 
alone. And, moreover, several thousand 
people went to fight in the war in Syria.

Do we know how many?
Between 2,000 and 3,000 fighters, ac-

cording to estimates. But what is interest-
ing is that Dagestanis went there before 
ISIS showed up, at the beginning of the 
civil war. Some of them were studying in 
Syria at the time and many considered 
it a fair war against Bashar al-Assad, 
the oppressor of Muslims. In general, 
it is typical for the youth to make such 
radical decisions, especially when there 
are few opportunities at home. Thus, at 
first, Syria had attracted fighters who 
wanted to participate in the civil war and 
several units of Dagestanis fought there 
on the side of the Free Syrian Army – in 
opposition to Bashar al-Assad. When 
the ISIS leader, Abū Bakr al-Baghdadi, 
proclaimed the Caliphate, many of the 
fighters left the war or continued fighting 
alongside the Free Syrian Army.

At the same time, other Dagestanis 
came to fight on the side of ISIS. They 
were mostly from urban areas. This is the 
second urban generation from north-
western Siberia, Moscow, St Petersburg, 
Makhachkala, Khasavyurt and Yuzhno-
Sukhokumsk. This is because technol-
ogy – smartphones, WhatsApp, have 
changed people’s lives and made them 
part of a global online community. Be-
fore, village youths were concerned about 
issues in the local community, looking 
for a place within the village hierarchy 
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and tribal structure. Now they stay in 
their villages, they are connected to the 
wider Islamic world, and they live online. 
Most of those who went to Syria passed 
through Turkey or Egypt.

We also have to acknowledge that 
this is not the best time for Muslims in 
Russia or other post-Soviet states. The 
pressure on their communities is rather 
strong and authorities are cracking down 
on extremism. And since extremism and 
dissent are criminalised in Russia, many 
young people, especially those who are 
religious, are at risk of becoming viewed 
as “extremist”.

Another direction that has become 
popular in the last couple of years is 
Ukraine. Members of Hizb-ut-Tahrir 
(an international Islamic movement) 

moved to Ukraine because the party is 
not banned there. And there is a large 
group of people providing legal and or-
ganisational support to the members as 
well as helping them seek employment. 
Lastly, there are the so-called Salafis. 
However, I do not like this word because 
it is just a label. When it comes to radi-
cal ideas or a readiness to use violence, 
it does not matter which branch of the 
faith the person follows. Imam Shamil, 
who spent 30 years fighting the Rus-
sian Empire, was a Sufi. There are Salafi 
sheikhs who still live in Makhachkala and 
Dagestan in Saudi Arabia and Syria who 
do not accept violence. There are repre-
sentatives of Islamic groups who would 
be considered traditional in Russia, but 
are in fact oriented towards violence. 

Photo: Courtesy of Denis Sokolov
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Nonetheless, their criminalisation in 
Russia is a fact and young people often 
have to leave.

How does migration impact relations 
between the generations?

There is always a conflict between the 
generations. Our world has been chang-
ing so quickly that our children live in a 
different reality than we did. Dagestan-
is who finished school in the late 1980s 
to the mid-1990s were the ones who Is-
lamised Dagestan. They rejected the So-
viet ideology, communist ideas and, in a 
way, also Russia. They built a new Islam-
based life as best as they could, but they 
lacked knowledge. Some went abroad 
to study and their children, who are the 
new youth, grew up in Islam.

The new generation does not remem-
ber Soviet times. Their parents, who are 
now in their 40s or 50s, do not under-
stand their children, and the children do 
not listen to their parents. For the youth, 
the local Islamic ulamas and scholars, 
who were educated in the 1990s and 
early 2000s in Saudi Arabia, Syria and 
Egypt, are not the authority. They rather 
look up to the online Islamic advice, re-
ferred to as “Sheikh Google”.

We have a very slow, latent civil war 
in Russia. It is a war of secret services 
against Islam and a war inside Dagestan, 
between those who represent Russia and 
those who want to get rid of its rule. This 
does not mean entirely driving Russia 
away, but rather taking over power and 
resources from those who have tradition-
ally ruled the republic – the post-Soviet 

elite: bandits, chekists and government 
officials. It is the elite that emerged in 
the late 1990s and developed and con-
solidated throughout the 2000s. Those 
people who are left out of it have turned 
against it. This group includes people 
of different generations, but also large 
numbers of youths.

How has globalisation affected the lo-
cal structures?

It has totally destroyed them. Here, 
it is important to look at the villages 
and the concept of jamaat. Jamaat is 
a word with several meanings: first, it 
is used to represent all the people who 
live in the village – in other words, the 
community. Second, it is used to refer 
to representatives of the informal com-
munity governance – representatives of 
tukkhums, for instance, which is a fami-
ly and a clan unit. They unite in a repre-
sentative body that governs the commu-
nity and is called jamaat. And jamaat 
also means the religious community, the 
people who go to mosque or prayer house 
together. Finally it is a term used for a 
purely religious community. They have 
some kind of obligation to one another, 
to protect and help one another. These 
village jamaats that survived the Sovi-
et authorities and kolkhozes are unlike-
ly to survive globalisation as their polit-
ical and economic role has diminished.

It is also interesting how the first 
and second rural generation has built 
transnational and trans-local migration 
networks. From a mountain village to 
Makhachkala, north-western Siberia, 
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Moscow, Istanbul and Syria. This is a 
network of migrants from the same vil-
lages who are connected to each other, 
who remain in touch, come from the 
same place and are usually relatives. 
However, I think that globalisation will 
destroy these communities. People who 
come from jamaats will end up in the 
US, living an entirely different life. They 
already do not follow the traditional rules. 
Back home, if someone comes from the 
lower social strata, he does not even 
have the chance to become part of the 
jamaat, or an imam. In different com-
munities it works differently, because 
religious modernisation sometimes can-
cels these preconditions. But in many 
villages, strict rules still remain. The 
person cannot reach a higher position. 
Then they go to Moscow, work their way 
up and achieve more than the people 
who considered them representatives 
of the lower classes. Thus, their identity 
changes entirely.

So how do Dagestani migrants integrate 
into the receiving societies?

In cities like Berlin, London, New York 
or Moscow, some just blend in and be-
come part of the urban society. But there 
are two types of limitations faced by the 
first generation and some elements of 
the second generation of Dagestani mi-
grants. First is something called reputa-
tion capital – in other words, collective 
reputation. Let us say, for instance, that 
I am an ethnic Avar (one of the native 
ethnic groups in the North Caucasus – 
editor’s note) and I move to Surgut in 

Siberia. Everybody knows that I am an 
Avar and everybody knows that if I am 
appointed to a high position, I will only 
employ other Avars. I will bring my en-
tire clan to work here and they will pro-
tect me in times of trouble. Yet, if I de-
cide that I will act not as an Avar, if I be-
have like an urban person, I will lose the 
support of my clan. As a result, it turns 
out that this collective reputation, on 
the one hand, does not let me advance 
socially and, on the other, even if I try 
to break into the structures by deny-
ing my ethnicity, I will lose more than 
I will gain. I will lose the support of my 
family, my clan and my home village. 
Hence, this collective reputation stim-
ulates the preserving of community re-
lations. It also reinforces the imperme-
ability of the village communities, even 
outside the republic.

The second limitation is softer and 
resembles a glass ceiling. Although for-
mally nobody is stopping me from pur-
suing education, I have to be part of the 
network of people who are built into this 
system to receive support and access to 
social mobility. This is an invisible ceil-
ing. It is also strengthened by the fact 
that people who come from Dagestan 
have worse education. The second gen-
eration is particularly affected by this 
process. They went to school in Russia, 
they speak pure Russian, but they do not 
have these connections that would allow 
them to have a quickly developing career. 
When al-Baghdadi offers them to bust 
this glass ceiling into a million pieces, 
the young Dagestani man accepts it. He 
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does not need anything else. He wants 
to take a gun and solve all his problems 
with violence. And this is a problem that 
is not easily solved.

We are talking about young people, 
but it seems to me that the whole time we 
have been talking about men. What about 
the women in these stories…?

Women are also there, of course. In 
a way, Islam became an instrument for 
young men to preserve their domination 
over a woman in urban environments. 
Village communities support this rela-
tive domination of men over women. 
It is a men’s world there and women 
seemingly have no rights. If you are a 
mother of grown-up sons, you are a very 
influential person. But younger women 
have no rights. You are subordinate to 
your husband and your mother-in-law, 
who will oppress you until you raise your 
own children.

But in large urban areas, things have 
changed. Women often end up becoming 
more successful than men, they can be 
the breadwinner. In Dagestan, there is 
a movement of women who do not get 
married. Why would they, if they can 

earn a living themselves? But I should 
also say that some young women go along 
with the old Islamic ways. Sometimes 
there is serious social pressure put on 
them.

There is also the issue of maintain-
ing stability and security within soci-
ety. Women are afraid to question the 
authority of men who provide physical 
security, and those who do not want this 
protection, often leave. In a traditional 
village society losing your virginity be-
fore marriage is awful, it is the end. And 
even a suspicion that a young woman 
had any kind of relations with some-
body, even without sex, is enough for 
her to be stigmatised. In essence, girls 
and young women are commodities in 
the village community. It is like a mar-
ket. Every year, families that have boys 
make a rating of future brides.

To some extent, boys are also com-
modities. When people do not like that 
they are being commodified, they simply 
leave. Sometimes they choose Islam, be-
cause it allows them to detach from this 
village reputation. Hence, Islam can be 
both a modernising and a hindering in-
strument for the new generations.

Denis Sokolov is an expert on North Caucasus, focusing on the informal economy 

of the region, land disputes, and institutional foundations of military conflicts. 

He is a senior research fellow at the Russian Presidential Academy of National 

Economy and Public Administration (RANEPA) and research director at the 

Center for Social and Economic Research of Regions (RAMCOM).

Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska is an editor with New Eastern Europe.
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There is no question – 
we are able to defend 

ourselves

An interview with Raimonds Bergmanis, the Latvian 
minister of defence. Interviewer: Linas Jegelevicius

LINAS JEGELEVICIUS: In a recent 
interview, your Lithuanian counterpart 
claimed that the situation in which the 
Baltics face now is “the riskiest and most 
dangerous since 1990”. Do you agree with 
this assessment?

RAIMONDS BERGMANIS: It is 
relative and the context should be taken 
into account. In the 1990s, our countries 
were still in the process of recovery and 
building our new state institutions like 
the armed forces, intelligence, security 
forces, etc. Alongside the domestic chal-
lenges, we were experiencing Russian 
pressure as well. We were vulnerable 
back then and, by no means, were these 
risk-free times. We were lucky that Rus-
sia was also vulnerable. However, it was 
not until 2004 when we joined NATO 
that we were able to have a real sense 
of security.

Today we see Russia’s assertiveness, 
provocations and military bluster. Their 

armed forces are modernised and are ad-
justed to the modalities of contempo-
rary warfare. But we are stronger too. 
We have secured our place in NATO 
and have proved that collective defence 
is still valid. The enhanced forward pres-
ence (a NATO programme which rotates 
multinational battlegroups in Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania and Poland – editor’s 
note) is an indicator of NATO’s credibil-
ity. At the same time, we continue to de-
velop our own defence capabilities. Our 
strategy has become more straightfor-
ward and is known to Russia – we will 
fight for our security and independence, 
at any cost.

Therefore, I would say that the de-
fence situation in the Baltics has been 
adjusted to the contemporary political 
situation and indeed has become more 
complicated. Of course, there is a degree 
of risk due to the unsafe and provoca-
tive military activity which we experi-
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ence from Russia’s side. I think that the 
degree of deterrence, which we were 
able to reach thanks to NATO and our 
own capabilities, however, allows us to 
be more secure.

How would you respond to those who, 
perhaps justifiably in some cases, insist 
that the local defence planners are mon-
ey-hungry and the warnings of the secu-
rity situation in the Baltic region are often 
exaggerated?

I would invite them to visit Latvia 
to see what we have been experiencing 
since we restored our independence in 
1990. It is always easy to comment with-
out having a clear understanding of the 
actual situation on the ground.

I have no doubt that the warnings are 
appropriate. We had a bad experience 
when our concerns were not taken into 
account after the conflict in Georgia in 
2008. It should have been a wake-up 
call to the international community and 
not the second wake-up call in 2014 in 
Ukraine. Latvia has always been very 
cautious about Russia’s military activ-
ity and statements on bilateral and in-
ternational levels. On the other hand, 
without appropriate financial resources 
and public support we would never be 
able to achieve the level of national ca-
pability development that we have today. 
Our planners have done a wonderful job 
which requires a high level of account-
ability towards the general population 
because it is with their consent that we 
will be able to allocate two per cent of 
Latvia’s GDP to national defence in 2018.

There has been much fuss made about 
the joint Russian and Belarusian war games 
at the end of September 2017, but they have 
not evidently lived up to the hype. Do you 
believe it is better to keep the Baltic societies 
“on edge” so they can defend themselves 
accordingly, if the enemy dares to invade?

Indeed, the massive media coverage 
produced a great deal of interest among 
the general population but the exer-
cise itself was not meant to attract this 
much attention. They displayed similar 
capabilities during the 2009 and 2013 
exercises. Yet, the reaction to previous 
exercises was calmer even though Russia 
had simulated a nuclear attack on War-
saw during the 2009 scenario. It seems 
to me that the change in the security 
situation of the region has made people 
particularly sensitive to defence issues. 
It is not our goal, however, to keep so-
cieties “on edge”. Our goal would be to 
have a resilient society able to withstand 
hybrid as well as traditional military ag-
gression. Resilience of our population 
is necessary in order to take away any 
possible means of how to influence our 
population through information or cy-
ber domains.

Our next step in this direction is to 
introduce state defence studies in pub-
lic schools, starting in 2018. We hope 
that in long term it will bring up a re-
sponsible generation who will not take 
our independence for granted and will 
be prepared to actively engage in state 
defence. Our mental steadfastness will 
contribute to our military posture and 
therefore ensure more stable regional 
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security dynamics. This requires con-
tinuous and deliberated work rather than 
continuous hype in the media.

Yet you have to agree that there are 
many people in the Baltics, including Lat-
vians, who are getting tired of the never-
ending story about the Russian threat. What 
is the rational stance that Latvian authorities 
should assume in disseminating defence-
related information? How to balance the 
information that it works efficiently?

There will always be those who will 
stand with us, those who will stand 
against us and those who are neutral. 
Our line should be consistent and should 
not be exaggerated. Due to various fac-
tors, which are beyond our control, we 
cannot persuade those who stand against 
our position, but we can disseminate 
information which is based on the real-
ity we face. In contrast to Russia, Latvia 
does not need a foreign enemy to le-
gitimise its policies or decisions. Latvia 
does not invent threats. Therefore, our 
rational stance would be to make such 
defence-related decisions about which 
there would be no problem or hesitation 
to talk about in public.

Do you believe Russia poses a real dan-
ger to Latvia and the entire Baltics?

We believe in what we see – a lack of 
transparency, harsh rhetoric and propa-
ganda, large-scale military exercises on 
our borders and no respect for interna-
tional rules and norms. We do not know 
Russia’s intentions or long-term interests 
in the region. We can only guess based 

on the evidence available to us. Due to 
our negative experience, we have to be 
prepared for the worst. I would say that 
Russia poses a threat not only to the Bal-
tic states, but to the international com-
munity as a whole. We cannot continue 
to disregard its malicious activity in 
information cyberspace and other do-
mains. Nevertheless, we are interested 
in a transparent and law-abiding Russia, 
which would allow both of our countries 
to prosper in pragmatic, cultural and 
economic relations. This is not possible 
at the moment, however, due to Russia’s 
actions in Ukraine since 2014.

Is Latvia more vulnerable than its other 
Baltic neighbours, Lithuania and Estonia?

We definitely do not feel more vul-
nerable, mainly because the defence 
co-operation among the Baltic states 
is strong and we are in the same boat 
when it comes to our common security. 
Since I took office as defence minister, 
my confidence in our defence capabili-
ties has only grown. When I see and 
work with people who are committed 
to our national security there can be no 
other thoughts – we will be defended. Of 
course, there are vulnerabilities, but we 
share these vulnerabilities with Lithu-
ania and Estonia.

However, Latvia is known for its large eth-
nic Russian communities, especially in Riga 
and Daugavpils. Do you believe the Kremlin 
is planning to exploit those communities?

Latvia is a multinational and multi-
cultural country and our society con-
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sists of various nationalities. It is a nor-
mal process for the globalised times in 
which we live. Indeed, there are Russians 
in Latvia but we have to understand that 
these are Latvian Russians who belong to 
our country, serve in our national armed 
forces and national guard. They are Lat-
vian citizens who have either inherited 
this status or chose to be a part of Lat-
via. A more important question to ask 
is how to make sure that future genera-
tions do not only think about their own 
individual welfare, but also about Lat-
via’s welfare. The Kremlin, on the other 
hand, can play any card against us, and 
the use of particular people and organi-
sations in order to spread Russia’s narra-
tive might be one of them. Actually, they 
are already using this strategy. The ques-
tion is how self-content we are with our 

way of life in order to block their messag-
es. I think that we are on the right track.

When compared to the other Baltic 
states, where do you believe Latvia’s de-
fence capabilities have an edge?

In Latvia we know what kind of ca-
pabilities we need to cover our weak 
points, that would be appropriate for 
our geography, critical infrastructure etc. 
Despite our close geographical proxim-
ity, these criteria are different from the 
other Baltic states. Estonia, for example, 
has a larger shoreline and lots of small 
islands. Lithuania, on the other hand, has 
a prolonged border with Belarus and Rus-
sia. All these factors must be taken into 
account while planning certain defence 
capabilities and defence plans. More 
importantly, we need to make sure that 

Photo courtesy of Raimonds Bergmanis
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there is no competition in these matters 
because we cannot allow comparing 
whose defence capabilities are better. 
Defence capabilities should be appropri-
ate and well-coordinated among all the 
Baltic states and our NATO allies. We 
should focus on enhancing our defence 
co-operation by supplementing each of 
our own capabilities.

How would you characterize Latvia’s 
weak points?

Our defence is proportional to our 
national defence budget and at the same 
time it is limited by it. Our commitment 
is two per cent of GDP, which we will 
start allocating next year for defence. 
Therefore, we are as defence-minded as 
France or the United Kingdom, which al-
locate corresponding resources to their 
defence. We might speak about certain 
capabilities, which none of the Baltic 
states can afford and where we need 
assistance of our allies. These capabil-
ities include gaps in the air and on the 
sea. NATO’s enhanced forward pres-
ence is on the ground but all three Bal-
tic states are vulnerable when it comes 
to the air and sea.

Russia has not conducted a military at-
tack since the annexation of Crimea and 
its incursions into Ukraine over three years 
ago. How would you interpret this signal? 
Could it mean that Russia is not interested 
in a full-scale war?

Imagine you had asked this question 
at the end of 2013. At that moment Rus-
sia had been peaceful for more than five 

years. I think the question is not about 
Russia’s “behaviour” but the continuity 
of the Kremlin’s strategic thinking. There 
are no indicators that would allow us to 
think Russia has become less aggressive. 
It is quite the opposite if, for instance, 
we look at its campaign in Syria. More-
over, Russia has become more vocal and 
more confident when it comes to protect-
ing their so-called “national interests”. It 
would be correct to say that Russia has 
become even better prepared to wage 
a full-scale war anywhere in the world. 
Therefore, I am sure that we have to re-
main vigilant, unless Russia agrees to 
“play by the rules” and be more trans-
parent in their military practices.

What does Russian military activity look 
like near the Latvian border?

Russia has been decisively strengthen-
ing its military capabilities and military 
presence in its Western Military District 
since 2008. We saw not only an improve-
ment of its military capabilities through 
modernisation and the introduction of 
new military equipment, like the Heli-
copter Base in Ostrov, but also a purely 
numerical expansion of its armed forc-
es, which is many times greater than the 
number of NATO forces in the region. 
Therefore, we view Russia’s argument 
that their reinforcement is a response to 
NATO activities as groundless.

Moreover, we invited Russia to sign 
a bilateral agreement on confidence and 
security, building measures in order to 
create verifiable transparency between 
our two countries on a legal and long-
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term basis. Russia refused to sign the 
agreement, which we understood as a 
certain indicator of Russia’s intention 
to remain secretive.

It is estimated that Russia can activate 
its military or a full-range offensive against 
NATO within 24 – 28 hours upon a political 
decision in Moscow. Would Latvia be able 
to properly defend itself through the crucial 
hours until NATO’s help arrives?

I have full confidence in our military – 
we have willing and skilled soldiers, ap-
propriate defence plans and military 
capabilities to defend our country. How-
ever, we do not want war. Therefore, our 
strategy is deterrence, which is based on 
collective defence and national capabili-
ties. The NATO battle group is already 
stationed in Latvia with the goal to deter. 
We are on the same page as our NATO 
allies, they share our threat perception. 
Therefore, there is no question about 
whether we will be able to defend our-
selves or not. We will.

How has the Warsaw agreement 
strengthened the alliance’s military pres-
ence in Latvia?

The 2016 NATO Summit in Warsaw 
was a historic milestone for us and pro-
duced concrete decisions to station the 
enhanced forward presence battle group 
in the Baltic states and Poland. Around 
4,000 NATO troops from more than 20 
member states have committed to station 
their troops and military equipment in 
the region. It is the biggest demonstra-
tion of collective defence, solidarity and 

unity since the end of the Cold War and 
there are no doubts that this decision 
comes at the right time and place. On 
the ground, co-operation among the 
EFP nations in Latvia has proven to be a 
great success – we are slowly building a 
bridge of two cultures across the Atlan-
tic Ocean – between Latvia and Canada, 
which is the framework nation of the 
NATO battle group in Latvia.

Beyond the current deterrence measures 
that you mentioned, what else should be 
done to boost the region’s security?

Deterrence is achieved through col-
lective defence and the strengthening 
of our own national forces and defence 
capabilities. During the last four years 
we were able to achieve significant re-
sults which makes our military highly 
capable and committed to fight for our 
country. NATO’s approach to Russia is 
deterrence and strategic dialogue. We 
see that Russia does not positively view 
NATO’s activity in the region, which 
is the first sign that deterrence actually 
works. We see, however, potential addi-
tions on how to strengthen deterrence 
in the region – namely, the EFP battle 
group that would be enabled in the air 
and at sea. Another important aspect is 
strategic communication and our ability 
to communicate decisively and coordi-
nated in order to refute possible provo-
cations in a timely manner.

Has your ministry researched what part 
of the Latvian population would actively 
engage in a guerrilla against an aggressor?
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Researching public sentiments to-
wards defence related questions is one 
of our priorities which would allow us 
to better understand how well our pol-
icies work. Latvia’s defence, however, is 
primarily ensured by a professional army 
and national guard, but citizens should 
be ready to resist in any way possible.

Do you support the idea of mandatory 
conscription in Latvia?

Since the restoration of independence, 
we were able to develop professional 
armed forces and capable national guard. 
Introducing conscription would mean 
taking away resources which sustain 
our forces. Financially, it is impossible 
at the moment. We need to find other 
ways to ensure a larger participation in 
our armed forces and national reserve 
based on values and patriotism.

How do the Latvian government and 
your ministry fight Russian propaganda? Cer-
tainly it is a challenge considering the large 
number of Russian-speaking Latvians…

In an era where there is an overabun-
dance of information and the notion of 

post-truth, we try to shed light on what 
the truth is in one situation or another. 
Sometimes it is challenging, but some-
times it is easy. When propaganda con-
cerns the situation in Latvia – whether it 
is a narrative of the rise of fascism or the 
violation of human rights of our Russian 
population – it is relatively easy. We invite 
people to come and see the real situa-
tion in Latvia with their own eyes. They 
would be surprised to see that Latvia is 
way better than it is portrayed in Russia.

The difficultly lies in the type of prop-
aganda that is low profile and has a pro-
longed influence on the minds of our 
population. When a person starts to 
accept and believe a narrative he or she 
is provided, then it is difficult to take 
such a person out of this bubble. Peo-
ple are usually biased against informa-
tion which does not support their ex-
isting views or beliefs. Therefore, it is 
more complicated to provide people 
with reliable information or proof that 
their existing bubble is based on misin-
terpretation and deception in order to 
legitimise certain political processes or 
foreign policy interests.

Raimonds Bergmanis has been serving as the minister of defence of Latvia since 2015.

Linas Jegelevicius is a Lithuanian journalist and editor in chief of The Baltic Times.



The story of the 
other Piłsudski

G R Z E G O R Z  N U R E K

Many Poles still unfairly overlook the story of 
Bronisław Piłsudski, who remains in the shadow 

of his younger brother, the chief of state, Marshall 
Józef Piłsudski. Yet, Bronisław’s story is as prominent 

as his sibling’s, albeit with a more tragic ending.

Bronisław Piłsudski was a year older than his brother Józef. He was born in 1866 
in the Piłsudski family mansion in Zułow, 60 kilometres outside of Vilnius. Maria 
Billewiczówna, their mother, gave birth to 12 children. The father, Józef senior, was 
involved in the January Uprising of 1863 against the Russian Empire. They raised 
their children in the spirit of patriotism. In addition to Bronisław and Józef Junior, 
the couple had two older daughters, Helena and Zofia, and six younger children: 
Adam, Kazimierz, Maria, Jan, Ludwika, and Kacper. There was also a pair of twins 
who died shortly after birth.

According to Piłsudski’s biographer, Andrzej Garlicki, in Zułow the Piłsudski 
family led an affluent life. They had a large mansion with a number of servants 
and everything would have been perfect if not for the fact that Józef Senior’s heart 
was not in managing the estate. He had many ideas but few successes and he failed 
to implement most of his plans. He would initiate the construction of outhouses 
which would then stand for years unfinished. He would invest in the production 
of yeast or alcohol distilleries, mills and animal breeding businesses, but all the 
undertakings would have little economic success.
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The fire

Józef Senior would purchase numerous agricultural machines which usually fell 
into ruin due to lack of use. The last straw of this poorly managed estate was a fire 
which destroyed the entire mansion. By that time there was no money for renova-
tion and the family had to move to Vilnius. There, Bronisław attended middle school 
and together with his brother Józef and other peers organised a study group. By the 
time Bronisław reached 18, his mother had passed away. He continued to work and 
later moved to St Petersburg where he began studying law. During his first year of 
study, he became involved in political underground movements that were popular 
among the Petersburg and Vilnius youth. It was a time when young revolutionaries 
dreamed about overthrowing the tsar and gaining more democratic freedoms. As 
a result, the Petersburg students requested the support of the Vilnius students in 
order to access poison, weapons and explosives to assassinate Tsar Alexander III.

Alexander Ulyanov, Vladimir Lenin’s older brother, was deeply involved in the 
affair. Mikhail Kancher, another student from St Petersburg, went to Vilnius and 
spent a night at the Piłsudski family apartment in the absence of Bronisław. There 
he met Józef Junior, who was 19 at the time. The poison strychnine was procured 
along with some local donations for the cause. On March 1st 1887 in St Petersburg, 
the students carried out a failed assassination attempt on the tsar. A large group 
of students, carrying a hand-made bomb, were detained on Nevsky Prospect (St 
Petersburg’s main avenue). The investigation ended with the imprisonment of 70 
students at the infamous Peter and Paul Fortress, including both Piłsudski broth-
ers. While it was impossible to prove their direct involvement in the assassina-
tion attempt, a search of Bronisław’s Vilnius flat found handwritten manuscripts 
on the revolution.

Those who were directly involved in the plot – including Lenin’s brother – re-
ceived more severe sentences. The tsar himself authorised the execution of five 
people. Bronisław was also given the death penalty but it was later reduced to 15 
years of servitude, most likely due to a lack of evidence and his father’s efforts to 
mitigate the sentence. In the course of the investigation, Bronisław accepted blame 
for involving his younger brother, thanks to which Józef was sent to the Urals for 
just five years.

Exile to Sakhalin

In May 1887 the 21-year-old Bronisław wrote to his father and siblings: “Good-
bye. When I return in 15 years, I will need your experience and advice … Do not 
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give in to sadness, father, my beloved, as you have to accept what cannot be re-
versed or changed.” Józef Senior, until his last days, fought for his son’s early re-
lease. He wrote a number of pleas to Tsar Alexander III and then to his succes-
sor Nicholas II.

Two hundred felons were transported to the Sakhalin Island prison in Russia’s 
Far East. Just like the rest of the prisoners, Bronisław logged in the forest, which 
was very hard work. He slept in the carpenter’s camp, on his coat on the floor. In 
order not to lose his mind, he collected plants and created a herbarium. As time 
passed, he was directed to work at the prison’s administration office. After a year, 
he was allowed to live outside the prison, under police supervision, without the 
right to leave the island. With other inmates who were allowed to live outside the 
camp, they set up a small farm where they cultivated vegetables and bred animals.

Bronisław made scientific observations about the weather which were eventu-
ally published. His advice was sought in helping to collect ethnographic material 
for the then developing museum in Alexandrovsk on Sakhalin Island. He became 
absorbed in this work, meeting and studying the indigenous people. He learned 
the indigenous language of the Nivkh people and taught their children to read 
and write in Russian. He started documenting local fairy tales, songs and legends. 
Bronisław’s meeting with Lev Yakovlev, tasked by the authorities with conducting a 
census of the indigenous populations, proved to be a breakthrough moment. Soon 
after, he published a number of articles describing the life and needs of the Nivkh 
people. He was concerned that the local customs and language would soon dis-
appear and called for schools and hospitals to help support the local populations. 
For a short period of time, he was employed by a museum in Vladivostok where 
he got to know ethnic groups and minorities better, including the Ainu people, the 
Orok, the Ulch and the Nanai. The Ainu people began to call him a brother, de-
fender and friend. He proposed various legal regulations relating to, for example, 
self-government, an alcohol sales ban and lifting obligatory military service for in-
digenous people, and again appealed to the authorities to invest in the region by 
building schools and hospitals.

Later, Bronisław travelled to Japan for ethnographic research trips. As he knew 
the local languages, he was useful as a researcher. The outbreak of the Russo-Jap-
anese War, however, forced him to return to Sakhalin.

Recordings

Bronisław photographed the locals and recorded their songs on Edison’s pho-
nograph. In the 1980s, the Japanese managed to recreate the recordings and save 
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them on more modern devices. Bronisław was so popular among the locals they 
wrote a song in his name, which they sang to him when he was leaving the island. 
He married an Ainu woman, named Cuhsaumma, with whom they had two chil-
dren, Kiyo and Sukezô. Piłsudski’s descendants, to this day, live in Japan.

Bronisław worked with indigenous groups who did 
not interest anyone at the time, and like the Ainu people, 
were looked down upon and regarded as inferior. He 
recorded their voices and language and described their 
lives. They became his second family – and perhaps 
there were even a replacement for his first. When he 
returned to Poland, he was a different person – marked 
by his marriage to a “savage”, a misfit who was long 
denied academic qualifications. When the anthropological commission of the Pol-
ish Academy of Learning in Kraków nominated him to become its secretary, war 
broke out and he had to flee. He knew what it was like to always be an outsider 
and outcast. Maybe this was what killed him. But it also gave him a unique insight 
into the people that he studied. He left behind rare descriptions of the Nivkh bear 
celebrations and other customs.

Return to Poland

In 1903 the Russian Geographic Society awarded Piłsudski a silver medal for his 
academic achievements. The medal was also granted for the collection of ethno-
graphic exhibits gathered thanks to Piłsudski and exhibited by the Society during 
a fair in Paris. Neither of his achievements nor his Ainu family, however, managed 
to stop him from returning to his homeland. Piłsudski took an indirect route on 
his way back to Poland which was still under partition, as he passed through Japan 
and the United States. He returned to Kraków in November 1906 and became 
close with Polish scientists at the Polish Academy of Learning. Nevertheless, he 
complained: “I returned to my homeland, but I feel that I am being treated as an 
outsider, a newcomer of unknown descent, a suspicious man who is threatening 
the existence of rooted people.”

In order to improve his poor health, Bronisław went to the Tatra Mountains 
in Zakopane. There, after 18 years of separation, he met his family: his brothers, 
Józef and Jan, and his sister, Ludwika. His father had passed away four years earlier. 
In Zakopane, Bronisław got to know and befriended his uncle, Stanisław Witkie-
wicz – the creator of the well-known Zakopane architectural style – and his wife. 
In the absence of their son – a genius writer and artist who wrote under the name 
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Witkacy – Bronisław lived in the latter’s room. He also befriended a writer named 
Stefan Żeromski to the extent that he created a character based on Bronisław’s 
story for his new novel. Together with Józef, they hiked, organised excursions and 
treks in the mountains.

Despite his very modest means, Bronisław travelled extensively. He visited 
Paris, London, Vienna, Prague and Lviv. He would stay with Józef and his wife in 
Kraków and became involved in the work of the Polish Academy of Learning (not 
without obstacles, as Bronisław’s ethnographic research was rather exotic for his 
Polish peers) and the Tatra Museum in Zakopane.

Research and war

Józef took a good care of Bronisław, who was financially supported by the ex-
tended family. But without a stable job, Bronisław grappled with financial trou-
bles most of his adult life. He received some money from the Polish Academy of 
Learning where he worked as a secretary for the ethnographic section. He gave 
lectures on Japan, Sakhalin and Poles in Siberia. He also tried to sell his phono-
graph recordings to various institutions around the world. He wrote the Gaelic, 
Oroqen and Ainu language dictionaries and in 1912 the Academy of Learning pub-
lished an English translation of his Materials on the Ainu language and folklore.

In his translation work, Bronisław was supported 
by Michał Drzewiecki, a well-known language scholar. 
In Zakopane, Bronisław was involved in ethnographic 
research in Podhale, Spis and Orava. He visited Poles, 
Hungarians and Slovaks, and recorded local slang 
and expressions, songs and drew pictures of house-
hold equipment, clothes and architecture. In 1911 he 
launched the ethnic studies section of the Tatra Soci-

ety. Soon afterwards, he came up with the idea of launching a journal about Pod-
hale’s customs and traditions. Titled the Podhale Yearbook, it materialised after 
the end of the First World War. Moreover, he purchased nearly 200 unique eth-
nographic exhibits for the Tatra Museum.

When the First World War broke out Bronisław joined the civil guard tasked 
with patrolling the streets at night. He wanted to be useful. In mid-November 1914, 
Bronisław was forced to leave Zakopane out of fear of political prosecution. He 
went to Switzerland and later Vienna. In Switzerland, over four months, he was 
involved in various initiatives, including fundraising for Polish children in Lithu-
ania, and creating the Committee for Lithuania – an organisation aimed at bring-

Bronisław Piłsudski 
wrote the Gaelic, 

Oroqen and 
Ainu language 

dictionaries.



119The story of the other Piłsudski, Grzegorz Nurek History & Memory

ing Poles and Lithuanians closer together. He also worked with publishing houses, 
writing encyclopaedic entries and became involved in pro-independence activism.

In the winter and spring of 1918, when he was in Paris, he fell ill and spent sev-
eral months in bed. His condition deteriorated. He suffered from serious depres-
sion, a persecution complex, hypertension, hallucinations and malnutrition. He 
was only 52 years old when, on May 17th 1918, he jumped into the Seine River near 
Louvre, taking his own life. Six months later, thanks to his brother Józef, Poland 
regained independence after 123 years of partition. Bronisław was buried at the 
Montmorency cemetery near Paris, and many years later his symbolic grave was 
erected at Zakopane’s Pęksowy Brzysk, where all people of outstanding merit for 
Podhale are buried. The plaque on his grave reads: “A Sakhalin camp labourer, mu-
sicologist and researcher of cultures of disappearing Siberian and Podhale people.”

2016 was the 150th anniversary of Bronisław’s birth. On this occasion, the Tatra 
Museum in Zakopane organised a special exhibition titled Bronisław Piłsudski. 
The extraordinary brother of the Marshall. The exhibition will run until February 
25th 2018 at the Radziwiłł Palace in Vilnius. Bronisław’s photographs can be found 
at the Ethnological Museum in Leipzig, the National Anthropological Archive in 
Washington and in museums across Russia.

Translated by Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska

Grzegorz Nurek is a Polish journalist specialising in cultural affairs.



The restless memory 
of Staro Sajmiste

Y U L I A  O R E S H I N A

The memory of Staro Sajmiste, the former Nazi 
concentration camp in Belgrade, will depend on 

how well Serbia’s discourse on the Holocaust 
continues to develop. Today, the Holocaust memory 

serves as a tool for highlighting both Serbia’s 
belonging to the European memory culture and 
the country’s narrative of Serbian victimhood.

The tower of the old Belgrade fairground, a former Nazi concentration camp, 
ominously peers down at the city. It is hard to miss, whether from the road con-
necting the airport with the Serbian capital or while wandering around the Belgrade 
fortress hill. Its characteristic spot right across the river can be well seen from the 
extravagant waterfront as the tower stands near the Hyatt Regency Hotel. It is an 
integral part of the city’s landscape.

In spite of the site’s proximity to the city centre, and its visibility, Staro Sajmiste 
is still a neglected and somewhat isolated area. Turning from the main road to Sa-
jmiste Street feels like entering another world – trespassing the border and violat-
ing the privacy of the space. It can take some time to discover any sign of the site’s 
former purpose; especially since it has transformed into a residential area with a 
children’s playground and laundry hanging near to what was once a prison. Thus, 
while it has been officially recognised as a Holocaust memory site, Staro Sajmiste 
remains largely forgotten, in plain sight.
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Rapid changes

The Belgrade Exhibition Grounds (Beogradsko sajmište), built between 1937 
and 1940, was the first construction on the left bank of the Sava River. Histori-
cally, it divided the Kingdom of Serbia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Before 
the construction began, the river’s western waterfront was a deserted sandy area 
and largely viewed as foreign territory. The Exhibition Grounds were located in 
close proximity to the newly built King Alexander Bridge (1934), which became 
the first permanent construction linking Belgrade with the left bank of the Sava.

In the 1930s, the site was famous for its impressive modernist architecture and 
hosted numerous fairs, exhibitions and cultural events. The nearby area was full 
of restaurants. It was within a short walking distance of the city centre, making it 
popular among city dwellers.

The interwar period was characterised by the changing political landscape in 
the region, which was noticeable within the area of the Exhibition Grounds. The 
fascist symbols dominated the German and Italian pavilions and after the German 
aggression against Czechoslovakia in 1938, the Exhibition Grounds changed its 
name to the Pavilion of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia. While the space 
reflected the rapid changes afflicting the continent, no one expected that only five 
years later, the first Belgrade Fair would become a 
Holocaust site, and 80 years later – a forgotten ruin.

After the outbreak of the Second World War and 
partition of Yugoslavia in 1941, the Sava River regained 
its role as a state border – this time separating Nazi-
occupied Serbia from the Independent State of Croatia. 
The area of the Exhibition Grounds formally became 
a part of Croatia, controlled by the German military 
command of Semlin (Zemun). In autumn 1941, the Nazi authorities decided to use 
the Belgrade Exhibition Grounds as a detention camp for Jewish women, children 
and the elderly from Serbia.

The Croatian government agreed, under the condition that the authorities in 
Belgrade would supply the camp with food. Since it was the German military com-
mand of Semlin that formally controlled the territory, the documents often refer to 
Staro Sajmiste as Semlin Judenlager. By December 1941, around 5,000 Jewish and 
500 Roma detainees were placed in the camp. The initial plan of the Nazi author-
ities was to deport the camp’s prisoners to a “reception camp in the east”, but in 
spring 1942 they decided to conduct mass executions on site. A specially equipped 
gas van – the tool of the execution – was brought to Belgrade in March 1942. Its 
first victims were 800 patients and staff of Belgrade’s two Jewish hospitals. There-
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after, 6,300 of the Semlin camp’s inmates shared the same fate. The prisoners were 
taken into the gas van under the pretext of being transported outside of Sajmiste. 
The transport went directly to the village of Jajinci, where the dead were buried.

Soon after the extermination of the Jewish prisoners, the Semlin Judenlager 
turned into a detention camp for political prisoners and became the main distribu-
tion centre for forced labour in the former Yugoslavia. The 32,000 detainees who 
passed through the Semlin Anhaltelager between May 1942 and July 1944 included 
Serbs, Croats, Bosnian Muslims, Greeks, Albanians and Jews. More than 10,000 
detainees died and were buried in mass graves at the Jewish cemetery in Zemun, 
Bežanija, Jajinci, and several other locations.

Neglected memory

Even though Staro Sajmiste is an important Holocaust site, and despite the 
academic community’s interest in its history, it lacks proper commemoration in 
Belgrade’s urban landscape. This is because of the peculiarity of Serbian historical 
narratives of the Holocaust, the site’s complex history and the fact that its premises 
have been turned into a living space and artistic workshop.

After the end of the Second World War, Staro Sajmiste was used as a temporary 
housing facility for workers of the Youth Brigade involved in building the New Bel-

grade – a new communist style neighbourhood on the 
left side of the Sava River and the first housing district 
in the area. The workers mostly came from distant re-
gions of Yugoslavia and were unaware of the history of 
the site, which was obscured by the authorities. Staro 
Sajmiste was not only a place where they lived, but 
also their place of leisure.

One of the reasons for the communist authorities’ 
secretive policy towards the site was the fact that the 

district of the New Belgrade was meant to symbolise a new beginning: building 
socialism “on clean ground”. Therefore, the very existence of the old fairgrounds – 
not to mention the tragic memory of the Second World War – did not match the 
new ideological framework.

As a result of tensions between Yugoslavia and the USSR, financial assistance 
from the Soviet Union for the building of New Belgrade eventually dried up. 
Construction work was suspended and members of the Youth Brigade left Staro 
Sajmiste. At first, the authorities wanted to demolish the site, but then changed 
the plan and invited some prominent artists to open up workshops and ateliers in 
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some of the old pavilions. As a result, many artists began to work and live on the 
site. This gave the place a completely new meaning, distancing it even further away 
from the tragic events of the past.

Ideology of commemoration

The majority of Yugoslav Second World War memorials commemorate either 
the suffering of all “Yugoslav peoples” or the deeds of those fighting against fas-
cism. In the case of Staro Sajmiste, however, it was difficult to deny the ethnicity 
of the victims. Moreover, ever since the days of communist Yugoslavia, the Holo-
caust tends to be associated in Serbia with the events that took place on the territo-
ry of the Croatian Ustaše state. The main symbol of the Holocaust is the Jasenovac 
extermination camp, which highlights Serbian victimhood. The lack of attention 
on Staro Sajmiste perfectly follows the well-worn narrative: the site was formal-
ly located on the territory of the Independent State of Croatia during the Second 
World War. Hence, the argument goes, the commemoration of its victims is not 
Serbia’s responsibility.

Several monuments were unveiled at the site, representing the changing political 
context, but none of them properly designated the place. The first memory plaque 
in Sajmiste was installed in 1951 and commemorated the tenth anniversary of the 
partisan uprising in Yugoslavia. Thus, the text on the monument spoke about the 
murdered members of the Partisan movement. The second plaque was erected in 
1974 to commemorate the memory of the 30th anniversary of Belgrade’s libera-
tion. Its inscription referred to the “people from different parts of the country” 
who were killed on the site, but it did not directly mention the Holocaust. Again, 
a monument with similar words was unveiled in Sajmiste in 1984, and the open 
space around the plaque became one of the symbolic places to celebrate the fight 
against fascism. Today, this monument is as neglected as the rest of the old fair-
grounds, hidden between the trees and covered by grass.

The most notable monument in the area was erected in 1995 at the bank of the 
Sava River. The construction, visible from different places around the city, seems to 
cover the site of Staro Sajmiste itself and in fact, it is not easily accessible from the 
monument. The plaque nearby the monument mentions Serbs, Jews and the Roma 
as the main groups who perished there. They are commemorated together with 
the victims of the Ustaše camp in Jasenovac and the Hungarian occupying forces.

Even though Jews and the Roma are mentioned in the inscription, the main focus 
is on the suffering of the Serbs and the memory of the “war crimes and genocide 
against 100,000 patriots, members of the Yugoslav national liberation movement, 
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children, women and the elderly”. The inscription reflects the official line of Serbian 
memory politics at the time.

During Slobodan Milosevic’s regime (1997 – 2000), the topic of the Holocaust 
was practically absent from the public debate. Holocaust memory was only used as 
a tool for highlighting Serbian victimhood. The fact that during the Second World 
War Staro Sajmiste was located within the borders of the Independent State of 
Croatia was constantly stressed by nationalist politicians and intellectuals. Thus, 
the focus was shifted from the events of the Holocaust towards commemoration of 
the Serbian victims of the war, and the old fairgrounds were consigned to oblivion 
up until the end of first decade of 2000s.

Art and politics

Among the several Serbian films dealing with the Holocaust memory, the one 
that gained greatest popularity abroad was Goran Paskaljevic’s When Day Breaks 
(Kad Svane Dan, 2012). It was shown at various film festivals around the world 
and received an Oscar nomination in 2012. The film’s co-screenwriter, Filip David, 
wrote an award-winning book, The House of Remembering and Forgetting, which 
also addressed the Holocaust. The film takes place in Belgrade and the plot tells 
the story of Staro Sajmiste. It critically assesses the silencing of the Holocaust 
memory in Serbia and highlights the problems connected with using the former 
concentration camp as a living space.

Although the film was screened in Serbian cinemas and on national TV, it did 
not provoke any public discussion about Staro Sajmiste. Nevertheless, the atten-
tion that the site received within the artistic community was the first step towards 
breaking the silence around the topic.

The first exhibition dedicated to the Holocaust in 
Serbia opened in the Museum of Yugoslav History on 
January 27th 2012, which marked International Holo-
caust Remembrance Day. In 2013 Staro Sajmiste was 
mentioned in a debate titled “A Living Death Camp”, 
which took place during the famous October Salon 
in Belgrade (the annual exhibition of contemporary 
visual arts – editor’s note).

Most of the researchers focusing on Serbia’s recent past, however, link the re-
cent public interest in the topic with the ongoing instrumentalisation of the Hol-
ocaust memory in Serbia. Undoubtedly, bringing the Holocaust memory to the 
forefront allows Serbia to participate in the international “moral community” – 
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especially as the Holocaust has become the unifying European memory. At the 
same time, however, it is quite clear that in Serbia the Holocaust serves as a screen 
memory to highlight Serbian martyrdom and a tool for repressing a more recent 
memory – the Balkan wars.

A way forward

Currently, a special commission is working on creating a memorial complex at 
Staro Sajmiste. The initial goal of the commission – which includes representatives 
of the Jewish community, artists, historians, cultural figures and journalists – was 
to create a museum, an educational and research institution on the site dedicated 
to the Holocaust. However, due to some disagreements that took place within the 
commission, the plan has been abandoned.

The new commission, formed in 2014 and headed by Bishop Jovan Culibrk of 
the Serbian Orthodox Church, is planning to estasblish three different pavilions 
on site, one dedicated to Serbs, one to Jews and one to the Roma people. With this 
approach, the commission continues the long-established tradition of equating the 
suffering of Serbs during the Second World War with the Holocaust, which under-
mines the uniqueness of the latter. At the same time, it raises the question of how 
to commemorate the victims who do not fall into the three groups.

The fate of Staro Sajmiste and its memory will, to a large extent, depend on how 
the discourse on the Holocaust develops in Serbia. Today, the Holocaust memory 
serves as yet another vehicle for highlighting Serbia’s belonging to the European 
memory culture and as a justification for Serbia’s EU aspirations. At the same time, 
it supports the national narrative of Serbian victimhood, which is backed by the 
Serbian Orthodox Church.

Serbian historians, when asked to comment on the situation around the old 
fairgrounds, often say that Serbian society is still divided on how to appropriately 
commemorate the Second World War. However, other countries in the region ex-
emplify that coming to terms with one’s own past is necessary in order to develop 
an adequate approach to such complex memory sites as Staro Sajmiste.

Yulia Oreshina is a social anthropologist, translator and lecturer in cultural 

memory studies at Georgian American University in Tbilisi.



The Ukrainian colony 
that never existed

M A R E K  W O J N A R

The history of Ukrainians in the Far East is slowly 
coming to an end. It is a story of colonisation in 

the Russian Far East, attempts to maintain identity 
in unfavourable conditions and a fantastic colonial 

idea with humble attempts to implement it.

In Hej Sokoły (Hey, Falcons), the Polish-Ukrainian song from the mid-19th century 
written by Tomasz Pandura, the author yearns for “green Ukraine” – the Ukrainian 
steppe. The bilingual song is known to most Poles and almost as many Ukrainians. 
However, few people know that at a later stage the term “Green Ukraine” (written 
with capital letters) came to describe the territory in Russia’s Far East where, at 
the end of the 19th and at the beginning of the 20th century, a significant number 
of Ukrainians settled. The areas of Amur and Primorskaya oblasts, where many 
Ukrainians lived, were called Zeleny Klyn. The term “Green Ukraine”, however, 
contrary to Zeleny Klyn, conveyed not only the ethnographic meaning but also 
the national aspirations.

Colonising the Far East

The authors of books and brochures on the Ukrainian presence in the Far East 
usually began their story in the 17th century. It was in 1672 when Demian Mno-
hohrishny, the Hetman of left bank Ukraine, was exiled to Transbaikal. Initially, 
he was imprisoned in Irkutsk but later ended up on the other bank of Baikal, in 
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Selenginsk. Soon afterwards the ex-prisoner was in charge of the city defence when 
it was under siege by the army of a Mongolian khan allied with the Chinese. At a 
later stage, Mnohohrishny accompanied Feodor Alekseyevich Golovin during the 
signing of the Treaty of Nerchinsk with China in 1689. Over the next century the 
participants of Koliyivshchyna followed the steps of the first exiles from the Ukrain-
ian territory. According to Viacheslav Chornomazov, a Ukrainian ethnographer 
from Vladivostok, they made it as far as Kamchatka 
where they later founded the Kamchatka Cossack Army.

The very colonisation of the Far East began in the 
1860s. Initially, it was the Russians that dominated. 
However the situation changed two decades later as a 
result of the opening of a direct sea route between Odesa and Vladivostok in 1883. 
The main masse of Ukrainian travellers reached Amur and Primorskaya oblasts. In 
accordance with the first (and last) population census of the Russian Empire, there 
were just over 21,000 Ukrainians in Amur oblast and 33,000 in the neighbour-
ing Primorskaya oblast. Apart from those two places, a small group of Ukrainians 
made it to Sakhalin. The official records show that fewer than 57,000 Ukrainians 
(18.3 per cent of the region’s population) lived in Zeleny Klyn. It is possible, how-
ever, that this number was slightly higher, as the inhabitants of the Russian Empire 
were not questioned about their nationality but their spoken language. Since the 
Ukrainian language had no separate status in Russia, it cannot be ruled out that 
some of the Ukrainian respondents said they spoke Russian. In subsequent years 
the number of Ukrainians in the Far East increased rapidly, which was related to 
the opening of new sections of the Trans-Siberian Railway and completion of the 
East China Railway.

The first Soviet census shows that there were already 315,000 Ukrainians situ-
ated in the Far Eastern Krai (16.7 per cent of the whole population), most of who 
lived in Zeleny Klyn. Some Ukrainian scholars had claimed that Ukrainians made 
up between 40 and 70 per cent of the population, but their estimates are likely to 
be exaggerated – although it is impossible to verify their accuracy.

Organised Ukrainian life

The migration of large numbers of Ukrainian people to the Far East undoubted-
ly resulted in the transfer of Ukrainian traditions, although it took a while before 
they took a more organised form. The first Ukrainian choir was set up in Vladiv-
ostok in 1893. However, it was only at the start of the 20th century when the acti-
vation of Ukrainian social life took place. It was due to guest performances of the 
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first Ukrainian theatre troupes in Zeleny Klyn, which led to the establishment of 
local amateur theatre groups. Soon there were other attempts to set up Ukraini-
an organisations.

From a chronological point of view, the first such organisation was the Ukrainian 
Student Hromada, established in 1907 in Vladivostok. After two years, its activity 
was prohibited by the order of the ministry of education. Soon afterward it was 
replaced by the Ukrainian Circle, which semi-legally operated until the outbreak 
of the revolution. There was also a failed attempt to register the Ukrainian Social 
Charity Organisation in Vladivostok and Prosvita in Nokolsk-Ussurisjki. As a result, 
the only legally operating Ukrainian organisation in the Far East was the Ukrainian 
Club established in 1911 in Blagoveshchensk.

The real breakthrough for the development of Ukrainian society in the Far East 
came with the revolution and the civil war. The key change lay in the establishment 
of politically-oriented movements. The Ukrainian movement was organised on sev-
eral levels: the Hromadas, the Ukrainian Regional Councils, the Ukrainian Far-East-
ern National Council and the Interim Ukrainian Far-Eastern National Committee 
at the top executive level. At a later stage, the role of the executive was transferred 
to the Ukrainian Far-Eastern Secretariat, led by Yuri Hlushko-Mova. Moreover, 
there were also four Ukrainian Far-Eastern Conventions that discussed the main 
slogans of the national and territorial autonomy for Ukrainians in the Far East. As 
time passed, there were also demands to transform Green Ukraine into a colony 
of the Ukrainian People’s Republic and perhaps even into an independent state.

At the same time, the social activities of Far-Eastern Ukrainians became much 
more dynamic. Since 1916 Ukrainian schools started to appear, and by 1920 there 
were over 60 schools. In Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, Blagoveshchensk and Nikol-
sk-Ussuriysk, Ukrainian newspapers were published and there were also several 
publishing houses. Nevertheless, a majority of these initiatives turned out to be 
short-lived.

The development of the Ukrainian national movement in the Far East turned 
out to be a relatively brief phenomenon and its ending partially overlapped with 
the victory of the Bolsheviks in the civil war. During the short-lived puppet Far-
Eastern Republic (1920 – 1922), the Ukrainian territorial gains from previous years 
were not only upheld, but even strengthened (some territories were granted na-
tional and cultural autonomy). Once the Bolshevik-dependent state was disman-
tled, the opportunities to cultivate Ukrainian identity faded. The symbolic end to 
these aspirations came with the trial of the Ukrainian national movement’s lead-
ers which ended in 1924 in Chita. During the trial, the leaders were accused of col-
laborating with the White Guard circles in Transbaikal. Afterwards the centre of 
Ukrainian activity in the Far East moved to Manchuria.
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The colonial idea

Due to the fact that the Ukrainian national movement formulated its territorial 
claims, based on a relatively freely interpreted ethnic rationale, during the inter-
war period, ideas emerged to transform Amur and Primorskaya territories into a 
Ukrainian colony. The idea of establishing a Ukrainian colony in the Far East was 
actively supported by activists from the Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists 
(OUN). The Japanese expansion in Manchuria, which began in the early 1930s, 
led to the Ukrainian nationalists relying on the Japanese army not only for help to 
liberate Green Ukraine but also for reaching the banks of Baikal.

A high number of references, both of the journalistic and poetical nature, can be 
found in articles and lyrics published in the first half of the 1930s in Lviv’s Wistnyk, 
edited by Dmytro Dontsov, a well-known nationalist thinker. Activists of OUN had 
a more practical approach to the idea of establishing 
Green Ukraine. In April 1934 Volodymyr Kolosovsky, 
the director of the military centre of Ukrainian na-
tionalists in the Netherlands, wrote to Yevhen Kono-
valec, the leader of the OUN, to say that colonisation 
of the Asian part of the Russian Empire was carried 
out by joint forces of Russian (in the letter referred to 
as Moscovites) and Ukraine, hence the latter should 
be given the inalienable right to a part of the territory.

Because the Ukrainians were dominate in the Far East, Kolosovsky thought it 
was natural that the Ukrainian state would be established there. The new state was 
supposed to be closely connected with Japan and in possession of a grand territory. 
As he argued: “Minimal borders of Green Ukraine cannot obviously satisfy us. We 
must lodge claims to the whole Soviet Far-Eastern Krai, i.e. the territory of the fol-
lowing oblasts: Sakhalin, Aldansky, Kolyma and Kamchatka”. The claim made by 
Kolosovsky was not dominating in the political programme and propaganda of the 
organisation, but neither was it totally marginal. Mykhailo Seleshko, Konovalc’s 
secretary, said that in their propaganda, OUN activists used the “concept of great 
space of the Ukrainian empire”, which was to cover the areas both located at the 
Dnieper River, the Don and the Amur, in order to keep Russia in check.

A similar notion was found among the younger generation of nationalists who, 
when in 1940 facing a split in the OUN, supported Stepan Bandera. Dmytro My-
ron and Ivan Gabrusevich were in favour of establishing Green Ukraine. In 1934 
Yaroslav Stetsko, later Bandera’s closest associate, created a vision for a nationalist 
uprising that would lead to Sakhalin and Kamchatka remaining under Ukrainian 
control. OUN activists were probably the most radical group at this time, but they 
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were not the only ones. The Ukrainian People’s Republic circles in exile, usually 
associated with the democratic tradition, also proclaimed maximalist concepts in 
the Asian Far East.

Around this time when OUN activists were deliberating the possibility of es-
tablishing a Ukrainian colony in the Far East, Tymish Olesiyuk, a doctor and an 
associate at the Ukrainian Scientific Institute in Warsaw, wrote about the idea in a 
Warsaw-based magazine Tabor. For Olesiyuk, the formation of Green Ukraine was 
merely one element in the comprehensive project of territorial changes in Asia. 
Taking advantage of the fact that the Ukrainian population created some ethnic 
islands in Eurasia, Olesiyuk considerably overestimated their number in order to 
create ethnical arguments for his geopolitical vision, which was based on a postu-
late to establish four Ukrainian states in Eurasia. Apart from Ukraine proper and 
its Far-Eastern colony (whose borders overlapped with the ones described by Ko-
losovsky), he also assumed the formation of Grey Ukraine (on the border of Sibe-
ria and Kazakhstan) as well as Cossackia, which was to encompass the catchment 
area of the middle and lower Don, lower Volga and Ural as well as the northern 
embankment of the Caspian Sea.

During the Second World War, Olesiyuk became closely associated with Yury 
Lypa, a doctor and geopolitician, and Lev Bykovsky, a librarian, both of whom set up 
underground National-Scientific Ukrainian Institutes. These institutions combined 
research on Ukrainian history, political science and economics as well as promoting 
the imperial destiny of Ukraine. Lypa led the Black Sea Institute, Bykovsky was in 
charge of the Oceanic Institute and Olesiyuk headed the Land Institute. Olesiyuk’s 
articles, which were originally published in Tabor, were reproduced in the form of 
separate brochures. Moreover, a piece titled Ukraine at the Atlantic (in Ukrain-
ian Ukrajina bila Tychoho Okeanu) by the writer Ivan Bahriany was published in 
the Oceanic Institute publishing series. Since the author published a novel, titled 
Tiger Hunters (in Ukrainian Tyhrolovy), he might have made one of the greatest 
contributions to the popularisation of Ukrainian presence in the Russian and USSR 
Far East. The institute also published brochures promoting the activities of the Far 
Eastern diaspora which were authored by both nationalists (Mykhail Zatynayka) 
and supporters of the Ukrainian People’s Republic (Ivan Svit).

For Green Ukraine

The biographies of the OUN activists sent to the Far East would make good 
movie material. However, it is unlikely that such a film would ever be made. The 
adventures of Ukrainian nationalists in Manchuria are undoubtedly interesting, but 
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in no way did they exhibit the image of heroes that would be close to the current 
line of the Ukrainian Institute of National Remembrance. They had some elements 
that would be make a decent adventure movie, but they were not free from being 
grotesque or even a farce.

The first nationalist to end up in the Far East was Mykola Mytluk. He reached 
Tokyo in accordance with the agreements between OUN activists and the Japa-
nese, and later he was transported to the occupied Manchuria where he set up a 
nationalist organisation. In 1937 the Ukrainian Far-Eastern Sich was established 
with the aim to “create an autonomous state unit allied with Manchukuo and Ja-
pan”. When the Sich started operating, Mytluk was already dead. Since he wanted 
to organise his compatriots in the Far East, Mytluk made an attempt to cross the 
Amur but was killed by Soviet border guards. It cannot be ruled out that he may 
have been betrayed by his companion, Unytchenko, who not only survived but, 
strangely enough, managed to return to Harbin.

Nevertheless, Mytluk’s life work was continued by others. In 1937 a Katori 
Maru steamship landed on Japan’s shore. On board were three daredevils led by 
Grigorii Kupecky, whose biography deserves mention. After getting wounded in 
the famous, though poorly organised post office robbery in Gródek Jagielloński, 
he was summoned abroad by the OUN leadership. Soon afterwards he ended up 
in a training camp for the Croatian Ustasha in the Apennine Peninsula. After the 
Marsilian assassination, which resulted in the killing of the Yugoslav king Alexan-
der I and the head of French diplomacy, Louis Barthou, the Ustaše camps responsi-
ble for this were closed and the Croatians, alongside nine members of OUN, were 
interned on the Aeolian Islands.

Three members of the group made use of their acquired skills on the other side 
of the world. This is when the difficulties began, since the OUN leadership sent 
people with no Russian language to conduct anti-So-
viet activities in the Far East. The mere fact that the 
Japanese organised Russian language courses for the 
Ukrainians was not only absurd, it also caused delays 
in action, which in the end turned out to be far less 
spectacular than the original plans. Japanese dignitaries 
in Harbin soon lost their interest in co-operation with 
the OUN. They perceived the local white Russian ex-
ile group as a stronger and less divided ally. The latter 
was by all means a valid alternative since the conflict 
among the three OUN members soon emerged and contact between Kupecky and 
his companions loosened up. The fact that Kupecky worked as a taxi driver dur-
ing the Second World War only illustrates how successful the nationalists were.
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Not only had nationalists tried to activate the Ukrainian movement, first in 
Manchuria and then in Zeleny Klyn. Even before Konovalec approached the Japa-
nese, Harbin was already the site of Promethean activity. A branch of the Warsaw-

based Prometheus, led by Vladyslav Pelc, was operating 
in the largest city of Manchuria. It comprised of Pol-
ish, Ukrainian, Georgian and Idel-Ural exile groups. In 
1932 Ivan Svit became the president of the Promethe-
an club. From 1933 to 1937 he also edited Manchurskyi 
Wistnyk, a magazine that was the result of co-opera-
tion between Japan, Poland and the Ukraine People’s 
Republic exile group. The Promethean strategy to dis-

integrate Russia along national borders differed from the imperial aspirations of 
Japan reaching far into Siberia. Nevertheless, Tokyo believed that the Promethe-
an activity might lead to the weakening of the Soviets; hence the paper edited by 
Svit was financed by the Japanese Military Mission in Manchuria.

In Europe, it was Volodymyr Mursky, an Istanbul-based representative of the 
Petliura followers, and Volodymyr Salsky, the Ukraine People’s Republic (UPR) 
minister of defence, who played an important role facilitating contacts between 
the Japanese and UPR circles supported by Poland. Through them the Japanese re-
ceived precise plans on how to implement the concept of Green Ukraine, includ-
ing the works of Tymish Olesiyuk. Despite this, the Japanese redirected their in-
terests – first towards the nationalists and then the Russians. The Poles, in turn, 
were forced to greatly limit their financing of Promethean action. Once again, it 
all ended just with the idea.

(No) memory

Gaining independence helped to re-establish the memory of the Ukrainians in 
the Far East. In 1994, Bahrianny’s Tiger Hunters was made into a film by Ukrtele-
film. In 2002 the Ukrainian post office issued stamps depicting the life of Hetman 
Demian Mnohohrishny and his Siberian epic. There was a partial nostalgia for the 
old colonial dreams of the OUN and UPR activists. In February 2015, an “expert” 
dispute took place in the Kyiv-based Ukrinform press agency. It was a peculiar man-
ifestation of an inferiority complex and it reflects how disconnected Ukrainian na-
tionalists were from reality. In relation to Russian aggression and the occupation 
of parts of Ukraine, top politicians of the Svoboda party and their invited experts 
discussed the division of Russia, including the Far Eastern Ukrainian “colony”. Ac-
cording to one Svoboda sympathiser, Ukrainians in the Far East are perceived “not 
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as urban Soviet migrants but an agricultural civilisation with great demograph-
ic resources and a strong identity”. In the aftermath of the Russian empire’s disso-
lution, the territory of Zeleny Klyn was proclaimed as part of the Ukrainian state. 
The Far-Eastern colony would maintain co-operation with the commonwealth of 
Ukrainian states in Eurasia, together with the Yellow and Grey Klyns located in the 
Volga region and the border region of Siberia and Kazakhstan.

The idea of establishing territorial autonomy for inhabitants who do not ex-
ceed three per cent of the total population is quite original indeed. Nevertheless, 
it is fair to say that such ideas are currently marginal. The memory of Far Eastern 
Ukraine and related colonial fantasies are fading away. Four years ago, Vyacheslav 
Chornomaz acknowledged on Svoboda radio that there are few diaspora organi-
sations in the Far East and they are represented mainly by the elderly, while the 
future of Ukrainian identity in the area is up in the air. The only chance for change, 
Chornomaz argued, is for Ukraine to establish its name in international relations. 
So far, however, this has not happened.

Translated by Justyna Chada

Marek Wojnar is an assistant in the Institute of Political Studies at 

the Polish Academy of Sciences, a historian, an essayist and a regular 
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Civil society steps 
in to preserve 

Romania’s past
S T E P H E N  M C G R AT H

In Romania, despite a lack of political will, civil society is racing 
to save dilapidated old structures and help ensure the survival 
of the region’s unique identity. Yet, will their efforts be enough 

to save the thousands of heritage sites across the country?

A dozen-strong group of volunteers gather at the stone base of a fortified Lu-
theran church in the small Saxon village of Filetelnic, Transylvania, as Eugen Vaida, 
head of the Ambulanta Pentru Monumente (Ambulance for Monuments), gives 
directions on how to save one of the church’s three-metre-high fortified walls. The 
wall, part of which dates back to the 15th century, is crumbling from the top down 
as a result of water infiltration. This would eventually destroy the wall, as well as 
the ancient inscriptions on it, which date back to the 16th and 17th centuries.

Sadly, Filetelnic is not a unique case. Many heritage buildings throughout 
this region have fallen into various states of disrepair, from crumbling medieval 
fortified churches to abandoned Hungarian castles, from old war monuments to 
centuries-old Saxon homes. Poor state management, mass ethnic migration and 
a lack of funding (not to mention many decades of ruinous communism) have all 
taken their toll on Romania’s architectural heritage.

Vaida, a 36-year-old architect who runs Monumetum, an association charged 
with the preservation of heritage architecture, set up the Ambulance for Monu-
ments as a pilot project in 2015 with an aim to highlight buildings in a critical state 
of disrepair. Ultimately, the aim is to intervene in order to prevent further damage 
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before proper restorations can be undertaken. Often, as in Filetelnic, water dam-
age is the culprit.

Volunteer intervention

Monuments fit into two categories: those of national and universal value, and 
those of local and regional importance. Filetelnic is a Category A monument due 
to the unique cultural and architectural heritage of Saxon-fortified churches. How-
ever, the list of monuments under threat in this region alone is estimated in the 
hundreds. Civil participation is what often makes the emergency interventions – 
which generally require less than a week – a success. In Filetelnic, for example, 
the old Saxon school was opened up to provide sleeping facilities for the dozen 
or so volunteers while a local restaurant provided lunches and dinners paid for by 
donations. Naturally, interventions are sociable events which attract young peo-
ple in Romania. According to Vaida, “There is a new trend of young people who 
appreciate heritage.”

Marius Grunca, a 36-year-old financial consultant who volunteered with Am-
bulance for Monuments on its first intervention, says: “The reason I volunteer is 
that Romania is still a materially poor country and it does not set a priority in pre-
serving its past history and culture.” Transylvania is a melting pot of ethnicities and 
cultures, and the myriad architectural styles reflect this. In some parts, Hungarian 
castles stand adjacent to both Lutheran and Orthodox churches.

Transylvania was once a part of the Kingdom of Hungary, which from the 12th 
century onwards invited people from territories that today constitute France, Bel-
gium, Luxembourg and Germany to protect the area from Tatar and Ottoman in-
vaders and to help develop the economy. The settlers 
became known as the Transylvanian Saxons, ethnic Ger-
mans with their own culture, and a language similar to 
that of Luxembourg. Under the communist dictatorship 
of Nicolae Ceausescu, many Saxons were sold to Ger-
many for hard cash and around 250,000 left following 
the fall of communism in 1989, in search of better op-
portunities. Today only around 12,000 Saxons – mostly elderly – remain. Many 
Lutheran churches, such as the one in Filetelnic, not to mention countless hous-
es, have been largely abandoned.

Abandoned Hungarian castles are also in high numbers in Transylvania. Fol-
lowing the fall of communism, many ethnic Hungarians sought restitution cases 
to get back their rightful properties. Some are being restored, but they are often 
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big projects that require huge amounts of money. Many need emergency interven-
tions to prevent them from falling into a state which renders them beyond repair.

Valentin Madanche, an architectural historian based in Bucharest, says: “Tran-
sylvania is a huge architectural reservation of rural medieval architecture…most 
of the Saxon area was left empty of its creators and it had a devastating impact on 
that unique heritage.” Mandache also believes that the Romanian government har-
bours a passive interest in the country’s heritage and the political climate, which is 
led by the Social Democrat Party (PSD), seldom helps the situation.

Mandache adds: “The PSD is preoccupied with freeing their colleagues from 
prison and robbing the economy and public money – architectural heritage is the 
last thing on their mind.” He adds, “The state has money for new civic projects 
but they don’t care too much about heritage and old buildings being destroyed.”

It is a sentiment shared, in part, by Vaida. “The ministry of culture somehow 
has its hands bound, the laws themselves don’t promote monument preservation 
and the punishment for the destruction of monuments is not effective and is com-
plicated to follow through,” he says.

Variety and richness

In Bucharest, heritage buildings have been aggressively renovated or defaced, 
with traditional wooden window frames replaced by plastic ones or old structures 
knocked down to make way for modern buildings. Projects such as the Ambu-
lance for Monuments, which is racing to save dilapidated old structures in south-
ern Transylvania, can help to ensure the survival of the region’s unique identity.

“There should be a network of ambulances that are connected but not co-or-
dinated by a higher up – essentially, it needs to be a project of civil society,” says 
Vaida. The initiative’s most important project to date has been the preservation 
of the 18th-century St. Nicolae Church in the village of Gherdeal, Sibiu County, 
which boasts impressive painted ceiling murals and a wooden alter, all of which 
was decaying due to water damage. Around 25 volunteers from across Romania 
gathered to save the church, which involved replacing the whole roof.

Funding for the projects come from various sources. The Gherdeal interven-
tion received funding from the Anglo Romanian Trust for Traditional Architec-
ture (ARTTA), the Global Heritage Fund and Romania’s National Cultural Fund. 
William Blacker, a British author who has fought for the survival and protection of 
Romania’s traditional architecture for many years, and is the chairman of ARTTA, 
believes that the value of Romania’s heritage must not be understated. “There are 
few countries in Europe which have such a variety and richness of historic archi-
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tecture,” Blacker says. “But neglect and inappropriate modernisation are tearing 
it apart. It is sad to see it.”

Blacker goes on to highlight the negative impact that EU funding can have – or 
has in the past – on Romania’s ancient buildings. “A lot of EU money resulted in 
the rubbing out of Romania’s history, through extreme 
over-restoration. I accept, of course, that this was not 
the EU’s intention, nor the Romanian government’s, but 
sadly it was the effect and many historic buildings of great 
value and importance have been irreversibly damaged.”

Indeed, there have been various cases where EU 
money has paved the way to ruinous effect: multiple 
cases of traditional materials, such as old weathered 
roof tiles and natural sandstones, being replaced with 
industrially-made alternatives like bright red tiles and concrete. In 2015, the Daily 
Telegraph reported on a case in Maria Radna, west Romania, in which it described 
the “brutal revamp” of a Franciscan monastery and other monuments which, 
through the EU’s Regional Development programme, allegedly cost EU taxpayers 
more than 100 million euros. The Telegraph described it as “a costly makeover that 
should have restored [the church] to full Baroque splendour, but instead it looks 
like a Disney castle built on a bomb site.”

Blacker noted that there have been some positive signs from the National and 
Regional Commissions for Historic Monuments in the Saxon parts of Transylvania, 
but added: “One only has to hope that EU funds will be spent in a sensitive way in 
the future and that the historic fabric of the buildings and archaeological evidence 
will now be properly protected.” However, while Vaida agrees that EU funds have 
in the past been a “disaster” that led to “the destruction of monuments”, he also 
says he has “not seen many politicians fighting to preserve or protect monuments”.

Politics and funding aside, one of the biggest problems that heritage architec-
ture faces, according to Vaida, is a lack of specialised construction companies and 
craftsman capable of undertaking such projects. They do exist, but they are few. 
The Romanian construction firm Temad has provided assistance on various Am-
bulance for Monuments projects, by donating materials, tools and cash. However, 
more is needed to rescue the long list of at-risk monuments.

Source of delight and inspiration

In the Saxon village of Apold, in Mures County, Ambulance for Monuments and 
its many volunteers are working hard to save the roof of an old railway station – 
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another victim of water damage. In the sunlit yard of the old station, two chained 
up dogs are barking and plumes of morning smoke bellow from the chimneys as 
the Roma family, who now occupy the building, attempt to stay warm. Vaida and 
his volunteers are measuring and cutting new lats for the roof in preparation for 
the handcrafted tiles to be put in place. The silence of the village is interrupted by 
a passing horse and cart, steered by two young children at the helm.

The new tiles were handcrafted using the traditional technique at a kiln in Apos, 
Sibiu County, which Vaida opened in 2015 with the support of ARTTA and Brit-
ain’s Prince Charles, who owns period properties in Transylvania and has a well-
documented enthusiasm for the region and its heritage. “Handmade tiles are one 
of the few products that can compete with industrial product prices,” says Vaida. 
“They age well and the quality is clearly superior to industrial tiles.”

The short delivery distance of the tiles plays a big part in keeping down the fi-
nal costs of using them. The kiln has been fired up ten times since it opened and 
has produced 160,000 tiles in over three seasons, but Vaida hopes to increase 
its production and make the old-style tiles more widely available. In a letter to 

In the Saxon village of Apold, in Mures County, Ambulance for 
Monuments and its many volunteers are working hard to save the roof 
of an old railway station – another victim of water damage.

Photo by Stephen McGrath
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Monumentum for the organisation’s second anniversary, Prince Charles said: 
“The roof tops in the old Saxon villages of Transylvania are an integral part of the 
landscape and a constant source of delight and inspiration to myself and countless 
others.”

The availability of traditional materials could be a decisive factor in preserv-
ing the region’s identity, as could local legislation that promotes preservation and 
restoration. Blacker says that making grants available for owners of traditional 
properties would also be a positive step forward.

Michael Tate, a British teacher who lives in Romania, bought a Saxon home in 
the village of Saschiz five years ago and has been carefully restoring his property. 
“The problem is that people who do [genuine restorations] have either got used 
to doing work for extraordinarily rich clients or for foundations,” he says. “They 
often charge top-drawer prices, which are well out of 
reach for the average village person, who just wants to 
maintain their authentic historic house.”

Tate also laments some local foundations and trusts 
who, he says, “restore some facades and put up a plaque 
and get some newspaper coverage,” but who ultimately 
are “not tackling the real issue, which is convincing regu-
lar people to choose authentic methods over modern, 
destructive ones.”

“The identity of historic villages are collapsing because the majority of homes 
are owned by regular village folks who have no real motive to do an authentic res-
toration – this is what is leading to the gradual decay of the traditional aesthetic of 
the villages,” he adds. Bridging the gap between big restoration projects and resto-
rations of common homes is an important task that does not appear easy to resolve.

Daunting task

In the medieval Saxon village of Viscri, in Brasov County, the beautifully re-
stored Lutheran church towers over its community as a large bus pulls up packed 
with curious visitors. Viscri is one of Transylvania’s most popular tourist spots, 
with up to 4,000 visitors a day during high season. In recent years house prices 
have risen exponentially. It is now a desirable location for savvy Bucharest families 
who have relocated from the capital. Even the long potholed road leading to Viscri 
cannot avert visitors.

Behind the fortification wall back in Filetelnic the sun casts a long shadow over 
the old Saxon cemetery. Through neglect, many of the headstones have sunken 
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into the earth over time, dwindled like the community that created some of the 
region’s most distinctive architecture.

Volunteers are precariously perched on the wall overlooking the tombstones, 
digging out old lime mortar in order to get an even surface on which to rebuild. 
The wall is just one of thousands of monuments that needs saving across the re-
gion, and as the night draws in, despite the upbeat mood, the overall size of the task 
ahead is daunting. All they can do is concentrate on one monument at a time.

Stephen McGrath is a Romania-based correspondent. His work appears 

regularly in the international press for publications including The Times, 

BBC, The Telegraph, The Guardian, Spectator and others.



Start-ups take off 
in Ukraine

Y U L I A  L I P E N T S E VA

Start-ups are rapidly developing in Ukraine with many 
companies attaining million dollar investments. Thus, 
some of the very popular tech products on the market 

are ones you may not realise originate in Ukraine. 
For the moment they are just the tip of the iceberg, as the 

public and private sector are seeking ways to cultivate 
Ukraine’s emerging entrepreneurial spirit even more.

In the IT world, Ukraine is usually perceived as a country for outsourcing, where 
programmers work for somebody else’s business instead of starting their own. This 
theory no longer holds true as more and more Ukrainians have showed that they 
can become entrepreneurs too. Many have established new start-up companies 
and some even go through the seven circles of hell to get investments. They fail, 
they succeed, but they do not give up trying. You may even recognise some of the 
Ukrainian products which have managed to succeed on the global market, even 
though you probably did not know that they came from Ukraine.

The best example: In September 2017 Apple presented iPhone 8 and iPhone X, 
along with new functional innovations, including augmented reality technology. 
During the presentation, Apple’s senior vice president demonstrated “lenses”, ani-
mated 3D face filters, that can be applied to photos and videos. Not many people 
knew that this technology was created in Ukraine.
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Looksery and Grammarly

Everything started in 2014 when a start-up from Odesa called Looksery raised 
46,000 US dollars on the Kickstarter crowdfunding platform. The company started 
its campaign with the aim of raising 30,000 dollars to complete the development 
of a mobile phone app for face correction. The app was envisioned to be able to 
make a face look thinner, smoother, with a different head shape or eye colour. Or 
even transform someone into some other creature, like a panda or a grumpy cat. 
According to Looksery, the real-time face tracking and modification technology 
was something unique. The company had a few patents pending for their innova-
tion. Their closest competitors were able to provide filters for these kinds of pho-
tos, but not for online videos. At that time the team consisted of 15 staff members. 
At its core were the winners of the city’s student programming contest. Little did 
they know that in 2015 Looksery would be purchased by Snapchat for 150 million 
dollars.

In September 2015 Looksery disappeared from AppStore, while another much 
more popular app for photo and video messaging, Snapchat, rolled out Lenses. 
The way it worked had a striking resemblance to Looksery. International media 
outlets such as TechCrunch, The Verge, Business Insider, and Mashable wrote about 
Snapchat Inc. (currently Snap Inc.) acquiring Looksery. In the space of just a couple 
of years Looksery went from being a small start-up (in 2013) to a division of Snap 
Inc. The number of employees is currently over 200 and growing. Looksery stayed 
in Ukraine and has offices in two cities, Odesa and Kyiv.

Another app which came out of Ukraine is Grammarly. It is an online service 
for proofreading that helps enhance the quality and style of English writing. It 
works with the text in three ways, providing i) basic spellchecking and grammar; 
ii) addressing issues of clarity and ambiguity (readability); and iii) examining how 
effective and clear the communication is, including checking context and specific 
text features, (e.g. flagging aggressive language). To analyse spelling, writing tone 

and text efficiency, Grammarly uses machine learning 
and artificial intelligence.

The start-up, created by three Ukrainians in 2009, 
has skyrocketed to a level where it competes with Goog-
le and Apple. The Grammarly office in Kyiv remains 

their largest one, with over 60 per cent of their employees working there. The sec-
ond largest office is located in San Francisco, followed by New York and Vancouver.

The app is used by over seven million users worldwide. Among them are lead-
ing American universities and corporations such as Cisco Systems, Dell, Expedia 
and Boeing. What is more, in May 2017 Grammarly became the first Ukrainian 
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(founded in Kyiv) start-up that received an investment of over 100 million dollars 
during a public call.

Petcube

Petcube may not ring a bell to everyone, but for sure it does to many pet own-
ers. It is a device that enables people to watch, talk to, play with and fling treats to 
their pet, all remotely. The device is designed for people who often have to leave 
their animal companions alone at home. It can be purchased from over 5,000 
retail locations in more than 20 countries or ordered from the Amazon and the 
company’s website.

While five years ago, when Petcube was just starting, there was nothing similar 
to it on the market, today, the company has sold over 100,000 devices, which are 
used by pet owners all over the world. So far the company has attracted invest-
ments amounting to 14 million dollars.

It all started with Alex Neskin, from Kyiv, who created the first version of Pet-
cube for his personal use. He needed a device that would help him reach his dog 
who was spending long lonely hours alone at home, ruining furniture and making 
noises. Being a techie since childhood, Neskin assembled a simple robot with a 
rotatable camera and attached a laser pointer, his dog’s 
favourite toy, to it. He then set up a website where he 
could view his dog playing with the laser and shared it 
with his friends. People loved the robot and convinced 
Neskin to make more of them and sell.

Neskin gathered a small team and initiated a fun-
draising campaign on Kickstarter. The project raised 
a whopping 251,000 dollars – 2.5 times more than their initial goal. Now Petcube 
is seen as one of the most famous Ukrainian start-ups – it is often mentioned in 
tech media. In 2016 the Financial Times and Google included Petcube CEO Ya-
roslav Azhnyuk in the New Europe 100 – a list of individuals who have the biggest 
impact on the region of Central and Eastern Europe’s society, politics or business.

In October 2017 the company obtained ten million dollars in funding and plans 
to spend it on new product development, marketing and expanding its distribu-
tion networks. It is looking for opportunities to help research institutions in the 
same way that companies like Google, Twitter and Facebook have done over recent 
years. In the long term, Petcube is working on developing a deep learning software, 
which will try to find links between animal behaviour and health to later recognise 
an animal’s mood via video analysis.

Alex Neskin, from 
Kyiv, created the first 
version of Petcube 
for his personal use.
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The Petcube team, and Yaroslav Azhnyuk in particular, often attend confer-
ences in Ukraine, encouraging young people to believe in themselves and start 
their own businesses. “Ukraine has some of the world’s best tech talents (not only 
in IT) and much lower research and development costs. There are maybe a dozen 
countries in the world that can build an airplane, and Ukraine is one of them. It 
requires expertise – and Ukraine has it. Besides, Ukraine has the world’s lowest 
wage cost per educated person. Petcube hires engineers in both Ukraine and the 
United States. However, for the same amount of money you can hire five times as 
many engineers in Ukraine as in the United States. There’s huge potential hidden 
in this nation,” the Petcube CEO said recently. He sincerely believes that Ukraine 
is now the best place to start a technology company.

LaMetric

Smart Atoms, a start-up company from Lviv, created the LaMetric smart desk-
top clock. It raised 370,000 dollars on Kickstarter and is currently available in 
some Apple Premium Reseller stores. It is also available in well-known outlets in 
Germany, the Czech Republic and Thailand, as well as at the famous Harrods de-
partment store in London. LaMetric is a multi-functional LED ticker-style display. 
In addition to time, it shows weather updates, notifications from social networks 
and Google calendar.

LaMetric was a product of necessity and curiosity of its inventors who, in their 
previous jobs, often felt hostage to metric services, such as Google Analytics or 
App Figures. The latter proved insufficient in providing them with the exact num-
ber of the new subscribers on social media or when they wanted read a new cus-
tomer review of one of their products. Thus, the information displayed on LaMet-
ric can be customised through a mobile phone app. The ticker can switch between 
different widgets and select the most important one. For each widget you can also 
set up a rule and a notification (for instance, you can be notified when the tem-
perature rises to 25 degrees).

In 2014, when Smart Atoms was just launching their campaign on Kickstart-
er, their goal was to raise 69,000 dollars. In the end, they collected five times that 
amount and set a record for a Ukrainian start-up on the crowdfunding platform. 
The first shipment of the ready-made product to backers was delayed for eight 
months, but this gave Smart Atoms time to improve the prototype in co-opera-
tion with the factory where it was produced. It was the famous Foxconn in Chi-
na, where Apple and Amazon devices are also produced. Smart Atoms chose this 
factory because of its experience and engineering support.
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The first backers received their smart tickers from Smart Atoms at the end of 
2015. Its worldwide sales also began around this time: LaMetric became the best-
selling device on Amazon Launchpad. Today the team is working on increasing its 
sales and improving brand recognition. It is important to note that LaMetric sales 
are done entirely from Ukraine. Smart Atoms CEO Nazar Bilous believes that in 
order to start building distribution and world expansion, Ukrainians only need to 
visit industrial trade shows such as the biggest tech conventions like CES and IFA, 
and participate actively in business networking there.

iblazr

Another Ukrainian start-up, called Concepter, makes LED-flash technology 
for iPhone cameras and its products which are sold in official Apple stores. With 
just two generations of the flashes, iblazr and iblazr2, the company raised 700,000 
dollars on Kickstarter and Indiegogo. The company developed also other projects, 
but not all of them were equally successful: a flash case and a smart charm assist-
ing with time management, for example, were stopped because they did not meet 
their users’ expectations. However, Lunecase, an iPhone cover that displays noti-
fications, raised 150,000 dollars on Kickstarter.

The fundraising for the first iblazr kicked off in summer 2013. At that time 
smartphone cameras did not produce good photos in low-light conditions: iblazr 
made it possible to manage the light intensity in photos or videos, which eliminated 
red-eye effects as well. The device was equally efficient with both the main and the 
front facing cameras. The Ukrainian flash could be connected to a smartphone via 
the audio jack and synchronised with a camera by a mobile app. In order not to 
drain the smartphone’s battery, iblazr came up with its own battery with enough 
power for a few hours of photography.

The money that Concepter raised for the first flash was 2.6 times more than 
planned and amounted to 152,000 dollars. It was a record for a Ukrainian crowd-
funding venture at that time. When the start-up began raising funds for iblazr2 in 
2015, they reached their goal of 70,000 dollars in three days. The overall campaign 
brought in 250,000 dollars. The second generation flash was synchronised with 
smartphones, tablets, laptops and other gadgets. It could work as a constant light 
with regular photo cameras and it did not require any app installation. By that time 
the Ukrainian flash already had its copycats. These were Chinese manufacturers 
that started selling similar units, sometimes even copying the logo. They were sold 
on the Chinese market where Concepter did not manage to roll out distribution 
on time, but the situation had no impact on the start-up’s sales.
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In autumn 2014, after four months of negotiations, iblazr started selling in 
Apple Stores. In some regions Apple even actively recommended the Ukrainian 
product to improve users’ experience in photography. By the end of 2015 iblazr2 
was on display in 180 Apple stores in the UK, Italy, Germany, Spain, Switzerland, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, Belgium and Turkey.

Today, Concepter is working on Airphones, wireless headphones, as announced 
at the beginning of 2017. The team has also started another activity called Product 
Idea Accelerator, which assists other Ukrainian start-ups to raise funds via crowd-
funding. The creators of iblazr offered their first consultancy service of this kind 
back in 2015. Since then demand has skyrocketed.

Not just IT

The recipe for a successful start-up, via crowdfunding, is not just limited to the 
IT sector. Anna Marynenko is one good example. She has been featured in Mash-
able, Fast Company, BuzzFeed, Inhabitat. With more than 300,000 followers on 
social media, she has raised 200,000 dollars via a Kickstarter campaign. Marynenko 
discovered merino wool and starting knitting blankets for her future brand which 
is now called Ohhio. The wool was too thick for commercial knitting needles, so 
Anna used her own hands instead. As part of her branding line she now has an 

online store where you can purchase ready-made prod-
ucts as well as DIY supplies with special knitting kits. 
Due to the brand’s popularity, the range of products 
has significantly increased, while she has employed 
new members. The products are shipped all over the 
world, with the biggest sales coming from the United 
States, Canada, Western Europe, Japan and Australia.

Similarly, a brand of creative Ukrainian socks called Sammy Icon, launched its 
successful campaign on Kickstarter in 2013 and raised over 9,000 dollars. Despite 
collecting a modest amount, it became one of the first Ukrainian projects to suc-
cessfully use Kickstarter. Sammy Icon subsequently received coverage on Mash-
able and in Ukrainian media. New Ukrainian projects in street fashion are also 
becoming popular with backers. For example, a water-resistant HURU backpack, 
with a lifetime warranty, recently raised over 50,000 dollars after hoping to raise 
15,000 dollars.

A start-up oriented approach is rapidly developing in Ukraine. An association 
of multi-product enterprises in various areas of the defence industry and a local 
business incubator has an acceleration programme for cybersecurity start-ups. 
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Meanwhile, the National Bank of Ukraine supports an accelerator programme for 
fintech projects. In mid-2017 Google launched free assistance for start-ups in Ukraine 
through a project called Launchpad Start. The European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development established a programme for innovation-oriented companies.

Receiving funds upfront from end users, via Kickstarter or Indiegogo, might not 
be appropriate for every start-up, but there are other places to turn to. Seventeen 
venture funds, six direct investment funds and one corporate fund are now actively 
investing in Ukraine. To make it more convenient, the Ukrainian Venture Capital 
and Private Equity Association have published an online catalogue, the Investors 
Book, with the names of the funds, contacts, company portfolios, criteria for start-
up selection and other useful information.

The future, as often depicted in science fiction films, looks bright for Ukrainian 
tech start-ups. About 30 companies in Ukraine work solely in the cutting-edge field 
of virtual and augmented reality. In the first half of 2017 Ukrainian teams raised 
over two million dollars on crowdfunding platforms. This year the biggest start-
up conference in the world, called TechCrunch Disrupt, had a dedicated zone for 
Ukrainian start-ups. At the Consumer Electronics Show 2018 in Las Vegas, one of 
the largest electronics and tech tradeshow, there will be a separate pavilion devoted 
to Ukrainian start-ups. These and countless other success stories show that the field 
is just developing. Seemingly, the Ukrainian start-up boom is yet to come.

Translated by Anna Chornous

Yulia Lipentseva is a Ukrainian freelance journalist who writes about start-ups and IT. 

She used to work as a journalist at AIN.UA and 24 TV channel website. She now lives in 

Lviv and works as a project manager in Ukrainian outsource company called Perfectial.
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contribution to Ukraine’s 
independence 

A Memoir

TA R A S  K U Z I O

The Polish discussion on Ukraine and the “Eastern Question” filled 
the pages of many of the underground publications that existed 
in the 1980s in communist Poland. Similar to Kultura since the 

late 1940s, they called for reconciliation between former enemies 
and mutual forgiveness for past crimes committed by all sides.

Growing up in northern England I was surrounded by nationalisms of differ-
ent kinds. Irish nationalists seeking a united Ireland were at war in Ulster and 
had brought their terrorist campaign to the British mainland. Eastern European 
refugees from the communist bloc had brought their nationalisms with them to 
Great Britain and these continued to open old wounds in the émigré ghettos. The 
two biggest of these nationalisms were Ukrainian and Polish. Most members of 
the Ukrainian community in Britain were members of the three wings of the OUN 
(Organisation of Ukrainian Nationalists) with the Stepan Bandera wing by far the 
largest. Their primary enemy though was the Russians and the Soviet empire – not 
Poles or Poland. However, the Polish diaspora in Britain that I came into contact 
with was virulently anti-Ukrainian as reflected in the two main British-Polish pub-
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lications, Dziennik Polski and Tydzień Polski, which routinely ran anti-Ukrainian 
articles. Many members of the Polish diaspora were from the Kresy (borderlands 
of eastern Galicia and Volhynia) and were sympathisers with the pre-war National 
Democrats.

Thankfully my image of Poland changed as an exchange student at the Adam 
Mickiewicz University in Poznań in the late 1970s where Poles were very different 
than those with whom I had grown up. Three other factors deepened this growing 
understanding of the existence of another Poland. The first was the election in 1979 
of Cardinal Karol Wojtyła as Pope John Paul II and head of the Catholic Church. 
The second was the emergence of the Solidarity movement in 1980 – 1981. The third 
was the creation of a huge underground and alternative Poland after martial law 
was declared in 1981 and existed until 1988 when Solidarity was legalised.

Émigré communities

Poles in communist Poland accepted their post-1945 borders as “normal” and 
did not hold deep seated grievances against Ukrainians. Poles living in Britain be-
longed to a different era where Poland existed from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea 
and where the Kresy were part of the Polish state. There were, as always, excep-
tions. In the diaspora, Polish and Ukrainian intellectuals had worked on reconcili-
ation since the late 1940s. The United States provided financial support which en-
abled Ukrainians and Poles to create the best publishing houses in their respective 
diaspora’s – the Prolog Research Corporation (publisher of Suchasnist magazine) 
and Instytut Literacki (publisher of Kultura magazine). Although it is well-known 
within the Ukrainian diaspora that the US government 
supported Prolog, the Polish diaspora and Poles in Po-
land do not wish to discuss the source of financing for 
Instytut Literacki. There were only two sources of fund-
ing for émigré publishing – the émigré community or-
ganisations and foundations or governments. As In-
stytut Literacki did not receive Polish émigré funding 
then, the only other alternative was from a government.

Prolog was active from 1952 – 1990 and Instytut 
Literacki from 1946 – 2000. The US financial support enabled Prolog and Instytut 
Literacki to be independent of the diaspora nationalisms (OUN, Polish National 
Democrats and others) allowing them to publish on a wide variety of themes. Pol-
ish-Ukrainian co-operation in the 1980s and 1990s was built on the foundations 
of work undertaken earlier by Suchasnist and Kultura.
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The other exception was inside communist Poland. As the Yale University his-
torian Timothy Snyder discusses, the Polish Communist Party integrated pre-war 
National Democrats and especially their ideology of creating a Polish “national state” 
from 1944 – 1945. Both were pro-Russian and anti-German and anti-Ukrainian. The 
more bitter internal conflicts in communist Poland were with the UPA (Ukrainian 
Insurgent Army) which protected the Ukrainian minority from attacks by Polish 
communist forces, the pro-National Democrats NSZ (National Armed Forces) and 
the Peasant Battalions. Five thousand Ukrainian and 1,000 Polish civilians died 
during those battles in 1945 – 1947. In 1947 the Ukrainian national minority was 
dispersed throughout the recovered territories in the Vistula Operation, in what 
was termed the “final solution to the Ukrainian problem”. Their political sympa-
thies remained suspect and the official Ukrainian Social and Cultural Society came 
under the supervision of the ministry of internal affairs.

Wojciech Jaruzelski, who would later become the head of the Polish Commu-
nist Party which imposed martial law, participated in military operations against 
UPA after the Second World War. A photograph of Jaruzelski as a young officer 
can be found on page 379 of Droga do nikąd: działalność organizacji ukraińskich 
nacjonalistów i jej likwidacja w Polsce (Road to Nowhere. The activities and or-
ganisation of Ukrainian nationalists and their liquidation in Poland), published 
by the ministry of people’s defence in 1973. The book was banned because it gave 
a relatively objective (for a communist country) analysis of the war against UPA. 
Polish communist propaganda against Ukrainians was evident in the large number 
of books published that continued the stereotypes of bloodthirsty Ukrainians who 
hated Poles. Edward Prus was the most prolific anti-Ukrainian author in commu-
nist Poland publishing over ten books on anti-Ukrainian themes.

As with The Road to Nowhere, communist authorities were more tolerant of 
what was permitted to be published in Poland than in the Soviet Union. Ukrain-
ians mass mailed Władysław A. Serczyk’s History of Ukraine (1979, published in 
Polish as Historia Ukrainy) to Soviet Ukraine because it was so much better than 
the Russophile histories of Ukraine which were published in the Soviet Union. Of-
ficial Catholic newspapers and journals like Tygodnik Powszechny, Znak and others 
also published relatively objective articles about Ukrainians.

Ideological underpinnings

The Solidarity generation had little in common with the Polish diaspora and 
especially the National Democrats who had repainted themselves within the Polish 
communist party. The emergence of Solidarity and other opposition groups and 
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publications led to a wide ranging discussion of the “Eastern Question” in which 
Ukraine was prominently featured. Six underground journals were dedicated to 
analysing the countries that made up the Soviet empire: ABC published by ANTYK; 
Evropa: Pismo Instytutu Europy Wschodniej published by Solidarność Walcząca; 
Nowa Koalicja published by Wolność, Sprawiedliwość, Niepodległość (WSN); 
Międzymorze published by the Robotnik political 
group; and Obóz published by the Dalszy Ciąg Nastąpi 
underground publishing house and Zona.

The ideological underpinning of these underground 
publications came from interwar Polish President Józef 
Piłsudski’s support for an alliance of nations lying be-
tween Germany and Russia. The Polish underground 
also published two special Polish-language editions 
of Suchasnist, each over 200 pages that contributed 
to the intellectual debates taking place in the underground. In 1990 I edited a 
volume published in Warsaw, titled Stosunki polsko-ukraińskie 1917 – 1947. Od 
tragedii do współpracy (Polish-Ukrainian Relations, 1917 – 1947. From Tragedy to 
Co-operation). It was published by the Perturbantsii journal, which we had launched 
for Ukrainians in Poland, and was edited by Roman Kryk who went on to work in 
Polish news agencies.

There was no dissension in Solidarity and the Polish underground about posi-
tive attitudes towards Ukraine and acceptance of existing borders. The general 
atmosphere was reflected by well-known opposition leader and intellectual Jacek 
Kuroń who called “for your freedom and ours”. Kuroń and other Polish opposition 
leaders attended the inaugural congress of the Ukrainian Popular Movement for 
Restructuring (known as Rukh) in September 1989. Fifteen years later Lech Wałęsa 
spoke to the huge number of protestors at the Orange Revolution. Large numbers 
of Polish journalists and activists attended both the Orange and EuroMaidan Revo-
lutions showing a spiritual connection between Polish and Ukrainian movements 
for liberation from communism.

The Polish discussion on Ukraine and the “Eastern Question” filled the pages of 
many of the underground publications that existed in the 1980s in communist Po-
land. Similar to Kultura since the late 1940s, they called for reconciliation between 
former enemies and mutual forgiveness for past crimes committed by all sides. The 
Polish liberals and the right were more willing to criticise the Soviet Union than 
the Polish left, who wanted to restrict co-operation to only Central European coun-
tries. This leftist stance was reflected in the magazine Eastern European Reporter 
(1985 – 1992) published by Polish, Czech and Hungarian exiles. The post-1968 Cen-
tral European left were not xenophobic, of course, but certainly more cautious in 
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not antagonising the Soviet Union, while liberals and the right believed that Poland 
could not regain its independence and freedom unless the USSR disintegrated. In 
other words, they believed the fate of Ukrainians and Poles were united. During 
the 1980s, this viewpoint became dominant in the Polish underground.

Technical support

An example of the deep desire for Polish-Ukrainian reconciliation was the 
well-known underground book by Kazimierz Podlaski (published in 1983 and 
1984 in Warsaw) titled Białorusini-Litwini-Ukraińcy. Nasi wrogowie, czy bracia? 
(Belarusians-Lithuanians-Ukrainians. Our Enemies or Brothers?) Podlaski’s influ-
ential book was reprinted in Polish in London (1985) and published in Ukrainian 
by Vidnova (1986) in Munich. The title of Podlaski’s book asked why Poland’s three 
eastern neighbours – Ukrainians, Belarusians and Lithuanians – should be enemies 
and not brothers because they have a long common history.

Moreover, Polish liberals and the right were more active in providing technical 
support to the Ukrainian opposition. Under US President Ronald Reagan, overt 
and covert funding was increased for the AFL-CIO (labour unions), Prolog, other 
diaspora structures and intelligence agencies fighting communism in the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe. Much of the support provided to Solidarity and Pol-

ish underground groups came from the AFL-CIO 
American trade union federation whose international 
wing, which co-ordinated assistance to the Polish 
underground, was headed by American-Ukrainian 
Adrian Karatnycky. The AFL-CIO co-operated with 
Prolog in channelling support to Polish underground 
groups, who in turn assisted the Ukrainian opposition. 
Karatnycky’s then wife, British-Ukrainian Nadia Diuk, 
has worked at the National Endowment of Democracy 

(NED) since it was founded in 1983 and is today the Vice President for Programs 
for Europe, Eurasia, Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean.

Prolog’s London office, the Ukrainian Press Agency (where I was executive 
director), provided financial and other forms of support to underground Polish 
groups who were co-operating with the Ukrainian opposition that began to emerge 
in 1987. In London I was on the editorial board of Voice of Solidarity, edited by 
Marek Garztecki. The Ukrainian Press Agency also worked with Marek Matraszek 
and Radosław Sikorski who were based, during different times, at Oxford Univer-
sity. Ukrainians travelled to Poland to train in silk screen printing while silk screen 
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printing equipment was smuggled back to Soviet Ukraine. The Polish underground 
printed Ukrainian independent publications which were then smuggled back into 
the USSR. In the second half of the 1980s Lithuania also became a location where 
Ukrainian independent publications were printed by the opposition.

By the late 1980s there were over 1,000 independent publications in Soviet 
Ukraine which represented a massive increase over the small number of samvydav 
publications that had been traditionally reproduced by dissidents on typewriters. 
Ukrainian diaspora books, published by Prolog-Suchasnist, were smuggled by Pol-
ish and Ukrainian “tourists” to Soviet Ukraine. Video cassettes, such as the 1983 
documentary Harvest of Despair about the 1933 artificial famine and Holodomor, 
were dubbed into Ukrainian, duplicated in Poland and smuggled to Soviet Ukraine.

Setting the stage

By the second half of the 1980s small office technology was also increasingly 
smuggled into Soviet Ukraine from Poland. Particularly important were small of-
fice Xerox machines and fax machines. The fax machine enabled the quick sending 
of opposition documents to western news agencies and diaspora media without 
the need for them to be dictated over the telephone to a tape recorder and then re-
typed. Documents faxed to Radio Liberty were quickly re-broadcast back to Soviet 
Ukraine. In essence, fax machines were the equivalent of the internet today. By the 
time communism and the Soviet Union disintegrated in 1990 – 1991, the stage was 
set for cordial Polish-Ukrainian relations in the 1990s. The ground had been pre-
pared by five agents of change. The first factor was the US government which had 
provided financial support for the Prolog and Instytut Literacki publishing hous-
es, which enabled them to be free of dogmatic Ukrainian and Polish nationalisms.

The second was three decades of reconciliation promoted by these two pub-
lishing houses and affiliated intellectuals. Volumes dedicated to Polish-Ukrainian 
reconciliation appeared in a 1980 publication edited by Peter J. Potichnyj (Poland 
and Ukraine. Past and Present) and in two issues of the journal Vidnova (also 
funded by the US government) in 1985 – 1986. The third factor was good timing. 
As John O’Sullivan brings out in his masterful volume The President, the Pope, and 
the Prime Minister, the appearance at the same time of three anti-communist lead-
ers – Ronald Reagan, Cardinal Wojtyła and Margaret Thatcher – had a profound 
impact upon the destiny of communism.

The fourth factor was the emergence of the Solidarity movement as a mass un-
derground in Poland, the most strategically important country in the Soviet out-
er empire. Solidarity and the Polish underground viewed Ukrainians as allies in 
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a common struggle against the Soviet empire. The Polish underground’s support 
for the Ukrainian opposition is one of the untold but very important stories of the 
1980s. The final factor was Mikhail Gorbachev’s rise to power and his policies of 
glasnost and perestroika which opened up a Pandora’s Box of grievances held by 
Ukrainians and other non-Russian peoples. Here, Ukraine played an analogous 
role to Poland in being the most strategically important republic in the Soviet Un-
ion. The year 1989, when communism disintegrated in Poland, was also the year 
of the founding of Rukh and the beginning of Ukraine’s drive towards independ-
ence, which I predicted would come quickly in an essay “Początek końca pieriestro-
jki? (The beginning of the end of perestroika?)” published in Kultura (no.7, 1990).

From the early 1990s, Poland has been a strategic partner of Ukraine and an 
advocate and lobbyist for Ukrainian interests in Brussels, Washington and else-
where. Poland’s support for Ukraine did not appear out of thin air but emerged 
after decades of hard work by Poles and Ukrainians alike, both of whom wanted 
to put the past behind them. Sadly, some of this has been damaged by politicians 
in Ukraine and Poland meddling in historical disputes. It is, though, unlikely that 
new found nationalisms will be able to undo five decades of Polish-Ukrainian rec-
onciliation.

Taras Kuzio was director of the Ukraine Press Agency in London from 1985 

to 1992. His most recent books are (with Paul D’Anieri) The Sources of Russia’s 

Great Power Politics: Ukraine and the Challenge to the European Order and 

Putin’s War Against Ukraine: Revolution, Nationalism and Crime.
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A school like no other
K A C P E R  D Z I E K A N

For a quarter of a century the Moscow School of 
Civic Education, until 2013 known as the Moscow 

School of Political Studies, has trained over ten 
thousands graduates. Some of them have become 

influential figures in Russian political and civic 
life. Many use the skills and competences gained 
at the school’s workshops in their everyday life.

In 1992, Lena Nemirovskaya and Yury Senokosov, two Russian civic activists, 
saw their dream come true, one that was impossible to fulfil in Soviet times. They 
founded the Moscow School of Political Studies which started academic research 
in political, civic and social development in Russia. From the very beginning, Lena 
and Yury knew they could not limit the school’s activity to large urban areas (e.g. 
Moscow and Leningrad, which soon was renamed St Petersburg) and their goal 
was to reach out to the youth living in all areas.

Kitchen politics

Establishing an independent school in Russia was not the obvious choice dur-
ing the early 1990s. Although Nemirovskaya and Senokosov had prior experience 
with civic activism (they were engaged in the dissident movement), they never 
considered starting a school. The idea came from outside and by accident. In 1992 
Catherine Lalumière, the Secretary General of the Council of Europe at the time, 
came to Russia to meet with Boris Yeltsin, and during the visit she was told there 
was a place in Moscow with a rather unusual significance. It was the spot where 
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Soviet dissidents would meet during the communist period and where intellectu-
als would come and discuss philosophical, historical, social and cultural matters.

That place was Nemirovskaya and Senokosov’s kitchen. Lalumière visited them 
and offered assistance – the Council of Europe would support their activities. With 
such an offer on the table, Nemirovskaya and Senokosov decided to officially reg-
ister what they had been unofficially doing for so long. They set up a new organi-
sation, an independent NGO, naming it the Moscow School of Political Studies. 
To run the school, Nemirovskaya and Senokosov abandoned their earlier careers 

as philosophy and art history scholars, and devoted 
themselves entirely towards civic education and the 
promotion of democracy.

Thanks to their wide network of contacts at that time 
the school soon gathered high-level experts, both from 
Russia and abroad. Recalling the school’s operation in 
the early years, Svetlana Shmelova, who is the school’s 
project manager today, but also one of the alumni, says: 
“When people from different parts of the world start-

ed coming here it became quite clear that there was a need to analyse law and in-
stitutions (you can call it democracy). Consequently, the school started serving as 
a meeting point for people of different nationalities, even at times of wars. For ex-
ample, the first Georgian-Russian meeting took place shortly after August 2008.” 
She continues: “In this way, the very concept of democracy was established. How-
ever, when discussing it the founders of the school, Lena [Nemirovskaya] and Yury 
[Senokosov], never had any straight answers. They were always interested in rais-
ing questions. That’s also how the school’s slogan came to life, which was actually 
a demand: ‘Civic education for a civil society’. Even the name was not fully appli-
cable to our work. We even joked that it was ‘neither Moscow, nor a school, nor 
political nor studies’”. Although the name was a little misunderstanding, it became 
widely recognisable.

Not a Moscow elite club

The work started developing rapidly and staff members were involved in var-
ious types of activities: publishing books, writing papers, doing editorial work 
and building a library. But the most important thing was education. The format 
that was established to train students was based on seminars that last for several 
days; it gathered participants from various disciplines that meet and discuss mat-
ters with experts. Although it was founded in Moscow, the school never made the 
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mistake of becoming a Moscow-centred elite club. Nemirovskaya and Senokos-
ov stressed from the beginning that if the project was to make a real difference, it 
had to go beyond the capital. That is why the seminars always seek participants 
who are representatives of all Russian regions (from the Far East and Far North 
to Siberia, the Ural to Northern Caucasus) as well as different academic and pro-
fessional areas. Thus, the school gathers not only civic activists but also scholars, 
analysts, people from the business sector, journalists, public administration em-
ployees and many others.

Unlike many popular educational projects these days, the school has never 
limited itself to training the “young leaders”. Instead, it includes people of different 
ages as well as those who hold different, often opposing, political views. Among 
the experts invited to the school, there are often both representatives of the Rus-
sian government and the opposition. One of the school’s regular experts, Alexei 
Makarkin, who is a renowned Russian political scientist, explains the phenom-
enon in the following way: “25 years of the school is 25 years of civic education, 
25 years of dialogue, 25 years of time when participants from different regions, 
people with various political and social views, differ-
ent mentalities, have been learning how to understand 
each other. How to process the information they were 
given and approach it critically. How not to be afraid 
of the experts: figures they know from TV, professors, 
state employees, etc. In the school it becomes clear that 
these experts are normal people who can be approached 
and engaged into conversation by anyone. That one could agree with or disagree 
with them,” adding: “What is especially important to me is that participants ask 
questions. When I’m running a seminar I try to give as much time as I can to the 
participants. So that they can initiate a discussion. And we talk about the issues 
that are interesting, not to me, but to them. I think that this is a tremendous con-
tribution made by Lena and Yury. They founded this school and continuously try 
to solve all of the issues under the way, improve them and develop. It has become 
a significant part of their lives.”

Black clouds

For a quarter of a century the Moscow School of Political Studies, since 2013 called 
the Moscow School of Civic Education, has trained over ten thousand graduates. 
Some of them became influential figures in Russian political and civic life. Many 
use the skills they acquired in their everyday life. Some others stayed around and 

In 2013 the school 
was renamed as the 
Moscow School of 
Civic Education.
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became a part of the team, like Svetlana Shmelova. When asked about joining the 
school’s staff, she recalls: “I graduated from the school in 2005 and soon started 
working there. For me, the school was not only an opportunity to meet high level 
experts but also to see their diversity. Being born and raised in Moscow I hardly 
ever left my hometown. Therefore, it was a great opportunity to meet people from 
all over Russian, and the whole post-Soviet territory, who were interested in nu-
merous things and weren’t indifferent to our common fate.”

She continues: “After the first experience I tried to get into the second year, and 
then into the third year. I became a regular student of the school. So when Lena 
and Yura say they are also graduates of the school, they are not lying. The process 
of education is endless here. And I realised that this does not come in spurts. It 
could be said that I dived into this space. I became a volunteer, I was bringing in 
what I could. For example, the school developed an online forum. At some point, I 
wanted to get to know all those who were in the school and I began looking for all 
its graduates on the internet. Pretty soon Lena offered me a job, but I was afraid of 
the bureaucratic overload. However, when clouds began to gather over the school, 
I devoted all my time to it, and now it is my full time job.”

The black clouds gathered over the school in 2014 when the Russian ministry 
of justice placed the institution on the list of “foreign agents”, something that was 
created as a result of 2012 legislation. According to the law – officially titled the 
law “On Amendments to Legislative Acts of the Russian Federation regarding the 
Regulation of the Activities of Non-profit Organisations Performing the Functions 
of a Foreign Agent”, and popularly known as the law on foreign agents – each NGO 

that receives funding from a foreign entity (private or 
public) and is involved in “political activity”, is required 
to register as a “foreign agent” in a special registry of 
the ministry of justice. And organisations that do not 
register, but meet the conditions stipulated by the law, 
risk being charged with very large fines. Being enlisted 
into the ministry’s registry does not generate only 
cosmetic-related consequences (every document, be 

it a letterhead or a business card, issued by such organisations must declare that it 
is a “foreign agent”). It also means that organisations are faced with frequent and 
thorough controls from public agencies that will result in excessive red tape. The 
latter is a significant burden, especially for small NGOs that do not have the ad-
ministrative capacity to handle all formal requirements assigned to them.

The accusations that were formulated against the school, like many other NGOs 
who are also on the list of “foreign agents”, were not entirely clear. In its justifica-
tion, the ministry stated that the foreign funding the school received had been 
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used for commercial activities and had to be taxed. Therefore, the organisation 
was charged with a 6.5 million rouble fine (almost 100,000 euro) and received the 
status of a foreign agent. It was basically forced to close its doors. Shmelova, recall-
ing this moment, explains: “Formally, this law does not prohibit activities, but it 
makes running them impossible. This is not because of the daily inspections and 
reporting, which are no longer aimed at openness (the school has always published 
reports of its activities), but because we are wasting our time and energy on bu-
reaucracy that can be sustained only if you have a large number of administrators 
and lawyers and accountants.”

In Russia and abroad

Although the school was forced to close down, it did not end its activities. 
Nemirovskaya and Senokosov established a new NGO, one that is only operating 
with Russian resources. They continue their work in Moscow and other regions. In 
addition, with the support of numerous foreign partners the school continues to 
promote civic education, but it now takes place abroad. Five day workshops are now 
organised in different parts of Europe (Sweden, the United Kingdom, and recently 
Spain) and gather around 100 people for each event. Like before, the workshops 
discuss the most burning issues of the rule of law, civic engagement, historical 
memory, social challenges and other contemporary problems related to democracy.

Participants come not only from Russia but other former Soviet and commu-
nist states as well as Western Europe. This diversity clearly strengthens dialogue 
and allows broad networking. The experts remain both Russian and foreign. “The 
school has created a model that promotes civic education, is open to people of all 
political viewpoints, and creates an active network for graduates, including civil 
activists from all across Russia and other countries. It has created a space where di-
alogue can take place between academics, civic activists, politicians, business peo-
ple, and journalists. This model was adopted with the inspiration of the Council of 
Europe and has served to create a network of 22 other schools of political studies 
in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe,” says Skorikova. She adds: “Now, the main 
objective of our programme is to help Russian and European societies return to 
a European dialogue based on mutual trust. We aim to achieve civilised ways of 
interaction based on the rule of law, civil and human rights. We want to involve 
young Europeans who really understand that stability of the world order depends 
on co-operation and the participation of all countries in a global, transnational di-
alogue. We hope that our graduates will become ambassadors of civic values, pro-
moting practices based on trust, understanding and the rule of law.”
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“Culture for local development” is 
a project for young managers from 
Poland and Eastern Partnership countries 
working in cultural sector with an impact 
on social issues. The participants also have 
the opportunity to begin cooperation 
with their colleagues from Armenia, 
Belarus, Georgia, Ukraine and Poland. 
The participants of the Summer School 
may receive financial support from the 
organisers to implement their projects.

KEY FEATURES OF THE PROJECT  
 Organizers focus on local communities 

and see culture as a tool for introducing 
social change

 Participants want to add international 
dimension to their everyday work

 The aim of the project is to enable 
its participants to gain new skills and to 
strengthen their local creative activities.

I was one of the participants in the 2016 
edition of Culture for Local Development. It was 
a unique experience for many reasons. First, the 
organization of the event was at a high level, 
including a well-established programme that 
ensured access to all the activities. Second, the 
topics covered during the workshop were very 
important and highlighted key elements that 
could later be implemented in both local and 
international cultural projects. Finally, the trainers 
were the best – they inspired so much through their 
personal experiences and a personal approach to 
each participant. I had a great time; I met many 
good people whom I consider friends now.” 

Andrei Mamalyga, Moldova, 
graduate of the Culture for 

Local Development 2016

contact: europe@ecs.gda.pl

project organizers

ecs.gda.pl

CULTURE FOR LOCAL DEVELOPMENT
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For the school, the end of 2017 was a time of celebration, but also a time for 
evaluation of what had been achieved and a time to reflect on the future. The be-
ginning of 2018 is also the start of the second quarter of the school’s work. Civic 
education has been developing rapidly over the last several years across the world 
and more and more organisations are launching their own programmes dedicated 
to many of these issues. Yet the programme developed by the Moscow School of 
Civic Education 25 years ago is unique and one can only imagine what it will be 
like in 25 years’ time.

The author would like to thank the whole MSCE team for their support during 

the preparation of this article. Special thanks go to Anastasiya Gontareva, 

Svetlana Shmeleva, Marina Skorikova and Marina Potekhina.

Kacper Dziekan is a European projects specialist at the European Solidarity Centre 

and a PhD candidate at the history department of the Adam Mickiewicz University 

in Poznań. He is a graduate of the Moscow School of Civic Education.
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KEY FEATURES OF THE PROJECT
 Workshops and tasks for the 

participants which are both theoretical 
and practical 

 Each individual is engaged in the project 
(participants, trainers, facilitators and 
organizers) and benefit from this format 

 The project has many various outcomes: 
the workshops culminate in a public 
debate and a series of articles prepared 
by participants

  One of the main aims of the Solidarity 
Academy is to deepen, strengthen and 
enrich the pool of young ambitious and 
sensitive journalists we have gathered 
during all last 5 editions of the Solidarity 
Academy. This is why we are trying to 
put a special emphasis on the Solidarity 
Academy Graduation Programme, which 
is conceived as a space of exchange, 
cooperation and new initiatives.

For me, Solidarity Academy became 
synonymous with a priceless network 
and experience. With the right balance of 
historical discussion about the movement 
and current trends in world politics, the 
programme makes a perfect start for 
valuable discussions which can and do 
contribute to the overall idea. The idea of 
Solidarity – its past, present and future. 
Simply put, it is a place which motivates 
to analyze, think and share. And to do 
all of this responsibly and with the real 
impact. 

Ketevan Kantaria, Georgia, 
graduate of the Solidarity Academy 2013

contact: europe@ecs.gda.pl
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Solidarity Academy is an international 
project aimed at inspiring and supporting 
the development of the young intellectual 
elites across Europe. The project’s title 
refers to the Polish social movement 
Solidarność (Solidarity) and the peaceful 
socio-political transformations that took 
place in Poland and other countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe. The 
organizers believe that such movements 

can be an inspiration for solving the 
problems of the modern world. The project 
encourages dialogue and cooperation 
across borders which is essential to meet 
today’s challenges.

solidarity
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is a project 
dedicated to 
v o l u n t e e r s 
engaged in 
s u p p o r t i n g 

refugees in Europe. We all hear about 
refugees but not many of us know the every-
day-heroes who make the refugees’ situation 
more bearable.. Many volunteers across the 
world decided to step right in the line of the 
conflict and open their hearts to help the 
newcomers acting merely on the value of 
solidarity and compassion. This project aims to 
bring together such compassionate activists. 
Thirteen volunteers engaged in supporting 
refugees arrived to Gdańsk to have workshops 
and trainings on psychological, political 
and historical issues in order to help them 
understand better the situation of refugees 
and to prepare more suitable support.

KEY FEATURES OF THE PROJECT
 A programme that is based on the deep and 

careful research of the needs of a diverse target 
group

 An understanding that solidarity is not 
just a title but also a value that is seen in the 
participants attitudes

 Workshops led with a focus on group 
process and self-awareness in order to tailor 
the curriculum to the needs of the participants

 Project participants meet with Polish 
teenagers during the Youth Forum to share 
experience and positive attitude towards 
newcomers. The outcome of the project  will 
include educational toolkit for teachers and 

NGOs aimed at delivering good quality of the 
knowledge about both refugees and proper aid.

I was motivated to participate in the “Solidarity Here 
and Now” project because working with refugees 
and those hoping to get refugee status involves so 
many factors and there is always more to learn. It 
was very helpful to be part of the activities involving 
intercultural communication, managing various 
challenging situations, burn-out, where/how to set 
boundaries and moral obligation. We all learnt from 
each other’s experiences too, which is something 
that I really appreciate.

Lindsay Bellinger / USA, living in Berlin, 
volunteering in the Give Something Back to Berlin 

Open Art Shelter in Berlin

I was born in Kyrgyzstan but have lived in Moscow 
for a long time. My parents were immigrants from 
Kyrgyzstan, it was difficult to become a citizen 
with all rights and obligations granted to my family. 
This was the main reason why I started to work 
with refugees and migrants. I am convinced that 
education is a necessary condition for a smoother 
integration of any person into a new society. That’s 
why I applied to the project because I wanted to get 
good experience in this. 

 Aygerim Mambetalieva, 
volunteering in the „Kids are Kids” 

organization in Moscow

contact: europe@ecs.gda.pl

project organizers

Photo by Anna Fedas / ECS
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was very helpful to be part of the activities involving 
intercultural communication, managing various 
challenging situations, burn-out, where/how to set 
boundaries and moral obligation. We all learnt from 
each other’s experiences too, which is something 
that I really appreciate.

Lindsay Bellinger / USA, living in Berlin, 
volunteering in the Give Something Back to Berlin 

Open Art Shelter in Berlin

I was born in Kyrgyzstan but have lived in Moscow 
for a long time. My parents were immigrants from 
Kyrgyzstan, it was difficult to become a citizen 
with all rights and obligations granted to my family. 
This was the main reason why I started to work 
with refugees and migrants. I am convinced that 
education is a necessary condition for a smoother 
integration of any person into a new society. That’s 
why I applied to the project because I wanted to get 
good experience in this. 

 Aygerim Mambetalieva, 
volunteering in the „Kids are Kids” 

organization in Moscow

contact: europe@ecs.gda.pl

project organizers

Photo by Anna Fedas / ECS
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When being a prisoner 
becomes hip

A G N I E S Z K A  P I K U L I C K A - W I L C Z E W S K A

Review of Inside Pussy Riot – an immersive theatre 
performance at Saatchi gallery, London.

On February 21st 2012, a 
group of five women wear-
ing colourful balaclavas en-
tered the Moscow Cathe-
dral of Christ the Saviour 
and pulled off a 40-second 
show which changed their 
lives forever. Calling on the Virgin Mary 
to chase Putin away, the feminist punk 
band Pussy Riot protested against the 
growing authoritarianism, corruption 

and human rights abuses in 
Russia.

Three of the band mem-
bers – Nadezhda Tolokonni-
kova, Maria Alyokhina and 
Yekaterina Samutsevich – 
were immediately detained 

and then sentenced to two years at a la-
bour colony for hooliganism motivat-
ed by religious hatred. After an appeal, 
Samutsevich’s sentence was suspended.

Perils of protest

The show outraged conservative Rus-
sians, while in the West and among lib-
eral circles in Russia, the group became 
a symbol of anti-Putin resistance and 
gained fame as feminist icons. After their 
early release in 2013, the two inmates 
began to capitalise on their experience. 
They have since made an appearance (as 

themselves) on the American television 
show House of Cards, recorded English-
language songs and appeared in theatre 
plays. In the West the couple are seen 
as celebrity-rebels.

Inside Pussy Riot, an immersive thea-
tre piece currently on show at London’s 
Saatchi Gallery, is the most recent ex-
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ample of Pussy Riot’s fame translated 
into art. The Kickstarter-funded pro-
duction by the critically acclaimed Les 
Enfants Terribles theatre group, with 
Tolokonnikova’s contribution as an as-
sociate writer, promised “a groundbreak-
ing piece of political theatre” based on 
the personal experiences of Pussy Riot. 
“This is an important project that has 
immense educational value, especially 
given the trying times in which we are 
living and an increasingly scary politi-
cal world order,” reads the promotional 
description. “This wild theatrical expe-
rience will allow the audience to become 

a participant, experiencing exactly what 
Pussy Riot went through during impris-
onment – from the original church per-
formance, to the court trial and prison 
cells,” the creators promised.

In a promotional video, Tolokon-
nikova says: “Putin is really scared of 
strong, powerful women who are not 
afraid to speak up. That is why he prefers 
to have them locked up. That is why we 
ended up in jail for two years.” She then 
promises that through the experience, 
the viewers will understand for them-
selves what it means to be a Russian 
prisoner.

Balaclavas and messages

For the purposes of the show, part 
of the gallery was divided into separate 
rooms prepared for the different stages 
of the experience. The hour long show 
begins with a small group of participants 
filling out forms which include questions 
related to their values and beliefs. Sub-
sequently, the audience members are 
asked to put on multicolour Pussy Riot 
balaclavas and given placards that best 
reflect their views.

Upon entering the next room, which 
looks like a cathedral with pictures of a 
burning Grenfell tower and portraits of 
Donald Trump, Rupert Murdoch and 
Kim Jong-un, among others, viewers 
learn that instead of Russia, they are in 
a fictitious land called Calumnium. They 
are soon asked to stand up for their be-
liefs by waving the placards, to the dis-

gust of a grotesque nun. They are soon 
imprisoned, all of which mimics the 
experience of Pussy Riot. The audience 
then go through all the stages of Calum-
nium’s penal system. Two policewomen 
wearing over the top make-up, in what 
looks like a Russian police station, are 
there to detain and humiliate them.

A Kafkaesque show trial with a fe-
male judge dressed as a marionette fol-
lows and the participants receive pris-
on sentences. They continue to another 
room where they have to put on pris-
on uniforms and are instructed about 
the rules of the labour colony they are 
about to enter. The next stage is the la-
bour camp where participants are given 
various pointless and impossible tasks 
such as sewing without needles or cop-
ying Calumnium’s coat of arms. A pris-
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on guard walks through a realistical-
ly-looking gloomy Soviet room with 
prisoner desks carefully monitoring their 
work. At the same time, another actress 
tells a story about the cruelty of Russian 
prisons.

The audience continues to the next 
room, resembling a toilet, where sto-
ries about the humiliations and punish-
ments prisoners were subjected to in 
Russian prison bathrooms appeared on 
the walls. After that each participant is 

invited to a separate visitors’ box. There, 
Tolokonnikova’s voice talks about her 
experience of the Russian prison system 
and the importance of speaking up for 
oneself, defending one’s ideals and be-
liefs and the value of resistance.

Her message is inspiring and when 
the audience enters the final stage, each 
participant receives their original plac-
ard and is asked to stand in front of a 
camera, with a harsh light on their face, 
and say the message out loud.

Banality of confusion

While the show is impressive, with 
good acting performances, and realistic, 
spot on decor, some of which bring to 
mind the gloomy aesthetics of the post-
Soviet world and the absurdity of the 
Russian system, one may end up asking: 
what is the point?

The grotesque setting, the tasks au-
dience members have to complete as 
well as the need to follow orders as eve-
ryone realises that nothing depends on 
them, do not seem to bring anyone clos-
er to the experience of a Russian pris-
oner. On the contrary, many of the stag-
es are more entertaining than scary, 
which somehow trivialises the experi-

ence. It also made me realise that an af-
fluent Londoner (the tickets prices start 
at 23.65 pounds) could not be more de-
tached from the reality of a Russian pris-
on, and after the show their knowledge 
hardly improves.

The introduction of the fictitious state 
of Calumnium, which is meant to repre-
sent an authoritarian regime – a system 
not limited to Russia – turns the audi-
ence’s attention away from the Russian 
example and leaves them with a degree 
of confusion. Are we here to see what 
authoritarianism feels like, or what the 
Russian system feels like? The fact that 
no men are a part of the acting crew is 
another confusing element, for Pussy 
Riot is known for their fight against 
patriarchy, which is not clear from the 
show. All police officers, the judge, the 
agents of the system are female, which 
brings even more confusion to the over-
all message.

Pussy Riot is known for their 
fight against patriarchy.
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Finally, while Tolokonnikova’s words 
inspire and make the audience stop for a 
moment to think about what they believe 
and constitute a call for action, I cannot 
resist the impression that the message is 
too vague to make any meaningful im-
pact. Comfortable, middle-class people 
attending the show, expressing grand slo-
gans before they move on to take selfies 
in their colourful balaclavas with a Pussy 
Riot wall in the background, hardly look 
like a team of rebellious revolutionaries.

This all made the show seem almost 
banal and more like cool entertainment 
than a strong piece of political theatre. 
The promised educational value was 
somehow lost amid the colours which 
made the real testimonies of prisoners 
look somehow out of place. In a YouTube 
interview about the show, Tolokonniko-
va said: “There are a lot of violations of 

human rights going on in the prison sys-
tem and that is part of what we are try-
ing to recreate… We are showing them 
that this is what many people are going 
through right now. It’s an invitation to 
think politically, it’s an attempt to make 
people more politically motivated, that’s 
an overall goal of my whole life and this 
project is just a part of it.”

It is fair to acknowledge that Tolokon-
nikova has proven to be a fearless hu-
man rights activist, an uncompromised 
feminist and a punk rebel. I believe her 
intention to create a good piece of po-
litical art was genuine. While her goal 
has not been fully realised, she has still 
co-created a good show which raises 
awareness of the situation of political 
prisoners in Russia – despite the confu-
sion the show may have caused. In the 
end, it was not a wasted hour.

Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska is an editor with New Eastern Europe.



To understand Russian 
nationalism

J A N  B R O D O W S K I

Lost Kingdom. A History of Russian Nationalism 
from Ivan the Great to Vladimir Putin. By: Serhii Plokhy. 

Publisher: Basic Books, New York, 2017.

In the 19th century Rus-
sian poet and diplomat Fy-
odor Ivanovich Tyutchev 
wrote:

“Russia cannot be under-
stood with the mind alone,

No ordinary yardstick can 
span her greatness:

She stands alone, unique –
In Russia, one can only 

believe”.
Tyutchev was strongly involved in 

the pan-Slavist movement, often criti-
cising the West. After defeating Napo-
leon and before the Crimea war in the 

middle of the 19th century, 
Russia was considered a su-
perpower. Parallels between 
Russian imperial times and 
the Kremlin’s policy today 
are clear. Particularly so, 
if we look at the way Rus-
sia is confronting the West 
and forging its own vision 
of politics – not only when 
it comes to its international 

position but also the role of the Russian 
nation. The question which constant-
ly returns is thus: how to understand 
Russia?

The imperial idea

Serhii Plokhy takes on this challenge 
in his new book Lost Kingdom. A Histo-
ry of Russian Nationalism from Ivan the 

Great to Vladimir Putin. The acclaimed 
author – recognised because of his pre-
vious works such as The Last Empire: The 
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Final Days of the Soviet Union (2015) 
and Yalta. The Price of Peace (2011) – 
this time is returning to his earlier pro-
ject which started with The Origins of 
the Slavic Nations (2006). Motivated by 
the current debate about Russian history 
and identity, the Russian annexation of 
Crimea and the war in eastern Ukraine, 
Plokhy tackles the difficult question of 
Russian national identity.

Plokhy guides us through the compli-
cated history of the Russian nation and 
Russian ideology. He provides us with 
the indispensable knowledge of Russian 
rulers’ ideas across the centuries. This 
is a marvellous journey which starts 
with the beginning of Russian statehood. 
Highlighting the most important mo-
ments of Russian history, Plokhy divides 
his monograph into six parts. The first 
part is dedicated to the creation of the 
Russian imperial nationhood based on 
medieval concepts of the dynasty and 
religion. In the second and third parts, 
Plokhy concentrates on the question of 
Polish modern nationalism as well as 
Ukrainian and Belarusian concepts of 
the nation.

He underlines the role of language 
and the idea of a tripartite Russian na-
tion, which is far from monolithic and 
includes three tribes: the Great Rus-
sians, the Little Russians (Ukrainians) 
and the White Russians (Belarusians). 
In part four and five readers can follow 

the developments which contributed to 
the destruction of the imperial model 
of the tripartite nation. The conflict of 
interests dividing Russians, Ukrainians 
and Belarusians in the last century is es-
sential for understanding modern rela-
tions in the region. In the last part of the 
book Plokhy describes the most recent 
events, concentrating on political deci-
sions taken in Moscow.

The 19th century resurrected

Plokhy focuses mainly on the com-
plicated relation between Russians and 
Ukrainians, which is crucial to under-
stand the continuous divisions between 
the two nations. While his research into 
nationalism and identities in Eastern 
Europe is a detailed monograph, the 

fundamental question about the fu-
ture of Russian nationalism remains 
open.

The author aptly points out the most 
important moments in the creation of 
Russian nationality. He writes: “[Ser-
gey] Uvarov formulated the main prin-

Plokhy concentrates on the 
question of Polish modern 
nationalism as well as 
Ukrainian and Belarusian 
concepts of the nation.
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ciples of Russian political ideology and 
of the country’s new imperial identity” 
and “he had found them in the Ortho-
dox faith, political autocracy and na-
tionality”. Uvarov’s “nationality” was 
understood “as native tradition rooted 
in Russia’s historical development, link-
ing the throne and the church in order 
to ensure their stability”.

Today, we are facing the revival of 
the 19th century tradition of alliance be-
tween the Russian rulers and the Rus-
sian Orthodox Church. The term “Rus-
sian world” (or Russkiy Mir), so actively 
used throughout the war in Ukraine, also 
has 19th century roots. Plokhy under-
lines the significance of Nikolai Nadezh-
din’s view that the Russian nation con-
sisted of three groups and his belief in 
both “diversity and the unity of Russian 
nation”. It was not far from the idea of 
the “tripartite division of what was then 

considered a single Russian world where 
the first shocks of a linguistic earthquake 
that would eventually change the politi-
cal map of Eastern Europe”.

The role of the language was crucial 
for the creation of the national agen-
da not only for Russians but also for 
Ukrainians and Belarusians. In the dif-
ficult debate involving the language, an 
influential journalist Mikhail Katkov 
was “the first public intellectual to es-
tablish a close bond between language, 
ethnicity, national unity, and the strate-
gic interests of Russian state”. Now, the 
concept of the “Russian world” plays a 
specific role in the Kremlin’s policy in the 
“near abroad”, with the latter term be-
ing another key concept, this time hav-
ing post-Soviet roots. But the idea to al-
locate resources abroad to support the 
Russian community has a long tradition 
that started with the Slavic movement.

Russian national confusion

The events of the 20th century – the 
February and October revolutions and 
the collapse of imperial Russia, the crea-
tion of the Soviet Union and the Second 
World War – all played a significant role 
in shaping Russian nationalism, although 
their legacy remains unclear. The com-
munist regime had no cohesive vision or 
definition of nationalism. The idea of the 
nation evolved according to the chang-
ing political needs. In the 1930s a new 
course entitled “History of the USSR” 
was introduced in schools. Plokhy stress-

es that at this moment “prerevolution-
ary Russian history was back in favour, 
as was the concept of the motherland, 
which was crucial to the formation of 
Russian nationalism”.

It is difficult to understand Russia. Af-
ter the successful 2014 Olympic Games 
in Sochi no one thought that a few days 
later the world would face one of the 
biggest crises since the end of the Cold 
War. In the name of protecting Russians, 
Moscow decided to attack a neighbouring 
state. It was the second time in only sev-
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eral years when politicians in the Krem-
lin took the concept of protecting Rus-
sian citizens in the “near abroad” region 
as casus belli. Like in the 19th century, 
the consequences of Russian confronta-
tional policy are unpredictable. Even if 

president Putin now enjoys a high level 
of support for boosting national pride 
and imperial resentment, the Russian 
national idea is still best described by 
Tyutchev’s words that “In Russia, one 
can only believe”.

Jan Brodowski holds a PhD in political science from the Jagiellonian University. 

He graduated in Russian studies (MA) and in history (MA). His research focuses mainly 

on geopolitics, modern diplomacy and democratisation in the post-Soviet countries.



Illustrated chronicles of 
the forgotten and furious 

in Putin’s Russia
L A U R A  L U C I A N I

Other Russias. By: Victoria Lomasko. 
Publisher: Penguin, London, 2017.

What happens when 
graphic journalism meets 
human rights activism in 
contemporary Russia? Other 
Russias, a newly published 
book by Victoria Lomasko, 
is one result of this prolif-
ic encounter: a powerful 
reportage casting light on 
some of Russia’s most seri-
ous social injustices. In Oth-
er Russias, Lomasko condensates eight 
years of research and travel, giving birth 
to more than 300 pages of drawings 
produced from life, rather than repro-

duced from photographs, 
and writings collected be-
tween 2008 and 2016. With 
a wink to the Humiliated 
and Injured portrayed by 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky in late-
19th-century St Petersburg, 
an alternative title for this 
work might have been the 
Invisible and Angry of Pu-
tin’s Russia. The book is split 

in two sections, the “Invisible” and the 
“Angry”, each conceived with a differ-
ent approach and focusing on specific 
subjects.

Where did they go?

The first part describes an invisible 
Russia made up of socially marginalised 

groups, forgotten by the state and ignored 
by the rest of the world. These are peo-
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ple like sex workers in Nizhny Novgorod, 
Central Asian workers enslaved in Mos-
cow’s grocery stores or hopeless people 
finding relief in alcohol or Orthodox fa-
naticism. Without applying any filter to 
their words and opinions, Lomasko al-
lows their voices to flow freely in a lan-
guage which is as gritty and shocking as 
the harshness of their everyday reality.

While “Invisible” is made up of stan-
dalone stories, the second part of the 
book can be read as a chronological ex-
cursus across an angry Russia. The au-
thor retraces the evolution of the most 
important protest movements which 
appeared in the aftermath of the 2011 
presidential election: the rallies “For Fair 
Elections”, the “Occupy Abay” camp, the 
“March of Millions”, the Pussy Riot and 
Bolotnaya Square trials.

Yet the chronicle of these massive 
protests, in which thousands of Rus-
sians took to the streets, stopped in 2013. 
“Today, almost half of the people who 
actively protested until 2013, claiming 
specific political rights, have emigrated. 
Those demonstrators belonged mainly 
to the middle class, they were educated 
and had career perspectives. This is quite 
peculiar: in Russia, only those who can 
rebuild their lives abroad dare to speak 
openly about politics and to protest ac-
tively,” argues Lomasko, who agreed to 
an interview for this review.

Despite emigration and further re-
strictions on freedom of assembly intro-
duced in 2012 and 2014, Russians went 
on protesting. In March 2017 massive 
anti-corruption protests led by oppo-

sition leader Alexei Navalny, criticising 
the regime of Putin and Prime Minister 
Dmitry Medvedev, were held across Rus-
sia. While Lomasko could not include 
these recent events in her book, in the 
final section of Other Russias she rath-
er focuses on the emergence of a dif-
ferent kind of social movement: the so-
called “grassroots pressure groups” of 
2015 – 2016. Lomasko notes the nation-
wide strikes launched by truck drivers 

against the so-called “Platon” road tax, as 
well as the sit-ins and protests staged by 
Muscovites in defence of the city parks, 
Trofyanka and Dubki, threatened by con-
struction sites for a new church and a 
tower block.

Following the “Chronicle of protests” 
drawn in Other Russias, we can trace 
a particular evolution of social move-
ments in Russia, as the emerging grass-
roots pressure groups claim to be “out 
of politics” and tend to distance them-
selves from traditional political alle-

Without applying any filter 
to their words and opinions, 
Lomasko allows the voices 
of marginalised Russians 
to flow freely in a language 
which is as gritty and 
shocking as the harshness 
of their everyday reality.
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giances. According to Lomasko, “Peo-
ple who try to mobilise today belong to 
a social class that did not participate in 
the protests of 2012. They do not have 
a degree, they have never been abroad 
and they will not claim political asylum 

in Europe. Today these people protest 
out of despair. If in the beginning they 
did not talk about politics it was because 
they did not know what it was and what 
was their place in politics. While protest-
ing, they had to learn all that.”

Voicing the unspoken

Lomasko’s opinion about the ongo-
ing transformations in citizen activism 
and protest dynamics in Russia, and their 
possible implications, is quite nuanced. 
She believes that “[t]oday’s protests are 
extremely serious, because these peo-
ple have nothing to lose. The govern-
ment underestimates to what extent ab-
solute poverty is widespread in Russia 

and that is why protest movements will 
go ahead.” Nevertheless, even these “an-
gry” Russians who dared to protest in 
the last two years finally became invisi-
ble: “the strikes of truckers across Rus-
sia, the camp they set up in Khimki (20 
kilometres outside of Moscow), all these 
events have not reached mainstream me-
dia outlets in Europe and they were in-

tentionally not broadcasted in Russia,” 
Lomasko bitterly acknowledges.

While insiders with a thorough 
knowledge of the Russian reality might 
object that Other Russias does not tell 
anything new, its strength lies instead 
in the genre chosen by Lomasko to de-
scribe these multiple facets of contem-
porary Russia. With her distinctive ap-
proach, she succeeds by putting faces and 
voices on otherwise neglected stories.

As explained in the book’s foreword, 
Lomasko’s style was heavily influenced 
by 19th and 20th century drawings done 
by Russian soldiers, concentration camp 
inmates and witnesses of the Leningrad 
siege. The urgency of these works was 
the only possible way of reporting the 
brutality of the surrounding world. In 
the same way, Lomasko’s growing in-
terest in graphic journalism was much 
more than a stylistic choice: it was the 
only way to pursue an authentic reflec-
tion of Russia’s social and political real-
ity. The book’s compelling life drawings, 
portraits and words are so expressive that 
the characters seem to be able to speak 
for themselves, engaging the reader in 
an illustrated conversation with ordinary 

Lomasko’s style was heavily 
influenced by 19th and 20th 

century drawings done 
by Russian soldiers.



181Illustrated chronicles of the forgotten and furious in Putin’s Russia, Laura Luciani Eastern Café

Russians. This intimacy reveals the au-
thor’s talent in disclosing, with absolute 
honesty and empathy, the despair, anger, 
determination and irony of the Russian 
populace, in all their contradictions and 
humanity.

The frame is also very important, as 
Lomasko’s own voice remains on the 
side: even though we recognise her criti-

cism towards the Russian government, 
she does not judge or interfere with the 
characters’ stories. Though peripheral, 
the comments spread throughout the 
book allow the reader to grasp valuable 
insights on Lomasko’s work and research 
approach, as well as on the relationships 
between the author and the people she 
portrays.

A grim picture

Victoria Lomasko was born in 1978 
in Serpukhov (a city located about 100 
km south of Moscow). As her father 
was also a professional artist, she re-
ceived full support for her artistic vo-
cation. For Lomasko, the real challenge 
was to find a public that would under-
stand and uphold the social and polit-
ical issues which were pressing to her. 
Mixing journalism and human rights 
activism, she established her creative 
method as well as her personal protest 
against “the insular Russian art scene”, 
where the artist is socially isolated from 
the viewer and vice versa.

“During the 2000s, one could hard-
ly come across any artist whose works 
reflected the Russian reality,” Lomasko 
explains. “Contemporary art was often 
a tool to launder money made by selling 
oil, gas and natural resources: it was art 
for the oligarchs, to decorate their houses 
and entertain them.” In the last three 
years, as the economic situation in Rus-
sia has dramatically changed, “nobody is 
willing to invest in fake art anymore”. Ac-

cording to Lomasko, the contemporary 
Russian art scene is witnessing a grim 
present, and facing an unclear future: 
“Apart from a few exceptions among 
younger artists – like Irina Korina and 
Misha Most – most of today’s Russian 
artists have just disappeared. The ma-
jority of galleries shut down and one of 
the last existing platforms – the Garage 
Museum of Contemporary Art – now 
seems to be threatened by the divorce of 
Zhukova and Abramovich (the founders 
of the centre).”

Yet for Russian contemporary artists, 
the problem does not lie exclusively in a 
lack of financial means. In 2010 Victoria 
Lomasko co-edited with Anton Nikolaev 
her first book, Forbidden Art (Zapretnoe 
Iskusstvo), dedicated to the homonymous 
exhibition hosted in Moscow’s Sakharov 
Centre in March 2007. The book graphi-
cally reports on the criminal proceed-
ings initiated by the Russian Orthodox 
ultraconservative movement, National 
Cathedral (Narodnyi Sobor) against An-
drey Erofeev and Yuri Samodurov, the 
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organiser of the exhibition and museum 
director respectively. The two were col-
lectively fined 350,000 roubles (around 
100,000 euro at that time) for “inciting 
religious hatred” – an offense punish-
able under Article 282 of the Russian 
Constitution.

For Lomasko, Forbidden Art was 
somewhat of a prelude of dire straits to 
come: she worked actively in Russia un-

til 2014, taking part in numerous exhibi-
tions and holding conferences and lec-
tures about graphic journalism. Then, “a 
serious repression in the cultural sphere 
began, with the adoption of laws against 
the offence of religious feelings (the so-
called Blasphemy bill, Article 148 of the 
Russian penal code since 2013), or against 
extremism (best known as the Yarovaya 
Law adopted in July 2016).”

Crackdown

Undoubtedly, artistic freedom in Rus-
sia has been experiencing a widespread 
crackdown in recent years with the lat-
est case being the suspicious arrest (last 
August) of the prominent and controver-
sial theatre director Kirill Serebrennikov. 
As the already incestuous relationship 
between the Russian Orthodox Church 
and the Russian state grows stronger, 
the life of a graphic artist, advocating 
for human rights, freedom of expres-
sion and LGBT equality, is not a bed of 
roses. “The ongoing repression does not 
target art for art’s sake, in a conceptu-
al way; it is specifically aimed at those 
artists dealing with political and social 
issues,” Lomasko emphasises.

In such circumstances, Other Russias 
could only see the light outside of Rus-

sia; it was first published in the United 
States and the United Kingdom, in an 
English translation by David Campbell. 
As Lomasko did not receive any pro-
posal from Russian publishers, an orig-
inal Russian-language version of Other 
Russias is still missing. Lomasko, who is 
currently working on a third book about 
social transformations occurring in the 
Caucasus and Central Asian countries, 
finds it easier to work and exhibit in oth-
er former Soviet countries than in her 
own. In Russia she “just cannot make a 
living anymore”. Her recent publications 
can only be found on the Russian web-
site Colta.ru, “which exclusively relies 
on donors and is therefore unable to pay 
an honorarium, even a symbolic one, to 
its contributors.”

Laura Luciani is an independent researcher and editor with the East Journal, an Italian 

online newspaper about social, political and cultural issues in Eastern Europe and beyond.



A historical optimist
L A U R Y N A S  VA I Č I Ū N A S

Magnetic North: Conversations with Tomas Venclova. 
By: Tomas Venclova and Ellen Hinsey. Publisher: 

University of Rochester Press, Rochester New York, 2017.

Today our world is 
plagued with massive 
flows of information, cha-
os, propaganda, post-truth 
and fake news. If we play 
on John Austin’s concep-
tion of doing things with 
words, one might have a feel-
ing that our world is simply 
cramped. There is a tenden-
cy to equate being prolif-
ic with being great, as literary criticism 
and economics prefer easily quantifiable 
works. Aware that culture has origins in 
the Latin cultivare, we should expect it 
to bear fruit once a year. The Lithuanian 
poet and Yale professor Tomas Venclova, 
however, approaches it with much more 
patience. The greatest living Lithuanian 
poet has written no more than 220 po-
ems over his career spanning 60 years, 
with his first published volume in 1972 
titled Sign of Speech – whose title pays 
homage to linguistic precision. Never-
theless, his essays and polemics, written 

in moderation, have been a 
major contribution to Lith-
uanian culture.

In 2010, for example, 
Venclova published an es-
say titled “I am suffocating” 
which caused an immedi-
ate uproar. Venclova’s es-
say was a staunch critique 
of the foul intellectual cli-
mate in Lithuania. The title 

comes from Socrates’ final line in Aris-
tophaneses’ play The Clouds, in which 
an old-fashioned farmer is frustrated 
by the teachings of Socrates which en-
courage futile contemplation and cor-
rupt young minds. In the end the farm-
er sets the philosopher’s Thinkery on 
fire. Venclova’s text was aimed at the 
conservative cultural elite in Lithuania 
which was at the forefront of the strug-
gle for civil rights under communism, 
but has now turned to promoting bu-
colic nationalism, isolation and tradi-
tional Lithuanian values.
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Testament

In 2017 Tomas Venclova celebrated 
his 80th birthday. Little could be done 
to ennoble the poet who already en-
joys the reputation of a sage. Nonethe-
less, the published conversations with 
the American poet and translator Ellen 
Hinsey in the new book Magnetic North 
serves as a testament to the first 50 years 
of Venclova’s life, covering the period of 
the Second World War, the Soviet Un-

ion and his emigration. The chronologi-
cal parts of the book trace the poet’s life 
since his birth in Klaipėda in 1937, un-
til the collapse of the Soviet Union. As 
an unswerving liberal, Venclova treats 
1990 as a watershed moment. Eastern 
Europe, unshackled from the totalitar-
ian system, could embark on building a 
liberal democracy.

The city where Venclova was born 
became Lithuanian only in 1923 after 
an armed skirmish. His father Antanas 
Venclova, a leftist poet, held a teaching 
position in the only Lithuanian school 
in Klaipėda. When Hitler annexed the 
town, the family chose to move to Kau-

nas, where Venclova’s grandparents on 
his mother’s side were living at the time. 
His grandfather was a reputable Latin 
professor at the University of Lithuania. 
Because of his political orientation, An-
tanas Venclova was appointed minister 
of education in the Soviet puppet gov-
ernment of 1940 – 1941. This meant that 
when Nazi Germany invaded, he had to 
flee to Moscow, leaving his family back in 
Kaunas. The young Venclova, however, 
admits to having a fairly comfortable, 
albeit fatherless, childhood during the 
German occupation.

In the aftermath of the war the reunit-
ed family moved to Vilnius. As a mem-
ber of the Supreme Soviet of the USSR 
and author of the Soviet Lithuanian an-
them, Antanas Venclova had a firm po-
sition within the Soviet cultural and po-
litical elite. In Magnetic North Tomas 
Venclova is unashamedly critical of his 
father’s conformist stance, but chooses 
compassion in judging his father over 
ethical absolutism – “my own life took 
a different direction, but I cannot state 
with any confidence how I would have 
conducted myself if I were in my father’s 
place”. In his youth Venclova, as if by de-
fault, held a naïve belief in communism 
which is reminiscent of many European 
intellectuals of that generation.

The quashing of the Hungarian Revo-
lution in November 1956 was a turning 
point in Venclova’s life. The Khrushchev 
Secret Speech at the XX Party Congress 
earlier that year gave young communists 

The quashing of the Hungarian 
Revolution in November 1956 was 

a turning point in Venclova’s life.
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a sense of direction and a feeling that 
justices could be corrected, but the hy-
pocrisy of the Soviet invasion shattered 
any hopes in these beliefs. The same dis-
illusionment rang in the heads of many 
of the left wing intellectuals. At that 
time Venclova was already a student of 
literature at Vilnius University. A small 
group of students, to which the young 
Venclova belonged, began stirring up 
dissent in the university community. 
The final showdown occurred in 1958 
when an edition of the student’s alma-
nac Kūryba was banned and some stu-
dents and lecturers expelled. Venclova’s 
privileged position provided him secu-
rity while he upheld his integrity with a 
resolute public defence of his friends.

The Venclova family’s privileged po-
sition within the Soviet hierarchy often 
led to criticism in Lithuania. Many of the 
most gifted Lithuanians looked for ways 
of cohabitation with the Soviet system 
or “inter-structural dissent”. Nadezhda 
Mendelstam and Anna Akhmatova had 
discussed the question of courage in 
such a situation – dividing it into cour-
age, daring and fortitude, which are not 
synonymous. Fortitude was the ultimate 
evidence of moral fibre. Many dissidents 
were courageous and quite a number of 
them daring, but not many would strug-
gle at critical moments. Venclova’s family 
background meant that his acts, however 
courageous, did not come at the same 
price as they did for others.

A new chapter

Venclova’s youthful disobedience in 
Lithuania was temporarily suppressed by 
the party apparatus, but the metropolitan 
Moscow gave hope that one could evade 
permanent KGB surveillance. His move 
to Soviet Russia in early 1961 opened a 
new chapter in his life. Anna Akhma-
tova was a towering figure in Russian 
and East European literature. Her po-
etic mastery and the sheer force of her 
biography drew thousands of admirers, 
including Venclova. In Magnetic North, 
Venclova tells the story of gramophone 
recordings that Akhmatova would use 
to repel some of the overly ardent young 
people wanting to acquaint her with their 
scribblings. When she said “Your rhymes 

are astonishing” or “You are a master 
of metaphor”, it meant that the poems 
are far from good. Venclova’s and Judi-
ta Vaičiūnaitė’s translation of Akhmato-
va’s poetry in 1964 was met with such 
a “gramophone” reaction by the poet. 
However, after the translator Vyacheslav 
Ivanov complemented the translation, 
which by circumstance he found lying 
on Akhmatova’s desk, Venclova was giv-
en a new chance. He was invited to visit 
the poetess on a regular basis and dis-
cuss everything from poetry to politics.

At that time Akhmatova’s favourite 
young poet Joseph Brodsky was living 
in in internal exile in the Arkhangel-
sk region. Upon his release he was en-
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couraged to visit Vilnius, which became 
an important part of his life before be-
ing deported from the Soviet Union in 
1972. In Vilnius Venclova and Brodsky 
developed a friendship that would last 
until the latter’s death. Both “rebellious 
classicists” came from entirely different 
backgrounds but met on the same col-
lision path with the Soviet Union. Both 
poets shared an interest in Poland that 
was flaring up in 1968 and 1970 and it 
was Venclova who introduced Brod-
sky to Czesław Miłosz’s poetry, who in 

turn would learn about the Lithuanian 
poet from Brodsky and issue the invi-
tation letter that helped Venclova leave 
the USSR. Ten years later they would all 
meet in the United States, forming what 
is sometimes jokingly called the BMV 
of East European poetry. Venclova de-
scribes the group as “conservative an-
ti-totalitarianists”, who were aware that 
totalitarianism threatened the temporal 
dimension of humanity and the future 
consisted of a senseless repetition of rit-
uals forced upon the people.

Emigration

In the book, Venclova admits that his 
close friendship with Russian intellectu-
als meant that he would often see Russia 
in much better light than it deserved. In 
the 1970s the main enemy was still the 
Soviet Union in all its ideological and ge-
ographical breadth. In his dissidence to 
the Soviet regime Venclova had always 
been fairly cautious in action but unre-
lenting when it came to ethical decisions. 
Ever since the readings groups and un-
conventional writings in the 1950s, he 
was under constant surveillance.

Antanas Venclova’s death in 1971 
and Brodsky’s emigration in 1972 were 
two factors that pushed him to make a 
decision about leaving the country. On 
the one hand after his father’s passing 
the publishing houses and universities 
seemed less eager to employ him or com-
mission translations. On the other, Brod-
sky had managed to adapt to life in the 

West which proved that emigration did 
not mean the death of a poet. Venclova 
wrote a letter to the authorities asking for 
permission to leave which made its way 
to the underground press and out to the 
West, causing quite a stir. Miłosz learnt 
of it from French press while Brodsky 
issued a call for Venclova’s safety in the 
New York Review of Books. The interna-
tional recognition provided some pro-
tection and eventually led to an invita-
tion by physicist Eitan Finkelstein to form 
the Lithuanian Helsinki Group. Venclo-
va admits in failing to acknowledge the 
importance of the Helsinki Declaration 
but his response was enthusiastic. The 
Lithuanian Helsinki Group announced 
its formation in December 1976, out-
raging the Kremlin, which immediate-
ly granted Venclova permission to leave.

The penultimate chapter of Magnetic 
North bears the subtitle “Exile as Good 
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Luck”. In spite of initial fears that he 
would struggle in the West, Venclova 
fairly quickly managed to establish him-
self. Connections with leading East Euro-
pean poets helped him land a university 
job. The academic work mixed with the 
dissident’s obligations. Exile came with 
the responsibility to continue reminding 
the world of the precarious situation of 
the Soviet human rights defenders and 
intellectuals. In 1988 Venclova arrived 
in Moscow unnoticed. He was happy 
to see his friends and family, but could 
not escape the troubling fact that he was 
given a fairly comfortable life in the West, 

while Viktoras Petkus from the Lithu-
anian Helsinki Group “was languishing 
in Siberian exile”. Slightly more than a 
year later the world would change be-
yond recognition.

Venclova has more than once de-
scribed himself as a historical optimist – 
everything will be fine but he won’t live 
to see it. One of Venclova’s main inspira-
tions has been Voltaire. Candide’s ending 
line “but let us cultivate the garden” has 
been a motto for Venclova. The stories 
presented in Magnetic North prove that 
action does not have to be spectacular 
to be effective.

Laurynas Vaičiūnas is the deputy director of the Jan Nowak-Jeziorański 

College of Eastern Europe and the head of its publishing department.

SPECIAL OFFER FOR NEW EASTERN EUROPE READERS:
You can buy Magnetic North for just £22.50/$29.99 by ordering online at
www.boydellandbrewer.com
and using the offer code BB407 when prompted at the checkout.



Islam and Russian 
power politics

T I B O R  W I L H E L M  B E N E D E K

Russia and Its Islamic World – From the Mongol Conquest 
to the Syrian Military Intervention. By: Robert Service. 

Publisher: Hoover Institution Press, 2017.

At the opening of the 
Moscow Cathedral Mosque 
in September 2015, Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin called 
Islam an integral part of Rus-
sia’s spiritual life. In the 21st 
century Islam in Russia is 
one of the most challeng-
ing research topics, since 
the Russian Federation hosts 
the largest Muslim minori-
ty in Europe and shares an ambivalent 
history with various Muslim groups. 
In addition, in 2015 Russia intervened 
militarily in the Syrian civil war. These 
facts lead us to question if it is possible 
to link Russia’s role in domestic politics 
with its foreign policy in the Muslim 
world?

Robert Service, a well-
known American histori-
an and political commenta-
tor, explains some of these 
ties in his recent book, Rus-
sia and Its Islamic World – 
From the Mongol Conquest 
to the Syrian Military Inter-
vention. The biggest strength 
of Service’s work is its ana-
lytical framework through 

which he links Russian Muslim history 
with the Kremlin’s policy towards the 
former Soviet republics and the Mid-
dle East. The book does well in unveil-
ing the many societal and geopolitical 
correlations, despite the fact it is near-
ly impossible to tackle all the aspects of 
such a complex subject.
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Detailed coverage

The starting point of Russia and Its 
Islamic World is a detailed description 
of the history of Islam in Russia. The 
Mongol and Tatar hegemony of Russian 
territory, beginning in the 13th century 
and the liberation by Ivan the Terrible in 
the 16th century as well as Russia’s terri-
torial expansion in subsequent years re-
ceive recognition. The book also provides 
the context for understanding the later 
conflicts with Muslim tribes in Crimea, 
the Caucasus and another great power, 
the Ottoman Empire. Service shifts the 
balance to reference points in earlier 
Muslim history in the Russian territory 
by depicting geopolitical connections 
and military missions in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia. He comes up with a 
very useful way to explain Russian soci-
ety’s perception of its Muslim minorities. 
Through detailed coverage of Muslim 
related texts in classical Russian litera-
ture, the author shows that the image of 
Russian Islam was frequently reduced to 
a romantically transfigured, wild and ex-
otic description of the Caucasus.

In the subsequent chapters, geopo-
litical assessments and societal explana-
tions form an overall coherent picture. In 
the context of socialism, the book shows 
the manifold efforts of the politburo to 
control Muslim life in the Soviet Union. 
Ethnic cleansing under Stalin and efforts 
to strengthen the communist party under 
Leonid Brezhnev are key points in the 
discussion. Service also traces back dif-
ferent communist policies like the ones 
in Central Asia where they did not al-
ways lead to the weakening of the impact 
of Islam on society. Moreover, the book 
shows how the Soviet Union was starting 
to build relations with Muslim countries 
beyond the Soviet Union. The instances 
mentioned in the text range from the 
initial financial aid given to Egypt in the 
1950s to aid programmes in Iraq, Syria 
and Libya. Service also highlights how 
Soviet leadership was pragmatic with 
Muslim countries, following secular and 
modernising policies, and was challeng-
ing with American interests and expan-
sion in the respective region.

Geopolitics and its economic context

Service’s statements are not entirely 
political or societal but they include eco-
nomic connections, such as the impact 
of oil prices on the Russian budget for 
financial aid to new Muslim allies. This 
economic role within the Soviet Union’s 
experiences with glasnost and perestroika 

is particularly interesting. The book pin-
points how democratisation, economic 
and political changes under Gorbachev 
weakened the Soviet Union’s position in 
international affairs, especially its strong 
role in the development of the historical 
Soviet Muslim republics. In addition, 
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the complex power constellations of the 
Soviet-Afghan War, the First Gulf War 
and relations with important players in 
the Muslim world (like Iran) are exam-
ined in detail.

The ambivalent relations with the 
United States play a special role in Ser-
vice’s account; they became, in the con-
text of Russian Islam, particularly topi-
cal in the beginning of Vladimir Putin’s 
presidency, when Russia showed solidar-
ity with the United States following the 
terror attacks on the World Trade Cent-
er in New York City and the Pentagon 
Building in Washington DC on Septem-
ber 11th 2001. The book provides a large 
number of geopolitical facts, including 
the allowance of landing and refuelling 
facilities for the US Air Force in Uzbek-

istan during the war in Afghanistan. In-
terestingly, every geopolitical event is 
illuminated from a different perspec-
tive and strategic changes are accurate-
ly highlighted.

One of these strategic changes in 
Russian foreign policy is linked to its 
domestic policy, as the US government 
and other NATO countries criticised 
Russia’s approach during the Second 

Chechen War. As a consequence of west-
ern criticism, Service deduces a change 
in Russian foreign policy, where it be-
gan to oppose western interests. In this 
sense, Russia declared itself a defend-
er of the Islamic World (at least against 
the West) and started to build stronger 
ties with Syria and Iran. The book brings 
these issues to the current debate and it 
even contextualises the role of the for-
mer US President Barack Obama and 
his successor Donald Trump. Howev-
er, some of Service’s analyses resemble 
political assessments (and his personal 
opinions) on Russian domestic and for-
eign policy.

The unconfirmed reports of supposed 
Russian intelligence service activities in 
the Caucasus enabling a corridor for ter-
rorists to join the war in Syria puts to 
question Russia’s intentions in the inter-
national war on terror. As the Chechen 
Wars and terrorism stand in the spirit of 
the book, the role of Caucasian Muslim 
communities and the spread of Arab fi-
nanced Wahhabism is elaborated in de-
tail. In a similar manner, the reader is in-
formed about societal, and sometimes 
bloody, transitions in the former Sovi-
et republics from socialism to nation-
alism and the rehabilitation of Islam in 
the majority of them.

The book provides good informa-
tion regarding the first steps of build-
ing Muslim institutions during the time 
of the Russian monarchy and the con-
tinuation of this institutionalised form 
during the Soviet times. However, apart 
from the illustrative events and narra-

The ambivalent relations with 
the United States play a special 

role in Service’s account.
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tions, the role of official Muslim institu-
tions for Russian Islam is not further ex-
plained. A possible continuation of this 
inquiry could tackle the full particulars 
of Russia’s Muslim establishment and its 
strong ties to the Tatar ruling elite and 
Russian politics, without which it is dif-
ficult to assess the development steps of 
Russian Islam entirely.

Nonetheless, Service’s book is a vivid 
piece of work. Certain assessments like 

the Russian post-imperial syndrome, 
Putin’s hypocrisy, or stern and intoler-
ant Wahhabi doctrines give interesting 
insights into the author’s worldview. Even 
though the book is vivid and accessible to 
read, the multitude of topics and events 
make it difficult for the general reader to 
classify all the information. Nevertheless, 
Russia and Its Islamic World is a good 
read for anyone interested in Russian 
Islam or Russian geopolitics.

Tibor Wilhelm Benedek is a sociologist of religion and an expert on European Islam. 

He is the author of the book Pioneers of liberal Islam: Impressions from Moscow and St Petersburg.



Eight years of 
Eastern Partnership: 
Hidden in the trenches

Balázs Jarábik and Dovilė Šukytė write that 
the European Union’s commitment to the 
Eastern Partnership has been cemented by 
Russia’s aggression against Ukraine. How-
ever, for internal reasons, the EU is trying to 
avoid the costs linked to the countries’ inte-
gration. For Russia, the region is vitally im-
portant but Moscow cannot muster the re-
sources for an attractive alternative to keep 
the countries close.

The dialogue continues online…
www.neweasterneurope.eu

While you wait for your next issue of New Eastern Europe stay connected with the latest opin-
ions and analysis from Central and Eastern Europe at our website which is updated regularly 
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Follow us on Twitter > @NewEastEurope

Join us on Facebook > www.facebook.com/NewEasternEurope
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Tajikistan: 
Between security 
and objectification 
of female body
Hafiz Boboyorov, Alexander von Humboldt fellow
After a long political struggle against the 
Islamic opposition, Tajikistan’s government 
initiated a “traditional-national” policy, ac-
cording to which women should wear ap-
propriate garments. This objectification of 
the female body serves to perpetuate the 
political power of the ruling elite.

Abkhazia: 
Looking forward to 
Syrian recognition
Shota Tkhelidze, Georgian Public Broadcaster
The possible recognition of the de-facto re-
public of Abkhazia by Syrian authorities runs 
the risk of compromising their state integrity. 
However, it is likely that the parties will con-
tinue maintaining and improving bilateral 
relations at an informal level.
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